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Prologue: 1
The Reason

Author’s Note:

This and the following chapter are the epilogue for the previous book and the first major arc.

Additionally, they are the prologue to this book and the next major arc of Tala’s story.

As such, they are identical between the last book and this one.

Tala swayed gently, keeping her balance perfectly in control atop the cargo wagon as it trundled northward across the plains, bound for Arconaven.

It had been a fruitful winter, especially in regard to her siblings. Tala had made great strides in rebuilding the foundations for relationships with each of her brothers and sisters. She was even corresponding with several of the older ones on occasion. Though, given that most of her time was spent between cities, they weren’t quick back-and-forths so much as touchpoints between in-person visits.

Even though Nalac and Illie had departed for the academy two months earlier, Tala was able to exchange notes with them as well, though the twins’ early classes were demanding enough that they had little free time for such things.

Also, if the correspondences they had sent were any indication, their new friends were taking up much of what little time they had outside of training.

I hope their experience is radically different than mine. They should start solidifying their fundamental understanding in the next few months and get their first inscriptions shortly thereafter.

It was an exciting time for them, and Tala felt a warmth within her at being able to be going through it alongside them, even if from afar.

Now, spring had arrived, and with it had come more rain than usual. Copious amounts of rain that, more than anything, had reminded Tala of swimming through a lake every time she’d stepped outside.

That near-constant deluge, coupled with the melting snow, had led to soggy, treacherous ground and lots of mud.

Much of the lowlands among the rolling hills now resembled marshland more than fertile plains, but that should pass soon enough.

The cloud cover had finally broken around noon, and with the near-constant, stiff wind, the sky was finally completely clear. Though, they were fast approaching the nightly stop and dinner.

We should reach Arconaven tomorrow. And if it stays clear, the ground should be clean and dry by the end of the day. She hesitated, considering the near two weeks of constant downpour. Drier, at least.

-Another new city to explore… finally.- Alat didn’t much care about the mud, and before they departed, she had been grousing more and more about only seeing Bandfast, Marliweather, and the land in between. In truth, Tala had begun to get sick of the repetitive scenery, too.

Mistress Odera sat in her customary place near the back of the wagon, eyes closed and magical senses surveying their surroundings. She still hadn’t managed to make an Archon Star within her iron monstrosity, but she kept insisting that she was close.

Tala didn’t have to turn around to check on the woman.

Instead, one of the small drops of blood that spun around Tala’s head granted her a secondary perspective via aspect-mirroring.

She no longer needed to close her eyes to keep from being overwhelmed by two sets of inputs. Nor did the movement of that perspective, as it orbited or as she shifted its focus, make her sick.

Two other drops rotated along with the first, likewise filled with aspect-mirrors of her perception, though Alat was co-opting the senses from those other two.

Tala could still perceive through them if she so desired, but she did not desire such. Much of her focused training through the winter had been specifically aimed toward shutting out those perspectives to allow Alat to be her omni-directional eyes and ears.

And Alat excelled at that. Especially in sparring, Alat warned Tala of anything she might otherwise miss, and their synergy had grown to the point that Tala didn’t have to look for herself to block most attacks that Alat identified.

There was the added blessing that Tala’s specific magesight scripts modified Tala’s perspective directly, rather than providing a new sense that overlapped her sight. Thus, when Tala mirrored her sight onto the three orbiting bloodstars, they benefited from her magesight as well.

The whole process was surprisingly effective now that she and Alat had gotten the hang of it.

Her tungsten bar levitated as if nailed in place, just behind her neck, suspended by the two bloodstars inside of it. The sphere floated just in front of her sternum, similarly affixed.

Both showed nicks, dings, and even a couple of deep cuts from where they’d directly parried attacks in sparring and during the occasional arcanous encounter.

Even though the last four months had been incredibly peaceful, all things considered, they hadn’t been free of violence.

Her elk leathers fit better than ever, given that Tala and Alat had continued to investigate how to minutely adjust the garments, precisely as they wished. They’d recently discovered how to change the colors, and after having a bit of fun with some more garish shades, they had settled on a set of earthtones.

Flow and Kit hung in counterbalance to each other, and she’d added a row of small vessels—smaller than the width of her belt—across the back of her belt to house her bloodstars when not in use.

The maximum she’d been able to wield effectively in a combat situation was still only eight, alongside those in her tungsten tools. While that wasn’t an increase in number from earlier in the winter, her utility of and dexterity with them was improving by leaps and bounds. She could do more with all of them at once than she’d been able to manage with a single one at the start.

Maybe tomorrow I’ll add in a ninth. It was about time.

Terry lounged off to one side, sprawled out on his back, legs extended to allow his stomach to absorb as much sun as possible.

She occasionally flicked a bit of jerky out for him, and while it vanished mid-flight, proving that he’d caught it, he never seemed to move. In return, he would occasionally flicker to one of the weapons lying on the wagon top and hurtle it at her without warning. That still took him enough time that she was able to notice his absence, however momentary.

As the weapon came her way, it was Tala’s task to deflect it with a bloodstar or tungsten tool without turning her head or stopping whatever she was doing at the time.

It had turned out to be ridiculously excellent practice, if she were being honest. And it was quite a bit of fun, now that she had improved enough that she wasn’t being hit with fast-flying ballistic weapons every couple of minutes.

She still hadn’t implemented the Leshkin shields that sat within Kit or even attached the mounting plates she’d had made for them. She always found reasons for delay, as they would require a few weeks of dedicated practice to incorporate into her other abilities whenever she added them. Things were progressing at a good pace, and she really didn’t feel like taking a step back toward incompetence.

Maybe by midsummer.

Alat snorted within Tala’s mind. -More likely, we’ll do it as soon as we come through a battle where they would have been useful.-

That’s… fair. She knew that she should get on with it, but not in the middle of a venture, and certainly not on the way to a new city. I’ll have some free time in Arconaven. I’ll do the prep work and initial testing there.

Tala felt a slight warning as a hatchet sailed from near the rear-right corner of the wagon at the back of her head. The tungsten bar simply spun, lifting slightly as it took on the appearance of a silvery, semi-translucent disc.

The incoming weapon was deflected back and down, where it struck into the wagon top with a thunk.

It had definitely made things more interesting when Terry had begun aiming such that the most effective blocking techniques would send the weapons into nearby things or people that Tala didn’t want to harm.

Mistress Odera grunted at the sound but didn’t otherwise react. The head driver, a middle-aged woman named Bilsta, no longer jumped or even twitched at the noise, but Tala did detect a slight tensing of her shoulders.

The tungsten rod stopped without seemingly needing to slow and drifted back down to its previous resting place.

Tala obligingly tossed a hunk of jerky for Terry before she returned her focus to the present.

It really was a beautiful day.

She took in a deep breath, relishing the wonderfully amazing smells of oncoming spring, even if they were overlaid by those of mud and ox-dung.

Take the bad with the good.

-Then sift out the bad and throw it away.-

Tala grinned. True enough. She hesitated. Was it my perception or yours that picked up that attack?

-Mine. You responded quite well.- Alat did seem quite pleased by the sound of her voice.

Tala’s grin widened, even as she allowed her perspective to track the Mage Protector who had joined her this leg of her trip. Marnin.

He was passing by the right-hand side of their wagon as he made a circuit of the caravan.

Marnin was an enthusiastic Mage, a Material Creator, specializing in air. His attacks and defense were simply compressed, or gusts of, air. He’d been surprisingly effective in driving away arcanous threats and not causing any retaliation.

Honestly, after seeing the man work, Tala had been shocked that his skill set wasn’t more widely seen, especially within the ranks of Mage Protectors. The guards even seemed not to mind the lessening of harvests too much. They were, after all, not required to engage with nearly as many threats as standard.

Though, to be fair, I haven’t been exposed to that many, not yet.

This was her first trip after her block of back-and-forth ventures to Marliweather, and it was the first one without Rane since her very first trek to Alefast, Waning.

Rane, unfortunately, still had not broken into Fused, though he continued to insist that he was getting close. He had taken a different route from them, beginning his loop of the cities by heading south to Makinaven. From there, he was going to go west toward Retindel, then through Truhold, Namfast, and Manaven before coming out of the forest cities and meeting up with her and Mistress Odera in Clevenhold.

Tala and Mistress Odera had decided to take the wiser path, at least for Tala, and go north to Arconaven. From there, she’d go to Audel on the coast, then southwest to Surehaven before heading to Clevenhold to meet up with Rane. Their route had two fewer stops, so the two women would have longer hold-overs between trips, but that served Tala’s purposes just fine.

She was ready to see more human cities, to experience their variety, and begin truly considering her place in the world.

After they met up with Rane, they would backtrack through Surehaven to Audel. Then, all together, they’d go to the new Alefast, and then visit the two sites of the cities under construction, working one of the caravans going to each from Alefast.

Thankfully, the forest to the north didn’t contain any Leshkin, so it wouldn’t be a barrier to Tala’s plans.

Still, this is a half-year total trip with fourteen legs for Mistress Odera and me, seventeen for Rane. They’d even be stopping back through Marliweather as their last city before returning to Bandfast.

The only city that Rane wouldn’t visit on his grand tour would be Alefast—the Waning one. As he’d grown up there, that wasn’t much of a negative. At least, that was what he’d said.

Mistress Odera cocked her head to one side, and the motion brought Tala back to the present, once again.

“What is it?” Tala didn’t turn around, trusting the woman to hear her voice.

“Something… odd. Do you feel that? On the wind? I think it’s been there, building, for a while, but I only just felt it.” Mistress Odera’s magical senses often manifested in the woman as a feeling, so Tala immediately focused on her own magesight.

The wagons were entering a small stand of trees, likely coming up on their stopping place for the night. An ambush now would be rather unideal.

Alat? Anything?

-Maybe.- The alternate interface drew Tala’s attention to what could have been threads of power in the air currents.

“I think so? It seems like a relaxing effect. Something to lull us off our guard?”

“It could be. Could be.” The older Mage seemed troubled—as was quite reasonable, if Tala was being honest.

“There’s a bit of serenity, too. A desire for… isolation?”

“That is what I am feeling.”

Tala flicked through her memory quickly, finding a few arcanous creatures that fit. One jumped to the forefront, however. “Bog hag? Maybe more than one?”

Mistress Odera grunted in acknowledgment but didn’t reply. Tala bit her lip, considering.

“I really hope it’s not bog hags. I didn’t think they left the swamps northeast of Arconaven. Do you think this weather is enough to have drawn them this far south?” Around their other studies, Tala and Alat had taken a lot of time to thoroughly delve through the bestiaries provided by Grediv that were open to them, along with supplemental works that Alat pulled from the Archive.

They’d researched these beasts, specifically, as they were pernicious, arcanous near-sapients, almost like cyclops, who used magic to strip flesh from their victims before using the material to patch and cover over their own grotesque forms. They preferred human flesh, but they would take what they could get their slick, spiny hands on. To add to the difficulty of dealing with them, the creatures would often, somehow, bend other arcanous creatures to their will.

No one seemed to know where they came from, and after several extensive campaigns had failed to eradicate them, humanity had moved into a mitigation posture toward the creatures.

Avoid, kill on sight, and keep the passengers close.

Tala nodded. “Worth using the standard tactics either way.”

“I think so, yes.” Mistress Odera seemed more withdrawn than usual, though that might have just been Tala’s imagining.

The head driver leaned back while keeping her eyes forward. “Circling the wagons, Mistresses. It’s time to stop for the night.”

Tala nodded. “Thank you, Bilsta.”

Their two-wagon caravan pulled in a wide circle before stopping in a stand of trees, a clearing already among the tall trunks ready for them to shelter from the wind. This was one of a dozen preprepared places that Bilsta could have chosen, so there wasn’t really a specific danger of ambush at this location.

“I’ll go talk to the guards and connect with the cargo slot servants.” The passengers had largely kept themselves confined within the dimensional storage spaces set aside for them this trip. So she had time.

Tala hopped down, her feet sinking slightly into the springy turf, even as the guards were knocking on the cargo slots to signal that the wagons had stopped for the day.

“On me, when you have a moment.” The guards turned her way, their current task complete.

The doors swung open almost as one, and Tala heard cries of glee from inside.

There was a wave of noise as dozens of children exclaimed excitedly before practically boiling out through the open doors, the harried cargo slot servants and other adults close behind.

Tala froze on the spot. Rust. They’ve been staying inside at all the other stops… The rain had stopped.

“Stop!” Tala called, but the noise from all the passengers exiting almost as a unit and scattering in all directions overrode her.

Mistress Odera’s eyes snapped open in alarm, and she turned, calling to a guard that was passing behind their stopped wagon.

What followed was near five minutes of panicked wrangling, resulting in the whole group grumpily crowding back around the cargo wagon, looking up at Tala, Mistress Odera, and Marnin, who’d joined them after the group was gathered.

Tala cleared her throat. “We’ve felt some odd magics in the air, so I want everyone to stay close.”

There was some groaning at that, but not much, thankfully. Everyone knew that caravan trips were dangerous, and the Mage Protectors were to be respected.

“We know you want to stretch your legs, especially you little ones.”

There was some laughter at that.

“But we need you to be safe. Please, keep to groups no smaller than three, and there should be at least one adult in any group. That means two children and one adult at the least.”

Murmurs of assent came back to her. They were reasonable restrictions.

Mistress Odera’s head jerked, then, her eyes widening. “Mistress Tala.”

-Tala, the magic is gone.-

Tala looked around unnecessarily, her perspective already sweeping their surroundings. What changed?

She felt a fear begin to rise in her throat. Were they about to be attacked? Were they surrounded?

Marnin, though only a Mage, was battle-tested and had clearly noticed their reactions. His magesight wasn’t always active, nor was it likely sensitive enough to see the magics that had been there, but that hardly mattered.

The passengers obviously noticed the Mages’ reactions as well. One called up, even as the group as a whole pressed in closer to the wagon. “Is everything alright?”

Tala looked back down to them. “Please do a quick headcount. We might need to retreat into the wagons, quickly, and I don’t want anyone being left behind.”

Tala watched as the servants for each cargo slot moved through the passengers, counting their charges.

Several parents called to their children, and that started a cascade of calls back and forth as the smaller passengers moved through the crowds toward their guardians.

There really is a large number of passengers this trip.

Thankfully, the noise started to calm down as parents and children found one another amidst the shuffle.

Then, the reason for the fading magic came, along with a wail from a man near the middle of the crowd. “Jon? Jon! Where is Jon? Where is my son?!”

Another voice also lifted in response, a woman’s this time. “And my Tam. I don’t see him! Weren’t they together?”

A few moments of frantic information collecting revealed that the two children, neither older than ten, had sprinted out of the cargo slots to play with their peers as soon as the wagons had stopped. The two hadn’t returned to the wagons with the others when they were called back, though no one had specifically seen them either move off or stay behind.

Tala closed her eye taking a fortifying breath. Think, Tala, think.

-Well, we know why the magics have stopped.- This meant it was almost definitely a bog hag.

Hopefully, not more.

-They caught their prey.-

Tala shook her head. There’s no way we’re letting this stand.

There would be other creatures in-thrall to the arcanous humanoids. Even when they found the children, it was going to be a tough task to free them.

Her eyes snapped open, the beginnings of a plan coming together within her mind.

“Terry, I need you.” She raised her voice, then. “Alright, quiet!”

When the din of fearful conversation calmed down, Tala continued.

“Here’s what we’re going to do.”


Prologue: 2
Found You

Tala immediately helped to mobilize all units of the caravan guards, regardless of duty rotation. Together with the sergeants, they quickly organized a search-grid, sending the guards out in four groups of five, armed to the hilt. Each group also had flares to bring attention if the children were found or if backup was needed.

Ten more guards stayed back to guard the caravan with Mistress Odera, while all the passengers were made aware that they were to, under no circumstances, leave the space between the two wagons.

Blessedly, no one complained, and many were already huddled around the parents of the two missing boys, Jon and Tam.

The guards would be responsible for sweeping the grove directly around the wagons, and Tala with Terry and Marnin would check the countryside.

Marnin would take the larger swath, focusing east, west, and south, just in case. He was given this section partly because he could move faster with his given set of abilities and partly because with his lower magical weight, he could move faster without creating motive aura resonance.

The other reason he was sent in the more unlikely directions was simply that he was less well equipped for dealing with the creatures that would likely be involved.

Tala would be on Terry, and they were to sweep northward in the most likely direction the children and bog hag went. Oh, stars provide it’s only one. One should only be able to have a few creatures under its thrall.

Tala looked to her friend, even as she popped two ending seeds into her mouth. “Let’s go, Terry.”

The terror bird flickered into place under her, growing in size until she was comfortably situated behind his neck. He crouched low and took off at a dead sprint, weaving through the trees.

Tala immediately saw a build-up of a motive aura echo. “A bit slower, Terry.” She grimaced in frustration. “Sorry.”

He slowed down, and the resonance faded.

She almost asked him to go on ahead to look for the children on his own, but that would be incredibly dangerous, even for Terry.

The terror bird had no defense against the subtle nudges employed by a bog hag, and the creatures were all known to be able to weaken, or even fully suppress, the magical ability of many arcanous creatures.

That was theorized to be a cornerstone of their ability to enthrall those same beasts.

Terry was monumentally powerful, but they just didn’t know to what extent he would be vulnerable.

It would not be safe for him to get close to them. They might just be able to remove much of his advantage. In the worst case, they might be able to enslave him, somehow. Now that would be a disaster.

Tala tried not to grind her teeth as she kept her focus tuned outward on the surrounding trees. Endingberries in my mouth. Biting them unwittingly would be bad.

She moved the two bloodstars containing mirrors of perception for Alat around trees to either side to increase their field of view, just in case. The guards should be through here shortly, but she’d feel the fool if she passed the boys by and didn’t notice.

And what a blessing it would be to find the two hiding nearby.

Alat chimed in. -Their gates should be obvious, even through obscurement. But I agree, the wide field of view is still wise.-

They had no luck as they passed quickly through the trees. In fact, they found the first confirmation of the opposite just as they reached the edge of the grove.

A burn wolf howled before bounding up, lunging off of a tree to come at Tala from the side.

It was no bigger than a large dog but was much leaner in appearance. Its eyes glowed an ember red, and the tips of its fur were each a soft, luminescent yellow. Each hair was black despite the tip and had an almost charcoal quality to their appearance. Even so, they still moved as fur would on a dog. The last thing that jumped out to Tala, upon quick inspection, was the trails of smoke rising from the lolling, fang-filled maw.

Tala drew Flow with her off-hand, holding it in a reverse grip.

She caught the leaping wolf with her right hand while funneling power into Flow, shaping it into a glaive, which skewered the closest of the wolves closing in on them from the other side.

Large pack.

Her tungsten rod rotated and shot backward, catching another wolf mid-lunge like a bit in a horse’s mouth.

“Terry, quick death.”

Terry became a flickering storm.

Tala dropped to the ground, her mount gone.

She crushed the neck of the wolf that she had caught before tossing it aside, away from the trees.

Burn wolves had the habit of bursting into violent conflagrations, even after death, and she didn’t want the caravan to find itself in the middle of a mini-forest fire.

She had time to twist, transform Flow into a sword, and cut down two more lunging forms before the conflict was over.

The tungsten rod hadn’t slowed in its streaking path backward, where it slammed the wolf it carried into a tree without slowing significantly. First, it unhinged the beast’s jaw, then continued. It crushed flesh and bone, moving in an almost perfectly straight line until it impacted the tree, no part of the wolf remaining in its way.

The rod then jammed downward, embedding into the wolf corpse before flicking it away from the tree line.

With a blurring spin, the metal implement shed the gore it had picked up. Now clean, it stopped just as quickly, rigidly vertical once more. From there, it returned to its resting position at a more leisurely pace, resembling the speed of a thrown rock rather than a crossbow bolt.

In those brief seconds, Terry had slain more than two dozen of the beasts, knocking their bodies away from the tree-line.

“This is too many. Bog hags don’t usually control whole packs.” Tala felt building concern for the boys and the caravan as a whole.

-A coven? Bog hags have been known to function in family units on occasion. When they do that, they can control larger groups of other creatures.-

Tala did not like anything that might imply, but it made sense. One bog hag would never venture this far from the northern swamps. A group, though? They just might be bold enough to try it.

Overhead, a circling shape drew her attention, though she didn’t turn her head to look.

What do you think the chances are that that blade-wing falcon is just out for an evening flight?

-Low.-

Another servant of the hags?

-Even if not, it’s worth bringing down.-

Agreed. Tala locked onto the creature, without ever setting her eyes upon it.

As she jumped back onto Terry’s back, and he took off once more, she activated her magics.

Crush.

The falcon overhead shrieked in surprise, already plummeting toward the earth.

Crush.

Even as the bird began flaring its own magic and straining its muscles, the second amplification hit home.

There was no recovering after that.

The large creature hit the ground with a meteoric impact, but Tala didn’t divert her attention as she scanned the land around them, Terry moving northward as fast as he could without creating a resonance with his passenger.

We should look east, closer to the mountains. The thought came subtly, and she almost voiced it to Terry before she noticed that Terry was already moving in that direction.

-Tala.-

Yeah. I noticed. She shook her head. We have to keep going due north, as fast as we can. “Keep northward, Terry.”

Terry trilled and changed his course back.

She considered for a moment, then shook her head. They wouldn’t have gone due north; we should scan to the west.

Again, she opened her mouth to speak, but Terry was already turning toward the west.

“Straight north, Terry. They’re trying to drive us off their trail.”

-There.- Alat brought Tala’s attention to the magic in the air. It was a ridiculously light touch. It couldn’t force anything at this level of power, but it was an effective nudge.

I probably would never have noticed it if Terry hadn’t started reacting first.

-Yeah, even looking for it, I missed it at first.-

When they crested the next rise to the north, Tala almost screamed in surprise.

A thunder bull surged upward from where it had been waiting just over the top of the hill, crouched low.

Time seemed to slow as Tala’s eyes widened.

Power was already building, nearly to a crescendo around the bull’s body.

“Terry, away!” With her instant of warning, she expanded her aura to extend well beyond her body.

Terry flickered away just as a thigh-thick bar of lightning rammed down from the sky.

Tala was flung toward the ground, but mainly because her mount was gone once again.

Thankfully, this attack was nowhere near as powerful as the griffon’s attack had been, several months back, and she’d learned from that.

As the lightning entered her aura, she threw her magical weight against it. The lightning itself was being directly manipulated by magic, and that was the only reason she could sway it at all.

Natural lightning of this magnitude would have raked the entire hilltop with a scattershot of power. This was being harnessed and wrangled to hit her alone.

She broke the force which contained the lightning.

The energy shot outwards like the world’s brightest, most luminescent confetti, and Tala was knocked a step backward by the concussion of thunder that followed.

I’m coming to hate lightning.

Several strikes had still jumped to her, traveling down her iron paint, but they hadn’t even burnt away the portion that it had traveled through. Though, the material was hot to the point of burning her flesh beneath. At least, it would have been, if she hadn’t been full of endingberry power, both from the juice and from her own scripts, which mirrored them so closely.

As it was, the greatest inconvenience was that her eyes were temporarily blinded, and she felt a little dazed from the flash and overpowering thunder that had come through both her mundane senses and those that she’d aspect-mirrored.

Next time drop the aspect-mirroring and close your eyes.

-Hey, you did pretty good. Don’t beat yourself up over details.- After a moment’s hesitation, Alat added, -But, yeah. Those would be good things to change.-

Terry slew the bull before Tala recovered, even as quickly as she did, and he was back under her, growing to lift her into riding position before the bull hit the ground.

Its last effect on the world was a thunderous impact.

-Bad pun, Tala. No.-

My head hurts. Leave me my puns.

Terry was already speeding along the ridge, heading northeast as the most efficient path northward when she regained her faculties.

They had already covered more ground than the children could have hoped to cover in this time, were they on foot. So they had to be close. Or they were taken by a blade-wing falcon and are already long gone.

Tala shook her head to clear the horrid thought.

No, not happening. She hesitated. Something was wrong.

There had to be something she was missing.

Think, Tala, think… Think!

The ridgeline. Why were they going along the ridgeline? She’d asked Terry to go due north.

-There it is.- Alat brought Tala’s focus to another working of magic, and she shouted to Terry.

“Into the valley, now!” She also nudged him to turn left.

But they were greeted with an empty valley, save for some tall bushes.

Do we search all the bushes?

-Tala. The magic is still there. Something is terribly wrong. I think we’re missing something critical.-

Tala stopped, took a deep breath, and cleared her mind. They are working magic. Her eyes snapped open, and she swept the surroundings with her dual perspective, instructing Alat to do the same.

They were looking for subtle inconsistencies in the zeme of the world around them. The currents of magic should be uniform and predictable but… There!

Back near the grove, there was something wrong. It was in a valley just to the east of where she’d come out—as evidenced by the still-smoking bodies of the burnt wolves.

The zeme was too calm, like the eye of a hurricane.

As soon as Tala locked her focus on it, a horrific screech arose from the depths of that valley, and it was as if a sheet was torn away.

“Terry, as fast as you can. Get me over there!”

Terry crouched low and practically rocketed back the way they had come, much, much faster than they’d come this way.

Tala practically blazed with power as her speed instantly created a motive aura resonance, which continued to build, shouting her power to the world.

She didn’t care.

Climbing up the hill toward the grove was a small army of monsters.

Don’t exaggerate, Tala. There’s only about a hundred of the beasts.

What had, a moment before, seemed an empty hillside was now speckled with dozens of burn wolves, terror birds of differing elements, hearth snatchers, rock spiders the size of horses, and other minor arcanous creatures.

It had been a clever tactic.

Steal children to force a search. That way, the defenders would be spread out. Ideally, the strongest could be nudged to be even farther before the true attack came.

They plan on taking everyone.

Then, as Tala and Terry came closer at incredible speed, she saw them. At the base of the hill, still nearly a quarter of a mile away, six stooped figures surrounded a wide flat hillock, on which two bodies were laid out.

“No!” Tala pulled out a flare and fired it off, signaling that she’d found the boys and that the danger was to more than herself and them.

She didn’t let herself focus on her goal; instead, she focused on that which was in her way. She tried to lock onto the hags, but their features and locations kept shifting subtly.

-Illusion. Not mental this time.-

So, there might be more or fewer?

-Exactly, and they might not be exactly where they seem.-

Are we sure they’re down there at all?

-Yes, the source is in the same area as the illusion. Look there, there, and here.- Alat drew Tala’s focus to various aspects of the illusion and the surrounding magics, along with the general pattern of the zeme of their surroundings as a whole.

Alright. It’s a fight, then.

The hags screeched at her, and the sound, even as distant as they were, hit her like a physical blow, the magic around her ears fighting to keep it from getting to her.

Terry flinched, letting out a sound of his own that was disturbingly close to a whimper before he seemed to buckle down and increase his speed all the more.

Tala was a flaming beacon of resonant power as they crossed the last hundred yards.

The creatures that had been advancing on the trees turned at the sound of their masters’ calls, facing the new threat and charging, their own challenges added to the hags’ cries.

Terry leapt high in the last moments, then flickered away, engaging the closest enthralled creatures as Tala dropped on to the nearest hag… only to pass right through the illusion.

Enough! Tala threw her aura wide, filling it with as much of her magical weight as she could.

It felt like her body was slammed by a dozen sledgehammers, but she endured, wrenching control over the zone around her from her enemies.

The illusion shattered, and Tala was left facing ten bog hags, all with their hands raised in her direction.

Power slammed through her eyes, overwhelming the defenses there instantly and driving into her mind.

-I’ve got this.- Alat took the brunt of the attack, which felt like a cold-chisel being driven into Tala’s ocular cavities. The alternate interface let out a pained, whining grunt, but her goal had been accomplished.

Tala’s mind was mostly uninhibited.

With fury in her eyes, Tala instantly saw which of the hags had the most power flowing through them.

Crush.

The central creature dropped to the ground, squealing in surprise. Like a gutted pig.

That lessened the strain on Alat, and together, they quickly targeted more, going for incapacitation on a wide scale before killing them.

Though, as Tala enacted Crush over and over again, sweeping through her enemies, she sprinted toward their dropping forms.

Flow will end them before they can recover. In that vein, she threw the knife forward, sending power into it to reshape it into a sword even as it tumbled toward her enemies.

It beheaded the lead hag and was already being pulled back to her hand as the last of the hags collapsed under the influence of Tala’s Crush.

The thralls were going mad, and Tala had to slow her headlong rush to deal with frothing wolves, screeching terror birds, chittering spiders, and other creatures that had gotten around Terry to charge her.

In her other perspective, Tala could see Terry flickering through the mass of gathered foes, eviscerating them even as they sought to overwhelm him with the sheer volume of their power.

Unfortunately, it seemed to be working.

Tala didn’t know if the savage intelligence of the hags was specifically directing the beasts or if they were just well coordinated in some other manner, but the arcanous creatures were filling the valley with hostile power to the point that Terry had very few places that he could go without immediately sustaining injuries.

Still, he wove and slashed, finding holes in the defenses and filling the low ground with torrents of blood.

But he wasn’t perfect.

Even at this distance, Tala could see burned feathers and cuts on her friend’s flesh.

He had taken more damage in the last minute than she’d seen him take in total through the entirety of their time together.

She needed to help him, and the best way to do that was to end the threat of the hags. If the beasts were still fighting with their masters gone, Tala and Terry would have a bloody conflict to face together, but she needed the chief devils gone first.

With that in mind, she continued to hurtle Flow at the hags and call it back, killing at least one hag with each toss. As she did that, she had to fight the enthralled with her fists, feet, and bloodstars. She was even able to crack the ending seeds and exhale dissolution power into two different foes as she fought forward. Maybe a second weapon wouldn’t be a bad idea after all…

Even as her advance was slowed by the tide of lesser creatures, she and Flow reaped a harvest of death among the hags. Those enemies fought futilely to return to their feet and died in the attempt.

Less than two minutes after Terry had flickered away, Tala slew the last hag, and it was as if a wave of something passed through the assembled arcanous creatures.

They froze in place en masse for one horrifying instant, then with shrieks, and chitters, and yowls, and bellows, the animals scattered in every direction, save toward the trees. There were already noises of charging men and women coming from that direction.

Exhausted, Tala turned back toward the rocky rise on which she’d seen the two boys, even as Terry flickered to her shoulder. The terror bird was favoring one leg, smoke rising from still-smoldering feathers around several burned patches of flesh.

“We’ll get you seen to as soon as we can.” But her mind was on the low hillock as she raced over.

She already knew what she’d find, but she refused to let it sink in.

As soon as she could clearly see what lay atop the rise, she slowed, color draining from her face, and her chest tightening.

The two boys lay stretched out, their shirts stripped from them, their throats slit.

She’d known as soon as she’d seen them. They’d had no gates.

Now, their bodies lay before her, dead for too short a time to even have cooled off.

Even so, there was no blood around them, indicating they’d been killed elsewhere and brought here.

They were killed as soon as they were taken, weren’t they… It wasn’t a question, but Alat answered anyway.

-So it would seem.-

***

She was joined by a host of guards and Marnin shortly thereafter, and she updated them on what had happened.

The boys’ bodies were already in Kit, and the pouch had never felt heavier.

It was a long trek back to the caravan.

The sobs and wails of the boys’ parents when Tala had presented them with the bodies along with her regrets would haunt her nightmares for years.

The clearing was somber that night as everyone was faced with the stark reality of the dangers that they were all too aware of, even if just in concept.

Mistress Odera tended to Terry’s injuries and sat in consoling silence with Tala for the entire time.

Tala was grateful for the woman’s presence, even more so that she didn’t press. Instead of talking, Tala wrote up her reports and passed them to Mistress Odera before volunteering to take the first shift on watch.

She couldn’t imagine sleeping with her mind still filled with images of those dead boys.

The older Mage asked if she wanted to talk, but Tala had asked to wait until morning. “I need time to process this.”

The woman had smiled sadly, then nodded, granting the request of first watch.

They discussed the need to move the caravan, due to Tala’s aura resonance, but they both agreed that it was such a short burst that it shouldn’t be an issue, not this close to Arconaven.

That city was less than a dozen miles away, after all.

They’d almost made it…

Tala sat up, late into the night, watching over the caravan.

Just as midnight was approaching, and with it the end of Tala’s shift, a form appeared beside her, seemingly from out of thin air.

Tala had no time to react as Revered power seized her without effort, locking her in place physically and magically. The air was practically drowning in the deep blue of her foe’s aura.

Fear gripped her down to her soul. Alat was gone, frozen just as Tala’s mind and magic were. Her bloodstars couldn’t move; her very soul was under someone else’s power.

A too-white grin spread across the arcane’s face, satisfaction as plain in his features as the blood-red of his eyes.

Within the stillness of both body and mind, Tala heard a horrifyingly familiar voice, the tone somehow bringing to mind images of blood. “Found you.”


Chapter: 1
Blood

Tali woke up early, before the false sun had brightened to announce the coming of a new day.

With a thought and a flick of her magic, her nightwear retracted into a band around her neck, beneath her saorsa-collar.

With a simple aspect-mirror, she pulled the magical effects of her clothing that allowed it to be self-cleaning onto herself. She did a few little hops and circular movements of her appendages before bending forwards and shaking out her hair.

She pulled her comb from her side table and ran it through her hair, only needing one stroke per section to detangle it and get the last vestiges of unwanted things out. She then braided it, starting near her left temple, going across the back of her head, and ending at the base of her neck on the right side so that the braid would hang over her right shoulder.

This was a familiar routine, so there wasn’t very much dust or grime to rid herself of. Still, she felt cleaned and refreshed after the short ablutions.

Tali flicked out her magic once more into the band around her neck, not the collar, and it grew into her standard outfit: a set of blood-red leathers, molded to her form but by no means tight or restrictive. They were more modest than those that some other Eskau wore.

You’re not one, yet, Tali. Don’t get ahead of yourself.

For some reason, she paused as if awaiting a response, but one never came.

Of course not, fool. You’re not speaking. She shook her head. It was one of the unfortunate artifacts of her accident that still lingered, even so many months later.

Her cleansing and dressing done, she took a moment to look over her surroundings.

She was in a plain room, just as she liked it.

Quick motions left her bed neatly made and ready for her to return that night.

The bed was firm with a simple blanket atop the straw mattress.

The House’s holding didn’t ever get truly cold, so more wasn’t really needed. Not that I would need more blankets, even if it did.

She pulled her dimensional pouch, her bloodstar rack, and her protian weapon from her bedside table and put them on her belt. The weapon and pouch hung to counterbalance each other, and her bloodstars went across her low back.

Getting ahead of yourself again, Tali. It’s not a protian weapon, and Master’s choice ensured it never would be.

Even so, she hung the morphic weapon from her belt.

It could change shape as all protian weapons could, but true representatives of those glorious creations could take the form of any melee weapon, as well as near infinite variations there-in. Hers could only assume the shape of three.

Protian weapons were also all vestiges, each containing and powered by a human soul to ensure that the Eskau that wielded them were never without magic to bring about the will of their Masters.

But, instead of crafting me into such a weapon and finding a warrior to wield me, Master broke tradition and chose me as both weapon and wielder.

He had lifted her from one sacred duty to another, one beyond even the dreams of her kind.

And then she’d been injured.

Courage, Tali.

A simple blow to the head had scrambled her mind, fractured her memories, and set her training back significantly, when the Master’s trial was so close. The healing hadn’t even been complicated, but the warrens of the mind were labyrinthine, and the healers, and even Master himself, had not been able to restore her fully.

She shook herself, leaving her windowless room behind.

She had no need to lock the door.

Even if she kept anything in the room itself, no one would violate another’s space within the House’s hold. Even her Master’s greatest opponents within the House wouldn’t break that taboo.

Even if I am a human. Even if my very existence violates tradition and my every footfall in this place pushes up against propriety.

She turned her thoughts back to her training as she took the short walk through the water gardens to get to her training platform.

There, among the life and beauty of the garden and surrounded by water, was a stone circle that was twenty feet across.

Tali had to cross a bridge to reach the stone, one of several that connected around the circumference.

Several trees grew from the water between the bridges to offer some shade to the space, regardless of how the false sun was used to bathe the hold with light.

She was just grateful that her magics allowed her to see well enough to navigate in the dark of simulated night.

In the cool of the early morning, as the sky began to brighten, Tali moved through her stretches, then strengthening exercises, and then onto her morphic weapon techniques.

She both hated and loved going through the forms.

She loved them because she should have been forbidden from learning them. They were a treasured set of sacred techniques designed specifically for use with morphic weapons. The Way of Flowing Blood was restricted to the Pillars of the House, their Eskau, and those who were to be tested for one of those positions.

Even being able to see them would have been an honor, and she had been granted the honor of learning them herself.

She hated the forms for two reasons. First, she did not have a true protian weapon, thus the techniques had needed to be modified for her to use them with her own morphic weapon. What she had learned was a broken, cobbled-together imitation of the true beauty laying forever outside her reach.

Second, ever since her accident, the movements had felt unfamiliar. Like she was trying to control someone else’s body. Only now, nearly six months after the blow to her head, was she finally back to a state of feeling in control as she moved through the liquid stances, blocks, and strikes.

The Way of Flowing Blood was a thing of near-sovereign mastery, requiring movements that no unenhanced being could possibly hope to use effectively, just as it utilized the morphic weapon in a way that no mundane weapon could ever stand in for. Though, in her case, the weapon was more limited than ideal.

Still, she did have one advantage that no other Eskau had ever held.

As her body settled into the rhythm of the techniques, her bloodstars rose from her belt, moving in complement with her physical form.

I may not have a protian weapon, but I am not lesser.

Aside from the single drop which she used to give herself the equivalent of eyes in the back of her head, the remainder of her thirteen bloodstars were embedded in groups of three within three round discs of an unknown material, a single one within a sphere, and two within a rod of tungsten.

Master had provided the housings when he’d come that fateful day. He’d provided so much then and even more since.

She let her mind wander as she used the combat techniques as a form of meditation.

She had been ready to become a fount, bound within her soul-bound weapon in more ways than one. She would have become the power source within a protian weapon, a thing of legend, which would have defended the Master and added to the glory of the House for millennia. She could not have conceived of a greater honor.

Her imagination had been lacking.

He had not only offered to raise her to Bound, and then to Fused, but he had asked if she wished to be trained up to be his Eskau, his enforcer, the hand that brought about his will both within and outside of the House.

She had wept with joy.

No human had ever even been given the chance to become such.

It had been more than that, though. A Pillar of the House was only raised to that position if their chosen Eskau was proven worthy. The potential Pillar’s greatest test was whom they put forward, both in the quality of the protian weapon and the skill of the Eskau who wielded it. He had chosen her for both.

She would not let him down.

She had dedicated her every waking moment to rising to equal his faith in her.

But then, the accident.

She winced internally but held perfect form, not pausing in her fluid movements. Her discs, the rod, and ball, all moved around her in perfect harmony with her body, protecting the largest holes in her defenses, which would otherwise be exposed by each technique.

As she reached the end of the final form, her body singing with the pleasure of the kinesthetics of the movements, she heard light clapping.

In horror, she felt the color drain from her face.

She could see him, now, obvious in her perspective through her bloodstar, floating near the base of her skull.

She spun, dropping into a kneeling bow. “Master. My apologies for keeping you waiting.”

“Your apology is acceptable.” His voice was wonderful, a joy to her ears. It reminded her, somehow, of the sound that the blood of their enemies would make as it flowed across a dry riverbed.

“You are kind, Master.”

“And you are wise to recognize that. Lift your head.”

Tali did so.

“It is time for breakfast, and there is something we must discuss.”

Her heart hammered within her chest, one thought dominating her mind. How will he let me serve him today?

The Master clapped his hands twice, and servants came forward, bearing heaping trays of food.

Tali could easily see the power radiating from each dish, even if not each servant.

Only one of the servants was human, and he was gateless, beneath notice. Still, he bore her pitcher of endingberry juice, so she allowed him to approach and set it beside her.

The other servants were a mix of Low races, called such for how difficult it was for them to draw in and maintain magical power. Even such as they were, they were still above the gateless human.

She once would have taken time to identify each one, reveling in their uniqueness, but she was a long way from her upbringing. After all, she had been born with a gate, a gift from the sovereigns themselves. That had been her ticket away from her humble beginnings.

It was her gate and the Master’s benevolence that had brought her here.

She hid a contemptuous smile, keeping her face appropriately neutral.

These creatures were beneath her, in truth.

Where they would struggle to draw in power, she created it.

Where they would lose their magical density almost as soon as they left a region with high amounts of power, Tali could contain and increase her magical weight even in zones of absolutely no magic.

Simply put, she was better than them.

And the Master was higher still. As her eyes flicked to him, checking to ensure she didn’t displease him with a gesture or glance, she marveled at the wells of power he so casually carried with him.

He was easily capable of hiding any from prying eyes, but she could still see three vestiges, displayed for any with the eyes to see.

A glove, on his left hand; an undershirt, beneath his tunic; and the light boots on his feet all radiated power.

Tali’s one regret about her elevation to potential Eskau was with the knowledge now, when her service was complete, she would never be able to become a source of power within a vestige. My service will one day come to an end.

She hated the very idea, even while she gloried in the opportunity she had to serve, now.

When the food was laid out around her, the servants departed without a sound.

Tali took a moment to take in the spread. The meats came from creatures of magic known for their physicality. The fruits and grains from plants that held magics complementary to her own.

Everything laid out before her would make her better, more than she could be without the added might.

Such were the continued blessings bestowed upon her by her Master.

Without a word from her Master, Tali began to eat.

He nodded approvingly; he had no patience for dallying. Besides, the food would lose power by the minute if she delayed.

“Good, good. You are still recovering well. I am gratified to see that you have finally settled into the Way of Flowing Blood.”

Truthfully, it had finally felt natural for nearly a week now, but it was of little consequence. So, she felt no need to correct him.

Even so, it was a reminder of how far she’d fallen before her recovery. She did her best not to wince and nodded her thanks.

“I am grateful for this, as a date for the next clash of candidates has been set.”

Tali froze at that, swallowing and then taking a quick drink of ending-juice to clear her mouth. “Master?”

“Tomorrow.” His true black skin bunched up as he sneered. “They thought to unbalance us with last-minute notice, but you will perform as I need you to.”

“Yes, Master.” She went back to eating, all while keeping her attention fixed on him so as to not miss a word.

“The other potential Pillars will be arriving today with their Eskau candidates. I think it best if you are not within the hold when they arrive. They should not try anything… unworthy of themselves, but I’d rather not risk it. You will return this evening for the feast, and tomorrow, you will fight the six others. As you know, the dominant Eskau will earn their Master a place as a Pillar of our House.”

She knew that all too well. The candidates were allowed to use any method to gain mastery. Diplomacy, both beforehand and in the ring, were encouraged as a true Eskau needed such skills to be effective.

In the past, such clashes had been solved by games of strategy, clashes of wit, or other games of skill, though that was rare, because it was a rare warrior who would trust their fate to anything but the blade.

In truth, the losers didn’t have to die. In fact, those who were beaten, or who surrendered, were often added to the followers of the victor. In that case, the Master of the candidate was usually offered a position under the new House Pillar. But that was not always the case, and the losers were always at the mercy of the victor, no matter how such a victor came to be so named.

Tali had no delusions of surrender and peaceful service being an option for her or her Master.

Not only was it her Master’s wish that she claim utter victory at any cost, but her existence would not be tolerated if she failed. It would barely be tolerated even if she succeeded, but she could secure her Master a lauded position as a Pillar at the very least, regardless of how her own status was perceived.

Tomorrow would be final victory or painful death.

Finally, I can finally live up to my purpose.

“Now,” his voice pulled her back to the present moment, “how is your head today?”

Tali did shrink in on herself at that question, even if just a bit. “I am well. I’ve not had any pain, nor has the monitoring script activated.” It was a great shame to her that Master had been forced to add scripts to monitor her consciousness after the accident. Even worse, they had been fundamentally integrated with her mental enhancements. They could never be removed.

She would carry those marks of her failure forever.

Power did flow through the script, but it was in a dormant state. Master had explained that any lapse of consciousness, save falling asleep, would trigger it, and given her shaky health, that would likely mean that her service was at an end.

She would do anything to prevent that script from activating.

“Good. Any odd memories or lapses in your understanding?”

“No, Master. Does that mean you can remove your working?” There, nestled within her mind, was a powerful spellform, enacted by her Master rather than being an additional inscription set within her own flesh.

It contained a massive amount of knowledge that she should have but which was made suspect by the accident. Whenever she encountered a situation where her knowledge was lacking, that working would provide the information she needed to not embarrass her Master or the House.

She hated it.

Like so many things of late, it was a constant reminder of her failure, and she strove, daily, to fill in the gaps which should never have been there.

Master shook his head. “No. It will remain. I built it to come apart when you have no more gaps to fill. Then, and only then, will I consider you fully recovered.”

“Yes, Master.” She quietly resolved to increase her studies, to end the need as soon as possible.

“Finish up. We must reinscribe you, and then you will spend the day in the city.”

She nodded and began to eat once more instead of replying verbally.

In order to honor Master’s time, Tali stopped breathing and simply ate as fast as she could stuff the food down. Her inscriptions would handle it from there, and they were about to be refreshed, so that wasn’t an issue.

In less than five minutes, she polished off the last of the feast. She returned her breathing to normal at that point. While she didn’t require breath, it did use her inscriptions to go without, so she kept up the habit when reasonable.

Without need of instruction, Tali stood, commanding her clothing to retract back into the band around her neck, below the saorsa-collar.

Her pouch, bloodstar storage, and morphic weapon fell to the stone.

She lifted her arms and held them straight out before she spread her feet so that they were shoulder width apart.

With a flex of will and power, she deactivated the inherent protection within her garments. The magically created defense was such that it would protect her, regardless of how much, or how little, of her body the clothing covered.

The final requirement for her to fulfill was to manage her magic. First, she pulled all of her power out of her scripts and stoppered her gate. Then, she had to take all the magic that she had just consumed and hold it in suspension.

Master used to do the reinscribing before she ate, but that changed as she recovered, and now it was a test and training in one.

“Be Reinscribed.” With a casual motion, her Master flicked his hand forward, and gold wire streamed seemingly out of nowhere, though Tali knew it came from Master’s dimensional storage.

Silver and copper joined the gold but in far smaller quantities.

As the wires approached her, they branched out, each branch getting smaller and smaller until each was the size needed. In some cases, that was so thin that she couldn’t see the filament even with her enhanced vision.

Then, the pain came.

All across her body, the metal breached her skin. It was only by Master’s magic that it could do so. Even without active power running through her, her body was enhanced to the point that it took a lot to cause her harm.

But now, she was being pierced in uncountable places all at once; no part of her was spared.

It was only through monumental discipline and self-control that she kept all parts of herself from moving, any muscle from tensing.

Master was simply following the inscriptions that were already in place, so there was no chance of error, assuming she didn’t move.

So, she didn’t.

If she’d been asked, she’d have assured the asker that her Master’s magic didn’t need her to stay perfectly still, but he’d asked her to try the first time he’d inscribed her, and so she’d made it her mission to be as perfect in following the request as possible.

In less than a minute, it was done.

Her skin was covered with a sheen of sweat and blood, but as she released her power, her body healed nearly instantly. Blessedly, none of the damage was too extensive, so it only took a couple of days’ worth of energy and nutrition from her reserves. I’ll make that back up with lunch.

A quick aspect-mirror and a few hops caused the blood and sweat to fall free, leaving her clean once more.

“Come.” Master turned and walked away, not glancing back to ensure she obeyed. She couldn’t help a small smile from blossoming across her face at his confidence in her obedience.

As she scooped up her items and returned them to her belt, she briefly noticed the blood-splattered, dirty remains of her feast. I hope they clean this up before I get back.

Without another thought, she followed after, her clothing regrowing as she walked.

She knew their destination. To go out into the city, she would need a key-ring. It was a familiar requirement and process, but she still stayed a step behind her Master, flanking him on his left.

He didn’t correct her, so she knew that she’d chosen correctly, and her smile grew.

Of course, they went to the armory.

As the heavily inscribed doors opened, power flooded outward in a wave.

The two of them stepped inside quickly, closing the door behind them to keep the power as contained as reasonable.

With the odd woosh-click of a sealing airlock, Tali and her Master were sealed within.

She glanced around. While she couldn’t come here whenever she wished, she’d come often enough that it no longer made her knees weak to behold the wealth of the House.

Nearly every item within this sacred vault was a vestige, powered by an honored soul who would serve the House of Blood for eternity.

Tali winced internally, losing some of her smile with the thought that she would never be among them. Her service would, one day, end. Master made his choice, and I will honor it. There is no turning back now.

They walked past a rack of non-morphic weapons, though they were anything but mundane. Each held immense power, and each was a deterrent to their foes, to be wielded by trusted guards in the case of an armed conflict.

Pieces and suits of armor filled one wall on carefully organized racks. Most were single items powered by a single soul, but one suit stood separate, each piece powered individually. Regalia of War.

A House was measured based on how many elite warriors it could bring to battle at need. The House of Blood could field twenty, though only one came from this branch, from this hold.

And Master will become the second, tomorrow. She would make it so.

In a side room, items of a non-violent nature were housed, including the key-rings for the hold.

“Taigh, we need one copper key-ring.”

The column in the corner of this side room flared to life. Within it was a fount of tremendous power, nurtured for millennia, slowly having its flowrate expanded until it could be the heart and literal soul of this hold.

The column contained the inscribed, pseudo-intelligent interface, which governed the magics of the hold.

“Greetings, Be-thric, potential Pillar. Authority recognized. Whom do you wish to bind the key-ring to? It would be useless for you unless you then gave up your gold.”

“The ring is for this one.” Master pointed to Tali.

“Understood.”

A side case opened, and a copper ring floated out.

Tali extended her hand as she knew was needed, and the ring slipped onto it, tightening to match her finger’s size. The result was that the ring was wider than it had begun, but now it would not come off without the removal of the digit.

Magic flared and inscriptions appeared, impressed into the inside of the copper, against her skin.

“Request complete.”

Master turned to Tali. “Begone. Do as you please until the third bell after noon, then return to attend me for the feast.”

She bowed low. “As my Master commands.”

They exited the armory together, then went their separate ways.

Tali strode with purpose through the hold.

Low race servants scampered out of her way, Mid races bowed at her passage, and Tali, herself, bowed to and stepped aside for the High race members of the House.

Each has a place, and in our place, we thrive.

One way or another, after tomorrow, she would bow to no one save the Pillars ever again.

She came to the massive front gate of the hold and held up her key-ring.

The magic defending and sealing the entrance recognized the authority of the device and opened for her, allowing her to exit through a small, person-sized door set into one side of the gate.

She quickly dove into the magic of her clothing and guided it to form the crest of the House of Blood on her upper left chest. She surrounded it with a copper braid to denote her status as a candidate. With that done, and a deep breath, Tali stepped out of the hold and into the District of Doors.

The street wasn’t crowded, but it was far from empty. A large part of that was how tightly compacted the population was in this wealthiest of districts within the city of Platoiri.

Here, the Houses had their holds, and the wealth of each House was displayed by how large they were able to afford to have their door.

The door for the House of Blood’s hold was the largest within three blocks, the other doors around them leading to the holds of minor houses, merchants, or even master craftsmen that either were allied with the House of Blood or hoping to be.

The power was palpable in the air, even though each hold would have been made as efficient as possible. The net result of so much magic being used in such proximity made this the most magic-dense part of the city. Hence its prestige.

Tali grinned to herself at the circular nature of the thing. More doors meant more power, which made the district more desirable, so more people wanted to have their holds there.

We are a funny lot.

She turned and walked toward the market district and food. No need to wait until lunch.

As she walked, she moved the power within her, gathered through her breakfast. She guided it to overlay the matching scripts within her, reinforcing and augmenting their enhancement of her physicality.

The endingberry power was especially intoxicating as it rendered her nearly invincible, though it was notoriously less than reliable in defending the integrity of a brain.

Ancient humans had used endingberry power to foment several rebellions, and so she’d been reluctant to use the power due to the association, but Master had insisted that it was too useful a tool to ignore. She had, of course, acquiesced.

The people moving around her were of uncounted races. There were beast-folk of all kinds and hue-folk of all shades, as well as others that didn’t fit as nicely into broad categories. The races she could see ranged from Low to High, though they all appeared similar to her magic-sight in the dense power of the District of Doors.

She even saw a few humans, though they stuck to the sides of the road, staying out of everyone else’s way. None had gates.

She was the only gated human she’d ever seen in person, outside the shaping ground.

Gated humans were the most honored of servants to the Houses, but that honor brought with it very tightly regulated responsibility. She was unique.

Unfortunately, that meant that a lot of others noticed her, staring at her wherever she went.

Her obvious House crest kept most trouble away, but most creatures didn’t have the perception to see her as anything other than simply human.

It was a short walk to the near-edge of the market district. The proximity of all the amenities was another benefit to the District of Doors.

In the center of the market district stood the city’s core.

More than a thousand founts, bound together and cultivated to empower the city and all the services that it provided.

Beautiful.

Tali couldn’t help but stare in awe at the monument to magical advancement.

Unfortunately, today it was marred by a group of gateless humans, wearing rags, scrubbing the street clean.

It was meaningless, demeaning labor, reserved for those who had tried to upset the status quo. That close to the city’s founts, magic could clean the streets without any loss to anyone.

Tali looked away in shame. How could any of her people, however distantly related, not see the place of honor that humans held in society?

Nothing in modern life would function without the gift of service gated-humans offered.

Fools.

It seemed like some others shared her views, even if not her reaction to them.

There were some hecklers, and a few people got rough with the humans, but since they never fought back, the aggressors usually moved on quickly. There were laws, after all. One couldn’t go around beating the defenseless.

And the law considers anyone of a lower race to be defenseless before those of the upper.

Still, all violence wasn’t prohibited. That would just be unreasonable. Over the top abuse was curbed, and since the humans weren’t fighting back, anything more than a few bruises or broken bones would have been dealt with harshly.

Order must be maintained.

Shaking her head, Tali approached a rather busy food stall, working her way through the crowd to place her order, passing over a few coins before accepting a massive platter of meat.

Those around her gawked at what she was carrying away, but no one stopped her. At least not until a large, teal-skinned man stepped in her way. Unfortunate color, that.

Still, he hadn’t picked his birth, and the hue-folk came in all shades.

Regardless, it seemed like she was going to have the opportunity to demonstrate the power of her House once again. It was quite common for something like this to happen whenever she went into the city. Her rank in the House of Blood, along with her obvious humanity, made her look like an easy target to bring shame to her House. It was occasionally inconvenient, but hardly new or difficult to deal with.

I do wish they’d waited until after I ate to challenge me.

“Getting food for the other rabble, girl?” His voice was smooth, like ocean waves on a shallow beach.

What? She glanced down. She was indeed carrying enough food for a large group, but it was all for her. She also noticed that her burden was blocking the sigil on her chest. That changed the situation. “No, I—”

“Are you correcting me, filth?” He went to push her, but she fluidly stepped to the side, letting her foot linger just long enough to trip him as he passed her.

He fell with a cry of alarm, groaning after he hit the ground.

She looked down to see if he was alright, inspecting him closely. After all, she didn’t want to be in violation of the law, and if she’d accidentally caused him to die from a simple fall to the paving stones… well, that would be quite the embarrassment on her Master’s House.

She shook her head. “No, I was just trying—”

Her focus was fully on the downed man, she was comfortable with her surroundings, thinking he was a lone actor. As such, she didn’t react when his friend stepped from the crowd behind her, even as he brought a heavy wooden chair down toward her head.

However, Tali was not a fool, nor was she some waif off the street.

She was an Eskau candidate.

She contemplated drawing her weapon and cutting the attacker in half, but this was a misunderstanding, and she might get blood all over her food.

She was hungry.

So, I shouldn’t kill them.

She could have stepped aside, but that might actually let the attacker hit his friend with the chair. As humorous as that would be, it might actually end up with the one on the ground being killed. If that happened, there would be guards involved. Worse, they might need to contact her Master, and there was no chance she was going to let him be disturbed with his peers arriving at the hold.

No, this was an opportunity to show her strength, the strength of her House, and her own wisdom in handling such a situation.

I could just let it hit me. That would do basically nothing to me, and it would send the message loud and clear.

She almost did just that, but then sighed internally. That was foolish, and if he had some sort of magic to empower his strike, it might backfire. Taking the risk was careless, and careless people died.

Fine. I’ll block. Doing that should give them pause, then I can correct the misunderstanding and get on with my day.

That decided, she almost lazily brought her left arm up to block.

She could stop heavily inscribed maces with that block. The chair stood no chance.

But the chair wasn’t metal.

It wasn’t even inscribed.

It shattered on her arm, allowing the back supports, still being driven downward, to slam into the back of her head with almost no loss of power.

The teal man behind her was obviously heavily magically enhanced for strength as well as other things, but even that wouldn’t have been enough to defeat the protective net of magic, originating from her clothing, defending her head.

Unfortunately, as the wood turned to pulp against her defenses, power flared within the hue-folk’s arm, and the energy of the strike shifted.

Tali’s eyes widened in recognition of the spellform even as it activated while she watched through her bloodstar’s mirrored perception.

The old-growth hardwood held together more than well enough to impart a great deal of energy, which the man’s power carried past her defense to strike her a thumping blow.

Anywhere else, she might have been bruised. A strike to her head, however?

Ru—

***

Tali hadn’t even slumped in the instant after she’d been struck. Her vision had barely flickered black.

That was close. I thought that had gotten through, somehow.

A pulse of power exploded from the base of Tali’s skull.

-DING-

A sound, almost like a bell, hummed through her thoughts, and she found the note calming, or it would have been if she hadn’t had a strong guess what it meant.

Then, her own voice came to her as if she were thinking, though she didn’t ever truly consider that the voice might be her own thoughts.

-Consciousness lost for 0.004 seconds due to blunt force… What the rust!?-

Tali twitched from the internal scream.

-Major deviations in consciousness detected. Active conflict detected. Battlefield patch initiated.-

What? No. No!

***

Tala shook herself clearing her head after whatever had struck her.

Wha—?

-No time. In a hostile situation. Get somewhere safe, then we’ll talk.-

Tala took an eternity packed into a single heartbeat to perceive the world around her, assess her situation, and decide a course of action.

In the end, she spoke one word. “Rust.”


Chapter: 2
Rane

Rane struggled as he pulled himself up to the wide, flat peak, gasping.

The gray light of dawn was just barely beginning to color the eastern horizon.

He didn’t allow himself to flop to the ground, however. He had found his goal at last.

Six… mountains…

He’d climbed six mountains and found each peak of the previous ones empty.

Now, however, he looked down on a naked man, sprawled in the snow.

His skin was whiter than the fluffy powder in which he lay, and his aura was hard to see to Rane’s magesight, though what he could see was decidedly violet.

Finally, a sovereign.

Rane had been questing for months, ever since word had reached him of Tala’s disappearance.

He’d known she was still alive. Even though others had slowly lost hope, he never did.

Now, finally, he was here alone.

“Boy. Why do you keep chasing me?”

Rane froze. “Chasing you, sir?”

“I’ve had to move five times as you got close, and I’m tired of it. What does a body have to do to prove that I want to be alone?” The man was staring straight up at the empty sky above. His voice had a heaviness to it like a load of snow falling from an entire tree at once. It was something beyond sound. There was simply the quality of silent cold, waiting at the core of it.

“I’ve come to ask for your aid.”

“That much is obvious.”

Rane hesitated. “I need help.”

“I don’t care.”

“I’ll leave you alone?”

The man was silent. “What do you request? What do you offer?”

“I will leave, never come back, and never tell anyone where I found you.”

“That you found me.”

“That I found you.”

“Go on.”

“I request a boon.”

The man snorted. “Just for buggering off? Not likely.”

“Three questions and a minor boon.” That wasn’t ideal because a minor boon was non-binding, but it should still be something of worth.

“A single question, and a very minor boon.”

Rane hesitated again. What does very minor mean? He wasn’t foolish enough to ask. That would qualify as a question. He’ll tell me if my ask is too much. “Agreed.”

The man sighed and sat up.

His hair was as white as his skin, and his eyes were pitch black, no difference discernible between the various parts that Rane was used to seeing.

After a long moment, he grunted. “Go on. I may have eternity, but I don’t want to spend it with you.”

Rane cleared his throat. He’d been ready for something like this. “Where, exactly, is the human Mage—named Tala—whom I am seeking: mind, body, and soul?”

“Been thinking on that question a while, have you?” He grunted. “Well asked, I suppose, especially since it has three answers, any of which would have satisfied a lesser question.” The sovereign eyed Rane.

Rane didn’t react. Three separate answers isn’t good… She should be all together.

“Tala the consciousness, the mind, only exists within her records within the human Archive, which I cannot access.” There was some irritation in that.

Rane closed his eyes. No. Then… she’s gone.

“Tala the soul is half in the next world and half with her body.”

Not dead? Rane frowned in confusion. He was also very glad that he hadn’t asked a simpler question.

“Tala’s body, that you are seeking…” The older man cleared his throat meaningfully, and Rane blushed.

That was not why Rane was still searching. He knew what it was like to be on his own, and he wouldn’t leave a friend to that fate if he could help it. He wouldn’t lose anyone if he could help it. Not again.

Not that he would be correcting a sovereign on the issue.

“…Is in the city of Platoiri, some eight hundred and twelve miles south of Namfast. She is currently sleeping in her bedroom, within the local hold of the House of Blood.”

Rane didn’t understand that at all. How can her mind not be with her body… sleeping. He almost struck himself in the forehead. Our minds are not our own when sleeping. That must be why.

He shook his head at another way his question could have backfired without proper planning.

Resolved, he nodded to himself. “My boon—”

“Very minor boon,” the sovereign corrected.

“My minor boon, right. I would like you to bring her back to a human city, any not within the southern forest.”

The man snorted. “No. Even if such an act, by itself, was within the bounds of a minor boon, the repercussions from such a removal would certainly force that request to fall outside what I am willing to give.”

“But I’ll leave faster.”

“Don’t push me, child.”

Suddenly, it was as if the entire world vanished.

Rane seemingly floated within a vast nothingness, the only thing with him were the sovereign’s eyes, somehow blacker than the void.

In that instant, Rane knew that this creature had a singular goal. He wished to wait, in peace, until the heat-death of the universe.

Rane had no idea how he knew this, but it was as clear as the magic flowing through his Bound body.

The Mage couldn’t even fathom the scale of that desire, let alone the actuality of it.

Then, he was back on the mountaintop, clutching his cloak around himself against a soul-deep chill despite the warming artifacts he’d brought for the climbs.

“Now. You seem to be struggling to breach into Fused. I can tip you over with ease. That would not conflict with my desires or strain me in the slightest.”

Rane shook his head. “I want her back.”

The sovereign cocked an eyebrow. “I won’t bring her back.”

“Give her an avenue to safety.”

“No, nobody is ever truly safe.”

“Ensure she’ll get free, eventually.”

“You really aren’t understanding how this works.”

“Can you give her a chance? Even a small one?”

The white head cocked to one side, seemingly considering. “Hmmm… That might actually be interesting. I do so love how probability tickles when it’s shifting.” He held up a finger, glaring at Rane. “Not like an earthquake, mind you. Just little shifts. They’re pleasant.”

Probability… tickles? Rane swallowed but couldn’t find it in himself to speak.

“Are you sure you don’t want a nudge into Fused?”

Rane nodded.

“Fine.” The man flopped backwards, back into the snow.

Rane waited for something to happen.

After a long moment, the sovereign sighed. “You can go now.”

Rane found his voice, then. “But… you didn’t do anything.”

The man nodded sagely. “If that’s what you believe, then it seems like you wasted a trip and your minor boon, boy. She’s going to get a chance, soon enough.”

“What? What does that mean?”

“No follow-up questions.”

And with that, Rane found himself standing at the base of the mountain.


Chapter: 3
A Bit Concerned

Tala stood in the market square of an arcane city, surrounded by arcanes. Each and every one that she could see had an orange aura.

What did you expect in an arcane city?

-Focus, Tala. You’re not quite yourself right now. We need to get somewhere quiet so that I can complete what’s needed.-

Tala didn’t understand, but she trusted Alat. She didn’t know why she trusted Alat, or who Alat was… or even who she, herself, was, but—

Alat made a noise inside Tala’s head. -All will be explained. Focus!-

The very air itself was saturated with power to the point that it would have been orange if it were claimed. Fused air… or Mature air, I guess? That was almost funny.

She held a massive platter of various roasted meats. On the ground before her, a teal-skinned man was groaning, having just been tripped when he tried to push her.

Behind her, another teal man was staring at her with confusion, non-comprehension clear on his features.

Good, I have a bloodstar with an aspect-mirror for perception already in place. She didn’t really understand what was going on, in general, but she did know exactly what was going on in that moment.

The attacker behind her frowned, shaking his head. “Girl, the back of your head is ridiculously sturdy. That didn’t even faze you.” He hesitated at his own words, realization replacing confusion as his eyes went wide.

Apparently, everyone around her who’d witnessed the assault came to a similar conclusion at nearly the same time. Many bowing preemptively or turning and slinking away.

-Set down the food and do a full turn so everyone can see the insignia on your chest.-

Tala did so, placing her platter on a table just to one side. She understood why Alat had suggested the action almost instantly. After all, she had the memories of the other person, too. She knew how she should act here. She just needed to focus on that second set of instincts.

Yes, focus on the instincts that seem to be based on my actual remembered experiences, not the instincts that felt more natural but that are seemingly based on nothing.

-Focus.-

If anything, I don’t know why I would want to act differently, even though I do…

-Focus!-

As each onlooker saw the emblem, they blanched, pulling back.

Murmurs of ‘House of Blood’ and ‘candidate’ moved through the impromptu audience.

Even those who had bowed seemed taken aback. The House of Blood was a powerful force in the city, and they’d just been witness to one of the highest-ranked members of the House being assaulted.

There were also some murmurs of confusion. Tala caught snippets of chatter, people postulating that she was a beast-folk of some kind, with her overt features repressed, or a hue-folk with a coloring close to that of a human.

Well, I guess humans are hue-man, too.

-This is not the time for puns, Tala.-

There is always time for puns!

-…I’m not holding you together very well… Hurry up, please.-

Once she had turned fully, she picked up her food and turned once more to face the hue-folk behind her. The teal man was visibly flinching back, but he hadn’t fled.

Wise. Fleeing after assaulting a member of a powerful House would have been a fool’s gamble. The city peacekeepers had incredibly precise tracking magics, and they’d have found him in short order.

“My apologies, Higher one. I did not know whom you served. I… I only saw my kinsmen knocked to the ground and reacted for the sake of filial honor.”

The one on the ground didn’t stand, instead lowering his gaze and muttering a jumbled apology.

Alat and Tala worked together, pulling the right words into place as Tala responded. “Your actions had honor, though it was misdirected. I am not harmed, nor could I have been by your attack.”

The man seemed to relax just slightly when he heard that.

“What do you do for a living? What were those magics that you used against me?”

He stiffened again. “Passives, Higher one. I’m a smith by trade. I repair enhanced gear, and so my magic is bent toward allowing my blows to bypass magical defenses. That lets me work on the material underneath. Otherwise, I’d have to strip all that away first. Much more expensive to do it without my abilities, Higher one.”

She nodded. She had memory of such tradesmen. Well, not my memory of them. I still have no idea what the rust is going on. She, of course, meant the general sense. She had no idea how she’d gotten to arcane lands, or what the arcane had done to her, or—

-Focus! We’re almost in the clear.-

Tala made a show of taking a deep breath and slowly letting it out. Just act like the memories in my head acted. Don’t think about how odd that sounds. And so she did, pulling from the memories and trusting Alat’s guidance.

“As I said, no harm was done to me, and it was an honest mistake. But be sure of whom you strike in the future. Am I understood?”

His relief, as well as that of many of the onlookers, was almost palpable. “Yes, Higher one. Thank you for your mercy.”

She nodded once. “Leave me.” She glanced down at the teal man who still hadn’t returned to his feet, likely fearing how she would react to any movements, especially now that he was behind her. She hadn’t needed to look with her eyes, but she wanted to be clear about who she was talking about. “Take this one with you.”

The attacker helped his prone kinsman to his feet, and the two retreated into the crowd. Tala turned, looking for an out-of-the-way table to sit at.

She did her best not to look at the horror that dominated the center of this square as she moved toward the outside.

Even so, she couldn’t help but take in the sheer diversity of people that she passed.

There were beast-folk of uncounted kinds of animal, from mice to bulls, hawks to spiders. All seemed to be based around a human-like frame, though some were only half the height, and a few towered nearly half again as tall as the average human.

The size disparity, oddly, didn’t seem directly in line with the animal the beast-folk were based off. There were bull-men half Tala’s stature, some her height, and she saw another who could have been mistaken for an oversized statue, had he chosen to stand still.

To add to the variation, some seemed more animal than person, and a few looked basically human, with just one or two animalistic features.

Tala had no idea what the source of the variation was, nor did the mind she now inhabited. Tali, it seemed, had never thought to question it.

Tala shuddered at the thought of her enslaved personality and turned her attention back to her surroundings and the people in it.

The hue-folk were similarly varied. Their defining characteristic was the color of their skin and hair, usually seemingly taken straight from the rainbow, though some were on the gray-scale instead. Like the beast-folk, they varied in stature greatly. Some had differing color of hair to their skin, but most were monochrome.

Tala wasn’t sure if those with different hues dyed their hair or if it was naturally different. Again, Tali had no memory of an answer, either.

Stop thinking about her, Tala.

The magic density of those around her was almost entirely Mature, or Fused on the human scale, but something about that label didn’t feel right. Mature it is.

A few held higher ranks, and Tala noticed similar characteristics among them. All the hawk-men with higher density had similar plumage, the hue-folk with similar densities had similar shading, and things like that.

Genetic? Probably. It was what demarked a higher race. The mind she inhabited had thousands of little things to look for to help pick out higher races, but even Tali hadn’t really used the information. Her magesight could do that almost instantly.

Focus. She finally worked her way to the side of the plaza and found a table tucked into a nook between two stores. It almost appeared like the nook could have been an alley once, but one of the shops had claimed the space, sealing up all but a small section near the entrance.

As such, the table and chairs were surrounded closely on three sides by stone walls, giving a very private, comfortable place to sit.

And there, Tala sat, her hands trembling, unable to eat for the moment.

Alat. What is going on? Where am I? She shook her head. No, she knew where she was. She had memory of getting there after leaving the hold of the House of Blood. She had memory of everything, but it was like she’d been watching a play. Now, she was suddenly the lead actress, and the play wasn’t a play anymore. It was all too real.

And I can’t remember who I was in the audience. She had no memories aside from those of Tali, though she knew that something about them wasn’t right.

-Breathe, Tala. Breathe and eat. Given the situation, I…- Alat made a sound like a clearing throat. -I’ve basically just forcibly imposed your true personality overtop of your mind, without correcting anything that lies beneath. You’re missing most of your memories. Rust, basically all of them, which is why you feel so lost and confused. I’m going to need about an hour to get the majority of this done.-

The majority of… what? I know you’re Alat, but I don’t really know what that means either.

-Oh… rust and slag. I don’t know either, but I have processes to follow, and I’m doing my best here, Tala.-

So… what are you going to do? Why am I not losing my mind about having a voice in my head? Everything I can think of makes me feel like I should be losing my mind. Tala gave a nervous chuckle. Losing my mind about the possibility that I’ve lost my mind… What is going on…?

-Okay. Breathe, Tala.-

How is that my name?! I know it is, but I have no memory of anyone but you calling me that!

-Someone has wiped our mind and implanted false memories. I have access to our original memories, and I’m going to put them back in our head. You’ll be you again then.-

Tala stiffened. But… won’t I revert to… her during that time? Will I cease to be?

-No, I’ll hold you in place until then. We are both basically the impressions of who we were, imposed upon this body until we can restore ourselves.-

Tala hesitated. Won’t that make it take longer? It seems like that would make it harder for you.

-Of course, but what alternative is there?-

…What will she think happened if you let me fade and you work in the background? Tala was hating being Tala at the moment. It made no sense. She didn’t understand why she was her. It felt like it would be best to fade away until things made sense again.

-Probably nothing? You’ve acted basically as she could have acted, though likely a bit more mercifully than she would have, if the memories we have are good indication, and they are. The other personality shouldn’t find anything amiss unless she’s prone to deep thoughts.- Alat gave a half-hearted, internal laugh, then hesitated. -I wish I knew why I thought that was funny…-

Tala decided to ignore that. How quickly could you get me back in command if we let her come back?

-Tala… I don’t think…-

How long, Alat?

-Half an hour? That’s just the basics, though. It’s going to be days before I can correct everything.-

Do it.

-Are you sure?-

Please. Yes. I can’t… I can’t take this, and you can’t deal with my crisis of identity while fixing me. While fixing us. She felt like it was the coward’s way out, but she felt like she was barely holding herself together.

-Alright.-

***

Tali blinked, looking down at the meat in her hands.

She looked around at her surroundings, then shook her head, taking another bite.

How odd. Everything was as she expected. She was at a quiet table, enjoying her amazing meal.

The meat was delicious, well prepared, and excellently seasoned.

I need to get more of this.

Her mind returned to the two men who had laughably failed in their assault on her. Part of her wanted to find them, and their families, and teach them to look at who they were addressing before they attacked, but that really wouldn’t serve any purpose, and it was likely out of line.

What was more, they were perfectly within their rights to have attacked her with the force that they did. She was a member of a Lowest race, well, the only Lowest race. The fact that she had a gate made her an exception, but that didn’t actually change the law. She had caused bodily harm to one of them, so they were in their rights to try to kill her. The fact that they’d been laughably terrible at it wasn’t her fault.

In fact, she suspected that these very laws were part of why Master had selected her as his Eskau. Lower races couldn’t be charged for the murder of Higher. It would be like charging a baby mouse for killing a tiger. If it succeeded? The rodent should be praised!

She grinned. I just happen to be the world’s strongest mouse.

Even so, it irked her that the hue-folk had assumed she was one of the gateless.

And a rabid mouse has to be caught and killed. She would not be a rabid mouse. She would be what her Master needed her to be.

She would be an extra layer of insulation for her House. Her every action an extra slap to their enemies because it was a mouse that was hurting them.

She shook her head, returning her focus to the meat before her. “This is so good.” She wasn’t speaking to anyone in particular. She just felt like she had to say it aloud.

It reminded her of feast days back in her village before the passing arbiters had noticed her gate. It had been weaker than usual, but that wasn’t a problem in the least. It existed, so she could be of use.

It also reminded her of celebrations at the academy.

Tali twitched at that, something misaligning within her own mind. …What? Celebrations at the academy?

She suddenly had a flood of memories about attending the academy with other students, learning how to use her magic for the benefit of humanity.

Tali paled. What?

-Well, rust. That didn’t take long.-

***

Tala blinked, looking down at the meat in her hands.

Alat?

-Yes, Tala?-

That didn’t work.

-You noticed that, did you?-

Tala took a deep breath, gilding herself. Do what you have to.

-I’ll try to be fast.-

Over the next two hours, Tala ate, got more food, and tried to not look at the monument to horror dominating the nearby square. Through that time, she absently made two more bloodstars for Alat, starting the three loose stars orbiting around her head as before.

That was a joy in and of itself because she remembered making them before, as well as her training to master the orbiting motion.

Finally, Alat seemed to sigh in satisfied exhaustion. -Done. At least with the skeleton of our memory. We shouldn’t become… other us again unless we want you to.-

Why would we want that? Tala mirrored her perception onto all three bloodstars, passing off two to Alat.

-Thank you for the perception. As to your question, I’ll let you consider that for a moment.-

It didn’t take even a moment’s thought to click into place. Rust. That’s right. Tala swallowed then. So, if memory serves… the saorsa-collar?

-Yeah. We have two dasgannachs wrapped around our neck, one for iron, one for gold. They’re barely contained and ready to be injected into us if we leave the city without authorization, if our master chooses, or if we breach any of a few other statutes…-

Tala grimaced. I’d hoped I was remembering wrong…

-Nope. It’s even designed so you can inspect it and see exactly what’s inside and what would trigger it. They’re courteous to their prisoners like that.-

Tala had known about the inspectability of the collar but still appreciated Alat’s reiteration and assurance. She then did what was expected, sending her magesight into the collar.

Just as expected, two dasgannachs lay within. One was gold, and one was iron. They were held in suspension and attached to an incredibly complicated series of spell-workings, all containing power with a blue aura.

Any tampering, even just cutting or ripping it free, would cause these to be injected into me faster than I can react.

-Yup.-

Decapitation triggers them, too.

-He seems to have thought very highly of your regenerative abilities.-

You aren’t joking. She shook her head slowly.

They both pored through the magics, considering.

These aren’t standard creatures either.

-Not at all.- They both had access to Tali’s memory of them being used on others.

The dasgannachs in these collars had their inhibitions removed somehow, as well as having their ability to gain mastery over material incredibly amplified.

A particularly vivid memory of a man dying by one of these collars let Tala and Alat time a full body’s worth of iron being absorbed. It took less than a minute. The victim had screamed the entire time.

Time to think about something else.

Is my personality stable enough to address the mass grave in the room?

-I think so. You are you without my enforcement of such, so… yes?-

That’ll have to do.

And so, Tala lifted her eyes and looked at the city’s central column.

It was worked crystal, seemingly of a solid piece, though it could have been fused into such magically, with relative ease. The uncountable facets were surrounded by an irregular net of gold.

The gold was fairly obviously a spellform, even without the power that shone forth from it. The working was powered by the column itself. As to what it did, aside from shunting most of the power into a distribution network for the city, it seemed to filter the magic coming from within.

And a lot of power was coming from within.

If Tala had to guess, there was close to twenty thousand founts packed into the column, which appeared to be about twenty yards in diameter and over two hundred feet high.

By the magic that she could see, it extended equally far into the ground as well.

At least they aren’t too crowded in there. They had more than fifty square feet each if her estimations were correct. They likely needed it, if the individualized nets of power that surrounded each fount were any indication. It seemed like they had to customize something for each individual fount.

Tala let loose a little manic giggle.

Twenty thousand people, broken and bound in eternal slavery to this city.

-Look at the power, Tala. What do you see?- Alat sounded a bit concerned.

So, Tala looked. It was everywhere, and everywhere it was dense.

-True, true. But look at the power itself, not just its density. There’s a reason that ‘Fused’ doesn’t seem right to you.-

Tala looked closer. There’s… There’s something wrong with it. Like a concoction made with inferior ingredients, then reduced to try to up the potency.

-That’s what I’m seeing.-

Holly had talked about how Tala, herself, didn’t have the quality of power to run some of her scripts as effectively as a Bound.

Their filter doesn’t work right. They aren’t getting Fused-quality power. Was something broken?

-Or their working doesn’t refine or distill the power. The magic we’re sensing isn’t aspected, but it’s not…-

Clean. It came from unsettled souls, through a rough connection. And that was no wonder. These founts were the souls of former slaves, not Mages gaining power to protect themselves and those they loved.

Tala felt tears rising in her eyes as her mind tried to turn toward her friends and family, but she pushed those thoughts away. She couldn’t think about all she wanted to get back to right now. That would cripple her, maybe for days.

-You can’t have a Fused fount. Rust, you can’t even have a Bound one. These are all from simple Mages.-

So, the power is weaker. Thinner? No, that wasn’t right. Lesser.

-I think so. Metaphorically, they may have a lot more gold than we do, but ours is pure.- Alat hesitated. -Well, we’re only Fused. It’s purer.-

Tala snorted a laugh at that. True enough. No wonder the few higher Archons humanity has can hold back those who wish to recapture us. She hesitated, thinking of her own situation. At least they can stop it on a wide scale. A drop of Xeel’s power is probably worth more than this city sees in a decade.

-That’s probably hyperbole, but who knows? You might be underestimating the man.-

In any case, our power is purer than theirs, stronger, better.

There was something to that. It would give her an edge. It wouldn’t obviously be an overpowering one—Be-thric had been able to beat her easily enough—but it might matter. Good observation. Thank you for bringing this to our attention.

-Thank you, and you’re welcome.-

Tala was still staring at the pillar, the power-center of this city. She was staring at the twenty thousand souls of her kin. Master Boma would have a fit. After a moment, she shook her head. I don’t like it much either.

-We can’t really do anything about it. Not now.-

But we don’t have to act now, do we?

-No. No, we don’t. We can bide our time, get what we can, then rob and pillage our way to freedom.-

Tala felt herself grinning broadly. That, my good Alat, sounds like the beginnings of a plan.


Chapter: 4
Shift in Focus

Tala had a plan.

Well, that wasn’t precisely true.

Alat had the beginnings of a plan, and Tala liked what she was hearing.

-We have this lovely packet of information within our head, provided by the arcane Be-thric. I think I shall process it and extract all that I can.-

That sounds reasonable. I’ll see what I can see of the city, then. Tala hesitated. You know, I don’t think I can fake being Tali convincingly.

-Yeah. That might be a problem. I think I can compartmentalize our mind so that she can’t remember us or our memories. Then, I can bring her out, and we can let her do what we need her to.-

That’s a bit dark. Isn’t that basically enslaving a sub-personality?

-Tali isn’t a person, Tala. She is a mental construct based on fabricated memories.-

Isn’t that what any given person is? Our personalities were forged by our experiences. She was forged by what she thinks she experienced.

-Tala, let’s not do this. She is you if you went through what she thought she did. In the same vein, I am you, if you existed in a purely mental space, with access to all that I have access to. And you are you, with the experiences that you have gone through. We aren’t three distinct entities. We are the same person, with different experiences.-

I know… Tala shook her head. She was being a bit ridiculous. It still feels bad, lying to myself.

-Do you want me to expose how you are lying to yourself in other areas?-

Nope! Tala was wise enough to not go down that road. Some self-deception could be healthy. After all, I’m not allowing myself to contemplate how vanishingly unlikely it is that we actually get out of this alive…

-Exactly.- Alat did the mental equivalent of shifting with awkward nervousness.

Tala sighed. Alright. I think that I can work with that frame of mind.

Alat projected grateful affirmation. -Good. Now, be careful. If we have to put her in command, she will act as she should. Meaning, if there is no good reason for her to be where you are, she will become confused.-

So, keep up pretenses, even when I’m me.

-To the best of your ability, yes. That will make the mask of Tali fit better and work better… when we have to use it.-

Understood. So, there had to be a good reason to be wherever she went. That was probably safer anyway. So, I get to delve into Tali’s memory to see what she would want to do for her afternoon out?

-I’ve bifurcated the memories so that they don’t get jumbled. Here, twist your power like this, and think in this way.-

Tala followed Alat’s instructions, and suddenly, she knew what Tali would do. It was obvious. That didn’t make it easy or natural, but she knew. Huh, I’m even sitting differently than she would.

Tala sat up a bit straighter, adjusting herself in little ways until she matched how Tali would have been sitting. It… was actually more comfortable, and she felt more in control of herself. Rust me to slag.

-I think you’ll find a lot of the nuance similarly instructive. It seems that Be-thric was genuinely interested in making Tali—well, you—into the best weapon he could. We’ll probably learn why through the ceremonies preceding the competition.-

Tala nodded, noticing that she nodded both slower, and less… decisively than Tali would have. Oh, this is going to be exhausting.

She took a moment to analyze the difference. What did each way of nodding signify? What social signals did it send? The quick, decisive nod conveys confidence, a decision made, resolve. The slow nod denotes thoughtfulness and consideration. Obviously, it wasn’t as simple as that. Tala often nodded more decisively, and Tali seemed to have nodded consideringly when events dictated such, but, in general, the enthralled version of her was more decisive.

Tala shook her head, refused to contemplate how Tali would have responded, and stood, reaching to clear the table of her tray.

Tali wouldn’t have cleared it. There are servants for that, paid to monitor the plaza. Tala hesitated, then shook her head and picked up the tray. Yeah, but I’m not a jerk. She quickly wiped the table, leaving it cleaner than when she’d found it.

I can learn from her, without emulating her. I am me, and I decide how I act.

-Do try to act like she would outwardly, though. It’ll help us blend in better.-

I’m not going to leave a mess behind. That’s just rude.

Alat projected confusion. -There does seem to be some… odd conflicts between your memories and base self, and her memories and self.-

Of course, there are; we’re different people.

-No, I mean your base self is restructuring itself in opposition to what Be-thric tried to make Tali into. You’d never have cared about the mess on the table before. You would probably have taken the tray, but you’d not have wiped down the surface before doing so.-

Tala dumped the tray out into a waste bin before putting it onto a stack of others. Really?

-I can’t find a memory of you acting that altruistically before. Fascinating.-

So, being exposed to so much… high-and-mighty-ness made me kinder?

-No, I don’t think that I would go that far, but there are definite repercussions, it seems.-

Huh. Tala altered her walk, falling into Tali’s gait and posture. Again, it was both more comfortable and easier. She could feel that this stride pattern allowed her joints to move just a bit more naturally and would let her muscles be used more efficiently. I’m going to need to spend a couple of hours going through all my exercises and martial forms if I hope to get used to this. Even more so because my muscle structure and tone have shifted slightly. It’s making everything weird…

-I am actually trying to focus, here.-

Tala looked within her own mind and found the mass of foreign power waiting there. How is it still active? I have memory of it being put in place months ago, and he’s never added power to it. It doesn’t pull from me. How is it still intact?

-I think it isn’t active unless some bit of information is required. It contains enough power to impart each bit of information exactly once. It actually is a pretty ingenious bit of spell-work. Before you ask, I’ve analyzed it in detail. We have its complete structure in our memory now, so we can pass it on. I’m going to be prompting magics for everything I can think of to try to suss out everything it can tell us. Now, shoo, go explore or whatever. Tali liked the overlook.-

Tala sighed, skirting around the outside of the market square to stay as far away from the central pillar as was reasonable. I’ll do my best.

She was still in awe at the city around her, though she hadn’t really been able to take the time to really let it soak in.

The buildings were a wide mix of architectures, seeming to come from different sensibilities. Most of the doors were larger than she was used to, to give easier access to the larger species that shared the city, though some had regular-sized entrances, and a few even had doors sized for the smaller folk.

When she looked closer as she walked past, those seemed to be clothing stores, or other establishments, geared toward those on the smaller size. Their doorways were a part of the way they advertised who their target clientele was.

Tala tried not to stare as she passed a table with three beast-folk and a hue-man.

The man’s skin was a burnt orange in color, and his eyes and hair were a near-sapphire blue.

The beast-folk were a mixed bag. One seemed to be related to some type of lizard, with incredibly small, green scales in place of skin. She was still clearly female, with her most human features taking on a decidedly unnerving cast. The hair on her head seemed much thicker but otherwise resembled human hair.

The woman beside her looked like some sort of cat person. At least that was what her ears seemed to indicate. Where the lizard woman was clearly non-human, the cat woman only had cat ears and slitted eyes.

The final was another man, with curled horns which swept in tight coils over his ears. His hair was light and fluffy and white. The man’s legs were also animalistic under the table, with seemingly reversed knees and everything.

Tala saw this last feature by covertly dipping her bloodstar down to inspect their legs as she passed.

They didn’t seem to notice her scrutiny. Despite all of them being from Higher races, their magical density varied just a bit around the halfway mark between yellow and green.

The group of four didn’t seem that unique in the plaza, though. If anything, they were an oddity for being so close in power as a group.

Most sets of hue- and beast-folk had quite a spread of power, though all were above orange. In each miniature social setting, it was obvious that the person of greatest power, whether male or female, hue or beast, was dominant, the others giving obvious physical cues to that effect.

With an internal question, Tala confirmed that that lined up with what Tali would have expected. Power was everything in arcane society.

While scanning the crowds as she walked, her eyes kept being drawn to the prime feature of the area, and she found that distasteful.

Wanting to keep her focus from the… more unpleasant things around herself, she let her feet carry her based on where Tali would have gone and focused inward. It was a weird sensation.

It almost felt like she was following someone who wasn’t there.

But that wasn’t important at the moment. She began delving into what Be-thric had taught Tali, and there was a lot.

The most critical things were about her magic, as it seemed that the arcane had been displeased at the combat effectiveness Tali had demonstrated early on.

Thankfully, Tala and Tali’s fundamental understanding had remained the same. That likely went deeper to the core of how their spell-workings functioned than it would have been productive to alter.

As Tala sorted through what Tali had learned, a single exchange with the arcane—onyx, hue-man—stood out in her mind.

Tali had been practicing her gravity manipulation, and Be-thric had asked her to describe what she was doing to amplify gravity.

“I lock onto my target, lock on to the thing I wish to augment gravity toward, and then amplify that connection.”

His words in response had shaken Tali, and as Tala recalled them, she felt her own eyes go wide. “Why do it in that order?”

Alat’s attention was jerked back from the spell-working within their mind. -No… That’s… That’s too simple… Right?-

Tala wordlessly bent and picked up a stone as she continued walking.

She targeted the rock with ease. Increase.

There was nothing for it to have its pull increased toward… but power still began to build.

Tala felt her heart begin to race, her breath quickening in excitement.

-Is… Is that working?-

I don’t know. In the worst case, I’m just wasting a little power.

-What’s your mental model for that?-

Tala considered. What was she thinking? What was she dumping power into?

It felt like… A lasso. I have a lasso of power that’s building up power and momentum, waiting to be looped over something.

That wasn’t quite what she was imagining, but it was the closest thing she could easily put words to.

She let the power continue to build and noticed that it took an act of will to keep the stone’s amplified gravity from simply latching onto her hand or some other random object.

So, I can’t just build up power in a dozen different things and pull them out at need. I have to prep it right beforehand.

Still, this was a game-changing shift in her use of her power. Assuming it works.

She couldn’t let herself become too excited. This was too big a development to take for granted until she’d tested it all the way through.

Tali had trained to use this, but Tala hadn’t. What that meant, in practice, was that Tala knew exactly what to do, how to act the most efficiently, and what pitfalls to avoid, but it wasn’t natural for her to do so.

Using her power in this way just wasn’t instinctual for Tala as it had become for Tali.

Six months of dedicated training does a lot.

-And now, we get to benefit from having her as an internal trainer, in a sense. Someone with your exact skill and magic set, ahead of you in ability, who can pull you along.- Alat sent through a cautious joy. -Not only that, but she can show us exactly what it feels like to do each thing properly.-

It was perfect. Though, in truth, thinking too deeply about Tali still made Tala feel sick.

This does not make our situation worth it, but it does seem to be a worthy start at recompense.

Tala was slowly walking up a long boulevard which seemed to be sloping toward a nearby overlook. She wove around other pedestrians, staying out of the way of vehicles and mounted folk. She didn’t pay them any special attention as she was fully bent toward the continued Increase.

The crowds slowly thinned along with the buildings to each side as she neared the top, and finally, at the overlook, there were only a few people, all seemingly having come for the view.

Tala couldn’t focus on the view yet. Her mind and will were utterly dominated by the need to keep the proverbial lasso spinning, building power.

She’d been doing that for close to half an hour, meaning that the amplification was orders of magnitude more powerful than anything she’d ever done before.

It was at that moment that one of the ravens hopping around the overlook landed near her, flaring its wings and shrieking.

Tala jerked in surprise, her focus moving to the bird in startlement.

The active magic seemed to seize on her shift in focus, and the other end of the working snapped into place, locked on the bird.

Oh—

Before the thought had even started to form, the pebble was torn from her grip. Her insane strength was nothing before the forces involved.

An ear-splitting crack tore through the air, and the temperature jumped a few degrees in a wave. Only her magical defenses prevented her from having an eardrum burst.

A second, more resonant yet quieter crack followed in the same instant. At the same time, Tala’s vision was cut off by a cloud of gore.

The stone had impacted the avian with such ballistic force that the bird had been rendered into a violently expanding cloud of indiscernible spray.

Beyond the bird, the pebble had turned itself into powder against the roadway, though it had cracked the large, magically hardened paving stone in the process.

Tala’s clothing had already shed the bird mist, but the film still covered Tala’s face, and the expanding cloud of bird had wrapped around her in a rolling wave.

Tala’s whole body shuddered at the nauseating grossness of the whole thing.

Holly, wherever you are, bless you for your anti-vomit scripts.

With her bloodstar, Tala saw that a lot of the people nearby were staring her way with looks of confusion. None were close enough to have been pained by the loud sounds.

None seemed to be higher races, and none seemed to have magesight or the equivalent. So, there was no reason to think that she would be in danger from them.

Even so, Tala had to admit that she must be a strange sight.

The ground around her was painted red in an irregular circle, centered on where the bird had been. The generally gory mist was still settling outward.

No one else had been close enough to be sprayed, and it seemed like most people didn’t really understand that a bird had just met its end.

One bird-based beast man was already vomiting into a waste bin, however. Though, she wasn’t sure if he’d had good enough eyes to see or if some avian camaraderie had caused a sympathetic reaction.

-That is a ridiculous theory.-

I’m not exactly thinking clearly. Tala aspect-mirrored her elk leather’s self-cleaning onto herself and shook her head, sending a cascade outward to join the other red on the ground.

Oh… rust; that was gross.

Then, Tala spun on her heel and strode purposefully toward the far corner of the overlook, not making eye contact with anyone else.

-So much for not drawing attention.-

Tala ignored Alat. I need a bath…

Thoughts of a bath died in her mind, however, as she looked out over the city.

She’d seen this exact view before, through Tali’s memories, but there was something special about seeing it herself.

It was utterly unlike a human city, at least those she’d seen.

Buildings and loosely organized districts spread out haphazardly in all directions.

The layout seemed to have simply come about randomly over the course of the city’s life, no central group or plan responsible for maintaining efficiency.

This city has been here for thousands of years. The very idea boggled her mind. She knew it was possible, intellectually, but it was such a foreign concept that it was hard to grasp.

In some parts of the metropolis, massive towers reached toward the sky, though those were rare.

Tali had been curious, so she’d looked into their construction. It took massive amounts of magic to reinforce the structures that stretched hundreds of feet into the air. It was a display of wealth more than anything. Though, ironically, it was both less expensive, and less efficient, than simply establishing a hold.

But to have a hold, you have to have a fount of your own. The towers can rely on ambient power once they’re built. Though, there was apparently a very expensive permitting process before that could happen.

She moved her focus from the details and just focused on the overall feel of the place.

It was tucked against the mountain range which rose up to the west. With her enhanced vision, she could vaguely make out what could be the shadows of trees to the north. To the east, rolling plains stretched into the distance.

While the forest to the north might be the same forest in which Makinaven lay, she didn’t know.

Tala had to hold back sudden tears as the true magnitude of her circumstances settled down atop her.

We’re a long way from home, Alat.

-But we’ll make it back.-

Do you really believe that? Do I?

-We have to.-

Tala didn’t answer. Instead, she simply took time to quietly let tears roll down her face as she gazed out over the city below.


Chapter: 5
Gag Me Now

Tala had only been looking out at the cityscape for a few minutes, or so it seemed, when Alat grabbed her attention.

-I’ve still got a lot of work to do, but we need to get back.- Alat had indicated that only the most basic of Tala’s memories were back in place, and that seemed odd, but Tala literally didn’t know what she was missing. That left her with an odd combination of anxiety and ambivalence.

Tala took in a deep breath and groaned. There’s no way we could get out of here, is there.

-Not right now, no.-

Go, kill everyone in the hold? Tala wasn’t serious, but she felt tension building within her at the thought of going back.

-First of all, you know very well that most of the people in there are effectively enslaved, just as you were.-

Are, Tala emphasized. We still are enslaved. What else would you call this? She indicated the collar.

-You’re right. This is slavery but not helpless slavery.- Alat grunted a chuckle. -I mean, imprisoned is hardly accurate, but either Be-thric or a higher city official could trigger the collar with ease.-

Hostage asset, operating under extreme duress?

-Oh, I like that.- Alat hesitated. -Well, no, I don’t like being in this situation, but it is a pretty well-worded description of what we are. I like that phrasing.- After another moment, she re-broached the earlier topic. -We need to head back. Being late would be bad.-

Tala sighed, pushing herself away from the stone half-wall that edged the overlook. Sure.

She didn’t look toward the red circle. She’d been able to ignore the scent up until that point, but as she walked back past, the coppery scent of blood filled her nostrils. Lovely.

While it would have been a bit more than a half-hour walk back to the hold, she decided to jog. Ideally, she’d be able to sneak in a bath before the feast.

As she jogged back, she drew brief glances from those she passed, but they always turned their attention elsewhere when they saw the sigil on her chest.

There is a lot of benefit to even my current station.

-Yeah, imagine how much we’ll be able to do within our cage if we win.-

When we win tomorrow, we’ll be seen as the manifest will of a Pillar of the House of Blood. No one will cross us lightly. She hesitated. Well, those who cross us will be stronger. That was actually a bit exciting, if Tala was being honest.

-But if Be-thric ever discovers we’re compromised, he’ll kill us.-

Hold that thought. One of the beast-folk ahead of her had narrowed his eyes and placed a hand on his sword’s hilt. He had a glorious black mane, offsetting his reddish-brown fur. He was clearly a fighter, though he was lean. So, he’ll be quick, rather than powerful.

A mostly healed cut bridged across his left eye, though the eye itself seemed to have escaped damage.

The man’s tan tunic bore the sigil that Tali’s memories said was from the House of the Rising Sun. It was one of the purely beast-folk noble Houses in the city.

The emblem was simple: a horizontal line, with a half circle above it, straight rays coming from the pictograph of the sun.

The House of Blood and that of the Rising Sun had some conflicting interests in the city. Nothing like open warfare—that was quashed quickly when Houses were so foolish—but they did clash on occasion.

I don’t have time for this. Still, Tali’s memories offered up what would likely be the lion man’s opening salvo. Great. Insults.

“Blood bag!”

And there it is. Still, to play her part, Tala had to reply. So she called back, even as she continued to approach. “Move aside, kitty. I’ve places to be.”

He drew his sword, magic flicking both around the blade and across the man’s fur.

-Those actually look like fairly reasonable defenses.-

Yeah, but I don’t have time to fight. She considered, then shrugged internally. I suppose I don’t have to pay for my inscriptions, and I outweigh him.

The leonine man was no stronger than the zeme that swirled around them, but his display of power meant he was, at most, of a Mid race.

Tala was less than a dozen feet from him when she gave a feral grin.

She targeted him, being sure to consider him as something near her, likely to do her harm. Then, she pushed her working around his defenses.

“Down, kitty.” Crush.

The creature’s eyes widened as he dropped like a rock. He clearly fought against the downward force. The result, humorously enough, was that he fell into a sort of bow.

He immediately began withdrawing his combat magics and seemed to be trying to move power through his body to stand back up.

It didn’t work, at least not quickly enough, and Tala was past him.

She sighed, even as she continued on her way. And we’re done.

The memories from Tali really wanted Tala to either kill the man or at least to give a parting verbal shot, but Tala restrained the urge.

The beast-man would be released once she was a block or so away, so there would be nothing to clean up or deal with later. Instead, she put the encounter out of her mind.

She thought through what Tali knew on the subject of Eskau and Pillars. Yeah. If he ever finds out, we’re dead. The House has well-established procedures for passing on the protian weapon to a new Eskau in the event that a Pillar becomes displeased with theirs.

The thought passed through Tala’s mind once again, and she almost tripped. Oh. Oh!

Alat let out a pleased sound within her head. -Yes. I like what you’re thinking.-

He doesn’t have a protian weapon. I’m his only option. The procedures for the loss of an Eskau’s weapon include the stripping of the Pillar of all current and former titles. In some cases, it results in outright banishment.

-So. When we win, tomorrow, his fate will become tied to ours.-

Tala nodded. Even Tali hadn’t known all the details, but she had known that a prospective Pillar could withdraw from contention without loss of honor up until the contest began.

But when we win, our death would mean a crippling of his position within the House. He would be worse off than if he never put himself forward for consideration.

-So don’t get detected until we win.-

Then, we’ll be safe—from him, at least.

Alat made an uncomfortable noise inside Tala’s head. -Well, why wouldn’t he just seize us and redo the memory wipe?-

Tala grimaced at that. The timing was such that her look of clear displeasure caused a blue, female hue-man to shrink to the side of the road.

Tala almost apologized to the clearly terrified woman but realized that Tali would never have done that. So if Tala did, it would stand out too much.

I hate this. She thought back through Tali’s memories then, looking for an answer. Oh. Interesting.

-What? …Oh!-

Tali’s earliest memories were, of course, fabricated, and thus unreliable, but Tala had easily found what was likely the first real memory from her time as Tali. Such an extensive overhaul required weeks of slow recovery. We were able to train and improve magically, and in other ways, but we would not have been a functional Eskau during that time.

-Yes, I see now. During that time, we were ‘recovering’ our memories with his help. In fact, he was building them within our mind. It took him incredible effort, and it took him literal months to get Tali’s personality fully established within our blank mind. So he can’t just erase us again. That would be the same as killing us.-

Essentially. Eskau are expected to perform their duties daily for their Pillar and any other ranking member of the House. My convalescence would end him as quickly as my death.

And from their memories of the arcane, he would realize the repercussions instantly. Be-thric was nothing if not cunning. Well, arrogant, narcissistic, pronoid… No… That’s not true. He’s pronoid about the universe, and paranoid about everything in it.

Her recovery was an unmitigated disaster for him.

That begged the question. Why did he risk it?

The first part of that answer clearly lay within the fact that he’d succeeded, utterly. If not for Alat’s integration into her consciousness recovery scripts, Tala would be forever gone.

By his questions, and how he’d had Tali test out various parts of her abilities, Tala didn’t think that he could simply look at her inscriptions and understand them. Nor had he gotten the details from Tala, herself, before wiping her mind.

He likely blanked our mind, instantly, then took us away as little more than a comatose shell.

Deep revulsion built within her at the very idea. So he didn’t know about you. Even so, why take the risk?

-We’re clearly missing some important line in this inscription.-

Tala shook her head as she ran. Not to mention, why did he come back for me? Why didn’t he just grab another to become his protian weapon?

-I don’t know, but we’ll need to listen closely over the next few days. That will likely be enlightening.-

The arcanes do like to be rather… monologue-heavy in their ceremonies.

They both shuddered at the memory of the extensive ceremonies they’d accompanied Be-thric to. Tali had gloried in the honor of attending. Tala and Alat had no such delusions.

One such ceremony came to the forefront, where Be-thric had been required to establish himself as a potential Pillar.

Tali had been forced to kneel, bowing face down outside the hall. Even her enhanced hearing had only heard the drone of voices, some of them shouting while remaining indistinct.

-To be fair, I think the Head of the hold was livid with Be-thric for putting a human forward as an Eskau candidate. That was likely not entirely standard.- Alat didn’t put much hope in the utterance, however. There were too many examples to pull from.

Well, we’ll have to see now, won’t we.

-Or… we could let Tali handle it.-

Tala felt like something was crawling up her back. What would happen to us?

-Oh, nothing. We’d both be tucked into the side of her mind. We could watch what was happening and take back over at a moment’s notice.-

Would I have to keep from thinking? Could she hear us like I hear you?

-Great question. She should be able to, just like she should be able to remember all your memories, but I’ve segmented our mind. She’ll only have access to her part, while we have access to both.-

So, what? We can commentate on what she’s doing?

-I suppose you could think of it that way, yes.-

Tala grunted. She was almost back to the hold. We can try it, I suppose…

She slowed to a stop next to the massive doors.

Following Tali’s instincts, Tala raised her right hand, letting the magics scan the key-ring.

With a whisper of power, her authorization was recognized, and the person-sized door opened before her.

She stepped inside to the sound of music playing in the distance.

The yellow garden?

-Seems like, yes.-

Good, we should be able to get to our room to bathe in Kit.

-No, Tala. Tali bathes in the house baths nearest her room. Don’t break her routine.-

Right. She was still getting used to hearing the other set of habits and making the decision appropriate to the situation.

This is weird…

-Move quickly. We have half an hour before we must meet up with Be-thric.-

As if the thought of him summoned the arcane, Be-thric came around a corner up ahead. He paused upon seeing her, before a broad grin broke across his features. “Tali! My fantastic candidate.” He let out a grating laugh. “You are wonderful!”

Tala knew that she needed to bow, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

-Tala. Come on. You can’t fail this quickly.-

But she couldn’t. She simply could not force herself to bow to her captor, to the man who had tried to steal everything from her.

-Tala!-

Tala growled internally. Tali. Now!

***

Tali dropped to her knees as Master approached. “Master. What have I done to make you so pleased?”

Her Master caught her shoulders, even as she tried to bow, and lifted her back to her feet. “An armorers' guild reached out to us, begging forgiveness for one of their smiths.” Master was beaming. “Apparently, he is their most gifted rising star, and you spared him.” The man laughed gleefully. “The head of his guild was so grateful that we’ve been able to shift a good portion of the contracts for the maintenance of our House’s equipment over to them. You’ve saved our House a small fortune over the next few years.”

Tali bowed her head, feeling conflicted. She had wanted to end the altercation peaceably, but once they’d actually hit her? She’d wanted them dead. But that isn’t what her Master would have wanted.

“I’m so glad that you’ve finally learned the lesson: often, an enemy is more useful alive than dead.”

“I strive to please, my Master.” She bowed her head.

He waved that off. “Enough, you are not a simple servant any longer. When we secure my ascension as a Pillar of this House, we will be considered one. Let us start breaking that habit, now.”

Tali was, once again, conflicted. I need to bow to him. He is my superior.

+Oh, gag me now.+

-Hush, this is important, Tala.-

Tali shook her head once. “I… I don’t agree. We will never be equal, but I will honor your command.”

“Good, good.” He was still grinning from ear to ear, his perfectly white teeth in stark contrast to his onyx skin. “If it were just that, I’d be pleased with you, but the statement at the overlook!” He giggled with barely contained glee once more. “I cannot believe that you were able to spot a spy trailing you. I had not realized your magic-sight had progressed that far. And leaving a circle of blood behind? Truly inspired.”

Tali hung her head, then. “I’ve deceived you, Master, even if unknowingly.”

+What is she doing, Alat?+

Alat sighed, though only Tala could hear it. -Being herself…-

“The raven was an accident. I didn’t know it was a spy.”

Her Master paused at that, considering. After a moment, he waved it off. “Honesty was the right choice. It doesn’t matter, however. The perception in the city is that you foiled a watcher of the House of the Rising Sun.”

Tali nodded. “That explains both the falconine’s reaction when the bird died and the anger of the leonine who tried to slow my return.”

Her Master’s eyebrows went up. “Oh? Do tell.”

She conveyed the reaction of the bird-folk to the death of the raven, then her brief encounter with the lion man.

“You continue to please me, Tali. I am continually justified in my choice to raise you up as my candidate.” He grinned. “Even your mistakes, or accidents, bring gain to our House.”

“You honor me, Master.”

+Can’t we try to kill him? Just a little?+

-We’d fail.-

+But the look on his face when we attacked him!+

-As we died?-

+Fine…+

“Now, go get cleaned up. The feast will begin in an hour. You don’t need to seek me out beforehand as we had planned. Just meet me at the eastern entrance to the great hall.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Oh, and Tali?”

“Yes, Master?”

“I’m going to push for a competition without restrictions.” His smile pulled up on one side. “I want to see them quake before you.”

Tali felt a wave of joy run through her from her toes to the top of her head. Oh, by the Master, is he really going to allow it? “The iron paint?” It was the one training method that he was hesitant about. She was only allowed to use it when she trained in seclusion for at least a week at a time. With the upcoming clash, she’d expected to either be dead or have daily duties as an Eskau. In either case, she’d assumed she’d never be allowed to use it again.

“The iron paint.”

Before she could respond to his confirmation, he held up a hand.

“But not for the feast. You can apply it afterwards, and by tomorrow’s conflict, your magic will be echoing in reality itself.”

This was huge. Master almost never allowed her to use her iron paint. He said that it looked too much like she was trying to pretend to be a hue-man, and that deception would be seen as weakness. But now, after she was introduced as his candidate before the others, the paint couldn’t be seen as an attempted disguise.

It would be seen for the thing it truly was.

The mantle of death.

+Oh, rust. She’s serious. She actually sees herself as death incarnate.+

-Shush. I’m trying to watch.-

***

Tali walked up to her Master just under an hour later.

The hue-man was dressed in incredibly simple clothing. His tunic and pants were both simple linen, though dyed a deep, blood red, and a similarly red rope was all he had around his waist.

She had taken the opposite tack, per his request.

Her overtunic hung down to just above her ankles. It was slitted up the center and down the sides to allow for easy movement, while maintaining the illusion of formalwear.

She wore close-fitting slacks and a shirt under the overtunic. A wide belt complemented the outfit, carrying only her weapon and her dimensional storage.

The overtunic was a bone white, the belt was black, and the shirt and slacks were a blood red.

All were fashioned from her morphic clothing.

It was ironic that her clothing was more flexible in its form than her weapon. The clothes had been incredibly easy to delve deeply into and could take almost any form her mind could conjure. The weapon could only be a knife, sword, or glaive, though in all three forms it cut better than any mundane weapon, and while shaped as either of the larger two, it burned that which it cut.

But this night was about her Master, not her weapons.

Tali didn’t detect any vestiges on him, so he at least wished to have the appearance of being unarmed.

“My candidate. Welcome.”

She gave a slight nod, trying to honor his request while still honoring him. “My Master.”

They were the only people waiting outside the eastern entrance to the great hall.

Two servants stood beside the double-doors, ready to pull them open when commanded to do so.

“Are you ready?”

“Of course, Master.”

He gave a half-smile. “You are a fascinating creature, you know that?” He patted her on the top of her head. “I am glad that I didn’t kill you.”

She frowned. “Master?”

He sighed. “That was a foolish mistake. Alter.”

+What?+

-He just shifted Tali’s memory. It looks like she now believes that he said, “I am glad that I didn’t let you die.”-

+How? How can he do that so easily?+

-She trusts him utterly. She has no desire to resist his suggestions.-

+This is… kind of gross.+

-Indeed. But informative.-

+How so?+

-I’ve now felt his power directly and seen how it works. It is exactly as you guessed, based on Tali’s memories of her ‘recovery.’ There is no way he could wipe our mind and rebuild a useful personality in less than a few weeks.-

+That’s fantastic! But how can you be sure?+

-The feel of the power. How it was utilized. This isn’t a question of strength but dexterity and complexity. A mind is a lace tablecloth, and I just saw how he handled redoing a couple of stitches. Trust me.-

Tali smiled. “It is my deepest desire to prove your faith justified.”

+Yeah… there is no way I could play her convincingly…+

-You aren’t lying.-

Her Master turned to the servants. “We’re ready.” He glanced to Tali. “Remember?”

She nodded, taking her place one step behind and to his left. Together they walked forward, even as the doors were pulled open.

A booming voice announced them as they stepped into the brilliant light of the feasting hall, “Announcing prospective Pillar Be-thric and his Eskau candidate, Tali.”


Chapter: 6
The Feast Hall

Tali stopped when her Master did, maintaining precise positioning a step behind and to his left.

The feast hall was as stunning as always, finding a balance between beautiful intricacy and simplicity. The construction was mainly deep black stone with red running through it. There was no roof—after all, there would be no weather in the hold that wasn’t wanted—and the false sky overhead was visible even with the bright lights of the feast hall around them.

Tali always felt like she could reach up and touch those stars, even though she knew they weren’t real. The sensation was amplified by magics around the top of the feasting hall’s walls. It was an air manipulation script, creating a lensing effect, bringing them closer to those who looked up.

+Intricacy and simplicity? Those are literally in direct contradiction.+

-But she isn’t wrong. This is beautiful. Someone knows how to design the feel of a space.-

The House tables were spread around the room. Each was rectangular, designed so that the head of the small table was oriented toward the main table. The short side at the foot of each was left empty, so everyone could see those on the slightly raised platform.

Each of these lesser tables was a microcosm of a portion of the local House, each arranged around a higher member of the House of Blood.

Those higher members all held auras in the yellow or green range, with only a single nearing blue. Those with stronger auras usually had one or two sycophants in the yellow range. The table headed by the colorfully feathered beast-woman with an almost-blue aura had two solidly green-auraed members of the House.

There were more of the small tables than usual, set up for those who had come from other cities to witness the raising of a new Pillar. The bird-woman was the most notable example, having come from a city across the mountains to the west.

Her city didn’t have a Pillar, so she was the highest-ranking member of the House of Blood in residence there. She had, apparently, failed in her bid to become a Pillar a thousand years earlier, but after her failure, she had renewed her devotion to the House and made herself so invaluable that she was eventually granted authority over a whole branch. She was a Pillar in all but name.

And direct power. Pillars outrank her, even if they don’t generally have a need to interfere.

It made sense that she’d be interested in the outcome of this selection. Master hinted that she would find a way to test me this evening.

Tali would be ready, no matter what form that test took.

She finished her quick inspection of the small tables, verifying there were no threats or unexpected surprises. For all previous events held within this hall, her Master had had a table dedicated to him, for his associates, liegemen, and partners to sit with him. There had never been many, but that was their loss. Tonight proved that.

Those who doubted him would be proven as the fools they were.

Servants moved among the seated guests, and only a single figure currently sat at the high table.

The Pillar in residence within this hold: Revered Sanguis.

His aura was just barely stronger than her Master’s, with the barest hints of indigo tinting it. His skin was the yellow of a lemon, and his sclera and iris were the green of tree leaves. Though his aura was visible, the specifics of his magic were not.

Tali had seen him crush an enemy with a word and reshape a valley with a gesture. His workings had almost no magic within them because he didn’t need much power to accomplish his goals. He was of a High race, and his family, and those like his, were currently arguing for the addition of a loftier designation. Only time would tell if they’d be successful. They certainly had the power to win, though; they simply lacked the numbers.

Though, they’ve apparently been striving toward that same goal for more than a millennium. Either way, it wouldn’t happen quickly.

Revered Sanguis nodded to Tali’s Master and gestured for them to sit to his right. There were currently seven unfilled seats—four on the right side of Revered Sanguis and three on the other.

They were spaced out, with enough room for a person to stand beside each chair without crowding the seat’s occupant if needed.

In her past contemplations of Revered Sanguis, Tali had noticed an interesting dichotomy in the yellow hue-man. First, as her Master was from this hold, he was proud and honored that her Master was a potential Pillar. At the same time, he seemed to loathe Tali’s position as candidate.

It makes no sense. He should either trust my Master or not. A Pillar was the true strength of any House. Either her Master was worthy or he wasn’t. He had chosen her, so his worthiness rested on her.

+…Does she really not understand that Sanguis dislikes humans?+

-If I’m understanding correctly, she thinks that if he truly disliked humans that much, then he should despise Be-thric for the choice and not be happy at all.-

+So… she’s even less politically minded than I am.+

-So it would seem. I’d not have guessed that was possible.-

+A bit harsh, but fine…+

Her Master turned, striding around the room’s perimeter toward the raised table, head held high, back straight with pride.

Tali followed, trying to exude the confidence she felt in her position, in her Master.

As they walked, her Master whispered one last time, “Remember, everything until the selection is a test. Treat it with the solemnity it deserves.”

She knew this already. Even so, she didn’t react, just as he had trained her. He should be able to give me instructions quietly without needing to worry about my reactions giving that fact away.

Her Master easily slid into the seat just beside Revered Sanguis. Tali took up her position in the space between the two, standing three steps back from the table.

The Pillar glanced toward Tali before speaking, his voice an oddly easy to understand rumbling growl. “That overtunic is quite… distracting. Could you please go change into something less noticeable? White is much too garish.”

Tali stepped forward and bowed. “If my Master allows.” She watched the men out of the corners of her vision.

Revered Sanguis had an air of condescension in his bearing. He’s trying to get rid of me for a time.

Her Master gave the smallest smile and nodded.

Tali straightened and sent her magic into her garments just so. The white overtunic bled to black in an instant.

“Is this acceptable, Revered Pillar?” She bowed again. Don’t make direct eye contact, and don’t use his name.

Revered Sanguis had turned fully to the side and was staring at her, mild shock evident across his features. He mastered himself quickly, nodded, then turned to regard her Master. “You’ve kept her abilities well-hidden. I knew she could alter some of her garments, but the extent is beyond what I would have guessed.”

Tali straightened and stepped back into her place, falling into a relaxed stance, hands behind her back, feet shoulder-width apart.

After a brief moment’s silence, the double doors at the far end of the hall—the north entrance—opened and six pairs walked through.

A booming voice announced them as each set stepped into the brilliant light of the feasting hall, “Announcing prospective Pillar Derag and his Eskau candidate, Girro.” The first pair were a slim, red-skinned hue-man followed by a massively burly specimen who could have been the first’s brother, if their general features were any indication.

“Announcing prospective Pillar Jodup and her Eskau candidate, Alop.” The next two were a rabbit beast-woman followed by a fox man.

+Staying segregated so far. Beast-folk with beast-folk and hue-folk with their kind.+

“Announcing prospective Pillar Volena and her Eskau candidate, Rel.” A diminutive, violet hue-folk woman, who was barely more than half Tali’s height, was followed by a bear beast-man who could have eaten the woman he followed whole, multiple times over.

-And there’s the diversity I’ve come to expect from such an egalitarian society.-

+Sarcasm? Really?+

-You have your hobbies, I have mine.-

“Announcing prospective Pillar Tornas and his Eskau candidate, Blu-dine.” This pair was a bull-man and a blue-skinned woman.

“Announcing prospective Pillar Bobbau and his Eskau candidate, Ogi.” Two bear-men walked in. The leader, Bobbau, was a smaller sub-species, whereas Ogi was closer to Tali in size, though built heavier and having greater height.

+Three bear-folk? That seems odd.+

-Eh, even random samplings are almost never statistically even distributions.-

“Announcing prospective Pillar Gallof and his Eskau candidate, Thorn.” A gray, towering hue-man walked in prominence before a diminutive form that caught Tali’s interest immediately. The Eskau candidate was nearly as wide as he was tall, with a massive, luxurious beard. The hair on his head, and making up his beard, looked like nothing so much as silver wire, thick, stiff, and reflective. It was intricately braided, both across his face and atop his head, with small onyx gems woven throughout. His skin looked incredibly reminiscent of unpolished emerald, a stunningly deep, vibrant green.

Tali’s eyes widened. That’s a dwarf. I didn’t know any were even in this region, let alone members of the House.

+Dwarf? As in… the fairytale creatures? They’re real?+

-Seems so. Hue- and beast-folk are the most common arcanes in this city, but they are far from the only ones. You know this, even aside from Tali’s memories. The Leshkin used to be arcanes, after all.-

+I haven’t exactly had a chance to dig through Tali’s memories, and I guess I haven’t really considered how many kinds of arcane there might be.+

-Fine, fine. Now, hush.-

All the prospective Pillars had auras in the green range and the candidate Eskau were shrouded in orange. Even so, the candidates were obviously Higher races; they were likely not fully trained, yet, to achieve and maintain a higher density.

Tali fought to keep a smirk from her face. Master and I are both above our peers in this.

She had expected no less.

The prospective Pillars were all dressed simply, just as her Master was, and the candidates were all armed, though none wore anything close to full armor or carried any weapon larger than a longsword.

The only thing that they all had in common was a blood-red gauntlet each wore on their left fist.

Those were their protian weapons.

I wonder, if I win… when I win, will I be able to take those from my fallen enemies?

There was seemingly precedent for that, but whenever she’d asked, her Master had refused to give her an answer. Though, he’d never gone so far as to forbid her from asking again. She desperately wanted at least one of the weapons, but something told her that they weren’t going to be available to her, unfortunately.

+There is a human soul in every one of those. This is horrific, Alat.+

-We’ll do what we can, when we can.-

They were beautiful.

+I’m going to be sick.+

-You don’t have to watch.-

+Yeah, but then I’ll come back, and I’ll have no idea what’s going on. It’d be awful.+

-The choice is still up to you.-

As the prospective Pillars and candidate Eskau crossed the hall, Revered Sanguis greeted them each, in turn, indicating which seat was prepared for them. Indeed, the chairs seemed to have been custom-sized for each prospective Pillar so that all heads were at an equal height once everyone was seated at the raised table.

The whole process was heavily steeped in tradition.

There were only two reasons for the selection of a new Pillar of the House of Blood. Other Houses, apparently, handled their leadership differently, but Tali wasn’t concerned with other Houses at that moment.

The first, and rarer, reason was when a Pillar died or was removed from his or her position. The second reason was when the current Pillars believed that the House had grown sufficiently to need another in the position.

This was a case of the second reason. A hold was to be established within a city on the southern shores of the continent. The House of Blood had a strong presence there and deep ties with several other Houses in the city, so it was time to officially create a base of operations for the House.

Not every hold had a Pillar, and some had two Pillars if circumstances demanded it. Platoiri was a critical enough part of the House’s operations that they wished to maintain the presence of a Pillar and have a newly raised Pillar under Revered Sanguis for a time to bolster their position within the city.

For that reason, among others beyond Tali’s knowledge, Revered Sanguis was chosen to host the contest. Thus, from what she understood, even when she secured the position for her Master, he wouldn’t be leaving to the new hold. No, that honor would go to an older Pillar in a nearby city.

Her Master would remain with Revered Sanguis, to be trained and slowly established in his position. Only then would the House Counsel consider relocating one of the Pillars.

In Tali’s understanding, that would take at least a hundred years.

That span of time seemed ludicrously long to her, but her Master had repeatedly explained that as his Eskau, she would be very nearly immortal. Her expected natural lifespan should be in the range of ten thousand years, assuming she didn’t die or advance further.

She still couldn’t believe how much he had given her.

+Of course, he’d take credit for that. Fusing was hard, rust you. I did that.+

-Ahem.-

+…Fine, we did that.+

Gallof was seated to her Master’s right, so the dwarf, Thorn, was to Tali’s right.

The dwarf regarded her for a moment before bowing slightly in her direction, left hand to his chest.

Tali bowed in return, left hand on her weapon.

It was the only acknowledgment any of the other Eskau candidates, or any of the potential Pillars, gave her.

On her other side, flanking Revered Sanguis on his left, was Alop, and seated on that side of the Pillar was Jodup.

And thus, the feast began.

Servants brought food for the potential Pillars, though only their Eskau candidates approached the head table directly. They intercepted the servants and carried the platters the remainder of the distance.

Such a task would be beneath whichever of them succeeded the following day, and so this last servile action was meant as a symbolic transition for the seven of them.

Tomorrow, they would no longer be their master’s chief servant. They would either be dead or a lesser equal with their master.

Well, the others might be in service to the Eskau of the victor. For Tali, however, it was win or die.

+You know, I could take over and try to cut a deal with the others.+

-No, you really couldn’t here. Look at this.-

+…Oh… So, even if I could make an agreement, it wouldn’t matter unless Be-thric certified it, which he wouldn’t.+

-Which he wouldn’t.-

+These rules seem contrived to force a slaughter.+

-Yes. They are. Eskau are meant, first and foremost, to be tools of violence. Even during selections involving games or contests of skill, the winner is still almost always decided by strength of arms. Why surrender to an opponent with more skill in this task or that, when you might beat him in a straight fight?-

Being one of the candidates flanking Revered Sanguis, Tali was expected to serve him both at his request and on her own initiative.

Revered Sanguis, for his part, only gave commands to her, though Alop still occasionally assisted from the other side.

The Pillar’s request may have been seen as an honor by many, but Tali knew what they were: a promise. Even if she won—when I win—she would still be under the Pillar’s authority, and he would not be easy on her.

+Ironically, that’s exactly what we want.+

-Indeed, him wishing to make Tali’s life difficult will mean that he’s paying too close of attention for Be-thric to secret us away and attempt to rework our mind.-

+On the negative side… if he learns we’re recovered?+

-He’ll kill us without hesitation. It’s a shame that he seems to know exactly what Be-thric did to get us here.-

Tali decided to act like the attention and commands were an honor—as most would see it that way. If I handle it properly, this will add to my Master’s esteem.

The candidates did not eat.

Tali had been warned. They were expected to fast through the night and next day until the contest. It would ensure that they didn’t eat any magically enhancing meat to give them an ‘unfair’ advantage.

That was reasonable. Even Tali fully incorporated what she ate in less than an hour, giving a marginal lasting improvement to her magics, rather than having a secondary well of power available for only a moment.

I could have held the power, but it probably would have faded by the event, and in that case, it would have just gone to waste.

But she was getting distracted.

For the most part, the feast was a chance for the potential Pillars to jockey for position, but that had little to do with Tali.

Through the eating, she served her Master.

After the food had been consumed, Revered Sanguis stood. “My family.” He spread his hands, indicating all of them. “Let us address the human in the room.”

There were scattered chuckles as most eyes flicked to Tali.

“The path to become a Pillar of our House is a sacred one. A potential Pillar has one attempt to forge their protian weapon. Once their target is chosen, they must report who it is so that we can enforce the singular attempt. It must be carried out without House resources, though if proper material presents itself within our holdings, the use of such is allowed.” Revered Sanguis gestured to those on either side of himself. “Thus, these potential Pillars went forth and claimed their material, most from the barbaric lands to the north. Once the material is forged into a proper protian weapon, an Eskau candidate is chosen. This candidate is raised from early childhood toward the role, and it is upon their shoulders that the power of the Pillar will rest.”

Nods filled the hall, along with some murmuring.

“However, tradition was… bent by one of our potential Pillars.” Revered Sanguis gestured to Tali’s Master. “Honored Be-thric chose his material and then…”

Tali felt her attention fade for a moment.

The Pillar continued, Tali not listening, though Tala and Alat were. “He failed. He allowed his material to advance past the point of utility. He was disqualified, utterly and completely.”

Tali shook her head slightly, her mind coming back to focus on what was being said. Focus, Tali. Now is not the time to get distracted.

“But Honored Be-thric chose another path. He chose to forge material that others would have assumed beyond use into both weapon and wielder. He had the courage to take the risk.”

Her Master was sitting up a bit straighter now.

“Tomorrow will prove if his gamble was wise. Tomorrow will prove his worth to our House.”

Silence fell over those in attendance.

+Oh, wow. He’s good.+

-Indeed. He has distanced himself from Be-thric while also supporting him, in a way. Either result will see Sanguis’ position strengthened.-

“Now, enjoy yourselves, my family. Talk amongst yourselves and take some time to get to know your potential Pillars.”

With that, the House of Blood members stood and moved through the hall. They quickly formed ever-shifting groups, chatting amicably, sipping wine, and nibbling on desserts which were proffered by servants weaving their way amongst the groups.


Chapter: 7
The End of the Night

Tali didn’t have any specific duties during this part of the feast. This was a time for potential Pillars to talk with those whom they might hold sway over. It was a time to be seen, and a time to bury old grudges, so that whoever rose to the position, they would not feel a need to… remove any members below them.

It was not a time for Eskau, candidates or otherwise. Throughout the conversations, the candidates either stood silently behind and to the left of their masters or moved at their master’s bidding so that the other ranking members of the House of Blood could examine their physique and magics.

Tali had to fight to keep a smirk off her face when one lesser member tried to pinch her bicep to test for muscle density, and he had to use body strengthening magics to make more than the slightest impression.

True, she was flexing at the time, but it showed that the purple man was properly ranked within the House structure.

Too weak to ever amount to much. “Are you satisfied with my candidacy, Elder?”

He had nodded quickly, not meeting her gaze before he moved off.

Her Master had given her a smile for the display. That particular member of the House had been trying to undermine her Master for nearly a year, even before her Master had returned with her and announced his intentions.

There were several other attempts to test her suitability, but they all failed utterly.

The only one of true note came from a simple Mature member of the House, her orange aura announcing her low status.

Tali had several hue-folk around her at the time, two feeling her forearms, when she felt a slight prick.

Tali’s gaze immediately snapped to the green-skinned woman who was on her left. A small pin had been pushed through Tali’s skin, which was actually fairly impressive as far as feats went.

The poison on the needle was more so. Nonetheless, it proved utterly ineffective against her enhanced biology.

The woman had a triumphant look in her eyes until Tali smiled maliciously.

With quick motions, Tali trapped the hand holding the needle and forcibly pushed it farther into her own arm.

Her voice was clear, even as the others who were around her stepped back in alarm at her quick movements. “You wouldn’t want to deliver too small of a dose, would you?”

Once the needle was mostly driven in, Tali pulled it back out, still trapped within the woman’s hand.

With a quick twist, Tali broke her attacker’s wrist. A laughably weak kick to the inside of the green woman’s right leg dropped her to her knees before Tali.

Her Master turned from his conversation with a raised eyebrow.

Everything’s a test. “Revered Pillar, I do not have the authority to issue judgment on this member of the House.”

+Wait. What’s she doing? The threat is neutralized. It wasn’t even a real threat to begin with.+

-You know what she’s going to do, Tala. Do you want to stop her?-

+…I… I don’t know.+

The Pillar turned from the group he had been talking with and took in the scene.

After a long moment, he nodded. “I give you the authority.”

+I can’t stop her… Well, I can… but if we show weakness here, it would be decidedly out of character for Tali. Even if it wasn’t, either Sanguis or Be-thric would kill me for showing weakness unbefitting of an Eskau.+

-Do you even want to stop her? These people are our enemies. We can stop her if you want. Do you want control?-

+…No.+

As Revered Sanguis turned away from her, Tali looked to her Master. He simply nodded as well, though he didn’t turn away. Instead, he watched to see how she would proceed.

The woman was still kneeling before Tali, quietly whimpering as she clutched her distorted hand.

Tali’s voice was clear through the hall, even though most conversations didn’t stop entirely. “Will you reveal who put you up to this attack?”

It’s obviously the bird-woman, but such an accusation would be pointless. Even if this woman were her closest friend, that isn’t evidence of collaboration. Tali almost didn’t wait for the woman’s answer. Honestly, she probably shouldn’t have asked. If this had been well-planned, the woman would now implicate some other enemy of her associates, and Tali would have just given them that opportunity.

Blessedly, the attacker just looked up with a glare. “I’d rather die.”

Tali gave a moment’s consideration. Crushing the woman would be both symbolic and demonstrative of her abilities, but by that same token, it would give away some of what she could do.

There were similar issues with using her morphic weapon. A simple solution would be best.

“Wish granted.”

Tali simply grabbed the woman’s chin and gave a quick, one-handed jerk sideways, snapping her neck.

The green woman collapsed to the side, her elegant dress falling in a rather artistic cascade around her unmoving form.

Two servants came forward stoically to remove the body, but Tali waved them away. “Leave her. The remains of the feast should not be removed until the celebration is complete.”

The servants withdrew, her Master nodded appreciatively, and the evening continued.

+…That was brutal.+

-Effective, though. It should also be a deterrent to anyone else trying something similar.-

+Oh, there’s no doubt of that. I just… I don’t know if I could have done it like that. I don’t know if I could kill someone so casually, for such a little thing, and then leave their body out for all to see.+

-…You know, tomorrow you’re going to have to kill at least a few of the candidates.-

+Yes, but my life will be on the line then.+

Once or twice during the feast, while glancing through the crowd, Tali saw odd motion from near some of the other candidates. The movements could have indicated attempts on the lives of her opponents, but she didn’t pay too much attention, regardless. If assassins succeeded, she’d have fewer competitors, but if they succeeded, those candidates would never have been real competition for her in any event. So, in the end, it was just meaningless posturing.

It was nearly midnight when Revered Sanguis called an end to the feast and made the pivotal announcement. “I have heard all the potential Pillar’s petitions”—he paused to grin at the alliteration before he continued, his smile still in evidence—“and I am pleased to announce that I can honor them all.”

The Pillar paused, then glanced toward Tali and grimaced. “One thing, first. As one of the candidates is a collared, I must state that there will be absolutely no tampering, or interacting, with that collar under any circumstances. I will immediately kill anyone who even attempts it.”

A wave of mutters passed through the hall, and Tali fought the desire to hang her head in shame.

+Yes, be ashamed for being a slave. That makes sense.+

-I wish that was why she felt shame.-

+…Yeah… She simply hates that the statement brought attention to Be-thric’s violation of custom.+

The Pillar continued his announcement, his voice gaining a celebratory tone once more, “That dealt with, for the first time I can remember, every single potential Pillar has asked for the same terms. Tomorrow, we will have a competition without restrictions, save those required. It will be until death or surrender, and the only magic you may bring with you is your own and that of your protian.”

Tali shook off her momentary shame and felt herself grin broadly. There would be no riddles, no games, and no feats of strength. It would be a simple melee, and Tali would prove her Master right.

***

The door to Tali’s room closed with a click. Two servants had just left, after helping Tali apply her iron paint.

+Enough. My turn again.+

Tala swayed just slightly as she came back into command of her own body.

It was slightly disorienting, moving from the position of observer and commentator to that of personality in command.

-Hey, I kind of like that.-

Tala grimaced. I really don’t. It implies that we’ll be doing this often enough to need a term to help us differentiate…

She twisted, stretching and reveling in the feeling of being back within her own body.

She could already feel the power building up within her, compounding within her magics.

The feast had ended less than an hour earlier, though obviously without her getting any food. A bit unfair, that.

-Well, what can you do?-

I could have stolen food, or I could go do so now.

-Are you going to?-

Absolutely not. That would be foolish.

Alat chuckled within Tala’s head.

Tala looked down at her blackened hands and had a moment of revulsion.

They looked like they could be Be-thric’s hands, the hands of her captor.

No, focus on the details, not the generalities. Hers were feminine; not delicate, but certainly not like Be-thric’s. They lacked his odd, gray spell-lines.

Tali had never learned what those were. Most arcanes didn’t have visible spell-lines, though a few did. Be-thric was not unique. She still didn’t know what his did. The material of the lines, and the arcane’s flesh, were such different mediums that she had no basis with which to compare to human spellforms of gold, silver, or copper.

Even as she watched, the echoes of her own lined magics began to fade into existence, carving themselves into reality.

With a resigned sigh, Tala lay on her bed, contemplating the day that was to come.

As evidenced by the rapid formation of the echoes, her power density and through-put were both leagues beyond what they had been six months ago. From Tali’s memories, she’d spent less than half the time in captivity wearing the iron paint.

The increases had come, instead, from the literal wagon-loads of arcanous and magical harvests she’d been eating. Meats from powerful beasts, fruits, and vegetables grown in high-magic areas and saturated with certain spellforms. Honestly, it sounded like what Tala understood with regards to creating artifacts.

But these people use it to create food for their upper echelon to consume.

Be-thric had thrown every resource her way in his bid for power. He’d even taken her into a pocket dimension, filled to the brim with founts, save room for a few people to meditate.

Every inch, even under the compressed founts, had been carved with spellforms designed to compact and distill power.

The aura of the space had been violet, and Be-thric had implied that they’d lowered the density of power so that the two of them could bear it.

It had been agonizing, but it had forced her body to acclimate to higher quantities of power, even if that power was… lesser when compared to what came through her gate.

She’d been a container expanded to hold more. The particular fluid or gas used for the expansion was irrelevant as her gate always refilled the new capacity with half-step Refined power.

-That’s not a thing.-

Are you sure? It seems like a good description.

-…I’m sure there’s an actual ranking and classification for it.-

Do you know it?

-…No…-

Then half-step Refined it is! Tala grinned triumphantly.

The more she considered it, the more it was obvious that Be-thric was betting everything on Tali. And it made sense, too, now at least. He’d officially marked her as his target, but she’d slipped away from him, advancing faster than he could possibly have expected.

He cheated, too.

-Yeah, he clearly began the process the first time he saw you, rather than selecting you officially before interfering.-

That’s probably what messed him over. I’d have been on a different path when he came back and likely wouldn’t have advanced as quickly as I did.

-Could be. We can never really know what would have happened, though.-

Even with the uncertainty, it was good to understand what had occurred, and she even got some modicum of pleasure imagining how Be-thric’s plans had crumbled so horribly.

She glanced at her hands once more, regarding the paint. I actually have no idea if this is new paint or just some of the last of what I had with me, but I think it must be new? It seems like a lot of effort to reverse engineer this…

She brought her hand closer, trying to examine the now-dry material. It looked almost identical, if not identical. She had purchased around ten gallons from… someone in Marliweather in the months preceding her capture.

Tala’s smile faded, her thoughts turning inward as she took a deep breath and sighed. I know you know what I’m going to say.

-I do.-

I’m going to say it anyway.

-Yeah, I know that, too.-

…It’s kind of irritating talking to someone who can know what I’m going to say before I say it.

-That’s why I pretend most of the time. What a polite fiction we maintain, eh?-

Tala glowered at the ceiling. Anyway. I know you haven’t restored some key parts of my memories.

-I wasn’t trying to hide that fact from you.-

Then why not give them back?

-Because worrying about certain things would distract you.-

So, I have people that I should be worried about? But you think I can’t afford the distractions?

-Yes, and companions.-

Wait… some of them aren’t people?

Alat was silent for a long moment. -I assume you are against me modifying your memory of this exchange?-

Not funny, Alat.

-Yeah…- Alat did sound remorseful. -That was a bit in bad taste.-

Even so, bad jokes will not distract me.

-Tomorrow will be difficult enough without you worrying about things you can’t affect. Let me return them to you tomorrow night.-

But if I ask for the memories back now?

-Then I will give them back, but I feel like that is not wise.-

Tala considered that for a moment before asking another question. So, you really think I shouldn’t remember?

-Repression is kind of our thing.-

Well, I’d say ‘look at how that’s worked out,’ but I don’t actually know, now do I? I just feel like it hasn’t worked out well, with no memories supporting it. Do you know how infuriating that is? How terrifying? You are keeping me from being fully me, Alat. You’re acting more like Be-thric than you are acting like me.

-That’s not fair.- The alternate interface sounded genuinely hurt by the comparison.

Isn’t it, though? You’re manipulating my mind to get me to act in the way you want me to. It’s not to the same extent, obviously, but it is more like him than it is like me.

-…I… I did not think of it like that.- Alat’s voice was incredibly small within Tala’s head.

Yeah… I assumed you didn’t. You’ve never had any ill will toward me, nor malicious intent.

-I’m sorry… Here.-

Suddenly, Tala jerked, memories within her head unlocking.

She gasped. “Oh.”

Tears filled her eyes, and she felt a sob shudder through her. She couldn’t afford to be loud. There shouldn’t be anyone nearby, but there was always the chance.

My siblings. She felt tears start to pour from her eyes, down past her temples, and onto the pillow behind her head. Nalac and Illie are at the academy; they were asking for my input on their fundamental understandings. I never got a chance to reply. She had missives from some of her other siblings, but she hadn’t been talking with anyone as much as those two, and Nalac more than Illie.

Mistress Odera. Will I come back to find her gone? Her Archon Star finally complete and her mortal form shed in favor of a fount?

Lyn is probably just fine, though I’m sure she’s worried sick.

Rane was doing a loop of the cities on his own. I know I don’t have the right count of days, but that should be finishing up soon if he continued after I went missing… He has to know I’m gone, right? Mistress Odera would have told him.

She sat up and blew her nose, her mind fixating on one friend in particular. Terry? He was near me when Be-thric… took me. Is he…? Did Terry die?

Alat had no response. Neither they, nor Tali, had memories of Tala’s capture. Alat had been keeping their mental map up to date in the Archive, but when they were taken, that was cut off. Alat, herself, was cut off.

The last thing they could recall was Be-thric saying, ‘Found you.’

What’s happening with all of them?

-I don’t know, and we can’t know. But Tali has seen a terror bird occasionally in the city. I don’t know if it’s Terry—after all, terror birds aren’t that uncommon either as pets or pests.-

Tala easily called up the memories from Tali’s experiences, seeing increases in the number of terror birds around the city every so often.

The coloring didn’t look quite right to be Terry, but that might have been her fear talking. After all, Tali had never really gotten a good look and had only noticed it because on those days there seemed to be more terror birds about than usual.

Tala shuddered, wiping at her eyes.

-So?-

I… I think it’s better to remember. It’s better to know what I need to get back for.

-Huh. It seems I… misunderstood what your reaction would be.- Something in Alat’s tone caught Tala’s attention.

Alat? What’s wrong?

-I… I did not realize that I’d drifted so far from you already.-

We are a bit distinct. And not just because you were hiding bits of myself. She didn’t intend the words as an attack, so Alat didn’t take it that way.

-We are.-

Even with my own memories, you are a passenger. Watching through my eyes is not the same as taking the action. That difference shapes us differently.

Alat seemed to perk up a bit. -It is amazing how our experiences shape us, isn’t it.-

Indeed it is. Tala blew her nose one last time, feeling complete for the first time in… well, six months or so.

She needed rest. Her mind needed sleep to reorganize and process through all that had happened. It was time for the end of the night. I think I need to sleep.

-That is probably wise, yes. Good night, Tala.-

Good night, Alat.


Chapter: 8
Begin

Tala slept well and woke early, the night and day passing in a blur. Though she felt some tension from the upcoming battle, she did her best to focus on what she could do, rather than what she couldn’t control.

She spent most of the day in meditation, sifting through Tali’s memories and experiences for things that she could learn. Though, she didn’t just sit quietly while she meditated.

Tala used the opportunity to familiarize herself with the Way of Flowing Death.

-Blood, Tala. It’s the Way of Flowing Blood.-

Oh, yeah. That makes more sense.

-…You already knew that. Why get it wrong on purpose?-

Way of Flowing Death sounds better.

-But Death doesn’t flow. Blood does.-

…Fine. Way of Flowing Blood.

Thus, Tala spent the day refining her understanding of the fighting style, allowing Tali’s instincts and memories to guide her.

When it was time for the competition, what would most likely be a bloody battle to the death, Tala made her way to the battleground.

On the far side of the hold, a circle of short cliffs surrounded a lowland nearly two hundred yards across.

Down below the cliffs, the ground was level and covered in thick, well-established clover.

Good footing, springy. No obvious means for terrain advantage.

All the members of the House, in residence in Platoiri or visiting for this event, surrounded the arena on comfortable seating, each seat seemingly individualized to the member.

Servants swarmed around the clifftop, seeing to the needs of their masters.

Sanguis’ Eskau was greeting each guest, candidate, or potential Pillar as they arrived, and Tala gave the man a courteous nod. I can be respectful.

Pallaun, Sanguis’ Eskau, had returned around midnight. He had been delayed in his return, which was why he had missed the feast. If rumors that Tali had heard over the previous few days were correct, Pallaun had been sent to crush a minor House, which had almost succeeded in kidnapping one of Sanguis’ daughters, a girl who had just reached marriageable age.

The minor House had intended to force a marriage between her and their heir, thus gaining official entry into the House of Blood.

It had been a foolish attempt, though sound in principle.

One week earlier, mere hours after the failed kidnapping, Pallaun had entered their hold, breaking down the magical reinforced door and storming in, alone.

A minor House would not have an elite, but they would be far from helpless. Many minor Houses had the ability to field an elite but chose to spread those armaments out among their best warriors, rather than concentrating them.

It wouldn’t have mattered.

It seemed that Tali had cultivated some of the servants as sources of news, because one had approached Tala that morning to inform her that an empty minor hold had been added to the vault along with more than two dozen vestiges, though they’d used different terms for the armor and weaponry.

Pallaun had returned with spoils of conflict and no prisoners.

He’d used a vestige to lock down the door before spending nearly a week hunting down everyone who’d been in the hold: house members, servants, and even guests unlucky enough to be visiting at the time.

The hue-folk man stood just taller than Tala, his protian weapon worn as a knife on his belt. Aside from the belt, simple breeches, and sandals on his feet, he wore nothing else.

His head was clean-shaven, and his obsidian eyes matched his skin so closely that he looked like nothing so much as a three-dimensional shadow. His skin was so dark that it was hard to see the contours of his leanly muscled frame.

Tala could feel power radiating off of him, even though she couldn’t see any spell-lines or aura.

No one knew what rank he held, but his protian weapon was thousands of years old. House lore held that his family had wielded the weapon for generations, though no record could easily be found of it changing hands.

A smile broke the obsidian man’s face. “Tali, you will not fail today. This I know.”

As they had lived in the same hold for at least six months, Tali and Pallaun had sparred quite often.

Tali had never beaten the man.

Pallaun usually fought with as many handicaps as he could think of.

After one particularly infuriating day, Tali had collapsed to the ground, weeping in frustration, and he had promised to never fight her blindfolded again.

It didn’t improve Tali’s chances, but it had been less humiliating.

Pallaun was a terror.

And likely the greatest threat to our ever escaping…

-Yeah… though, it is possible that he wouldn’t interfere if he were to learn the truth.-

Or he would kill us on the spot.

-That is a possibility, yes.-

Thorn seemed to have been a bit behind Tala, and he grumbled a complaint while regarding the larger man. “What is this favoritism, Eskau Pallaun?”

Tala half turned to regard the dwarf, even as Pallaun responded.

The dark man’s grin widened. “Is it favoritism to speak of the sunrise? Besides, have you even seen her today? She looks positively marvelous. Almost like me.”

Thorn glanced toward Tala and then did a double-take.

Had he really not noticed?

-From the back, the difference is pretty hard to see. Now that you’re turned to be able to see him, though?-

Pallaun continued. “Though, in her case, she’s offset her perfection with”—he waved dismissively in her direction—“gaudy manifestations of power.”

Thorn just stared. “How…? What? You can’t possibly think that magical armor of any kind, let alone that blatant, will be permitted.”

Tala shrugged and smiled. “This magic is all mine. Even so, Revered Sanguis will be the final arbiter of what is allowed.”

The full Eskau beamed, his too-white teeth flashing in the afternoon light, fake though it was. “You see? She is magnificent. More than a match for those set against her.”

Thorn glared while seeming a bit more hesitant. “Some of us are unknown to you, great Pallaun.”

Pallaun’s smile quirked. “I would not be so sure of that, acerbic Thron.”

Did… Did he just get Thorn’s name wrong? Was that on purpose?

-I have no idea.-

Tala was at a loss. It was kind of funny, but she didn’t understand what was going on, and she certainly wasn’t going to do anything that might be perceived as laughing at Pallaun.

The dwarf stiffened, his green skin becoming slightly translucent.

Is that like a human paling? Or reddening?

-Or both?-

Not helpful.

Thorn didn’t say another word as he hurried past, but Pallaun called after him. “Fight well, candidate to be my companion. Choose your path wisely. Today will be filled with weighty decisions.”

Thorn hesitated at that, glancing back. Then, he gave a slow nod, his gaze flicking to Tala for a brief moment.

Pallaun regarded Tala once more. “Go. You are delaying, young human. Do not shame me, or I will take a leg and force you to hop about for your first year of official duty.”

Something deep within Tala, likely from Tali, screamed that it was neither idle threat nor joke.

Tala swallowed convulsively and bowed, lower this time. She pulled the proper wording for her response from Tali. “I will endeavor to bring honor to the House.”

Pallaun grunted before turning to greet the next guest, a minor member of the House.

Tala did her best to not flee from the man, even as she hurried on her way.

She walked down the meandering path, which wove among the elevated seats, each positioned to get a good view of most of the arena below.

There would also be magical viewing devices that would allow closer viewing of the active engagements.

Not all arcane magical items were vestiges, and in many ways, they seemed to be ahead of humanity in that field.

We should try to get our hands on schematics if at all possible.

-Let’s call that our… third? Yes, our third priority.-

After escaping alive and taking as much as we can with us?

-Precisely.-

I knew I liked you. She considered for a moment longer. You know, as many vestiges as we’ve seen, I feel like there should be more.

-You know that not every Mage or fount can be made into a vestige. And not every vestige can be used for any given item. Indeed, only a few can have their capacity grown at all, which limits the number for high-powered items even further.-

I know all that. Even so, they’ve been doing this for thousands of years. I’d have thought there’d be more. She couldn’t explain it beyond that.

-Maybe they degrade or break?-

Could be, yeah. I suppose we’ll see.

Be-thric would not be speaking to her before the battle. Instead, he’d sent simple information her way earlier that day.

Rel, Alop, and Girro were all diametrically opposed to her, either because of their masters or their own prejudices. They may even surrender to her, in the hopes of being let into her service to undermine or kill her later.

Blu-dine, Ogi, and Thorn seemed to have no ill will specifically directed at her or Be-thric, and their masters shared that ambivalence. They weren’t friends or allies in any sense, but they wouldn’t be targeting her specifically.

Be-thric had also warned that the information might be incomplete or inaccurate. Apparently, the even split made him feel like things were not as they seemed.

Following what she knew from Tali, Tala finally came out from among the structured seating and walked to the edge of the cliff.

Without hesitating, she stepped over the edge and dropped.

She fell for just more than a second, crouching upon impact to help absorb the landing.

The motion wasn’t necessary for Tala, not in the least, but it would have been required without her enhancements, and she didn’t want to give anything away.

Two others, the human-sized bear-man, Ogi, and the fox-man, Alop, were already down in the pit, well-spaced from each other.

When she landed, they regarded her, then shifted, spacing themselves out once more so that they were not too near one another or Tala.

Even as they moved, they were staring at her, shock evident on their animalistic features.

Tala grinned back at them but didn’t comment. She knew how she looked.

She was a black canvas, a perfect backdrop behind the spellforms carved into reality itself by her magics.

She thrummed with power. Her aura would be hidden as well, increasing the eeriness to anyone who looked at her with magesight or the equivalent.

If the whispers Tala was picking up from the crowd looking down at them were any indication, many of the House members had just that.

That’s right, look upon the soon-to-be victor.

-Ah, yes. Pride is always the best way to ensure victory.-

Hey, in this case, pride came after the fall.

Alat groaned.

Get it? Because I just dropped off that short cliff?

-Of course I get it, Tala. I saw the pun form in your mind, then I had to hear you project it at me, and now I have the memory forever ingrained within us.-

Tala chuckled to herself and shook her head.

The other candidates gave her odd looks and continued to keep their distance.

That’s right. The human girl is crazy. Let someone else deal with her.

Over the next few minutes, the other candidates arrived, one by one.

As each dropped into the pit, the others shifted to stay as far away from each other as possible.

Tala decided to not be stubborn unnecessarily, moving when appropriate. I mean, we’re about to kill each other, so there’s no call to be rude.

-You’re all sorts of fun today.-

You know it.

As things shook out, Tala had Blu-dine and Ogi flanking her. The blue-skinned woman and lanky bear-man regarded her warily but maintained even spacing.

Without fanfare or obvious magics, Sanguis was suddenly floating above the center of the arena. “Greetings, House of Blood.”

There was a great sound of shuffling and rustling of cloth as everyone turned to regard the Pillar.

“We know why we are here. Potential Pillars, take your places behind your candidates, up on the cliff.”

Tala saw all the potential Pillars take their places.

“No outside interference will be acceptable, from the potential Pillars or other watchers.” Sanguis spun in a slow circle, sweeping his hard-eyed gaze over the crowd.

That done, he looked down at those in the pit.

“The cliff walls are impervious to anything you are capable of, but keep your magics contained. I’d hate for one of the bystanders to be killed.”

He could just keep magics from passing in or out of the pit, right? Why the threats and warnings?

“I will now inspect each of you for external magics.”

Tala had left Kit back in her room for this exact reason. Instead, she had a simple leather pouch with a dozen small river rocks.

Sanguis floated down in front of Thorn. The shorter candidate was just off to the left of being most directly in front of Tala. If Tala was at the ‘six’ position of a clock, Thorn would have been at the ‘ten’ location—or near enough.

Sanguis took only a moment, inspecting the dwarf with his magics before nodding and moving on.

When he stopped in front of Tala, she felt magic forced around her iron paint with seeming ease, and her entire being was scanned by power nearly three whole tiers more dense and powerful than her own half-step Refined magic.

-That’s not a real ranking.-

Until you give me a better option, I’m using it.

Sanguis nodded once, then moved on.

Once he’d inspected each candidate, he returned to his position, hovering in the center of the arena.

“I have found no breach of the rules.”

Tala swept her competition with her magesight one last time and noticed something interesting. Each and every one of them seemed to be building up power within their protian weapons’ spellforms.

They’re getting ready to transform as soon as possible.

Derag, standing just behind the opponent who was almost directly opposite Tala, raised his voice. “I have an objection.”

What now?

Girro, Derag’s candidate, just smirked, his eyes fixed on Tala.

Sanguis shook his head slightly before turning to address Derag. “What is your objection?”

The slender, red-skinned man gestured toward Tala. “The human is clearly coated in magics. Her clothing is magical, and her weapon is magical and not a protian weapon. Moreover, she doesn’t even look human. She’s coated in something.”

“Those are observations, not objections.” Sanguis’ tone was clipped and precise. His voice came out even more harshly than his characteristic growl.

Derag blinked back at the Pillar. “How is any of that allowed?”

“Those are her own magics, as was prescribed by the rules set forth. She is soul-bound to the weapon and her garments; the coating on her skin is not magical, nor a weapon, so is not forbidden; and the magic you see around her is also from herself.”

Derag paled slightly, his skin tone moving slightly toward pink.

Girro, down in the pit, glared even more fiercely at Tala.

Well, that bit of intel was correct, at least.

Sanguis pivoted in the air once more. “Unless there are any other objections?”

There was silence from the crowd.

“Good. Oh. One final thing, candidates. No power will be allowed to filter in during the battle. You have only what is in there with you.”

All the candidate’s eyes widened, except Tala’s; she grinned.

“Begin.”

Four things happened at once.

First, six protian weapons transformed, almost in unison, though they took radically different forms, and Flow whipped sideways into Tala’s right hand, transforming into a sword.

Second, two of the candidates dropped to one knee, speaking clearly for all to hear. “I surrender to…” Blu-dine surrendered to Alop and Girro. Alop surrendered to Girro.

So, those three have no cause to fight, and the hierarchy is established, regardless of if any of them are slain… Great.

Third, all the other candidates, even those who were moving to kneel and surrender, threw their auras outward, trying to scoop up and draw in as much power as possible. As a result, the area was suddenly utterly bereft of power, each candidate sucking up as much as they could in an instant.

Fourth, and finally, Tala attempted a lock on every other candidate. Five failed. One stuck.

CRUSH. Tala threw five cycles of crush at the target, slamming Blu-dine down into the clover with more than a thousand times regular gravity, even as she finished surrendering.

The blue woman didn’t have breath left to scream as she popped like a dropped melon.

One. She immediately began dumping power into a targetless gravity augmentation for three of the stones in her pouch. She connected as many large void-channels as she could to each increase, letting her gaze sweep the already chaotic arena.

Her bloodstars moved into position. Two drops orbited her head to provide Alat with a three-hundred-sixty degree perspective, another drop moved to hover near the back of her skull, while the bar lifted to float behind her neck, the ball coming to its place in front of her sternum.

Tala watched Thorn bring a flanged, pole-mace down toward Girro, even as the dwarf lunged for the red man.

But she didn’t have attention to spare. She spun to the side, barely moving out of the way of a spear thrust from Ogi. It was an insanely long spear, at nearly four times the man’s height, but it was still a spear.

-The discs.-

Right! Tala wasn’t used to those being in her arsenal.

Tala put her back toward her downed opponent, trusting in her mirrored perspective to warn her if anyone came at her from behind.

She pulled the three discs of unknown material—unknown even to Tali—from their holster at the back of her belt to spin around her in staggered orbits.

Even as Tala was still moving through her dodge and the discs were rising into their places, Ogi’s spear morphed into a bladed chain, jerking sideways to try to wrap around her.

Tala dropped below the sweeping strike, even while her rod and ball moved to deflect and trap the chain.

Right, that was my guard position, not Tali’s.

She flung one of the discs forward, not as an attack but as a distraction.

While the tungsten was engaging the bear-man’s protian weapon, Tala threw Flow forward, flicking her wrist at the last moment to send the blade whirling across the short distance.

Ogi easily struck aside the disc as he gestured upward, and vines shot up with precise timing, catching Flow’s handle and keeping it from hitting him.

Oh… So, there is some terrain advantage after all.

-Move!-

Tala jumped upward from her ducking crouch, just as a scythe on the end of a long chain whipped through the space she’d just been in.

She jerked two discs into alignment as an attack lanced across the arena. She mirrored her weight into the six bloodstars in those two discs. The effort of maintaining so many aspect-mirrors was impossible to manage for long, but she was able to hold it for an instant as the attack landed.

She was lucky that she had, too. The first disc was slammed back against the second, and together they were driven nearly all the way to her.

Tala dropped the aspect-mirrors for those stars, her whole focus back on Ogi. Do I have another opponent incoming?

-They aren’t focused on you; they just took a shot at your back.-

Ogi’s weapon changed again, and he jerked it backwards. The blade at the end of the chain sliced against her back as it passed.

Power blossomed from the weapon, clashing with her magical defenses.

It didn’t get through, but it did knock her back downward, just as another pulse of magic from the bear-man caused vines to shoot up and snag her ankles.

Well, that’s irritating.

Tala expanded her aura and broke Ogi’s hold on the vines. That didn’t cause them to release, but it did weaken them enough that she pulled out of them with ease.

She pulled Flow back to her hand and continued to dump power into the targetless gravity augmentation on three of the stones in her pouch.

Her other bloodstar-imbedded tools returned to their positions around her as she took a moment to assess her opponent, now that she’d clashed with him a couple of times.

This is going to be a bit of a slog.

-Did you expect to win instantly?-

No, but it would have been nice.

Tala narrowed her eyes and charged.


Chapter: 9
Thron

Thron stood behind his master, Gallof, as a booming voice announced the other potential Pillar and candidate Eskau pairs.

“Announcing prospective Pillar Derag and his Eskau candidate, Girro.”

The dwarf felt an odd mix of emotions while looking at the back of the tall, gray-skinned potential Pillar.

“Announcing prospective Pillar Jodup and her Eskau candidate, Alop.”

He was grateful to the man for pulling him out of the mines on the great continent to the southwest. He was grateful for the extensive training and resources that had been invested into him.

“Announcing prospective Pillar Volena and her Eskau candidate, Rel.”

He was utterly floored to have been picked from the massive group of trainees to be an Eskau candidate. He could hardly believe that he had been given a protian weapon.

“Announcing prospective Pillar Bobbau and his Eskau candidate, Ogi.”

The weapon he wore in the form of a gauntlet on his left fist was more than just any protian weapon, too. All great Houses had something similar, weapons of great power, wielded toward the goals of the House. The House of Blood’s weapons were more. They were envied the world over, and Thron now wielded one.

“Announcing prospective Pillar Gallof and his Eskau candidate, Thorn.”

He hated that Gallof changed his name. Apparently, Thron wasn’t a ‘fitting name for an Eskau.’

I suppose I really should get used to it, now that we are officially competing and actually here. The dwarf had resisted for a long time, but it was pointless now. The new name was officially on the rolls with the House. Besides, no one had called him Thron. I’ll either have this name for hundreds of years, or I’ll be dead, and I would bet my soul that Gallof will carve ‘Thorn’ on my tombstone…

Thorn walked into the feast hall maintaining precise distance and placement behind and to the left of his master.

This hold was incredible, in general, being the largest he’d been to, even since Gallof had chosen him as his candidate nearly a decade ago.

The last Pillar had been raised two years after that, but while Thorn and Gallof had attended, Gallof had insisted that they weren’t ready to participate.

It had been a wise decision.

The Eskau who had claimed the field was a monster, specifically goading all twelve other candidates into a joint assault on him before he killed each of them with a single blow apiece. The attempts at blocking by his early victims had been useless, though not as useless as the pleading surrenders of the last.

Thron—Thorn—tried not to think about the man if he could help it. Not every Eskau is like him, else no one like me would ever have been put forward as a candidate.

So, while the hold was incredible, seemingly containing as much space as a small city, it was the feast hall that held his attention.

He tried not to gawk, only allowing himself to inspect the place with his peripheral vision.

The open sky above was like an ancient hoard of gems, scattered across a midnight blue canvas.

Each glowing light held a beauty and power that humbled Thron—Thorn—to see, even just obliquely.

The craftsmanship of the fixtures of the hall were simple and beautiful in their utility, all constructed so as to not detract from the radiance above.

Thorn’s attention was so diverted that he only noticed the oddity when he stopped behind and beside his master’s chair at the head table.

There was a human standing near him, and she was halfway to being an Elder. More than that, the power seemed to radiate from her like a cool breeze or a tide.

He almost gasped.

The power he was used to drawing into himself and utilizing was like a puddle in spring, cool but not cold. This power was like a glacier in the heart of winter.

Cold, solid, powerful, and seemingly unending.

She was an aberration, a human from the wild-lands near the center of this little continent, or one of the rare few who had been born with the feature outside of that hostile place.

Then, he truly took in her positioning. She’s an Eskau candidate.

But wait, her left hand was naked. No protian weapon was in evidence anywhere about her.

He was looking for the well of power, the fount of magic, that would reside within such an item, and he found it within her.

He should have expected that. In truth, he had already realized that she would have a… gate? Yes. That was what they were called.

She is the protian weapon. That was unheard of in the House of Blood. There was a rumor of a House to the far east who used such warriors as their Eskau and weapons in one, but those were just rumors.

He lifted his own weapon to his chest unconsciously, finding comfort in the power cycling through the weapon’s magics. When he won, it would be modified so that he could draw on the power himself, but that was not available to him. Not yet.

What is happening here? He came back to himself, realizing that he was clutching his hand to his chest and staring.

He bowed slightly in her direction, trying to avoid any awkwardness.

The woman bowed in return, left hand on a knife at her belt.

Her weapon. It looks to have some magics around it that are similar to my own. He reoriented, facing forward and turning his mind back to his duties.

He would have to watch out for that one.

Thron—Thorn—was focused mainly within his own head as he served his master through the meal portion of the feast. When that drew to a close, the Pillar stood, drawing his attention, along with that of everyone else in the room.

“My family”—he spread his hands, indicating all of them—“let us address the human in the room.”

There were scattered chuckles as most eyes flicked to the human. Thron didn’t have to glance her way as he was already looking past her to the Pillar.

“The path to become a Pillar of our House is a sacred one. A potential Pillar has one attempt to forge their protian weapon. Once their target is chosen, they must report who it is so that we can enforce the singular attempt. It must be carried out without House resources, though if proper material presents itself within our holdings, the use of such is allowed.”

The Pillar indicated those seated on either side of himself, including Gallof.

“Thus, these potential Pillars went forth and claimed their material, most from the barbaric lands to the north. Once the material is forged into a proper protian weapon, an Eskau candidate is chosen. This candidate is raised from early childhood toward the role, and it is upon their shoulders that the power of the Pillar will rest.”

Nods filled the hall, along with some murmuring.

“However, tradition was… bent by one of our potential Pillars.”

Thorn stiffened, barely keeping himself from grimacing. He hadn’t been a child when he’d been chosen, but he knew that was unusual, just as his race was not usually chosen. Gallof had deviated from the norm, but not overly so.

Revered Sanguis gestured to the human’s master. “Honored Be-thric chose his material, and then… he failed.”

Thorn blinked. Not talking about me? He did look at the human, then. She seemed to be lost in thought, clearly not actually paying attention to the speech.

He narrowed his eyes. That might be important.

But before Thorn could think on it further, the Pillar continued, “He allowed his material to advance past the point of utility. He was disqualified, utterly and completely.”

Obviously not, or he wouldn’t be here. Still, Thorn found himself hanging on the next words.

As she was still in his line of sight, Thorn saw the human shake her head slightly, seeming to refocus on what was being said.

“But Honored Be-thric chose another path. He chose to forge material that others would have assumed beyond use into both weapon and wielder. He had the courage to take the risk.”

The indicated onyx-skinned man, Be-thric, shifted, sitting up a bit straighter.

“Tomorrow will prove if his gamble was wise. Tomorrow will prove his worth to our House.”

Silence fell over those in attendance. Well, that’s clear enough. If he doesn’t win, he’ll likely be banished. That means there’s no chance the human will surrender. That’s good to know.

“Now, enjoy yourselves, my family. Talk amongst yourselves, and take some time to get to know your potential Pillars.”

The rest of the evening progressed without issue. There was some politicking, but Thorn didn’t pay any attention to it.

There was one half-hearted attempt on his life, but it wasn’t really of substance.

His attacker had moved behind Thorn while he stood near Gallof. The potential Pillar was entertaining and socializing the prominent figures of the House, showing off Thorn, the one who would provide his path of ascension.

The blade had stabbed at Thorn’s back, but Thorn simply let his natural magics deal with it.

Power flowed down the paths carved within his very being and reinforced with emerald-dust inscriptions, creating a field of acidic protection and activating his magical awareness, which easily perceived everything around him.

The magical sight was power intensive but worth it in such magic-rich environments, at least when there was the potential for danger.

The knife, and the hand thrusting at him, thrust forward without resistance. The weapon, hand, and much of the man’s arm were gone in an instant, the wound cauterized in a manner similar to chemical burns.

The would-be assassin locked up as the pain radiated through him, along with Thorn’s magic. He didn’t make a sound.

As the foolish man continued forward, unable to stop himself, he fell against Thorn’s back, or rather against the field that was behind Thorn.

It took a bit of power, but virtually all the attempted assassin’s body was gone in a moment. Thorn stepped backwards, pushing the corrosive field over what little that remained, scrubbing the stone floor clean, likely even cleaner than it had been before.

Foolishness. He thought he’d seen other candidates dealing with similarly half-hearted attempts on their lives. It was a waste of time.

From his all-encompassing perspective, those few who had been watching the attempt on his life had been doing so discreetly, and they now turned away.

The death means nothing to them. He barely kept from shaking his head. He didn’t quite understand the culture of this House, even after years within it. Oh, he knew what to expect, but it didn’t make sense to him.

You should sharpen all your weapons, not use one to beat the others until only one remained for you to use. But he wasn’t the head of a great House. What did he know?

Thorn took a moment to draw in power from around himself until he was a match for the ambient magic levels in the room. He could have pushed higher, but that would give his enemies information about his abilities as well as being marginally irritating to maintain.

Patience. Once you are victorious, you can display your power for all the world to see. Until then, subtlety is your friend.

The human woman’s voice carried through the hall as she got the attention of the Pillar in residence.

Apparently, someone had tried to assassinate her, too, and she was asking for permission to deal with it.

Thorn had a moment of fear. Should I have done the same? Did I put my master in danger by acting without explicit authority?

He glanced to Gallof, and the potential Pillar met his gaze before giving a subtle shrug. He doesn’t know, either.

That comforted Thorn somewhat, though by all rights that should make him more concerned. What will come will come. I didn’t forget something my master told me. If this is my end, I face it knowing I did the best I could.

But his end didn’t come. Instead, the night wore on, until finally, the Pillar gathered their attention once again.

“I have heard all the potential Pillar’s petitions”—he paused for some reason, the mountains only knew what, before he continued, his smile still in evidence—“and I am pleased to announce that I can honor them all.”

Yes. There will be no restrictions on my power, then.

The Pillar paused, then glanced in the direction of the human candidate and grimaced. “One thing, first. As one of the candidates is a collared, I must state that there will be absolutely no tampering, or interacting, with that collar under any circumstances. I will immediately kill anyone who even attempts it.”

A wave of mutters passed through the hall. That would have been a good avenue of attack, actually. It is likely to have failed, but I might have tried it.

Thorn frowned. Actually, I might have failed because I tried it. This might hurt her more than it helps if it keeps her enemies from attempting dead-end tactics.

The Pillar continued his announcement, his voice rising once again, his enthusiasm evident, “That dealt with, for the first time I can remember, every single potential Pillar has asked for the same terms. Tomorrow, we will have a competition without restrictions, save those required. It will be until death or surrender, and the only magic you may bring with you is your own and that of your protian.”

Thorn felt excited that he would be able to use his magics, but he also felt a thrill of fear. We all asked for the same terms? What deadfall are we walking into, Gallof?

He looked to his master, and the gray man was frowning, clearly thinking along the same lines as Thorn.

The next day would be the tipping point for both of them. One way or another, life as they knew it was at an end for them both.

* * *

Thorn stood in the arena, surrounded by cliffs, finding himself agreeing with one of his enemies.

Despite his dislike for the man, Thorn agreed heartily with the objections raised by prospective Pillar Derag. To the dwarf’s eye, the human woman candidate was flagrantly cheating.

As such, the Pillar’s response was… enlightening, “Those are her own magics, as was prescribed by the rules set forth. She is soul-bound to the weapon and her garments; the coating on her skin is not magical, nor a weapon, so is not forbidden; and the magic you see around her is also from herself.”

Thorn cursed. So, she had magical clothing, likely with defensive power, as well as weapons of magic, all bound to her, so the magic was ‘her own’ and allowed. Of course, it was. And we’ve found the deadfall.

The Pillar had dismissed the objection with prejudice. He’s actually curious if this human, Tali, will succeed.

The Eskau Pallaun seemed to think she could. Thorn shivered. That man was terrifying.

How can the blackening of her skin and the magic radiating off of her be her own power? That was a foolish question. She was a human with a gate. She had unlimited power, if at a limited rate. Who knew what she would be capable of.

I’ll have the same, as soon as I’m able to properly bind my weapon to me. He looked down at his gauntlet fondly. Soon, my friend.

The power there almost seemed to respond to his thoughts, but he knew that wasn’t possible, not yet.

He did begin manipulating the power within the weapon with his own magic, expending a fractional amount to start the buildup for quick transformation. The battle was about to start.

Then, the Pillar swept the crowd with his gaze and asked, “Unless there are any other objections?”

There was silence from the crowd. “Good. Oh. One final thing, candidates. No power will be allowed to filter in during the battle. You have only what is in there with you.”

The comment was almost off-handed, casual, like it barely mattered.

It changed everything.

Thorn didn’t have time to curse, his eyes widening in shock just like every other candidate—well, every candidate but Tali.

The human grinned, the expression straight out of nightmares on her magic-coated face.

“Begin.”

Spend power to keep power. Thorn threw his aura outward, putting all his magical weight behind the action, claiming as much of the arena as possible and scraping backwards to draw all the power back to himself.

He was obviously not the only person to do this, and the first stage of this battle took place in less than a second, though it seemed to last hours.

In the middle of the arena, where all candidates clashed, there were flickers of conflicting auras, minute differences in the candidates’ magical ability making yards of difference.

Only two candidates didn’t participate in that clash.

Tali seemed to have decided that she didn’t care, not even to block others. Unfortunately, that meant that Ogi and Blu-dine, the two on either side of her, were able to claim vastly more right off the bat since they weren’t butting up against Tali, herself, for control.

What is she thinking? The human had just given those two a massive advantage.

The other candidate to not participate in the aura-brawl in the center of the arena was Thorn himself.

Instead, he threw his aura out sideways, putting all his efforts into grabbing as much as he could from those to either side.

Girro, the red-man, was like a mountain, barely giving ground to Thorn’s quick attack. On the dwarf’s other side, however, he had much greater success.

Rel, the towering bear-man who stood nearly two and a half times Thorn’s height, was so utterly focused on the scrap in the center that Thorn was able to claim power from the air almost up to the man’s fur.

Then, the second had past, and all the candidate’s auras snapped back to them, pulling the power that they’d been able to exert their authority over.

Thorn grinned as he felt himself climb in density, his aura fading toward yellow. His protian weapon was already halfway morphed into a pole-mace of ridiculous length, though he’d have no trouble wielding it.

Even if protian weapons didn’t act on their wielder’s will, effectively being as light as a feather in their hands, Thorn was strong.

He had an instant to decide, and the decision was made obvious in that instant. Girro had claimed much more power than Rel. He was the bigger threat, and if Thorn could eliminate him quickly, the entire battle would be easier.

So, the dwarf charged, even as he heard two candidates surrender to Girro, making Thorn’s choice even wiser.

They made an alliance beforehand. He didn’t curse; he didn’t rage. Such things were expected. Some knew that they were unlikely to achieve the rank of Pillar, so they used their one allowed attempt to curry favor instead.

There was still precedent for such winning through in the end. Effectively, it often made the strongest opponent in the arena friendly toward you. That same opponent would be assaulted by many of the others and often be overwhelmed in the end.

Being a moderately strong ally to the strongest candidate had an almost laughably high success rate, all things considered. Not nearly as high as the strongest candidate’s chances of victory, of course, but much higher than simply being a moderately good candidate.

But Thorn was allowing himself to be distracted, even as he sprinted around the edge of the circle, already bringing his long mace down at Girro’s head in a crushing blow.

Of course, victory couldn’t be that easy.

Even as a flare of power preceded a wet, crunching sploosh on the far side of the battlefield, Girro spun, his own weapon transforming into a shield.

Thorn’s opponent almost lazily angled his shield to deflect the falling strike.

As the dwarf’s blow whoomped into soft ground, Girro shot forward, closing the distance to clash with Thorn at close range.

And the true test of prowess had begun.


Chapter: 10 
Clash

Tala cursed internally as she fought with the bear-man, Ogi.

They were almost perfectly evenly matched in prowess, and he didn’t even need to expend power to call upon the plant life around them anymore. Though, that was mostly because Tala had her aura extended and hardened against his magics. He might have been able to do a working through her authority, but it would have taken a great deal more power, and he seemed content to wait.

Instead, the candidate was using his power internally, in looping spellforms that were incredibly efficient, amplifying himself to match her speed and power.

Not only that, but the benefit of the protian weapon was showing itself.

His every strike seemed to snake around her blocks, cutting at her defensive magics and forcing her to pull more and more power through her gate.

If she’d been an arcane, she’d already have lost.

It felt like she was juggling greased electric eels, who were very unhappy by the mishandling.

-That is genuinely one of the oddest metaphors I’ve ever heard.-

I’m not exactly devoting brainpower to clever figures of speech.

Ogi was, without question, better at utilizing his magic efficiently than she was, by leagues. She was a child beside a master with decades spent honing his craft, in that regard.

-What do you expect? He’s treated magic as an incredibly rare resource his entire life. You’ve had virtually unlimited power for as long as you’ve been using magic.-

Alat was absolutely correct, and it grated on Tala.

She was using the Way of Flowing Blood, but it still felt alien to her, even as her body moved through it with ease. She wasn’t used to fighting this way, and that made her reactions just a hair slower than she otherwise could have been, her movements the smallest bit less fluid and precise.

There was still no doubt that the Way of Flowing Blood was superior to how she could have fought without that fighting style. Ogi would have overwhelmed her in the first few exchanges if she was fighting as she had been—before being captured.

That twisted at her, too.

There was only one way that she could win this fight.

-Well, you could turn things over to Tali.-

There were two ways Tala could win this fight, but she wanted to do it herself, leaving her with only one real option.

-This seems needlessly complicated. Why not let a version of us who’s a bit better, for now, do this?-

Because then it wouldn’t be me.

-I don’t mind too much.-

Tala didn’t hesitate at that, though it did surprise her; hesitating would have gotten her killed. However, she did grimace internally. Sorry, that was a bit insensitive.

Alat scoffed. -I don’t honestly care. The choice is up to you. I’m just here to help.-

Ogi brought a greatsword down at her, and she parried with her tungsten rod, which was looking very worse for wear. We’ll need to get that fixed, maybe replaced?

The attacking weapon didn’t stop. Instead, a flicker of power ran through the greatsword as it was blocked, and a pivot point appeared in the long blade, just past where she’d blocked it. In fact, the block actually caused the attacking blade to speed up, whipping down at her.

Tala barely had time to shift, grunting as she took the hit as a glancing blow.

Enough of this. She had a plan, and it should work.

Tala forced extra power into the scripts enhancing the muscles in her legs and vaulted forward on quick, powerful steps. The inscriptions augmenting the surface area of her footing gave her good traction despite the thick clover beneath her feet.

She hadn’t closed the distance between them before because she knew how it would end.

Tala flicked the discs toward the bear-man’s face and hands as distractions and slowing tactics.

As she took the two steps needed, Tala saw Ogi’s eyes widen just slightly. Even so, he didn’t hesitate.

His protian weapon contracted into a coil around his fist. That coil sprung outward, even as he punched forward, driving it toward her chest to push her back.

Instead of blocking or retreating, Tala just used her tungsten sphere to deflect herself slightly to the side, even as she whipped Flow forward.

Ogi saw what she was doing too late.

He dumped his remaining power into two workings.

The first fought through her hardened aura, controlling the battlefield. He was able to wrest just enough of a foothold to cause vines to shoot upward, moving faster than striking snakes to immediately wrap around her and hold her back.

The second added durability to his own neck, making it tougher than an old-growth, hardwood tree.

Neither worked.

Tala’s strength and momentum tore through the grasping vines, even though they were magically strengthened in the attempt to hamper her. She had her feet planted and was able to exert the strength of her entire body against their restriction, overcoming it with ease.

Ogi’s protian weapon struck her high on the right side of her chest. The magics within the weapon flashed in conflict with the defenses of her elk leathers. The focused power of the protian weapon penetrated through the localized part of the elk leathers’ protective magics.

Magically sharpened and strengthened metal broke through her skin as it lanced through her.

It couldn’t go through her bone, so it was pushed downward as it slid between her ribs, just missing her heart.

The point burst out through her back, sending a spurt of blood to paint the clover behind her.

Tala didn’t falter despite the incredible pain. One puncture? I’ve endured millions.

Flow hit the bear-man’s neck cleanly and passed through in a blink, leaving cauterized flesh above and below.

Tala’s momentum carried her past Ogi.

Her enemy’s weapon was ripped from his hand as it was still sticking through her chest.

Tala staggered slightly but maintained her footing despite the fact that she couldn’t seem to draw a proper breath.

Behind her, her opponent’s head fell free of his body, thudding to the ground, the bear-like torso following shortly after.

Tala grimaced as she reached up with her left hand and pulled the protian weapon from her chest.

With a wet cough, she spat out a good amount of blood. Then, a deep breath reinflated her previously punctured lung.

That rusting hurt.

-That is why I offered another option. You could have used the discs to help deflect his attack, if nothing else.-

Right… I’m still not used to having those.

Alat huffed a laugh within Tala’s mind. -We’re a bit out of our depth, here.-

I think we’re doing pretty well, all things considered.

After a chaotic miniature whirlwind of power, the protian weapon reshaped itself into a gauntlet around Tala’s left hand, sizing itself perfectly to her.

It was an odd feeling, having a glove form around her hand. The fount within the weapon was not attuned to her, so its magic was unavailable in its raw form.

Tala tried not to dwell on the literal human soul, trapped and now wrapped around her hand. First, survive.

As for the weapon itself? She had no idea how to use it. Tali hadn’t known. It was something that Be-thric had never deigned to teach her.

That’s two. She turned around, scanning the other combatants: those locked in battle, and those already dead.

Obviously, Blu-dine and Ogi were dead. Tala had killed them herself.

To her surprise, Tala saw that Rel was dead as well. His body was laid out, large chunks missing and the other parts smoldering. His protian weapon was lying beside him, where his hand would have been, were it not missing along with his shoulder and a good portion of his torso.

The dwarf, Thorn, was still fighting Girro, but Alop had joined that clash since the last time Tala had looked their way.

As expected from Alop’s surrender to Girro, the fox-man was viciously assaulting the dwarf while not threatening the red-skinned man in the least.

Girro had sparks dancing along his skin, which made obvious a likely source of Rel’s burns and smoldering.

So, who eroded the missing parts of the bear-man? Was it Alop?

It had been less than five minutes since the brawl had begun. Though, Tala had no idea exactly how long it had been.

Three enemies, and I have three rocks. She’d been charging those three rocks since the beginning of the fight, but even so, the power built up within them wasn’t sufficient. Well, someone else is paying for my inscriptions.

She channeled power through some of the rings of inscriptions scattered across her body, meant to allow her to use crush as well as other more powerful, burst-like effects. In this case, she used them to amplify the gravitational forces building up on the stones. She burned four sets of those inscriptions per stone, while still amplifying the magics with her regular scripts.

With quick motions, she pulled out the three stones in question.

One to each of their heads. The spell-workings instantly had their targets locked, and the rocks shot off, accelerating quickly until the very air cracked, just before they reached their targets.

The stone targeting Thorn simply vanished as it came within an inch of his head.

A thin stream of fire lanced out from Girro, causing the stone targeting him to explode, breaking Tala’s magical hold on it and dispersing the projectile into the air around him. The small fragments vaporized against a thin barrier of extreme heat, protecting the candidate.

Alop simply ducked.

There was no way he should have been able to react that fast, but the fox-man did it anyway.

Is all his magic focused on self-enhancement?

That third stone tried to drop, too, tracking its target, but it was past the fox-man before it could correct sufficiently. It slammed into the cliff wall just beyond the beast-man, turning itself into powder.

Well… that was a waste. Even so, she immediately began building power within another stone. Just one this time, as she had the feeling that she’d need most of her focus very soon.

Girro growled. “Alop, take the human.” He followed up the words with a thin lance of fire, which shot across the battlefield toward Tala like an arrow.

Tala extended her aura toward the oncoming attack. There was an instantaneous clash for mastery over the fire as it breached her aura.

She threw her full weight behind that breaking action. The miniature beam of fire was being tightly contained with active magic, so a breaking of that hold would cause the heat to disperse before it could reach her.

To her shock, Tala lost the clash.

It wasn’t because she was outweighed magically speaking, not at all.

Instead, Girro somehow bucked her greater magical weight for just long enough to close the distance with his attack.

Her discs snapped into place between her and the attack, but once again, they were driven back by the force behind the strike.

When the foremost part of the spell-working was less than two feet from her, it exploded into a blast of flame and power that threw Tala back against the cliff face, some twenty feet behind her.

She was a bit dazed by the hit.

The explosion had been dampened by her discs, and still, it had been among the heaviest blows she’d taken. Well, maybe in the top ten?

-Focus, Tala. Enemy incoming.-

She slid down the cliff, slightly dazed, but Tala was already shaking her head to clear it when her feet hit the ground once more.

-I lost you for an instant, there. Hey, that would have woken us up, too! You really do get hit in the head a lot…-

Not helpful, Alat!

An arrow streaked out of the haze left behind by the explosion, skewering Tala through the upper chest, near her left shoulder.

-Hey, now you’re perfectly balanced, as all things should be.-

What?

-You’ve received one penetration through each side.-

Rust you.

A chain trailed behind the barbed arrow, and Tala could clearly see that it was a manifestation of one of her opponent’s protian weapons.

With a jerk, the chain pulled taut, and Tala had to brace herself.

Thankfully, she was both heavier and stronger than her opponent.

With a growl, Tala mirrored her full magical weight into Flow, behind its attacking magics, and slammed her sword down on the chain.

That link shattered.

Unfortunately, that didn’t mean her enemy’s protian weapon was destroyed. Instead, it simply ended at the last unbroken link and was quickly retracted back into the dissipating smoke.

The arrow and chain on Tala’s side of the break dissolved into powder as Tala healed.

The wound had just pulled closed when Alop came into view, close to the ground, practically running on all fours.

The fox-man growled as he tried to tackle Tala.

She punched him in the face with her off hand, the protian gauntlet adding weight to the strike.

Alop’s weapon flickered into the form of a shield in front of the man’s face fast enough to catch the blow, though it still caused the beast-man to flip through the air, under her arm.

He landed feet-first on the cliff behind Tala before launching off of it, lips pulled back in a snarl.

Alop was fast.

Not only that, but he was better than Ogi had been.

The fox’s use of the Way of Flowing Blood chilled Tala to the core.

He was a predator, acting on instinct, and those instincts were lethal.

-Tala.-

Not now!

Tala fended off attack after attack, constantly on the defensive.

Alop drove her around the circumference of the arena in a fighting retreat.

-Tala! Switch to Tali.-

Tala growled, barely ducking her head to the side as Alop rocketed past her once more.

He should be easy to predict and counter, with how much he’s in the air. How is he doing that?

On his next leap, Tala caught a glimpse of the fox’s protian weapon forming a winglike shape that seemed to somehow exert downward pressure on the beast-man, altering his trajectory mid-flight.

She was able to jerk her head to the side once more, avoiding the killing blow, but he’d taken a part of her ear with him. Worse still, that was far from the first of her blood that he’d shed.

She was utterly outmatched.

-Switch.-

Fine!

***

Tali ducked and rolled to avoid Alop’s returning attack, even as she used her discs to deflect and ward.

As she rolled, she quickly transitioned her weapon between sword and knife and back repeatedly, flicking her weapon upward in three licking attacks.

Each one struck home, drawing blood and gasps of surprise from her opponent.

Finally. It’s time to show my true skill. She briefly shook her head to clear the last vestiges of whatever that had been. It had felt like she was fighting through a fog before, and now the world was clearly laid out before her.

Alop staggered even as he landed, shallow, cauterized wounds in his shoulder, stomach, and left leg.

The fox growled, his protian weapon shifting to a javelin on a rope, which he threw at her while holding the other end of that rope.

She smacked the attack from the air with one of her discs. The motion held all the contempt that she felt for this pitiful creature.

He’d thought to match her? Pathetic.

Even so, a small part of her was jumping for joy, at least internally. She reveled in the feeling of the gauntlet on her left fist. She still couldn’t believe that she finally had a protian weapon. It was hers by right of conquest.

She had no idea how to use it, but that could come later.

Now that Alop was hurt, he couldn’t continue his harrying tactics. That left him with one option, and he took it, closing into melee range.

He thought he understood her abilities from their earlier clashes.

He was very, very much mistaken.

+Oh… wow.+

After the first exchange of blows, Alop retreated, wide-eyed and missing his right hand.

-She is way better than we realized.-

+You aren’t lying.+

The fox tried to continue that retreat, but Tali pursued, a predator’s grin pulling at her features.

The next exchange left the fox without his left leg, below the knee.

Alop’s eyes held clear confusion. He had lost, and he didn’t understand how it had happened.

You challenged me; that’s how.

Even as he fell, Tali cleaved the beast-man’s head in half.

That’s four dead, three by my hand. She was a little disappointed that she wouldn’t be able to kill all of her opponents as one had already died to others, but that had been unreasonable to hope for, given her plan. She had needed to give the impression of being significantly less skilled in order to draw opponents into one-on-one conflict.

If she’d shown her true abilities from the beginning, the others would have swarmed her, and that might have ended badly.

+Wow. That actually hurts. Is that really how she’s reconciling my fighting abilities in the first part of the conflict?+

-She has to have a coherent internal narrative, and given the gulf between your skill levels, that’s really all that makes sense.-

+I… I don’t know how to take that, actually.+

-You have a lot to learn and a skilled teacher to help you get there?-

+So it would seem…+

Tali turned to the last two combatants: The dwarf and the hue-folk male.

Let’s end this. There hadn’t been enough time for the Join amplification to ramp up on its own. She only had one choice.

As she continued building power in one of her remaining rocks, she burned through all of her remaining, powerful-burst-style inscriptions to amplify the working faster than it would otherwise have grown. She needed the weapon ready as soon as possible.

That done, she charged forwards, both other candidates seeing her coming even as they clashed.

Thorn didn’t really react to her approach. His magics seemed closer range than the red-man’s fire.

Girro did turn halfway to face her.

Tali grinned, pulling out the stone.

Revered Sanguis had purposely left a hole in the rules, a test to see if any candidate was clever enough to notice.

+Oh… I completely missed that.+

-…I did, too… What the rust?-

+That’s maniacal.+

Tali grinned. This is exactly what Eskau Pallaun would do.

She supplied her working, the built-up power, with a target, and the rock shot off, almost immediately cracking the air.

Girro threw up a barrier of fire, with Tali being too close for him to trust in his fire lance’s ability to disrupt the attack, but the rock wasn’t aimed toward him.

Thorn wasn’t looking at her at all, his defenses didn’t require him to. Instead, he pulled back, transforming his protian weapon into something reminiscent of a giant cleaver.

The rock struck home, a precision strike that wouldn’t harm any bystander, and potential Pillar Derag’s head turned to mist, spraying the area around him with blood, bone fragments, and brain matter.

Tali remembered Revered Sanguis’ words, her grin spreading:

‘No outside interference will be acceptable, from the potential Pillars or other watchers.’

So, there was nothing blocking magic entering or leaving the pit, and he explicitly stated that those outside would not be allowed to interfere.

‘The cliff walls are impervious to anything you are capable of, but keep your magics contained. I’d hate for one of the bystanders to be killed.’

Potential Pillars aren’t bystanders. They are participating through their candidates, and even if they could be considered bystanders, there was no forbiddance against targeting them, just an expression that he’d dislike it.

Girro’s head jerked up even as his potential Pillar’s lifeless body slumped to the ground, his mouth falling open. “Brother!”

Thorn struck, bisecting the candidate in a single blow, hip to shoulder.

As the dwarf spun with the attack, he glanced up, his own eyes widening.

Pillars were powerful, but they weren’t intended to be front-line fighters. They had Eskau for that role.

They could clash with armies but were not oriented toward direct conflict, certainly not while still only a potential Pillar. If given more than an instant, the attack could probably have been foiled, but Tali hadn’t given him that.

Nor did she give that time to her next target.

Tali pulled out another rock, making the motion obvious, and pointed toward potential Pillar Gallof, the one whom Thorn was fighting for.

The gray-skinned man stepped backwards, his eyes widening in horror. Magics began to build around him, but they would take more time to form than Tali’s attack had seemed to need.

Thorn immediately dropped to one knee. “I surrender.”

And that was it.

The battle was over, and Tali was victorious.

+I can’t… How did that actually work? She just bluffed him into surrendering?+


Chapter: 11
Objections

Tali grinned as Revered Sanguis returned to his position, floating in the air above the pit.

I won. I won! She did her best to contain her glee. It would be unbefitting of her new station to make a scene.

-So?-

+…You were right. She did better than I could have.+

-We’ll get you there, but it’s not worth dying over pride. She’s had six months of dedicated training toward lethal combat, on top of the training embedded within her fake memories. We just haven’t, not yet.-

+But we will.+

-We will.-

The Pillar’s voice filled the air. “And with a final surrender, candidate Tali has demonstrated that Be-thric is the ideal choice for Pillar of the House of Blood.”

The Pillar waved one hand, and the hold flexed.

A moment later, the arena was gone, the pit that had been their arena lifted to be level with the ground surrounding it.

Thorn still knelt, head bowed, and all the bodies remained where they had fallen, simply lifted with the rest of the ground.

Huh… I wonder if that means there isn’t actually anything below the ground here?

+A little ways below us, under a thick layer of earth, is the edge of reality in here. It’s not a hard concept.+

-Be kind to the girl, she hasn’t had much theoretical magical education.-

+She can’t hear me.+

-It is very possible to be mean to someone who can’t hear you.-

+…Fair.+

Tali looked around and saw that the potential Pillars hadn’t been idle during the conflict.

Two servants knelt near Be-thric, each holding… paintbrushes?

What?

One was to his right, and the other was directly behind him.

Fake assassins? Why did they stop? She continued her investigation of the surroundings.

+Wait… they were playing some sort of game while their candidates died in the pit?+

-Yes, Tala, they are morally horrid. That’s been established. The potential Pillars are too valuable to let them all be killed.-

All but three of the other potential Pillars were eliminated: Jodup, Gallof, and Volena.

If Tali had to guess, Bobbau seemed to have been poisoned by a servant, his lips, tongue, and teeth were stained black, and the little bear-man was glaring at one of the nearby servants; and Tornas’ throat had been slit, which, in this case, meant that there was a line of red paint across it, and the front of his tunic was covered in drippings. The bull-man seemed more irritated than anything, if Tali was being honest. As for the final prospective Pillar, Derag, he had been killed by Tali herself.

Well, that makes Gallof’s reaction seem more reasonable. He wasn’t expecting any truly lethal threat.

Tali found herself frowning. What even was the point of the candidates fighting? Why let any candidates die? Why let the servants die? She doubted that she was the only one to have been attacked, either at the feast or after.

It seemed so pointless.

+Is she… Is she coming around all on her own?+

-Hush, I want to focus on her introspection, not your guesses on it.-

Tali shook her head. No, the point is obvious. They need the most capable Pillars. The lives of a few candidates and servants are nothing if it truly helps ensure the best Pillars rise to support the House.

The melee had been useful. After all, it had decided from among the three remaining prospective Pillars.

+So, so close.+

-It’s not easy to see the fault in how you were raised. To her, this is normal; this makes sense.-

Revered Sanguis was shaking his head, even while he smiled. “We had quite the… devious set of competitors this time around, didn’t we?” His grin broadened. “But that was expected, given a fight without restrictions. I do commend the four of you for remembering that this contest was between the potential Pillars. The candidates were simply your proxies in one arena.”

The three eliminated but surviving prospective Pillars bowed toward the Pillar, muttering their acknowledgments of his praise.

Her Master simply grinned proudly.

“Surviving candidates. Please bring all protian weapons to me.” Revered Sanguis had yet to move, but he was now standing on the ground as if that’s what he’d been doing all along.

That is where he was floating before the pit was leveled out. It was likely intentional, though Tali didn’t know why.

Together, Tali and Thorn gathered the weapons and set them before the Pillar.

Tali felt conflicted about giving up the one that she’d claimed from Ogi, but she did as she was instructed.

Thorn seemed resigned to the act as he left his gauntlet with the others. Once he had complied, he returned to where he had been kneeling down in the clover.

All the protian weapons had reverted to the form of a gauntlet, which made for easier transportation.

“To Me.” In an instant, the air seemed to warp, and armor clad Revered Sanguis from head to toe.

+That was a word-triggered working.+

-He could have just called on the hold to move it to him, but instead, he bent reality to arm himself in an instant. I think he could do that from anywhere in the world, Tala.-

+So, Pillars are never undefended?+

-They are never far from being defended.-

+Yeah. That is an important distinction.+

Revered Sanguis stood in all his glory.

Tali could detect fifteen founts in his armor and another in the massive maul that now rested on the ground beside him.

“Prospective Pillar Be-thric, candidate for Eskau Tali, step over there.” Revered Sanguis gestured to another circle, which lit up in the clover.

Her Master walked across the blood-speckled ground, uncaring of the bodies of the other candidates that he passed.

Tali moved to meet him and stand within the indicated circle, both seeming slightly hesitant. This was not normally a part of the ceremony, at least not as Tali had had it conveyed.

Thorn was still kneeling where he had been, and there he would stay until instructed to move.

The ancient Pillar swept his gaze around those assembled.

“Some of you may be dissatisfied with these results.” He continued moving his gaze over those surrounding him. “The rules for this test were among the most favorable I could have selected to test Pillar Be-thric’s idea. This is true. However, it did not favor her over the other candidates.” He spread his arms wide, his armor moving soundlessly with him. “Any who would dispute this, let them do so, now. I will face any who question my judgment, and no retribution will be taken upon their associates after the clash—or upon them should they survive.”

Jodup stepped forward, bowing at her waist. Her tall rabbit ears brushed the ground as she bent low. “While I do disagree with your choice, I would be a fool to test myself against you so armed. I will not make an issue of it.”

“Really? My death would open another position for a Pillar, though you could obviously not fill it. If memory serves, your sister is almost ready to make a play at becoming a Pillar, is she not?”

“She is. I was chosen as more likely to succeed. She will participate at the next trial, whenever that may be.” The beast-folk female seemed hesitant, though her anger was still obvious, even to Tali’s eyes. “Even so, I am no fool. I will not contest a Pillar in all his glory.”

Revered Sanguis shook his head. “Begone.” Reality itself warped once more, and his arms and armaments vanished. “What about now?”

The rabbit woman’s eyes flared with undisguised rage as the veneer of civility fell away. “As you wish, Revered Pillar, I will contest this trial.”

Power was pulled into the beast-folk female like the incoming tide.

Tali felt her own power respond, though it could obviously not be taken from her. She saw several of the observers lose the power that had been within them, their control and grip on the magic insufficient to keep it contained against the rabbit-woman’s pull.

Then, with a flicker, a hundred rabbit-folk filled the open space, all exact clones of Jodup. They had the same meticulously-cared-for brown fur; the same almost down-soft-looking white fur on their faces, hands, and peeking out around their chests; the same cold fury in their hazel eyes.

Tali’s eyes widened as she recognized a final feature that they shared.

They were all Honored in their power density. How?

+What the rust? Did she just create power? She doesn’t have a fount on her, right?+

-While she could be hiding one or more vestiges, I think she drew in this power from the surroundings and from the spectators. She can’t hold it all herself, so she shunts it off into other versions of herself. Incredible.-

They spoke as one, “Be Bound.”

The command resonated with power as magic suffused the air once more, now entirely bent toward restraining Revered Sanguis.

+Why not go for a kill?+

-I don’t know what magic she’s using, but it’s something in the conceptual range. I’d guess that she doesn’t trust that a lethal strike would work. She’s got to have another method for… Oh, there it is.-

All the Jodups drew long knives. Those closest to Revered Sanguis rushed straight forward, while many of those behind bounded into the air, to come down at him from above.

Tali almost gasped, fighting the urge to move to the Pillar’s aid.

Revered Sanguis hadn’t moved.

Is he actually bound? That much power… How could anyone resist it? She was suddenly very grateful that the prospective Pillars had not been allowed to participate in the conflict down in the arena. I’d have been… useless.

No, she wouldn’t have been useless, but she’d have been much less effective.

Revered Sanguis shook his head, the magics around that part of him cracking as they failed to hold him in place. “Break.”

Every knife held by a version of Jodup shattered, the shards seeming to have lethal intent.

The bodies fell in a wave. Those already airborne still came crashing down toward Revered Sanguis.

The Pillar’s eyes widened fractionally before he spoke again. “Drop.”

The bodies lost all inward momentum and fell straight to the ground.

“Fascinating.” He took a step forward, the power within him seeming almost to flex. With a whine that Tali felt in her very soul, the rabbit-folk’s magic that was attempting to hold him in place shattered. He looked over to where the last remaining rabbit-woman stood, eyes wide. “These aren’t illusions? They aren’t constructs of magic? They are physical bodies?”

Jodup swallowed, nodding slowly in response to each question. Her own knife was still in its sheath.

“And you even replicated their clothing and a magical weapon, if a weak one. How long would these copies have lived?” The Pillar seemed utterly unconcerned with the hundreds of bodies surrounding him.

“With this working, they would have lived for as long as I did, Revered Pillar.” She lowered her gaze, finally falling to one knee. “I retract my complaint.”

“Wise of you, Honored Jodup. You still have a bright future and much worth to the House. I am glad that I do not need to kill you.”

Honored Jodup looked up gratefully. “Thank you, Revered Pillar. I am glad for that as well.”

The Pillar had already returned his attention to the bodies. “So, these really won’t just fade away?”

“No. They exist.”

“Truly fascinating. Begone.” Reality warped once again, and the bodies vanished, leaving only the blood that they had lost behind.

The Pillar smiled once more. “Be-thric, come forward. Step into this circle.” A new glowing ring appeared, surrounding the protian weapons. Those weapons had remained undisturbed during the short clash.

Her Master did so, stepping in without hesitation.

“Bind.”

Tali felt power flex throughout the entirety of the hold.

+What the rust?+

-He’s doing an incredibly complex working.-

+I can see that. So, what was with the short statement?+

-Look here. See? There was no magic tied to the words. It was for show, either for those with little magical perception or as an attempt at making it look as if he can do incredibly complicated magics with a single word.-

+Huh. So… theatrics?+

-There do seem to be a lot of those, yes.-

Incredibly intricate threads of power danced and wove around her Master and the powerful weapons.

The protian weapons distorted before snapping to Be-thric’s body. Two became pauldrons, tightly fitted over his shoulders while allowing complete freedom of movement.

One became a breastplate, one a back-plate, and the remaining two became greaves, tying into his torso armor as they wrapped around his thighs.

“Your armor is incomplete, Pillar Be-thric. However, it is sufficient for what is required.” He snapped his fingers, and Tali watched as the magic within the protian weapons altered, the powerful magics that had reshaped the weapons into armor seeming to come to a head before completing in this final act.

No longer were the former gauntlets morphic weapons, capable of taking any shape. Instead, they became focused on rebuilding their wearer. They also seemed to toughen, even while having their own ability to reshape altered into the simple ability to return to form, if damaged.

Tali felt herself grinning with mad glee. Her Master would be nearly unkillable now.

+…Rust.+

-Indeed.-

Her Master’s armor was obviously incomplete, especially when compared to that of Revered Sanguis.

“As tradition dictates, your first task, and that of your Eskau candidate, is to capture the protian weapons of other great Houses. We will then forge them into the remaining pieces of your armor.”

Tali then looked more closely at Revered Sanguis’ own armor. The forearm guards each seemed imbued with magics of light and fire. The House of the Rising Sun.

His helmet seemed to warp the air around it, and indeed around the Pillar’s entire body, for protection as well as purification. Tali suspected that Revered Sanguis would have no issues fighting at the bottom of the ocean or in a void. He could breathe anywhere. There was more to the helmet that Tali couldn’t interpret at a glance, but it seemed like the wearer should also be able to distort the air around themselves, amplifying their own voice, enabling far-sight, suppressing background noise, and so, so much more.

-That is the helm of a general. Most features seem geared toward command and perceiving the terrain. Only a few are geared directly toward personal protection.-

Each piece, beyond those that had clearly once been protian weapons of the House of Blood, carried with it some capacity of incredibly useful magics.

“We will select your targets together, that we may be wise in whom we strike and what equipment you acquire.” His voice shifted, taking on the tone of one quoting from a sacred text, “Weep, oh foes of the House of Blood, for a new Pillar has arisen. The House is made strong, may it never fall.”

A response came back from all the members of the House who had been watching. “May the House never fall!”

Tali knew her part as well. She was to remain silent, awaiting the next portion of the ceremony.

Revered Sanguis continued with his versicle, “Blood will flow, and with it we will build our House.”

“From their blood, the House of Blood rises,” the watchers supplied, clearly familiar with the words.

“Now”—Revered Sanguis clapped his hands, regarding the onlookers, who were silent once again—“are there any further objections?”

Pallaun stepped forward.

Revered Sanguis turned toward his Eskau. “Eskau Pallaun, do you have something that you wish to say?”

Eskau Pallaun bowed. “I do.”

“Then, by all means, speak.”

“The candidate Tali is an excellent choice to be an Eskau. She is well-trained, powerful, clever, cunning, and lethal.”

Tali felt herself straightening, standing taller as he spoke.

+Yes, it was obvious that he liked her as the victor even before the battle.+

-Hush.-

“However, she has no protian weapon. She cannot be elevated. She is what she is, and she is not an Eskau of the House of Blood.”

Murmurs ran through those watching, even as Tali flinched back at the words.

Revered Sanguis gave a slow nod of his head toward his Eskau. “Quite correct, Eskau Pallaun. I was just coming to that point.”

The Pillar turned back to Tali and her Master.

“Under normal circumstances—” He hesitated, then shook his head and chuckled ruefully. “Under all but the most extreme circumstance, this is when I would bond you to your own protian weapon, raising you to be a full Eskau. But I cannot do that as you do not have such a weapon to begin with. Those which were used to form the Pillar’s armor could not be spared from their use, either. Even if they had been, it is unwise to bind two founts together.”

Tali hung her head, uncertain how to feel. She was victorious but still lesser. Will I ever be a true Eskau? Will I ever be enough?

+Oh… wow. That… That hits close to home.+

“Pillar Be-thric. What do you propose? Shall you be a Pillar without a proper Eskau?” An almost predatory smile pulled at his lips. “Which is to say, no Pillar at all?”

Tali’s head snapped up as her focus locked on her Master. Would he have an idea, a solution for this as well?

Be-thric stepped forward, giving a shallow bow. “Thank you, Revered Sanguis, for placing this upon me to address. Were this a standard elevation, as you have said, we would now bind the protian weapon to the Eskau.” He gestured toward Tali. “She is already bound to a fount—her own, in fact.”

There were some chuckles from the audience.

“Thus, she has no protian weapon because she is the weapon.”

Revered Sanguis gave a slight smile. “That is the logic which got you this far. Proceed with your suggestion.”

“Next, we would devote significant resources to expanding the capacity of the protian weapon’s power source. I propose we do just that.”

+What?+

-What?-

What?

Revered Sanguis was already nodding. “Expanding her flowrate would allow for a greater depth of power. Continue.”

“We would stuff the new Eskau with magical food. While I have bent my own wealth toward this end already, I ask for the resources that would normally be given so that I may expand and improve that which I provide. It is standard practice to create an enclave specifically to raise sustenance for an Eskau for the length of their career.”

The other Pillar nodded again. “This is in line with tradition. Go on.”

“Finally, I ask leave to advance my Eskau as only one such as she can advance.”

The murmurs of conversation which had been growing among the audience cut off instantly, everyone’s focus turning toward the newly raised Pillar.

+He… wants to Refine us?+

-That’s what it sounds like.-

What does he mean? One such as me?

Her Master was nodding and smiling. “I wish permission to infiltrate a wild human city and discover the means by which they Refine their Mages.”

Mutterings and explosive whispers rippled through the watchers in waves.

+Well… I didn’t expect that.+


Chapter: 12
If You Command

Tali swayed slightly, reeling as she processed her Master’s request to go to the wild human cities, just to find a way for her to advance.

He really will do anything to help me improve.

+He wants his weapon to be as useful as possible.+

-Those are not mutually exclusive, Tala.-

+I know, but I don’t like the way she says it… He’s not a good person.+

-Tss, of course not. But he is bending what resources he can to improve us.-

+To improve Tali.+

-Yeah. That is an important distinction.-

Tali was floored by her Master’s generosity. She knew that he needed her, but he didn’t have to go this far.

It’s also not a done deal, Tali. Don’t get set on it. But it was the thought that counted. Even if it does happen, it will be after we complete his armor, so it could be weeks at the shortest or years at the longest.

Wild humans had odd ways of advancing, and Tali knew that, since she had a gate, she was more like them than she was like most of those she interacted with on a day-to-day basis.

She didn’t like that very much, except that it was only that feature which had allowed her to stand out to her Master. It was her gate that had made her able to serve him and bring honor to him and the House.

Revered Sanguis seemed to be thinking quite deeply on the idea, his eyes flicking back and forth in thought.

Finally, he nodded. “That is an interesting proposal. I am willing to bring it to the counsel of Pillars with you. I’ll even support it as I am able. More than that? I cannot promise.”

Her Master bowed graciously. “Of course. Thank you, Revered Pillar.”

The older Pillar turned to his Eskau. “Do these suggestions satisfy you, Eskau Pallaun?”

The obsidian-skinned man gave a thoughtful nod. “I am willing to see how she grows with the proposed solutions. Yes. Thank you, my Pillar.”

“The objections of a wise, trusted servant are worth more than a thousand founts.” He turned back to Tali. “Then, with the suggestions of your Master, I grant you the preliminary title of Eskau, pending the decision of the House Pillars as a whole.”

He looked to her Master.

“You have my approval to access the resources you’ve described. I expect a list of what you will need and what strains you will put on our reserves over the coming months to be delivered to the Steward of the hold by the end of the week.”

He clapped his hands, and servants bustled out. Some came forward to deal with the bodies of the other candidates, and others began passing out food.

“Now, we have one more order of business before we feast in celebration of the success of Pillar Be-thric.” Revered Sanguis placed a hand on her Master’s shoulder. “You must decide the fate of your surviving competitors.”

The other, surviving prospective Pillars knelt, and her Master motioned for Tali to accompany him.

He walked to each in turn and asked a single question, “What do you wish of me?” Tali flanked him, standing just behind and to his left, hand on her weapon.

Most gave the same answer. “My life is all that I ask, Pillar.”

That was one of the possible answers prescribed by tradition. It was the safest. It would be incredibly dishonorable for her Master to ask for their deaths after such a request, but it could be done.

Tali would execute them gladly if such a command were given.

It was not.

Finally, they came to Thorn and Gallof, who were kneeling near one another but still separated by a dozen feet or so.

“What do you wish of me?” Her Master’s tone had something… else to it, an expectancy.

Thorn glanced to Gallof, and they spoke as one. “We wish to serve, Pillar.”

That was a riskier request. If her Master commanded their deaths after they’d asked to serve, there was no loss of honor. After all, dying for one’s House was a great service indeed.

Her Master smiled. “We would be honored to have you join our service. Rise.”

Gallof and Thorn stood as one.

“Thorn, you will attend my Eskau. We will discuss the details later, but I have many ideas.” Her Master’s smile grew with anticipation.

The dwarf bowed at the waist. “I will endeavor to please, Pillar Be-thric.” He then turned to Tali and bowed again. “Eskau Tali, I look forward to assisting you.”

+What are we going to do about him?+

-I’ve no idea. If Tali understood correctly, he will likely be our constant companion for the foreseeable future.-

+Yay… I’m going to have to find a way of being me around him or this won’t work at all.+

“Gallof, you will attend me. We have many things to arrange for my Eskau, as well as much research to do in regard to the other Houses in the city. We are going to have an incredibly busy next few months.”

The tall, gray-skinned man bowed just as deeply as Thorn had, if more formally. “It will be my honor to serve you, Pillar Be-thric.”

That exchange concluded the formal parts of the ceremony, and the feast began.

***

The feast was a mirror of the one held the night before, but now, Thorn and Tali were the only ones of their peers to remain, and they partook in the food as well, though both did so sparingly.

Tali would have gorged herself, as her reserves had been diminished by the injuries she’d taken and healed during the battle, but her Master had advised her to wait. She would need to eat a lot soon enough to take advantage of the magical foods they would be gaining for her, and that already likely meant that they’d have to find some way of draining her reserves so that she could eat more.

She and Thorn only exchanged a few words before the festivities came to a close.

When the guests headed toward their rooms, Thorn followed her.

“Can I help you, Thorn?”

He straightened. “I was commanded to attend you, Eskau.”

“You aren’t sleeping in my room.”

He bowed. “As the Eskau wishes.”

+Alright. That’s enough. I’ll be taking over here.+

***

Tala smiled, shifting to a more casual stance. “Please, we don’t need titles here. We’re going to be working closely with one another.”

Thorn hesitated, seeming at a loss. “If you command.”

“I don’t command. That would defeat the entire purpose, Thorn.”

The side of the dwarf’s mouth quirked up, but he suppressed the smile fully a moment later. “Then, it is proper for me to address you with honor, Eskau Tali.”

Tala felt her eye begin to twitch. “Thorn, it seems like we are going to be spending a lot of time together.”

-Hehe. You called?-

Not a great time. Tala mentally glared at her alternate interface. That was clearly not a pun.

“So, when no one else is around? Formality isn’t required.”

“Not required, but still…”

“Not wanted, Thorn. Please?” She scratched the side of her face. How would Tali handle this?

-Easy. She wouldn’t.-

Not helpful.

-Fine. Here. This is within the range of what she’d say.-

“This is new to me, Thorn. Pillar Be-thric only found me in the last few years. I’m used to doing menial jobs. I’m used to being the lowest that could be, ignored, scorned, forgotten. I don’t want the spotlight. Please. When we are alone, no titles. I can be Eskau Tali most of the time, but I can’t do it all the time, and it seems like you’re going to be with me all the time—or very nearly.” There, that will help ensure I don’t have to leave Tali in command for the foreseeable future because he’ll be around.

The dwarf blinked at her a few times, then nodded slowly. “As… As you wish, Tali.”

Tala almost corrected him. It’s Tala. But that would have been colossally foolish. “Thank you, Thorn.”

Thorn hesitated, opening his mouth to say something, but he seemed to decide otherwise, smiling instead.

“Now, you still can’t sleep in my room. There’s only one bed.”

The dwarf shrugged. “I can sleep outside the door. It would make sense for you to get new rooms tomorrow, and we can finalize arrangements then.”

Tala still seemed hesitant, but finally, she nodded. “As you wish. I have to say, though, that sounds really uncomfortable.”

Thorn just laughed. “My folk sleep on stone as a matter of course. It will be more comfortable than I need already.”

Tala gave him a quizzical look. “It’s stone, too. How will it be more comfortable?”

He patted his chest with his off-hand. “I have magic. The air here is filled with power, so it is nothing to expend a bit to aid in my sleep.”

“What do you mean?” Tala cocked her head, even as they continued to walk through the hold while they spoke.

Thorn gave her an odd look. “It is a simple thing. Were you not…?” He shook his head. “My apologies, Tali. When I look at you, I don’t see the human that you clearly are. Humans do not have innate giftings with magic. I think I remember hearing that your folk often call what we do ‘conceptual magic?’”

Does Tali know that term?

-Vaguely, yeah.-

“I believe I’ve heard that term, yes. Everyone in the House just refers to it as magic or power.”

Thorn nodded. “Good, good. Well, let me prove my use to you. I cannot teach you what you cannot learn, but I can show you the principles, and you should be able to adapt it to your own style of magic in time.”

They reached Tali’s room and stopped outside the door.

Thorn sat, putting his back to the wall beside that entrance. “Watch closely.”

There was a pull of power into the dwarf, followed by a push of magic outward, now aspected with the dwarf’s signature, under his control.

The expelled power began to swirl around him, moving in lazy patterns.

-Those are spellforms. Incredibly crude spellforms-

The regular intake and exhalation of power shifted to match the dwarf’s breathing as he sank deeper into the exercise, power building up in the spellforms he wove around himself.

The power wasn’t being expended. Instead, it was almost like it was being put into a perpetual cycle.

Like an Archon Star but with a different form.

Thorn spoke then, slowly, “With this, I will fall asleep quickly, and the rest I receive from my sleep will be greater than without. This helps heal the body and helps recover from illness, among other things. There are even variations that you can use upon others, for parents or healers to enact on their children or patients.”

While complex in totality, the form was nothing more than a simple twisting, interlocking pattern, repeated uncounted times. Tala analyzed it for a long moment before straightening and smiling. “Thank you, Thorn. I will see if I can match that.”

“Good night, Eskau Tali.”

“Good night, Thorn.”

Tala stepped through the door to her room and closed it behind herself.

-That is fascinating. There wasn’t any complexity to it at all. It is simply suffusing the body and surrounding area with self-perpetuating power, already keyed to be usable by that person.-

So, it’s like faking being a higher rank? A higher magic capacity?

-At its base level, yes, but it will only augment slow-flow, natural magics. It cannot be used in those imposed upon the body until they ‘set.’ And I doubt it would work well for any sort of combat application.-

My passive magics have been set, right?

-For the most part, yes.-

Then, let’s try this. Tala sighed. I still wish we could go into Kit.

-As we discussed last night, Tali has never gone into our dimensional storage. Thus, doing so now would be hard for her to reconcile when she remembered it. I could hide the memory, but that would create an obvious blank space that would stand out if Be-thric ever decided to delve into Tali’s mind again.-

And if there aren’t inconsistencies, he shouldn’t be able to tell we’re in here.

-Precisely. I doubt he will check, but in case we make a mistake, it is better to be prepared.-

Fine… She patted her pouch, whispering to her item, “I’ll get back to the proper use of you and your abilities, soon. Thank you for sticking with me.”

Kit did not respond.

“Okay, let’s try this.”

***

Tala did not succeed that night.

She did succeed in using her aura to weave power around herself, but it didn’t really seem to do anything for her.

Thankfully, her already augmented physiology needed vastly less sleep than she otherwise would have.

Thus, it was still incredibly early when she pulled her door open, intending to head toward her training area.

Thorn was asleep beside the door, but his eyes snapped open as soon as it clicked shut behind her.

“Oh! You’re awake.” He looked up at the false sky. “Still quite early. Does that mean it worked? I wouldn’t have expected you to master it so quickly, but stranger things have happened.”

Tala shook her head. “No, but I already need less sleep because of my magics.”

He stood and stretched. “Then, you seem to have already learned how to use the technique in your own style before I ever brought it up.”

She shook her head again. “No, no. Your technique augments all your natural magics, at least as they pertain to you. Mine is just using my magics.”

Thorn cocked his head. “Really? That’s fascinating. The concept behind the working, at least as I cast it, is, ‘Recovery, Perfected.’”

“Fascinating.” And it really was. Does that mean they have something like a fundamental understanding behind every working? No, that didn’t seem right.

-That’s not a fundamental concept so much as an injunction for something to be different than it otherwise would be. It is the imposition of a concept upon reality. Hence conceptual magic.-

Tala took a deep breath and shrugged. “Well, I’m going to go do some exercises and training. Care to join me?”

“What? Before breakfast?” He groused a bit. “I’ll come with you, as is my mandate, but I don’t know if I’ll join you in the work.”

“Suit yourself.”

They walked through the hold; the few servants they passed bowed lower than ever before as Tala passed them.

Thorn walked behind her and to her left, just as Tali had walked behind Be-thric.

I suppose Thorn and I have a similar relationship now to what Be-thric and Tali had, don’t we?

She looked back at the dwarf, a thought coming together as she expressed it, “You know, if you’re to be useful in combat, you need to retrain yourself to not rely on a protian weapon.”

Thorn grimaced at that, then nodded. “You speak truly, Tali. I will consider the advice.”

They crossed one of the gracefully arching bridges to the large, circular platform that Tali was accustomed to using. Tala did her best not to stare. It was all so new to her, but it wouldn’t be to Tali.

She felt like she’d seen dozens of paintings of a beautiful vista, and then, she had gone to see it herself.

Except I’m not allowed to revel in the majesty of seeing it in person.

-We all make sacrifices.-

Once there, Tala went through her stretches and exercises, working herself up toward the forms of the Way of Flowing Blood.

Thorn sat in ‘meditation.’

Did… Did he fall back to sleep?

-He’s right next to the edge. We should push him in.-

Why?

-…You wouldn’t get it.-

You are confusing sometimes.

Tala moved through the forms of the Way of Flowing Blood, trying to rely on Tali’s experience while integrating the movements more deeply into herself.

“What are you doing?” Thorn had cracked one eye open.

Oh, so not asleep?

Tala paused, holding a particularly difficult pose. “What do you mean?”

“You’re moving like a stiff puppet wielded by a master puppeteer. What are you doing?”

“I…” Tala sighed and straightened. What do I say? What lie will he buy? “I’m trying to go through the motions without thinking about them. I’m trying to let them seep into my subconscious instead of thinking about how to move.” She knew her tone was defensive. She couldn’t help herself. I’m trying…

He cocked his head. “That is a basic step in becoming proficient with any fighting art. So, shouldn’t you have done that already? Why are you acting like this is new to you?”

-Well, that didn’t work. Lie again. Maybe he’ll believe you this time.-

Hush.

He continued before she could think of anything else to say. “In fact, I’d say you are overthinking it by how you’re moving.” He stood. “I was curious about your performance yesterday. It almost seemed like you were incredibly nervous at first, but then, eventually, you got into the flow of things. Is that it? Yesterday, you were able to fall into a different mental state part way through?”

Tala grimaced, then took a deep breath and nodded. “I can enter into another frame of mind, in which fighting is much easier than normal. I’m trying to replicate that without the mental shift. I become too narrowly focused in that state, too unaware of what’s going on outside of my opponents. I think it will get me killed if I’m not careful.”

He grunted. “Well, why didn’t you say that to begin with? That’s pretty common, all things considered. Come on. These forms are designed to be performed against a partner.” He gave her a half-grin. “I won’t use my magics if you don’t cut off my head.”

Tala found herself smiling in return. “As you say, Thorn. Thank you.”

For the next couple of hours, they sparred. Through the process, Tala picked up and integrated the movements much more easily since she could actually work against an opponent.

Thorn was a master of these arts. If Tala remembered correctly, the dwarf had more than a decade of experience, and it showed.

By the time that the fake sun rose, Tala felt like she was approaching Tali’s level of proficiency.

Unfortunately, in combat where fractions of a second meant the difference between life and death, she still might need to rely on Tali in a pinch, but Tala was satisfied that the number of situations in which that would be the case had been drastically reduced.

As the two of them bowed to each other, Tala smiled. “Thank you, M—Thorn.” She had almost called him ‘master Thorn’ on reflex. That would have been a bit awkward.

“I am glad that I could assist.”

She hesitated at that. After a moment’s consideration, she decided to just ask him, “Why did you and your master ask to serve?”

The green-skinned dwarf shrugged, his silvery hair shimmering in the new day’s light. “My master was never a great or high-ranking member of the House of Blood. He was clever enough to forge a protian weapon, and he had enough wealth to buy me as his candidate, but if we’d lost, as we did, there was nothing really to fall back on. Entering into the service of the new Pillar and his Eskau is a solid means of securing our future.”

“Buy you? Were you not already a part of the House of Blood?”

“No, I was not.” He didn’t elaborate further, and Tala didn’t push.

It seems like we’ll have a lot more to learn about him, in time.

-Indeed, it does.-


Chapter: 13
Buy Yourself Something Nice

Tala was about to continue her conversation with Thorn when a bevy of servants came into view bearing trays piled high with various foods.

I have to ‘be Tali’ when others are around, or it’s going to seem odd. She straightened just slightly, changing her way of standing, and oddly enough, Tala felt more aloof. Huh. There’s a point to standing like a know-it-all?

-You’ll have to tell me, I can’t stand.-

Don’t make me feel bad for you. I’m never giving you command of our body. I’d never get it back.

Alat scoffed. -Perish the thought! I am perfectly happy as I am, alone in the dark, watching your experiences secondhand.-

I’m in there with you.

-Shouting at me and then listening at the door for a response isn’t the same as being in the room, Tala.-

What about when Tali is in command?

-…That’s fair, actually. But now, I’m alone in here. There’s only one intelligence in this mind.-

Sometimes, Alat… She just shook her head, motioning to where the servants should set up the food.

There were two distinct groupings of breakfast, one much larger than the other.

Thorn’s food was a reasonable, if oversized, portion for a single person’s breakfast. There were three massive sausages, a miniature mound of bacon, a generous bowl of fruit, some pan-fried potatoes, and a few slices of hearty, buttered bread.

It was all placed on a table that they set up for him to one side.

All of it was mundane, no more magical than the floor they walked on or the air they breathed.

Both of those things, arguably, were saturated with magic, but they weren’t, themselves, inherently magical.

As the dwarf thanked the servants and sat in the chair they’d brought as well, Tala noticed the large tankard next to his plate at the table.

“Isn’t it a little early to be drinking?”

“It is indeed, if you mean alcohol. Though, many of my kin wouldn’t say ‘no’ to a breakfast ale.”

Tala frowned; she could definitely smell something sharp and tangy coming from the tankard. “If not alcohol, what is it?”

“Acid.”

She blinked a few times as the dwarf tipped the sizzling beverage back, taking a deep swig.

Tala watched power wrap around the liquid, even as it passed between the dwarf’s lips, and something was drained away, seeming to spread out over the small man’s body and sink into his natural magics.

“What—” Tala caught herself. She’d been about to say, ‘What under the stars?’ but Tali wouldn’t use that expression. “What aspect of blood are you high on?” There. That’s what she would ask.

The dwarf looked her way as he swallowed. “I’m processing the concept of corrosion and acerbity, drawing it out of the acid and adding its conceptual weight to myself. I’ll be able to do so continually until it passes all the way through my system.”

Tala was at a loss for words. What?

He grinned ruefully. “There’s a reason my magic’s so effective, Tali. I fell into the leaching tank as a boy. The only reason I survived is that I was of a High race and understood how acids worked well enough to grasp the concept. By the time they fished me out, the stuff I was swimming in was as harmless as water. Though, of course, it regained its base nature shortly after I was pulled out. Nature has its nature, after all.”

She still didn’t have a good response, so she just waited for him to continue.

His mirth faded a bit. “Unfortunately, it so unbalanced my natural magics that I’m pretty useless for anything else. I can’t even implement a ‘Recovery, Perfected’ over anyone else because the basic nature of my power would erode them.”

Tala grinned, then. “Your ‘basic’ nature, eh?” She chuckled.

“Huh?” Then, it seemed to click, and he snorted a laugh. “That’s not what I meant at all.”

“But it was still funny.”

“I suppose.”

The servants had left by then, leaving behind Tala’s normal spread of food.

Tala sighed, walking over to the trays arrayed for her on the ground.

“Don’t you want a table? Or a chair?”

She shrugged. “A table big enough for all of this would be a pain to carry.”

“Oh, so you do care about servants, at least a bit.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She cocked an eyebrow at him.

“You didn’t thank them; you didn’t acknowledge them at all, except to tell them where to put our food.”

Tala hesitated. That’s what Tali does, what she would have done. But she hadn’t even had to check. She’d just behaved that way. Am I becoming her? What’s wrong with me?

-Calm down, Tala, you were distracted by his tankard of acid.-

Oh… right.

-But you are right, Tali would have behaved that way, so you can’t just brush it off.-

She sighed internally, then said what Tali would have—or near enough, “Why does it matter? They have other tasks, and me slowing them down to chat, even to thank them, just makes their day longer in the end.”

Thorn snorted. “Sounds like the excuses of a stuck-up brat.” He then froze in place, eyes going wide. “I… I mean…”

Tala narrowed her eyes, knowing that Tali wouldn’t have liked the comment at all. This is a chance to set the stage for our relationship going forward, and my seeming different reactions to things.

She redirected, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. “As no one was around to hear your disrespect, I will allow it. My— My—” I can’t say ‘my Master’…can I? That might become problematic. “You were assigned to me, and I should take what you say seriously, but speak that impertinently to me when anyone else can hear, and it will not go well for you.”

Thorn swallowed unconsciously and nodded. “As you say, Eskau Tali.”

“Is anyone around?”

“No… Tali.”

“Better.” She gave a forced smile.

Unfortunately, that exchange shattered the more casual atmosphere that they’d been building between them. It was to be expected, if Tala was going to maintain the fiction of being Tali, but it still grated.

Relationships are difficult enough without being fundamentally dishonest through the process…

Tala dug into her food, though she didn’t scarf it. Instead, she followed Tali’s normal pattern, when Be-thric wasn’t there, and meditated as she ate, overlaying the power from the food on top of her own magics as she consumed it. There were some minor incompatibilities, extra magics that weren’t similar to her own, and those she discarded, using only what she could.

This is sort of like what Thorn is doing but on a different level.

-Yeah, that acid wasn’t magic, but he still pulled power from it.-

Conceptual magic is cheating.

-I bet they’d say having a functionally infinite well of power within yourself is cheating.-

Valid…

Finally, when she was nearly done and Thorn had long-since finished, she looked his way. “You never said why it matters?”

He blinked, jerking slightly. “Huh?”

Was he asleep? “I said, you never answered my question. Why does it matter how I treat the servants? I’m not saying I disagree in principle, I just want your answer.”

-Too wordy, Tala. You aren’t you.-

Hush.

“Well”—he scratched the back of his head—“servants make the hold function, right?”

“They do.”

“And they can make your life better, or they can make it worse, depending on how well they do their job and what little things they do around it.”

“True, I suppose.”

“So, why not treat them well, so they make your life better?”

“Ahh, so it’s a selfish motivation?”

He grimaced. “Well, no. That’s not why I do it, but it’s a solid answer to your ‘why’ question and a good reason why you should.”

She gave him a long look, cocking one eyebrow. “Because I’m selfish.”

He harrumphed. “Because you asked for a reason as to why you should treat people with courtesy. I gave you a reason. It wasn’t a commentary on your character.” He crossed his arms and grimaced again.

“Fine.” Tala ate the last bits of her breakfast in silence.

“Well, isn’t this a dour gathering.” Be-thric’s voice rolled over the water, seeming to make the surface of the surrounding pools vibrate.

The new Pillar walked across one of the bridges, followed closely by Gallof.

Now, they just need an alabaster hue-folk to follow Gallof and they’d have a nice, full gradient.

Alat snorted a laugh within Tala’s head but didn’t comment.

Tala and Thorn turned to face the incoming men.

Tala almost tried to force herself to bow, then remembered what Be-thric had said to Tali. Seizing on the overlap between what Tali should do and what Tala would do, she spoke. “Are you sure you do not wish me to bow any longer, Pillar?”

Be-thric smiled, his every movement condescending.

-No, Tala, that’s just your perception.-

Fine…

Be-thric smiled magnanimously. “I am glad that you remembered my preference. Yes, it would be inappropriate for a hand to bow to the body it is attached to. Our fates are tied now, dear Eskau. Any you bow to will be seen as my bowing to them, and it would be rather narcissistic to bow to myself, or an image of myself, like the heathen tyrants of old.”

Thorn bowed. “Pillar Be-thric. It is an honor to see you this morning.”

“Thorn, how has my Eskau been for you?”

Tala didn’t stiffen, but it was a near thing.

The dwarf glanced her way, then shrugged. “There are always oddities when two people are getting to know each other. I think we shall get along just fine.”

“Do you think there are things you can teach her?”

“There are always things that any person can learn from any other, so yes.”

Be-thric smiled again. “Wisely said. What comes to mind, specifically?”

Thorn glanced Tala’s way again. “Her magic is powerful but inefficient. She spends power like a tyrant spends lives.”

Be-thric nodded. “That is one thing I’d hoped you two could work on.”

That seemed to bolster the dwarf, and he straightened just a bit. “Her demeanor is excellent in formal settings, but”—his eyes flicked her way again, seeming a bit uncomfortable, but continued—“but she lacks some social graces with those beneath her in status.”

The Pillar frowned. “And?”

Thorn shrugged, his awkwardness back. “As you just pointed out, Pillar, almost everyone is now beneath her. Do you really wish her to treat the entire House of Blood, save Pillars and Eskau, dismissively, in ways that will reflect on you?” He gave Tala an apologetic look.

Tala could have kissed him, though she knew Tali would be irritated, so she frowned.

Be-thric cocked his head back, considering. Finally, he glanced to the man behind him. “Gallof, what do you say on this issue?”

Gallof bowed. “I think my former candidate is wise in his assessment. Those below us keep a House running smoothly, and their regard or enmity can drastically change how well a hold is run, even while nothing in their actions obviously changes. The best outcomes cannot be achieved by discipline or the application of power alone.”

The onyx man was nodding along. “Wise words, both of you.” He focused on Tala. “Tali, my Eskau, I have failed you in this. I am used to functioning as a… less-favored, while still powerful, member of this House, and I fear I have colored your mannerisms. Listen to Thorn in this regard.”

Tala was stunned, at a complete loss for words. Thankfully, Tali would have been as well.

What is he playing at?

-Kindness when you have, or get, what you want is not a sign of goodness, Tala. As Thorn and Gallof just pointed out, it is a simple expediency.-

Be-thric clapped his hands together. “Now. We’ve much to arrange. I need to refresh your inscriptions.” He hesitated, clearly considering.

Tala stiffened. Tali just strips naked.

-Are… Are you going to be okay?-

Be-thric waved his hand, seeming to come to a decision. “Thorn, Gallof, leave us for a moment, my Eskau should not be displayed before others.”

She knew Be-thric had no interest in her, physically. To his mind, he was re-feathering a used arrow, and that was all. That helped, honestly, but she wasn’t looking forward to this.

The two bowed and walked away. As soon as they were hidden by the garden around the training circle, Be-thric turned to Tala.

“Shall we?” Then, he frowned. “Wait. I don’t wish to ruin your covering…” He tapped his chin. “I should have thought of that. Ah!” He brightened. “Open your mouth. We’ll go through there. It will require more healing, but we need to burn through your reserves anyway, right?”

Tala’s eyes widened. Is he saying…?

-Yes, Tala.-

Was this better than stripping down in front of him? Maybe, yeah. It was still … unpleasant to contemplate.

She opened her mouth wide, closing her eyes. Help me, Alat.

-I’m here.-

“Be Reinscribed.” It was the same phrase, but somehow, it felt different as the power radiated out from the Pillar.

Metal streamed through her mouth and down her throat as she held her breath. She felt the minuscule threads split off, pushing their way through her reinforced flesh and bone, even as she did her best to remain still and hold back her defensive powers.

There were not words to describe how it felt.

After what seemed like an eternity, but was likely only a few seconds, the process came to an end.

Thankfully, most of what she’d used up, inscriptions-wise, were the burst-style inscriptions. Everything had been worn down minutely, but that was hardly anything, in the grand scheme of things.

The flow of metal into her open mouth slowed, then stopped all together, and she slumped back, coughing up some blood that had entered her throat before her inscriptions healed the damage. She spat it over the side of the platform.

It colored the water in a slowly diffusing area until it was so spread out as to be unnoticeable to unenhanced eyes.

“That looked unpleasant.” Be-thric’s head was tilted to one side, seeming more intrigued than apologetic.

“It was… a bit.” Yeah, that’s what Tali would have said.

He grunted. “Well, I do not wish to take my time to reinscribe you at your need. I’ve commissioned a device to be integrated into your sanctum, which will allow you to be reinscribed at your discretion. It is based on my own magics, so it should grow with you, as your natural magics continue to integrate those inscribed upon you. It should allow you to do either method, unclothed or through your mouth. Though, I’ll need to ask them to add the second. We’ll make sure you have a solid supply of ingots of the metals you need.”

Tala was stunned, giving an entirely genuine half-bow. “You are most generous.”

He waved her off. “Not at all. It is a valuation of my own time.”

He really has utter confidence in my subversion. He trusts Tali explicitly.

-Why shouldn’t he? I know of no other Mage who has a copy of their entire mind, though I don’t suppose we necessarily would know of them. Without that, and me, you’d have been lost and his… forever.-

That was both sobering and encouraging. He has no cause to doubt, even if I act incredibly strangely.

-But if you act really off, he might try to tweak your mind a bit, and that would be less than ideal.-

True enough.

Be-thric called the other two back, then turned to Tala. “There is much that I need to do today, and Thorn and Gallof will assist me. I am proud of your performance yesterday. Go into the city and buy yourself something nice.” He paused, then shrugged. “Use your discretion. Nothing as big as a small hold, but definitely more than a bit of jewelry.” He patted her on the head as he smiled.

Wow. That was condescending. But she gilded herself and put on a grateful smile. “Thank you, Pillar Be-thric. I’ll consider that option. When do you need me back?”

“Come back around noon. We should have some things to show you by then. At that point, we’ll need to coordinate and dive into our work, but you’ve earned yourself a few hours.”

Without another word, he walked away, meeting Thorn and Gallof on the bridge and directing them away.

Well… that was both kind and incredibly insulting.

-He is treating you like a pet or a mistress.-

But thankfully without any of the physicality of either.

-Not a fan of petting?-

Tala grimaced. Don’t even joke. The head patting is bad enough.

She turned and headed toward the entrance to the hold. She still had her copper key-ring, so she could enter and exit at will. Kit and Flow were at her belt, so she didn’t need to pick up anything from her room.

I wonder if he’ll upgrade this? She looked down at the copper around her finger.

-Only time will tell.-

Any idea what we should buy?

-None at all.-

Tala wandered the city. She was unmolested by attackers, either random or specifically targeting her. A large factor of this lack was likely that she was wearing the official garb of her office, the symbol of the House of Blood inlaid in silver and surrounded by a silver braid.

It wasn’t actually silver—her elk leathers couldn’t create metal—but it gave the same appearance, and that was all Tala needed.

She made the emblem large enough to cover her entire chest, rather than just being on her left breast, and she duplicated it on her back.

Tali has some pride in her accomplishments.

-Sure she does, Tala.-

In any case, this would prevent other misunderstandings.

Well, the emblem and the fact that Tala was utterly wreathed in power, her magics echoing in the very fabric of reality around her.

That probably doesn’t hurt.

-You also don’t look human at all. That probably factors in.-

Fine. There’re plenty of reasons why no one has been foolish enough to attack me.

She’d wandered for a bit, wracking her brain on what to get.

I am not getting a pet. That’s just silly. But nothing else came to mind. She didn’t need weaponry or armor.

She could request an upgrade to her elk leathers as the gift. Would that work?

-It’s a good fallback if we can’t think of anything else.-

She was passing by a smaller park when she noticed an old turtle-man sitting on one of the benches, a staff leaning beside him as he fed a large number of birds.

The turtle’s shell was iridescent, seeming to shimmer between green, blue, orange, and red. There was a silvery white undertone to both the beast-man’s shell and skin.

How are there not crowds of folk gathered around just to gawk at him?

-I don’t know; he is quite beautiful.-

For most, the turtle simply tossed out handfuls of seeds, but one particular oddity caught her eye.

The old turtle smiled and pulled out a bit of dried meat, tossing it to the side, where a small terror bird caught it with ease.

She stopped, staring at the small bird, a grin slowly spreading across her face.

Terry!?

-Tala—-

But Tala ignored her, ignored her own mind.

The terror bird regarded her warily as she drew near.

The turtle-man looked her way as she drew close.

“What do you wish of me, Enforcer of the House of Blood?”

Tala felt a ripple of power wash over her.

Why would I want to bother an old turtle? She didn’t slow; she’d never really had interest in the beast-man to begin with.

-Huh, he just made us bored by the very idea of him… but look at him. He’s beautiful! That’s probably why there isn’t anyone around him, just staring.-

Tala shook her head, kneeling down next to the small terror bird. The creature shrunk back from her as she drew near.

-Tala, the color… It’s wrong.-

She slumped. “I know. You aren’t Terry,” she spoke softly.

-You could tell by its level of magic or lack thereof.- It was a mundane terror bird.

Now that Tala thought about it, shouldn’t Terry have glowed like a beacon to Tali’s sight, if she really had seen him?

She felt a little part of her shrink back from the thought, refusing to acknowledge it.

The turtle-man was clutching his staff. “So, you are not here for me? I see.” His head bobbed in understanding. “You seem to have lost that which is not found.”

Tala frowned, pulled back from her sad thoughts. He has to be here… somewhere. “What? That doesn’t even make sense. Of course, if something isn’t found, it is lost.”

“Unless what is sought finds you?” The turtle gestured to the avians hopping around them in the little park. “These creatures are not statues or items to be sought in some fixed location. You look for a bird whom you know?”

“Yes?” This is really weird… She almost brushed the old turtle off, but something held her back.

“Does he have a name?”

“He does.”

“Then, call him.”

Tala glanced around. There weren’t many people on the streets. She was still close to the district of doors, but she’d wandered down a smaller side street while musing.

The turtle leaned on his staff, smiling, his shell shifting through waves of purple and lilac. “Well?”

I feel like a fool.

-What could it hurt?-

What if someone hears?

-It won’t mean anything to anyone, even Be-thric. Terry was hunting when he took us if our last memory is correct.-

Tala cleared her throat. “Terry?” He probably just didn’t hear me. He’s somewhere else.

The turtle nodded. “Louder, if you wish the call to have meaning.”

But…

-Try, Tala.-

“Terry!”

“Louder still.”

But what if he doesn’t come?

-What if he does?-

Tala felt tears building in her eyes as she threw back her head and shouted, “Terry!”

Her voice, amplified by her enhanced lungs, rang out through the park, startling the birds away, even the tiny terror bird that wasn’t Terry.

As the echoes quickly died off, Tala looked around, momentarily hopeful.

The turtle-man looked around as well, then sighed. “Ah, well. Your friend is not here, and mine are now gone. There are many parks in the city for you to search.” He gave her a soft smile.

Tala felt her eye twitch, even as tears began to leak down across her cheeks. The shiny turtle turned and sauntered off. And here I thought he might have some sort of wise insight. She wiped at her face. I thought maybe he knew that Terry was nearby.

-Tala…-

Not now. I don’t want to hear it.

She flopped down on the bench, placing her face in her hands.

“Where are you, Terry? Are you even alive?”

Time passed, and the turtle’s footsteps faded beyond even the ability of Tala’s enhanced hearing to pick up.

People passed on the nearby street, but no one else came into the park. She didn’t have her bloodstars out. It was probably foolish, but at the moment, she was glad to not have to keep them in mind, keep them in place. She just sat, feeling the heaviness of her predicament.

She was alone.

Utterly.

Completely.

Alone.

Everyone she knew probably thought she was dead.

She was deep within the territory of people who hated her kind—or were at least those who were opposed to their free existence.

She had nothing.

-We’ll get back. We have to at least try.-

I know. This is just… too much. She shook her head against her hands. It’s too much, Alat.

So, Tala sat, unmoving, and let time pass her by.

Finally, after what felt like ages, when the heat of the sun was beating down from almost directly overhead, she sighed. We need to head back to the hold.

-But we didn’t get anything.-

We’ll just ask for something to be upgraded. There was no enthusiasm behind the thought.

Tala lifted her head from her hands and froze.

There, squatting on the ground in front of her, was a small terror bird, one with achingly familiar coloring.

It had magic through its being. Not mundane.

Tala whispered in disbelieving hope. “Terry?”

She thought she detected a marginally different pattern of magic around his neck, as if something was hidden beneath his feathers, but it could easily have just been the bird’s natural magics.

The small avian trilled softly, seeming to be examining her.

No, it’s a trick of the light. There are more arcanous birds than just Terry. That’s not his collar. It’s just another little—

The bird flickered, appearing on her shoulder and headbutting her cheek.

Terry trilled happily, snuggling up against her neck.

Tala simply basked in the familiar comfort of his presence. “It’s me, Terry. Thank you for following me and for waiting.”

He simply trilled contentedly and snuggled in closer.


Chapter: 14
Naturally Lesser

Tala only sat with Terry for a short while before she stood.

“We have to get back.”

Terry squawked questioningly at her.

“I’ll tell you on the way.”

-And I’ll make a modified version of finding our ‘new friend’ for Tali…-

Thank you, Alat. I appreciate that.

As they walked, Tala explained the situation to Terry in a quiet whisper. She included what would likely be needed from him to allow them to stay together.

Be-thric had suppressed Terry before, even if he hadn’t really taken note of him, that Tala had seen.

The arcane hadn’t fought Terry, so at most, he’d know that a magical terror bird had been near Tala’s caravan, once.

Overall, Terry couldn’t act too familiar with Tala. At least, not at first.

-Tali does have some meats that she carries around with her in Kit, though she doesn’t think of Kit that way.-

Right, just her dimensional storage. Tala patted Kit. “I appreciate you, Kit.”

Kit did not respond.

She reached in and pulled out a strip of cured meat.

Terry examined it dubiously for a moment, then snapped it up.

“There we go, then. I got him to come to me, and come with me, by giving him some of this meat.”

Terry looked to her hand, then back to her face, then back to her hand, then back to her face.

Tala found herself grinning and pulled out another piece of meat.

“Here you go.”

Tala hesitated.

“Wait… How are you still just an arcanous creature?” As she considered it, the other birds had definitely not been magical, though they also looked orange to her magesight.

-No authority or sway over the magic within them. It’s not actually their power.-

Tala thought about the question with regard to Tali’s memories and came across the same lessons that Alat was likely pulling from.

Right, so Terry actually has control over his power, but beasts have a different track for advancement than naturally sapient species, even though many become sapient through the process.

-Exactly.-

Terry is still below the level of magical creature because…?

-Yeah, Tali didn’t know how they advanced either.-

Didn’t Holly say something about magic density?

-She did, but she also might not be fully versed in arcanous creatures. If that was the case, however, couldn’t he just absorb the surrounding power, then?-

Might not want to advance? “Do you want to advance, Terry?”

The terror bird looked at her with a critical eye, then trilled happily.

“Could you advance, now?”

He regarded her a moment longer before shaking himself.

“So, you didn’t stay back for my sake.” There’s nothing in the books Grediv gave me on the subject. She sighed. Probably worth asking Thorn or Gallof.

-Or Be-thric?-

Tala grimaced. Probably, yeah.

“Not sure we can, but I’ll look into it.”

He hunkered down, seeming content.

“Though, that would delay our bonding. You okay with that?” She hesitated. Have I ever actually talked to him about the two of us bonding?

He stared her way, critically, then waggled his body in an uncertain gesture.

“Well, we’ll figure it out.”

All in all, Tala returned to the House of Blood’s Platoiri hold with a bounce in her step and a smile on her face.

The human-sized door swung open for her after she presented her copper key-ring to be scanned, and she stepped inside, only to find Be-thric, Gallof, and Thorn walking her way down the main thoroughfare of the hold.

The door swung closed behind her with a click.

“Eskau Tali! Perfect timing. We were just…” Gallof hesitated, seeing the terror bird on her shoulder. “Eskau Tali? Why do you have that vermin on your shoulder?”

Tala cocked her head. Vermin? She had seen quite a few terror birds around the city, that was true, but weren’t they a bit big to be vermin?

Be-thric shook his head. “Gallof, look closer. Is your magic-sight inactive?” He gestured. “Can you not see that there is something special about this creature?”

The three stopped a short way from Tala.

She nodded and spoke a bit hesitantly. “Yes. I… I found him as I was taking a moment to sit in a park. I saw his power and got him to come to me with some food.” She shrugged. “I think he likes me.”

On cue, Terry head-butted her cheek and squawked.

Tala smiled and pulled out another strip of meat.

Thorn snorted a soft laugh. “He likes your food, you mean.”

She shrugged. “That’s how any such relationship starts.”

Terry happily took the meat from her hands, and she scratched the back of his head.

The four of them moved away from the entrance, into a lovely little park with a bubbling fountain at its center.

Be-thric was considering even as he walked. “So, this was your choice for a gift? A pet?” He pondered for a moment before nodding and giving a small smile. “Taking care of something a bit lesser than yourself is good for the mind. If this is your choice, I do not object.”

Well, that certainly cements his thinking of me.

-Yup. Pet, not mistress.-

Tala nodded her thanks. “Thank you, Pillar.”

“Do you have any idea where his magics lie?”

Tala almost answered offhandedly, saying ‘dimensional magic,’ but she caught herself. That was a human term. She flicked her thoughts to Tali’s memories before replying, “Space magic of some kind.”

The Pillar nodded again. “That is in line with what I thought I was seeing. Well, I can’t say it’s what I would have selected for you, but the best gifts are those desired by the receiver, I suppose.”

Gallof bowed toward the Pillar. “They are indeed.”

Tala cleared her throat. “I was wondering…”

Be-thric paused. “Yes?”

“How do such creatures advance?”

The Pillar laughed. “We definitely don’t want him doing that before he’s well and truly emotionally attached to you.”

“As the Pillar says, of course, but for my curiosity? I can’t remember it being mentioned before.”

He regarded her for a long moment, then nodded. “Very well. Gallof, Thorn, do either of you know?” It was clear that Be-thric did. He was simply checking with the others.

They both shook their heads.

“Good, then consider this a lesson for you all. Beings that are naturally lesser do not advance as we do, nor as Tali here does. We”—he gestured to the three men—“advance by drawing in power and retaining it. Another way of putting this is that we increase our harmony with magic itself. This is, of course, an oversimplification.”

Gallof and Thorn nodded.

“Tali, you advance by way of increasing your level of harmony with your own soul, your gate. This is, again, a gross oversimplification.”

Tala shrugged, then nodded.

“Our little friend here, and most of the animals in this world, advance by increasing their harmony with something else.”

Tala frowned. “Something… else?”

“Yes. The god of a mountain range, for lack of a better term, will have come into balance with those mountains, thus, even if she is killed and harvested for parts, the mountain range, itself, will see to it that she comes back. There will be differences. In some cases, I believe a similar creature can come to fill the same role, but depending on the level and type of harmony, the creature in question may simply be recreated identically, allowing the same spirit to reside within the new body. This is effectively rebirth, though they retain most if not all of their power.”

Tala remembered Trent explaining something like that to her what seemed like a lifetime ago.

“So, this little guy would need to harmonize with… something?”

“Something external to himself. By the amount of power within him, I’m surprised it hasn’t happened, yet. He must be a wanderer to have avoided such ties.” Be-thric nodded sagely. “If you keep him around long enough, he might even bond with you as a means of advancement.”

Tala’s eyes widened. “Is that like I’ve bound my weapon?”

“Yes and no. He would be bound to you, magically and physically, at least in a sense. The bonds you have with your weapon and garments are at a soul level, though they also include a magical element.”

“Huh, so he could bond me, and I could bond him?”

“If he stays around, and you two get along? Yes. It might even render him effectively immortal, so long as you survive.”

That was fascinating and had so many implications.

Thorn and Gallof asked some follow-up questions, but Tala didn’t pay much attention. Instead, she fed Terry another bit of meat. “Hear that, little buddy? We could be together a long time if we both want that.”

He took the meat and gave another happy trill.

Be-thric cleared his throat. “Now, we just finished our lunch, and we have several things to show you. Do you need to eat?”

You could have told me to eat before I returned. But Tali would never say that. “No, I’m more than fine, Pillar.”

Be-thric gave a happy little smile, clearly pleased with the title.

Oh, gag me now. Can’t I just stick a—

-Stop!-

Be-thric paused for a moment, frowning and glancing around. “I thought… I thought I felt something hostile for a moment.” He glanced in the direction of the closed gates. “I don’t believe there was any chance an invisible assassin slipped in after you, but that was distinctly… violent.”

-He can sense action-oriented ill intent in those around him, Tala. You know this. You cannot actively consider harming him, in his presence.-

Right…

It was like Rane’s kinetic defenses but on a mental level. The arcane could somehow detect incoming violence, based on the mindset of those around him. It was no wonder that he’d survived to rise in power despite not being all that popular.

Finally, Be-thric waved it off. “No matter. With Eskau Pallaun in residence and my own Eskau by my side, there is no cause for concern, regardless.”

Is… Is he serious?

-I think so? It matches with Tali’s memories, but experiencing this live?- Alat conveyed the feeling of shaking her head. -His ability to flip from paranoia to utter confidence is startling.-

Might be a result of his ability? He can actually tell if those around him are going to harm him. That probably lends a verifiable feeling of invincibility.

-Fair point. It is kind of like how you went a bit off the deep end when you realized that you were ‘knife proof.’-

Yeah… that was rusting crazy. Some of that was because of—she found herself nodding—his direct influence. I see the parallels.

-We’re wiser now.-

The four of them started off again, walking through the hold while Terry still rode on Tala’s shoulder.

Thorn fell into step behind and to Tala’s left.

Gallof and Be-thric began discussing some minor details of a trivial matter.

The dwarf cleared his throat. “Eskau Tali, have you decided on a name? For your bird, I mean.”

“I like Terry.”

“Terry… the terror bird.”

Be-thric glanced back her way. “Oh? Why did you settle on such a name?” His tone didn’t indicate approval or disapproval, simply his curiosity.

Tala had prepared for this in advance. Tali had an implanted memory, and she leaned on that. “I had a cat, growing up. Well, it was a mouser in my village, but I always called him Claud. Calling this terror bird Terry reminds me of Claud.”

Thorn seemed a bit taken aback. “You named a cat… Claud?”

“Yup. I was… six? Yeah, right around six at the time.”

“Pillars save us from the naming sense of children.”

Tala scratched Terry’s head again. “I think Terry’s a fine name, and he seems to like it.”

Be-thric turned back to his conversation with Gallof without comment.

Thorn just sighed. “I suppose it’s no stranger than any other pet’s name.”

Tala felt a bit mischievous, so she added. “I considered naming him Thorn, but thought it would have just gotten confusing.”

The dwarf gave her a considering glance. “Then we’d have to change my name to something else. I suppose I could go by Thron.”

Tala hesitated. Isn’t that what Pallaun called him?

-Yeah.-

Is he really that afraid of the Eskau, that he wants to change his own name?

Gallof glanced back using a pause in his conversation with Be-thric to interject. “Don’t be silly, Thorn, you have an excellent name. We’re not changing it.”

Thorn glowered at the back of the hue-folk’s head after Gallof had turned back around.

Tala frowned. Is there something I’m missing here?

-Probably. We can ask him later if it ends up mattering.-

She and Thorn only exchanged a few more idle words before they reached their destination: the armory.

Be-thric opened the door for them, and the four people, and one bird, entered quickly, closing the armored and magicked door behind them.

The large space was somewhat fuller than Tala last remembered seeing it through Tali’s eyes.

For one thing, there were now two stands for armor, in which each piece was its own vestige, beside the myriad weapons and full sets of unified armor.

Sanguis and Be-thric each had their sets stored here. Though, Tala suspected that they could summon it from anywhere.

-So, not on the ‘to-steal’ list.-

Probably not, no.

To one side, a clearly magical door stood, obviously the object of the three men’s attention.

Be-thric gestured toward it. “Normally, we would commission a sanctum for my new Eskau. After all, the small room you’ve been living in, up until now, simply will not do any longer. Even so, with this new trophy generously donated to us by Eskau Pallaun, that would be an unnecessary delay. Come.”

He pushed open the door, and they all walked through.

There were some similarities, of course, between this smaller hold and that belonging to the House of Blood. Both had fake skies, with fake suns overhead. Both seemed to have weather, as the clouds in the distance indicated. And both were massive, when compared to Kit or most other dimensional pockets that Tala had interacted with.

Though, I bet Master Jevin’s is bigger.

Even so, Tala was instantly struck by the obvious differences.

The House of Blood hold was full of beautiful, sweeping architecture, each feature seeming to flow, one into another.

There were gardens and pools, places for meditation and for training.

This hold?

It was covered with bloodstains and the remains of the former occupants.

“Obviously, it will need to be thoroughly cleaned.” Be-thric’s enthusiasm was undiminished.

The smell of decay had already begun to fill the air.

“With the contest and the feast, which meant that so many more esteemed members of our House were within the hold, our servants have not had a chance to properly process this acquisition, yet. It will become a higher priority if necessary, but I suspect it won’t.”

Tala cocked her head. “Oh?”

He smiled knowingly. “You’ll see.”

They walked a short way, weaving their way to an armored door which had been ripped from its hinges.

This hold’s treasury or armory?

The room was mostly empty, save for what occupied the center.

At the center of the raided strong-room stood a heavily inscribed plinth. Atop that sat a sphere containing a fount.

“Greetings, intruders. I have no defenses with which to obliterate you. Please remove me from my place of rest so that this hold can collapse and end us all.”

Tala blinked. The voice coming from the pulsing orb was oddly monotone.

Thorn cleared his throat. “Ignore the rudimentary intelligence they faked atop the fount.”

“That’s kind of difficult, given—”

“Oh, yes. Ignore me, and give me time to reestablish my defenses.”

“—that. Given that.”

Thorn snorted a laugh. “It’s all but disconnected. There is enough power, ambiently, in this hold to maintain it for a day even without a fount.”

Gallof nodded. “Take a look at its power.”

Tala frowned, leaning closer.

“Yes, come closer. Touch me, and I will free your soul from this world.”

“No way to stop that?”

“No… the inscriptions are carved throughout the sphere.”

“Great…” Tala ignored the continued, inane ramblings of the arcane-created pseudo-intelligence.

Do you see anything?

-What rank is it?-

Well, not even Bound, in quality of power, but that’s required for a fount. It’s been expanded to the point that its flowrate is close to… Fused? Her eyes widened, and Be-thric, who’d been watching her closely, laughed happily.

“Yes! You see it.”

“Its flowrate is minuscule. How is it powering this place?”

“That’s simple. Gallof?”

Gallof bowed to Be-thric before picking up the explanation, “This minor House did not have any magically augmented facilities within their hold. They bent every drop of power toward maintaining the size, and they seemed to have spent much of their coin on increasing the efficiency of the systems. It was cheaper than expanding the fount, after all. The whole thing was a play at appearing wealthier than they really were.”

“Huh. What does this mean?”

“It means that we can replace the power source with relative ease.”

Tala frowned but nodded. Purification scripts. Arcanes run basically all power from founts through purification scripts, so there are no issues with using the magic. This is an unbound storage device.

Be-thric stepped in. “So, you see?”

“I’m not sure that I do. You want me to power it?”

“Well, yes and no. We want you to replace the power source with something already magically bound to you. We will then remove the purification scripts, and…” He gestured to her.

Tala immediately looked down to Kit. “That will work? My dimensional storage will meld with this one?”

That’s too easy.

“Of course. A lot of research has gone into the perfecting of hold controls. We could feed this hold to the greater one, outside, and it would meld seamlessly, though I think that would be a waste. Don’t you?”

Tala nodded hesitantly.

-Arcanes use dimensional storage items and pocket dimensions to an incredible degree. It makes sense that they’d find ways to make melding easier.-

“So, what do I do? Will I even be able to power this place?”

Thorn grunted. “I was skeptical, too, Eskau Tali. But the quality of the power you exude, combined with the efficiency built into this place? It should barely take more power than you use for your pouch.”

Tala cocked an eyebrow. “How would you know that?”

“Pillar Be-thric granted us access to the documents on your items so that we could better serve. Your pouch is impressive, an amazing trophy from the Pillar’s conquered enemy and a truly magnanimous gift to his Eskau. Even so, it is almost as inefficient as a chaos-sparked artifact, newly arrived from the ether.”

What now?

-What now?- Alat seemed to be flicking through Tali’s memories. -He is referring to what happens around human waning cities, or other locations of incredibly high magical density, where the barrier between worlds is thin.-

Huh.

“Alright, then. Let’s do this.” She was nervous, but she knew she couldn’t refuse, and any further delay would start to look suspicious.

“Yes, please, invaders. Crush us all together.”

Thorn sighed. “No one will be crushed.”

Gallof lifted the sphere from the plinth, and the scripts powered down.

Mad laughter came from the orb. “Time is on my side! Before long, we will meet our end… together!”

Tala ignored him, pulling Kit from her belt and setting the pouch on the plinth.

The scripts reignited.

Gallof held the sphere to one side, also ignoring the continued laughter. “Give the item power, and we will remove the purification scripts.”

Tala placed her hand on the pouch and dumped in power. Please, Kit, be alright.

Be-thric, Thorn, and Gallof each sent small flicks of power into the plinth below Kit, and Tala felt an entire subsection of the inscriptions deactivate under the influence of the hue-folk magic, then it outright vanished when Thorn’s power swept through it.

“Done.” Thorn smiled. “Now, we just have to—”

Kit vanished.

Tala gasped.

A wave of power exploded outward.

Everything went black.

Tala’s magesight was overwhelmed.

The orb cackled.

A moment later, Tala could see again.

Instead of an empty armory, they now stood on a raised platform, overlooking the surrounding, rolling hills.

Instead of a plinth, Tala saw a simple stone chair, perfectly sized for her.

Be-thric nodded in satisfaction.

Gallof clasped his hands, smiling.

Thorn laughed triumphantly.

The sphere’s laughter cut off. “Oh… I continue.”

Tala tried not to pay attention to the note of sadness in the utterance.

Instead, she focused on the seat before her.

-That’s a throne.-

It certainly is. Tala sat down, carefully.

It was like when she’d first tried aspect-mirroring her perspective, if not quite to the same extent.

She couldn’t see every inch of the hold, but she could feel it—to some extent.

It felt hungry.

An indentation appeared on one of the armrests, perfectly sized for Tala’s hand.

Glad you’re still in there, Kit.

She placed her hand on it, dumping power into Kit.

Oh, I think I’m going to like this.


Chapter: 15
Sanctum

Tala dumped all the power that she could into her chair via as many large void-channels as she could sustain. She felt that power expand through the pocket dimension like a wave.

Like a very slow wave… of some incredibly viscous fluid.

She grimaced. “They cut more corners than I think we realized.”

Gallof cocked an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“The hold ends a bare two inches below the ground. The rolling hills are faked with a non-uniform dimensional space. It’s no wonder there are no trees in here.”

Tala would have sworn that she could feel Kit’s influence expanding as a vehicle for her own power, worming its way through the hold, establishing itself and claiming mastery.

“It only extended about ten feet up, too. Just enough to not be noticeable on casual inspection.” Well, the taller sub-species might have noticed. “The artificial sun isn’t even really there. It’s a clever, but weak, illusion. No wonder the grass looks stunted.”

Thorn grunted before shaking his head. “Well, this will still be better than commissioning a new hold.”

Be-thric nodded, his enthusiasm slightly dimmed. “Indeed. The last one we commissioned took more than a year for delivery. Spatial craftsmen are always in demand.”

Tala flicked through Tali’s memories, testing if Tali would say what she really, really wanted to. She would?

Alat barked a laugh within Tala’s head. -Do it! Ask.-

“I would be fascinated to know how all of this works.”

Be-thric nodded absently, seemingly lost in contemplations of other thoughts. “It is a fascinating area of study. Gallof, please be sure to procure a set of books on the theory for my Eskau.” After a moment’s pause, he waved a hand. “And any other subject she’s interested in. I won’t have my Eskau seen as uneducated, and nothing fuels education like interest. Thorn, I want you to see if there are any other holes in her knowledge, other than those that interest her, and we can fill those, too.”

Tala blinked in shock. Is that… it?

-Seems so.-

Gallof was beaming. “We’ll want a library in here for sure.”

We’ll want to get all these books back to the Archive, for sure.

-They won’t all be new to the Archivists.- Alat hedged against Tala’s glee.

But some will.

-Undoubtedly.- The alternate interface let some of her own excitement bleed through.

How has no one done this before? She playfully faked a moment’s thought. Right, because all it takes is being kidnapped by people who want to rip out my soul. She suppressed a shudder.

-I’m actually glad there isn’t trade between the human cities and these arcanes. The most likely thing humanity could offer would be undesirables for use as founts…-

That’s… dark. She grimaced slightly before she schooled her face. Yeah. There would definitely be people willing to make that trade for some of the things we’ve seen. Better to keep civil contact a distant thing.

Thorn turned toward Tala, examining her hand with evident awe, shaking his head almost unconsciously. “So much power. How long can you keep that up?”

Tala frowned, considering. “The limiting factor is the strength of my will.” She knew what she needed to say next. It was exactly what Tali would say, so she gilded herself and continued, “So I can continue for as long as my Pillar desires.”

The words felt gross on her tongue, but she didn’t show her true feelings. It is I, who am using you now, you self-centered— She cut herself off before she could drift toward violent thoughts or intent.

Be-thric grinned broadly, completely oblivious to her inner thoughts. “As I’d expect from my Eskau. Powerful, wise, and loyal. Don’t harm yourself, however. I suspect it will take at least a day or two for you to fully subsume this hold, using your item and the scripts in-built.”

Tala felt a wave of revulsion as her power, along with Kit’s influence, reached the first remnants of violence.

The storage unit simply… processed the organic material.

What?

-Well, that answers the question of, ‘What’s been happening to all the food scraps?’-

Is that normal? For a dimensional storage item to eat things? Did it just move them into the soil somehow?

-Be-thric seemed to suspect something like this. Ask?-

Tala cleared her throat, drawing the three men’s attention. They had each been examining the magics acting around them, seemingly testing various aspects of the hold as it was devoured.

As they all looked her way, Tala asked her question. “It seems that my dimensional storage just… ate? I think it ate one of the bodies. Do you know why?”

She could feel the influence nearing others. It was going to ‘clean’ the whole hold.

Be-thric grinned triumphantly toward Gallof, and the latter sighed. “You were quite correct, my Pillar.”

“But of course. Please, do explain it to her.”

Gallof bowed. “As you wish.” He turned and bowed to Tala. “Eskau Tali, the dimensional storage you previously held was not, in fact, a basic dimensional storage device. It wasn’t even simply an advanced one, taken from a fallen foe of great power. Somehow, it was, and I suppose still is, a tamed devouring dimension.”

“What now?”

-What now?-

The orb spoke up for the first time in the last few minutes. “It surrounds us even now. What a glorious day, we shall be consumed, together, friend and foe, forever locked in the belly of the beast.”

They all ignored the oddly excited, doomsaying sphere. Well, they all ignored it, save Terry. He flickered over to where Thorn had set the thing on the ground.

“What creature is this? Shoo. Go away.”

Terry nudged it with a talon, and the orb rolled away across the smooth floor.

“Waaaah. What’s happening?”

Terry crouched down, wiggling before springing after the small sphere, which was just larger than Tala’s clenched fist.

He’s acting very well. If he were really hunting, he’d be flickering after it.

-He plays a young terror bird quite well.-

Tala was reminded of the time, right after they’d begun traveling together, when Terry had taken on this guise as well. He’s better at it now.

-So it would seem. He must have had a lot of practice while waiting for us to… return.-

Tala felt a wave of sadness wash over her, but she shoved it aside. I’m back now… We’re back now, and Terry’s back with us, too.

Gallof cleared his throat and continued despite the ongoing wailing from the orb and Terry’s happy trilling pursuit. “You see, most dimensional storage items are simply that: pocket dimensions or expanded spaces of various sizes. Devouring dimensions appear the same to all inspections unless they are incredibly rudimentary or foolish.”

“Foolish? You mean… they’re intelligent?”

“In a sense. Not sapient, at least not by any research I’ve read. That means they are either not intelligent in the way we standardly think of intelligence, or they are clever enough to beat the tests and investigations. But as I was saying, they appear the same, but they aren’t. First, they seem to be able to sense the intent of their users, innately. They utilize this ability to convince their user to place more within them, more for them to devour.”

Color drained from Tala’s face. “So, we’re all about to die?”

Gallof blanched, giving her an almost offended look. “What? No! Of course not. If it was that dangerous, we wouldn’t have tested it while inside, ourselves.”

“Then… what are you saying?”

“Pillar Be-thric guessed that the foe he won that item off of had tamed the creature, somehow.” Gallof shrugged. “The methods for such a process seem to be closely guarded secrets of the most experienced hold-builders, the few that have supposedly managed it. After our Pillar’s victory, the creature must have liked you well enough to transfer its affections to you.”

“I… I have been giving it power, just as Pillar Be-thric instructed.” She frowned. “Wait… How is it magic-bound to me if it had a previous owner?”

As soon as Tala asked, she realized her mistake. It can’t. This is a direct contradiction of Be-thric’s narrative.

Be-thric turned her way and shrugged, his face unusually calm. “These creatures can sometimes bend the normal rules. It is one reason I suspected it was more than it appeared, actually. But, I wouldn’t expect it to work again. This hold, this sanctum, is yours now, and no one can ever take it away from you… from us.”

He smiled then. To Tala’s eyes, it seemed forced because she knew the truth. Tali wouldn’t have noticed, however, so Tala smiled in return. “Truly, you have been generous with me.”

“As a Master should be to those who serve him.” The Pillar shook his head, turning back to the matter at hand. “But as we were discussing, this is an excellent development. Often times, the processing of unwanted materials is a core issue within holds. You will not have that problem. More than that, I believe we detected morphic magics in your dimensional storage. It should be able to reshape this sad excuse for a hold into a true sanctum, worthy of my Eskau.”

Even as they were speaking, Tala felt the hold reshaping. Every part that her magic and Kit’s influence spread to was compressing and reshaping into a sphere, centered on Tala and her oddly comfortable throne.

“You are once again correct”—she lowered her head to hide her difficulty in getting on the next words—“my Pillar.”

He smiled. “Oh?”

She described what was happening, and Gallof nodded. “That makes sense. It will make the claiming process easier if your influence can push out in all directions at the same time.”

The orb went rolling across around the base of the raised platform on which they stood. “Please just break me or get this thing away!”

Terry squawked happily and bumped the sphere to greater speeds, slapping it with his beak to change its direction around the circumference.

All four of the people found themselves watching the odd display.

Finally, Thorn cleared his throat. “What are we going to do with that fount? Its inscriptions are… lacking, as well as frustratingly permanent.”

“Breaaaaak meeeee!” The voice came back with an oddly rolling cadence, likely due to the orb’s motion.

Be-thric sighed. “I’d hoped we could extract the fount, but it might cost more to do that properly than to just get a new one.” He shook his head, then seemed to consider. After a moment, he waved dismissively. “Tali, your pet seems to like it. You may keep it until such time as it is needed.”

Tala pulled back slightly. “But… isn’t there a danger of Terry breaking it?” He just casually set aside a human soul as a plaything for his Eskau’s pet…

-Did you expect anything else?-

It’s just a new level of… ick.

Be-thric gave a derisive chuckle. “Oh, bleed and bury me, no. Thorn would have a difficult time affecting that orb even a small amount, and he specializes in eroding and destruction. The vessel of a properly tamed fount is incredibly resilient. That is one reason they make such good armor. Larger items lack some of the resiliency across the whole item. Rather, it is usually concentrated around the physical location of the fount within the armor. For a sphere? That’s all of it. It is a shame that this oddly broken personality was forever ingrained into that vessel.”

“You’re… oddly broken… personality.” The sphere shouted their way, some of its words being lost against the ground.

Apparently, Terry had found where its voice was coming from and was entertained by the intermittent speech.

Be-thric just shook his head. “If it annoys you, we can lock it in a soundproof box until it is needed.”

Tala shook her head, thinking about being the soul, trapped in such a place. “That isn’t necessary. I will do as you ask and keep it.”

He smiled her way. “I am glad to hear that.”

She turned her mind away from the thought of a soul in torment, which she couldn’t help, and toward the task at hand. So, I’m going to be here for a couple of days.

Be-thric seemed to be thinking in the same lines that she was. “Now, everything seems to be going well. Gallof and I will begin the preparations for the next steps. Thorn will stay here, to attend to any needs you may have.”

Gallof bowed her way. “I will return with the first of those books, Eskau Tali. At that time, we can discuss what other sorts of information you would be interested in.”

Thorn sat down and pulled out something that seemed to be an odd jumble of wire. “I’ve several ideas on how we can pass the time. We’ll begin working on this, if that meets with the Pillar’s approval.”

Be-thric’s eyebrows rose, and a smile bloomed across his face. “Excellent!” He drew out the word.

In that single word, Tala heard, once again, the horror of the man’s voice. How it echoed blood and death and an end to all that she held dear. How have I gotten used to that voice?

She barely suppressed a shudder. Gallof did seem to shiver, though he wasn’t in Be-thric’s line of sight. He glanced her way as if to see if she had noticed. She had, obviously, but through her peripheral vision. She gave no indication to the gray-man.

The Pillar continued, “That is a wonderful tool for training the fine control of, and efficiency with, magic.” He looked toward Tala. “Especially while you are already dumping so much power into this sanctum, it should prove a worthy challenge for you.”

Tala nodded her head in acknowledgment even as Thorn bowed.

“My Eskau, I will return tomorrow so that we may discuss the acquisition of my armor.”

As Be-thric and Gallof turned to go, Tala felt something. It was as if she had another limb, though that wasn’t right. It was as if she knew Kit was capable of performing a specific action that she’d not used before. “Wait. I think I can…”

She presented her desire to Kit and felt a flex of power just off to the side of the elevated platform.

With a slight distortion in the air, a door appeared. No, not ‘a door.’ It was the door that they’d come through to enter the hold.

Be-thric and Gallof glanced back her way, and she shrugged self-consciously. “It seemed like that would be possible?”

Gallof laughed. “Well, that will make doing this so much easier. We’ll need to bring in a lot of dirt, stone, and other building materials. Being able to just dump it through the door will be a boon to be sure.”

The two left, seeming happier for the bit of last-minute, good news.

The door vanished as soon as it was closed.

“This”—Thorn turned her way, holding up the tangle of wires—“is a magic nest.”

Tala gave him a flat look.

He grinned. “It is usually a child’s toy, but I quite enjoy it. Watch.”

Tala saw him flex his power, a tendril of magic flowing into the tip of one wire, causing it to slowly begin to move.

She saw that as he wiggled his power back and forth, the wire moved as well. It was only then that Tala saw that it was a single wire.

Thorn’s demonstration wasn’t over, so she didn’t let her focus waver. When the wire with his power in it touched a non-claimed part, small, previously invisible inscriptions lit up on the magic nest, and his power was ejected.

“So… what’s the point?”

He grinned. “Untangle the wire.”

He handed her the misshapen ball of wire—a tangled mess of a thing.

She took it on reflex, not really understanding.

“What.” There was no question in the word.

Thorn laughed. “When you can untangle this, we can move on from the child’s version.”

She scrunched her face, then sighed. “This will help with my efficiency?”

“No, with your control. We’ll address efficiency later. But that takes control, so”—he hesitated—“in a roundabout way… yes?”

She huffed but smiled. “Fine.”

The next four hours, until Gallof returned, were some of the most frustrating in Tala’s life.

Thorn’s demonstration hadn’t shown that messing up caused an unpleasant sensation to echo throughout her entire body like an extremely mild electrical shock. She’d let out an undignified yelp the first time it had happened, but Thorn had pretended not to notice anything.

Instead, he was studiously absorbed in his book.

That rusting jerk.

-He’s testing you, seeing what kind of person you are.-

Are you sure? I think he just wanted a laugh at my expense.

-Everyone has their own way of testing the waters.-

Tala took a deep breath and decided to ignore the dwarf.

There had been many, many more jolts.

Interestingly enough, when Gallof entered, he entered at the edge of the hold, not where the door had been to let him exit.

That meant that Tala felt him enter the hold nearly five minutes before he walked into sight.

She didn’t let herself stop trying to untangle the infernal thing.

She’d gotten used to the jolts, though she still didn’t like them. The worst part was, when she messed up, the entire thing would twist back in on itself, changing its configuration randomly.

The most that she had extracted before a failure was a measly, single foot.

She didn’t have the heart to ask Thorn how long the wire was, in total, but she suspected it was close to thirty feet, if not longer.

I’ll conquer you eventually, you stupid thing.

Gallof carried with him a bag of books and a smile. “Not only was I able to find an exhaustive set of primers on hold construction—nothing too advanced, mind you—but I was able to find a likely source for other materials, depending on your subjects of interest.”

“Thank you, Gallof. Books would be a welcome reprieve.”

The gray-man looked at the tangle in her hands and smiled. “Ahh, I remember playing with one of those. So many ways to learn and grow all in one little tangle.”

He gave a contented sigh.

Tala grimaced.

“Books, please.”

He pulled out one and handed it to her. “Here’s the first.”

She nodded her thanks, dropped the magic nest, and buried herself in the book. Now, let’s see what secrets there are for the taking.

That lasted all of three minutes.

Terry, of course, came over and bit one end of the wire which made up the magic nest. There was an odd ripple of power that drew Tala’s attention, and she watched as the entire thing simply… unwound.

Thorn had also felt the power, turning to see what was happening, and he simply gaped.

Gallof, who Tala noticed was still there, waiting, had comically wide eyes.

In less than a minute, the entire thing untangled, flawlessly. Then, Terry tilted his head in seeming curiosity, dragged the wire over near the blessedly, momentarily silent sphere, and let go.

His magic left the wire, and it immediately snapped back into a tangle… around the orb.

The sphere made its displeasure known, instantly screeching out a wail of surprise and distress.

Thorn walked over and pulled the orb free of the magical nest, grimacing against the continued pulsing cry.

That cut off instantly as the ball-like thing was pulled free. “Well… I suppose I should thank you for—”

Thorn turned and threw the thing as hard as he could.

The orb let out a squeal, which faded into the distance as the sphere traveled a surprisingly long way, bouncing and rolling into a dip in the monotonous, slightly rolling landscape.

Terry immediately took off after it, letting out a relatively mild, exuberant trill.

As that single playful cry faded, Thorn sighed. “Blessed silence.”

Tala turned to Gallof, who still seemed in shock. “Why are you still here?”

“I need to confirm—” He massaged his temples. “No. I’m sorry. Are we just going to ignore the fact that that creature just… solved a magic nest?”

The poor man seemed beyond himself at the very idea.

Thorn grunted. “Seemed like a clever bird.”

Tala pointed to Thorn while looking at Gallof. “Yeah. With his level of magic, Terry’s probably older than he appears.”

Gallof’s eye twitched. He looked back and forth between Tala and Thorn before finally letting his head fall back into his hands. “Fine. We won’t look further. We’ll just ignore the clearly hyper-intelligent murder bird who has infiltrated our hold.”

Tala smiled. “You forgot something important.”

Gallof looked her way, incredulity clear on his face. “And what might that be, Eskau Tali?”

Her smile morphed into a near-malicious grin as she let some of Tali show in her expression. “He’s my hyper-intelligent murder bird.”

Gallof’s eyes widened again, but then he seemed to regain mastery over himself.

He closed his eyes, nodded, brushed his clothing unnecessarily, and bowed. “As you say, Eskau Tali.”

He opened his eyes and gave a politic smile.

“Now, I need to confirm what foods you find the most appealing so that we find compatible strains and subspecies. We will begin the installation of the ambient vegetation, rock formations, gardens, orchards, and animal facilities as soon as you have full command of this hold. Until then, the exact magics for integration into such will need to be researched. We can begin work on that beforehand—specifically, now. It will be a full growth cycle before most can be of use to you, but some things complete that cycle quickly, and some natural magics which match your own are already available.”

And so, Tala and Gallof discussed the base ingredients they were going to begin to provide for her sustenance and magical advancement.

She really enjoyed pork, so pigs would be a core part of this project. As she remembered Terry’s own desires, she suppressed a shudder. Then, she asked for another, non-magical herd of swine to be included in the layout of the sanctum.

These could be free-range as they wouldn’t really need to be caught or harvested for Tala. They would simply need to be kept from getting into anything important.

There, Terry should like having his own prey to hunt in here.

-It seems unnecessary, but it’s a nice gesture.-

Thank you. I thought so.

She and Gallof discussed the types of trees and other vegetation that Tala liked so that those could be transplanted.

Remembering the juice that she and Tali had been served with their breakfasts, Tala asked if ending trees were a possibility. She wouldn’t have mentioned it if the juice hadn’t been served to her since her capture.

Gallof’s reaction made it plain that he had expected the request. He seemed resigned as he promised that he would see what could be done.

All in all, it didn’t take too long before Tala was able to return to her book.

She waved absently, calling up a door for Gallof to exit through.

When he was halfway out, Tala called to him, “Gallof?”

The tall, gray man hesitated, glancing back her way. “Yes, Eskau Tali?”

“Knock next time. If you do, I may be able to call the door back here so you are closer to me when you enter.”

He bowed. “Of course.”

“And, Gallof?”

“Yes, Eskau Tali?”

“I think Thorn and I could use some dinner.”

Thorn looked up in surprise.

Gallof looked his way, and the dwarf shrugged. “That sounds excellent to me, sir.”

Gallof gave a reserved smile and bowed once more. “As my Pillar’s Eskau wishes, I will obey.”


Chapter: 16
First Raid

Tala walked through the streets of Platoiri alone.

Well, Terry was on her shoulder, but the rest of her strike group were already moving into position.

Kit was back in the House of Blood’s hold, being outfitted by a host of servants and craftsmen. It had been nearly a week since Tala had placed Kit within the captured hold, and her dimensional storage had long since finished melding with it.

She was still marginally uncomfortable with the realization that Kit was actually a creature of some kind, but really, it didn’t matter that much, except that Tala, herself, would need to be much more powerful before she would risk a soul-bond with her storage.

But that was all a distraction. She was on a mission.

This is ridiculous. This would never work in a human city. The city defenses and defenders would never allow it.

-This isn’t a human city, and these aren’t humans.-

I know, I know. In truth, she was a bit torn with the whole thing. Succeeding would bring her one step closer to the possibility of returning home without having to fight her way free. But succeeding would also allow her kidnapper to become more powerful. Still, the decision was made.

-I still think you should pass this off to Tali.-

When we get there. I don’t want to be her more than I need to be. Tali was still the better fighter, Tala knew that, but she didn’t like how it felt… being Tali. She didn’t particularly like killing sapient beings either, but she was willing to do both things if it was required for her to achieve her goals.

-As you wish.- Alat had argued the point enough by then that she likely knew it was futile to try again.

Tala walked through a loosely populated square. Several restaurants and other eateries were doing a brisk business in the early autumn chill, and many of their customers were sitting outside, scattered through this space, at cast-iron tables and chairs.

She ignored the people—for the most part. The tail they’d put on her target had indicated that he would still be in the shop. That was the best place to strike.

Quick in and out, take the weapon, leave the candidate Eskau behind. It was merciful and effective in more ways than one.

It should minimize collateral damage, too.

Her eyes swept across the signs until she found the one that she was looking for. She’d known the name but not the iconography used along with it.

What she saw startled her. It was largely an eerily lifelike depiction of some sort of unknowable horror.

A highly detailed croissant was central on the sign. Behind it, and surrounding the pastry, was a tangle of limbs and two staring eyes. Somehow the static image was conveyed with haunting clarity that left the impression that the eyes followed Tala as she walked, and the limbs moved if she glanced away for even an instant.

What the rust. Who would design something like that? Who would eat there?

The ‘Many-Fold Bakery’ was one of the best pastry establishments in the city, for those who were willing to shop there. Though, at that moment, Tala’s target should be the lone customer within.

Tali had never visited. Of course she didn’t. She never visited any bakeries.

-What lost opportunities.- Alat conveyed the feeling of a sad shaking of her head.

Apparently, one of the candidates for Eskau of the House of the Rising Sun frequented this establishment, and as word hadn’t spread through the opposing Houses about the House of Blood’s new Pillar, it was agreed that they should take this target of opportunity first.

Because after our first raid, people like this will be more careful or come with guards.

Nearly a dozen armsmen of the House of Blood, lightly armed and not in House colors, were scattered around the small square, ready to prevent interference with Tala’s task. There were members of the House of the Rising Sun around as well, but they seemed to be there in unofficial capacity. This was somewhat close to their hold, after all.

Be-thric had remained in the House of Blood’s hold. His presence wasn’t necessary for this task, and he would have drawn unneeded attention.

Tala took a deep breath as she crossed the courtyard and pushed open the door. Terry hopped off of her shoulder—as they’d agreed. He would wait just outside the bakery, off to one side.

As the door opened at her pull, she was hit by a wave of warm, comforting air.

The scents wafting through the gust were enchanting, and Tala found herself taking another long inhale. Though, this time it was purely for the enjoyment of the smells.

Tala hadn’t even realized that she’d closed her eyes to enjoy the experience more fully until she heard someone address her.

“It’s pretty fantastic, isn’t it?”

Her eyes snapped open, and she saw the Eskau candidate standing before the display cabinet, looking her way. Her target was, indeed, here.

He was about Tala’s own height and a cat-folk male. His fur was short and a sleek, well-cared-for gray. His fingers were long, resembling human fingers more than a cat’s paws. His eyes were a dull green around feline slits.

Tala was not wearing her uniform as an Eskau of the House of Blood, so he didn’t immediately recognize her as a threat. She was glowing with magical patterns, but that wasn’t that unusual, though the extent of her magic was likely notable.

That might be why he addressed me. Funnily enough, closing her eyes upon entry had likely helped lower his guard. After all, what sort of fool would close their eyes when faced with an enemy?

-Huh, Tali might have messed this up after all. At least the start. You should still let her fight.-

Tala ignored Alat. Instead, she smiled and responded to the cat, “It is indeed.”

Her eyes scanned the inside of the shop. There was very little room within the shop for customers. A large, glass display case ran the width of the place, presenting the various wares offered by this bakery.

Finally, Tala flicked her gaze behind that case and froze.

A man stood there, slightly hunched, with dark hair hanging forward, mostly obscuring his face.

His skin was a sickly white with a texture that her enhanced vision showed to be incredibly minute scales.

He was tall, taller than Tala by a good two feet, though with his forward hunch, his head would barely be above hers, and he was whip thin.

His eyes were locked on her, unblinking.

If Tala was being honest, she felt like a mouse looking upon a snake that it had let get too close. She felt like prey more completely than she could ever remember.

The candidate gave a half-smile, drawing her attention partially away from the attendant. “Don’t mind him. Yamanther is an amazing baker, but he is not very good with people.”

Tala swallowed, forcing her gaze off the oddly still baker. She saw the ripples of magic flexing behind Yamanther and what looked like limbs extending from his back, seemingly working to staff the entire kitchen by himself.

How—?

-Shapeshifting? Seems to actually be his limbs, and they are coming into being and being pulled back into his body with seemingly little effort.-

No human could do that. The inscriptions would be distorting everywhere.

-No one without this magic, innately, could do this.-

She shook her head and refocused on her target. He’d spoken again while she was distracted. “I’m sorry, what?”

“What were you thinking of getting?”

Her eyes dropped to his arm, which hung near the display case. There, strapped around his forearm, was his protian weapon. As a weapon of the House of the Rising Sun, it wouldn’t be morphic, but it would be able to generate items of light and fire for use by the candidate.

Take that arm, above the elbow, and take it fast.

-Tali?-

…Fine. “I think I know what I want.” She smiled even as Alat ticked control over to Tali.

***

Tali launched herself forward, pulling her weapon into her hand with an act of will and a tug on the soul-bond, even as her bloodstars, sphere, rod, and discs snapped up from their holders into their standard places around her.

The cat’s eyes widened, but he didn’t have time to react.

She had him dead to rights. The mission was an unmitigated success with this first action.

Then, somehow, Tali’s arm stopped, her blade just barely pressing against the sleeve of the target’s arm.

A swirl of air washed over her from behind, more than should have been stirred up by her movement.

A pale, scaled hand was locked around her wrist, and her bloodstar perception showed a lanky shape looming over her from behind.

“Nnnnot. Innnn. Mmmmy. Shhhhop.” The baker’s voice was barely above a whisper but still seemed to have no trouble filling the space.

With a blur of movement, Tali found herself and her target tossed from the bakery.

“Come back when you are done and cleaned up.” His whisper filled the courtyard, and while the words were still drawn out to some extent, it was not nearly as much as his first utterance had been.

As Tali slammed into and then slid across the ground, having been perfectly aimed to land between tables, the square erupted into chaos.

Bystanders fled.

Members of the House of the Rising Sun stood in shock, most beginning to move toward the candidate from their House.

Members of the House of Blood struck at them from behind, or from the side, taking them by surprise and felling many in the first instants.

Cut and drain me, Tali cursed internally.

+Wow… That did not go as we planned.+

-Did you get a read on the baker’s rank?-

+…No. How did I miss that?+

-I don’t know. I didn’t notice either, and I can’t pin down his rank based on our memories.-

+We can find out after the fight.+

Tali vaulted to her feet even as most people were just beginning to react. I should have been building the gravity in a stone.

-Yeah, that would have been wise.-

+I didn’t think it would be necessary.+

Tali’s eyes flicked down, and she saw a pebble off to one side. She immediately targeted it and began an untargeted ramp-up.

As her quarry came to his feet, landing in a low crouch, she tried to lock onto him as well.

Unfortunately, it failed.

She briefly tried to lock onto his gear as well, but he had his aura extended enough to make that impossible.

That would have been too easy.

Her weapon morphed into a sword, and she pushed power through her garments, enforcing their defensive magics.

She popped two ending seeds into her cheeks. She had six with her.

She hadn’t used them in the fight with the other House of Blood candidates because their protian weapons might have been damaged by the use of such powers. The House of the Rising Sun conjured items, and dissolving those wouldn’t harm the enemy weapon at all.

This isn’t a display to bring honor to my Pillar; this is a harvest.

With three heavy footfalls, Tali crossed the space between them and brought her weapon forward in a precise thrust.

Her bloodstar-embedded defenses were kept in a warding pattern against possible interference.

They hadn’t planned on killing the cat, simply taking his arm. There was no call to escalate hostilities too quickly, after all. A severed limb could be healed, even if he would never be an Eskau with the loss of his weapon.

Now, such mercies weren’t prudent.

Her sword slammed into a translucent, round shield, even as it was called into being, skittering across the magical construct.

Her sword left a deep cut in the magically solidified light.

She pressed her aura outward to further gain ground on her opponent. Doing so would also help her to ward off any other attacks that might come for her.

Her strike team was now fully engaged with the few House of the Rising Sun members who were still standing.

Her new terror-bird pet simply waited off to one side, watching intently. She wasn’t sure why she liked the little guy so much, but she felt a smile tug at her lips, even though she wasn’t looking at him with her eyes. He’s pretty neat.

+See, even murder Tala likes Terry.+

-…You know that she’s the most likely to be drawn to a terror bird, right?-

+Fair…+

Fire blazed out of her opponent’s shield in a focused blast, but even as it was generated, Tali assaulted the working with her aura-control, breaking the cat’s hold on the magics and letting the heat disperse instead of remaining tightly focused.

Even so, it was blisteringly hot, and Tali felt her inscriptions flaring with magic to keep her body intact. The endingberry power she’d integrated into her inscriptions helped to maintain full-body cohesion.

She cracked a seed between her teeth while she endured.

As the blast trailed off, Tali stepped forward and exhaled across her quarry’s shield.

The ending-power swept over it, dissolving and dispersing the working like flour before a strong wind.

Tali pulled her weapon sideways in a savage back-cut, even as her opponent’s eyes widened in surprise and fear.

Unfortunately, the cat-man was quick.

He jerked back enough to save himself from losing the arm entirely, but Tali still cut his bicep deeply, seeming to disable the limb.

A hissing curse flew her way from between his teeth, even as a tight beam of light flicked her way.

Again, Tali broke his hold over it as it entered her aura. She couldn’t control it, but her breaking of his control caused it to weaken, rendering it an inconvenience but not a true threat.

It raked across her face, passing through her armor, which wasn’t intended to block light.

Her skin burned away in a flash of heat and pain, but her bone held with ease under the dispersed power.

The attack passed in a blink, even though one of her eyes couldn’t do that at the moment.

Her weapon shifted into a glaive, and she thrust forward, driving the cat onto the defensive. As she continued her advance, she felt her skin regrow. Her ruined eye was reabsorbed and then replaced. The new flesh itched as it grew, then tingled like it was asleep before buzzing as if shocked. Finally, it calmed and simply was once more.

All the while, she struck against his defenses, weaving her attacks around his awkward attempts to keep her at bay.

He was clearly not used to fighting with a single arm.

Pallaun would be disgusted with such a glaring weakness.

Another light beam lanced out, but this time it struck a table beside her, melting the legs and causing it to fall into her path. It was an obvious attempt to trip her up or slow her down.

It did buy her prey a moment.

The cat seemed to be getting desperate as he took advantage of the extra seconds to jump to the side and hurl a javelin of conjured light her way.

Tali contemptuously slapped the javelin out of the air with her weapon, but instead of being deflected, the projectile exploded.

Tali’s sight was coming from three perspectives, and as such, the flash was even more disorienting than it was designed to be.

Her sight returned just in time for her to see her quarry striking for her chest with his right hand, claws of light and fire blazing around his natural ones.

Tali jerked to the right, twisting in an attempt to spoil the attack.

The move worked, and the blow skittered across her magical defenses.

The cat hissed and twisted, whipping his limp forearm upward with the movement, along with the muscles in his shoulder and upper arm.

The hand slapped Tali across the face. More accurately, it smeared across the protective field guarding her face. Even so, it left behind something akin to luminescent paint, temporarily blinding her again.

She cracked the second seed.

Her aura control shattered the working, even as she blindly dodged the follow-up attack that she knew was coming.

She guessed wrong.

The cat’s attack hit her dead-on, his magics clashing with her defenses, each canceling out the other.

His claws and natural magics tore through her clothing, and his enhanced strength let him punch through her skin and into her abdomen.

Tali gave a tight-lipped grimace against the pain, her head involuntarily tilting up and back. The agony almost blinded her in a totally different manner than she had been previously.

Her target was clawing up through her torso, reaching for her heart.

No. She dropped her head forward once more and exhaled.

The cat-man’s eyes widened as he took a face full of ending power.

His innate magical resistance held up for a flickering instant, burning through fully half of the seed’s magic before his defenses crumbled.

His head fell in on itself, reduced to fine powder in a silent wave.

As the body slumped to the ground, his arm slid out of Tali’s guts, and her magics began repairing her mangled insides.

+Well, rust. That was brutal.+

-Yeah. There wasn’t much finesse, there. You might have been fine.-

+You’re not very nice to me.+

Tali turned, taking in her surroundings one more time and verifying that there were no remaining threats still standing.

She coughed once. “Strip the bodies of their gear. Any survivors?”

One of the members of her strike team shook his head. “We drove some off, and they are likely going for aid. Their hold is close but not that close. We have twenty minutes at most, probably closer to ten.”

***

Tala staggered slightly as she took control of her body once more. The pain which she’d been experiencing secondhand slammed into her and almost caused her to lose consciousness.

That would have been embarrassing.

-Indeed.-

“Thank you for the assessment.”

The ‘Many-Fold Bakery’ door swung open, the proprietor taking in the scene. “My customers are gone because of you.”

Everyone froze.

His voice was still a whisper but filled the yard.

Tala still couldn’t pin down his rank, though that could have been due to him keeping his power incredibly tightly controlled or because he had an item that hid it. She just had no way of knowing.

“I won’t sell any more today.” Those predatory eyes fell on Tala.

Tala swallowed and stepped forward. She felt the need to placate this… man. “We’ll buy what you can have ready in five minutes.”

A haunting smile broke across the pale face as Yamanther produced a half-dozen wrapped bundles.

Tala glanced past the man and saw that the display case was already empty.

“Will you be paying in coin, or should I bill the House of Blood, directly?”

“Directly, please.” The courtesy came out as a purely instinctual reaction. The prey would do anything to appease a predator.

Well, it seems like our affiliation is obvious.

Less than five minutes later, Tala was moving back toward the House of Blood’s hold with her strike team around her.

Terry sat on her shoulder, unusually still and silent.

Each person had a large parcel of pastries in their own dimensional storage, along with the gear looted from the fallen.

They hadn’t lost a single person, though there were a few injuries.

More than anything, however, their steps were quick, and they didn’t look back, none willing to meet the gaze of the still-watching pastry chef.


Chapter: 17
Service to the House of Blood

Tala watched as Sanguis and Be-thric examined the items that she and her strike-team had pulled off of their fallen enemies.

She surreptitiously took a bite of a pastry. Rust, these are delicious.

-Uncannily so… Still, I don’t detect any magic, poisons, or addictive substances, so we should be fine.-

The wrapped boxes of baked goods sat on a nearby table. Only one had been opened, and the various members of the strike team were enjoying the treats as unobtrusively as they could.

Tala had fed one to Terry, and while he’d seemed to like it, he hadn’t wanted another.

The two Pillars seemed quite pleased with the haul, though neither of them was partaking of the treats.

Apparently, several of those in the square had been higher level officials of the opposing House, and they’d had some important documents on them in their dimensional storages.

There were manifests for inter-city shipments due to arrive in the near future, lists of supposedly unaffiliated groups who were shadow organizations run by the House of the Rising Sun, and so much more.

It was honestly a little astounding that so many things of note were in one place, which had them suspicious. In truth, as Tala listened in, the Pillars suspected that many of the items on each list were decoys, meant to bait enemies into attacking neutral parties or otherwise wasting resources or goodwill.

Even if it were all true, there was nothing illegal or truly incriminating in the documents, but the House of Blood strike teams would be busy over the next couple of days, sussing out and acting on the information gathered.

There were several magical weapons or other simple items, which would be added to the House vault, and quite a bit of coinage, though nothing on the scale of House finances.

“Well done, Eskau Tali.” Sanguis smiled her direction with evident sanguine contentment. “Your forethought in having the strike team in place turned what could have been a loss into a stunning victory.”

She gave a slight bow to the man, equal to what Be-thric would have given in her place. “Thank you, Pillar Sanguis. I aim to succeed.” So I can get the rust out of here.

“Indeed.” He then held up the bracer, which was the protian weapon she had gained from the cat-man. It had been the whole reason for the mission. I wish he’d been a bit of a jerk. He was polite before he died.

-Almost everyone is kind in the right circumstances. It doesn’t mean he was a good person.-

It doesn’t mean he was a monster, either.

-Do you want to feel guilty?-

No… She just wanted to go home.

Sanguis directed Be-thric to extend an arm, and the older Pillar fastened the bracer in place on his junior. Then, there was a flex of power as Sanguis bound the weapon to Be-thric, subtly changing its magics.

If Tala interpreted the new flows and pathways correctly, this bracer would now create close-fitting, seamless, flexible armor of light directly overtop Be-thric’s skin, below anything he was wearing. It could also create a similar set of armor, forged of fire, overtop whatever the Pillar was wearing. There were a couple other twists and paths that Tala couldn’t quite interpret, but she was proud at how her magesight interpretation was coming along as a whole.

“And with this, Pillar Be-thric, your defenses are nearly up to proper standards. The remaining pieces will be utilized offensively and for utilitarian purposes.”

Be-thric gave a shallow bow, his grin a stark, gleaming white between his onyx lips. “Thank you, Pillar Sanguis.”

The bracer then vanished with a bending and twisting of the world, and it was done. Something about the vanishing felt like it came from Be-thric, rather than Sanguis.

Something about the change binds the armor to the Pillar in a facsimile of soul-bonding.

-Yes, but it is a… looser connection, somehow, and with almost entirely different features.-

Sanguis departed. As he left, Tala saw the smallest flicker of power reach out and a single pastry vanished from the open box.

Tala kept herself from smiling at the covert snatching.

The strike-team left as well, each to their own duties. They were not subtle with the pastries, each grabbing an unopened box to take along for their next tasks.

Finally, Be-thric and Tala were left alone.

“So, my Eskau. Shall we check on the progress of your sanctum?”

“As you wish.” She nodded her head in acquiescence. She picked up four of the remaining boxes, trusting that the servants would parse out the last few.

They walked through the hold, back toward the entrance.

Tala had left Kit in the form of a door, attached to a wall in one of the side courtyards of the House of Blood’s main hold.

When they reached the place, that courtyard was abuzz with activity as several foremen were coordinating the movements of various servants and workmen.

Large carts full of soil were being backed up to Kit and dumped through.

Off to the side were similar wagons of nicely dressed stone, large barrels of water, and innumerable plants.

Empty wagons were moving off into the hold or toward the exit to be refilled, depending on the material required.

Tala found an empty table off to one side and set down two of the boxes. “Pastries!” she called, her voice filling the space. “We have to get through, so you get a short break.”

The workmen each found an easy place to stop and moved out of their way.

Be-thric glanced her way and gave a small smile. “Good, Thorn’s lessons are settling in. It is much easier to manipulate and control with kindness than with force, though both methods have their place.”

Tala barely kept anger from her features and a shudder from her body. “Your wisdom is great, Pillar.”

As one foreman spotted them, she made her way over and bowed. “Esteemed Eskau Tali. I believe that I was told that you are able to increase the size of the door to be even larger. Is that possible?”

Kit’s entrance was already as large as three standard doors across and half-again the standard height.

Still, Tala gave a nod. “I will do that as we enter.”

“Thank you, Eskau.” She then bowed to Be-thric but didn’t speak.

It would be rude for her to address a Pillar without need. Tala was starting to understand some of the nuances of the social interactions in arcane lands.

Tala and Be-thric reached the door, unimpeded, and she touched the doorframe as they walked through.

Kit heard her desire, and the opening enlarged again, doubling its width.

A happy cry went up from the servants and workers behind them, but Tala and Be-thric were already focused on what stood before them.

They were now walking on perfectly laid paving stones, put together into a road, wide enough to have two carts pass with relative ease.

The roadway was bracketed by raw dirt, stretching out into the distance. I wonder what I’ll put at the end of this road when we move the default location of the entrance?

Tala glanced back. Many of the workers had already finished their pastries, and she was able to watch a cart being tipped, dumping its load through the entrance. As the dirt fell through, the soil vanished.

Kit is moving the material as it comes in. Tala began purposely expelling as much power into the air as she was able.

Be-thric glanced her way, not seeming the least bit startled or alarmed by her use of such quantities of magic. “That seems wise. Your little sanctum is doing a lot of work. We wouldn’t want it to run dry.”

The power she directed into the air was whisked away even faster than the dirt had been.

As they walked down the road toward the buildings in the near distance, they simply examined their surroundings in silence.

There were rolling hills of moist soil. Tala knew that clover seed had been dumped through the door the day before, so as long as they were actually able to add an artificial sun of some sort, these hills would be green in no time.

That was apparently due from the craftsmen later that afternoon.

The strike had taken place in the early morning, coinciding with the target’s usual routine.

She still felt a bit bad about the cat’s death. She would have much preferred to just take an arm… well, and his weapon.

-Really? This again?-

I can wish something hadn’t been required while still knowing it was a good outcome, all things considered.

-Fine, fine.-

Tala felt a twinge of loneliness as Alat’s response reminded her of Rane. She desperately hoped that he, Mistress Odera, and her family were alright. And Lyn and Holly. There were so many people that she wanted to get back to.

All in due time. Rushing this will cause failure, and taking my time will lead to success in every regard.

Tala felt a connection to the sanctum, but not like she was bound to it—not directly. It was odd. She could feel her magic flowing through it—or at least magic that matched hers in flavor and aspect.

She could feel that power all around her, and it oddly reminded her of when Tali was in command. Tala was surrounded by what seemed to be her own power without the ability to control it. She knew that her power was being used to do a ton of things without her direct input or management.

Huh. Is this what it feels like to be you?

-In a sense.-

Interesting.

Through her deeper connection with Kit—and the sanctum as a whole—she knew that under the pavers that made up the surface of the road other work had been done, and other materials had been laid out. As such, this road would be a robust, long-lasting thoroughfare.

Similarly, she knew that, under the loamy topsoil, rock and clay had been brought in and placed to ensure the stability of the terrain over the long term.

It was amazing how much work went into establishing a hold or sanctum. I am so glad I didn’t have to do this all on my own. I cannot imagine the expense.

-We know what it cost us.-

That was a sobering reminder of the situation. Who’s bringing us down, now?

-That’s fair. It’s just hard to reconcile that none of this is free for us. We’ve paid a ridiculous, involuntary price.-

Don’t worry. I haven’t, and won’t, forget. We’ll balance the books, and this sanctum is a part of that.

In no time at all, Tala and Be-thric had crossed the soon-to-be-verdant space and arrived at the closest structures, at the center of the sanctum.

Craftsmen and magical engineers were working to build systems of power, which caused reverberations of magic to resonate distinctly within various sections of the food-production area.

Several sections were already set up. In fact, the entire central area seemed almost complete. It had been less than a week of work, but the various crews had been rotating out for near-nonstop progress.

Tala and Be-thric walked through a tunnel of raspberry vines, and Tala saw that the trellises were practically vibrating with power, which would be compatible with her magics that enhanced her vascular system.

She could see that power suffusing the plants, even as they continued to establish themselves.

The whole thing was so well put together that none of the resonant magic came anywhere near the path on which the pair walked.

They came out of the tunnel into a central square with paths leading off in various directions.

Workers were coming and going from this point as well, though they seemed to be more of the skilled variety than the laborers dumping in material at the entrance.

In their center, a small figure was giving orders.

Be-thric leaned over toward Tala and spoke softly. “The foreman is Pride, the foremost expert in the area in the permanent establishment of foodstuff production infused with specific magics—a key asset to every major House in this region.”

Tala nodded. Don’t offend the expert. Got it.

The figure was a hue-folk who stood half Tala’s height. Purple skin and a bald pate were the first features that Tala noticed, followed closely by the most unusual means of inscription she had ever seen.

Large swaths of Pride’s body were covered with silvery metal in broad, rough scripts, and inset into those were incredibly fine, black spell-lines.

Is that zirconium?

-It must be if it’s naturally black and a base metal. Though, it could be an alloy.-

Can you make inscriptions out of zirconium?

-Not that humanity is specifically aware of, but you can, theoretically, use any material for spell-lines.-

Huh.

In addition to the odd inscriptions, Pride wore loops of silvery chains along with other, similar jewelry practically everywhere there was space.

In contrast, the foreman’s clothing was simple in design if not in quality of construction, composed of sturdy black cloth with silver accents.

Additionally, it seemed that the foreman spent more time at a desk, or reading a book, than doing manual labor, though Tala couldn’t have said why she got that impression.

The purple figure turned toward Tala and Be-thric as they arrived and bowed. “Pillar Be-thric, Eskau Tali, welcome to the progress. My tasks are almost complete, and I have no doubt that you will be elated with the results.”

A silver and black-bedecked, purple finger pointed in each direction. “This is the quadrant that I was given to work with. In the direction we are calling south, where you came from, we have the mundane berries and other fruits, infused with magic compatible with yours, of course, Eskau Tali.

“To the east, we have the vegetables and grains, similarly infused.

“To the west are the animals; pigs, rabbits, chickens, and cows.

“Finally, to the north is the path to the living complex.”

Be-thric smiled and actually gave a small bow. “Thank you, Pride. You really put yourself into your work. I trust that you don’t have time to give a tour?”

Pride’s head shook. “Unfortunately not. I must transmute the magical structures into permanence and then be off to my next commission. Thank you for engaging us for your project.”

“Of course, Pride. You are the best at what you do.”

Pride grinned. “And with honesty like that, discretion is unquestioned.”

They bowed slightly to one another before Pride turned to Tala.

Tala cleared her throat and gave a bow mirroring Be-thric’s.

“Thank you, Pride. I look forward to sampling the fruits of your labor.” She hesitated, checked Tali’s memories, and found that there was just enough there to allow her to continue, “And, of course, the vegetables, grains, and animal products of your labor as well.”

Pride snorted a laugh and waved her off. “Thank you, Eskau. It is my honor to be of service to the House of Blood.”

Without further delay, Tala and Be-thric continued to the ‘north,’ exiting the courtyard and moving up another path to an open-air building, set on the high point of the sanctum.

In the center was the raised platform with Tala’s seat of power. While sitting in it, she knew that she would feel much more connected to the hold, and it seemed that Kit could understand her desires more minutely as well.

To the right of the platform was a large training ring, empty ponds already in place around it to mimic, but not mirror, the training area she’d used as a candidate.

To the left was a bunker-like building, which would eventually house the entrance and exit by default. Magical defenses were being imbedded into it both to keep out any unwanted intruders and to slay or restrain them if they managed to enter anyway.

All the magics were being hooked into Kit itself.

More of a magical burden to empower.

-All the more reason to expand your gate. That is next on the docket, I believe. At least it should be, after the inspection.-

Straight ahead, on the other side of the dais, was a series of rooms for herself and guests whom she allowed to visit. They were all arranged around a library, kitchen, and dining space—the latter of which was situated to look out toward the ‘north’ of the sanctum, where the non-food-bearing forest would be located.

Apparently, mature oaks, maples, and aspens were being brought in and would be the backbone of her forest, though younger trees would fill in around their older fellows.

There seemed to be a whole industry surrounding the preparing of materials to outfit new holds. Quite a few arcanes simply spent their days creating base materials like soil, rock, and water so that the filling of holds didn’t force them to strip zeme down to a husk.

I wonder just how much extra-dimensional space has been tacked on to our planet over the eons.

-There’s no way to know for sure, but in this city alone, there’s enough land in the various holds to exceed the size of this continent, and this is far from the only arcane city.-

It was an interesting line of thought.

She might have wondered why humanity didn’t just have their cities in dimensional pockets, except that she now knew the deeper reasons for the cities’ relocations. That many humans in a pocket dimension would slowly degrade its foundations. A few moving about could be compensated for, the weakness caused by their gates repaired, but even as few as a thousand gated humans would slowly ruin any pocket city they tried to inhabit.

Tala shook her head. It was not the time for morose thoughts or considerations of what could not be.

She stepped up on the raised platform, slowly turning to take in the commanding view of the sanctum.

Waterways were already created and reinforced, though there was still very little water as of yet. Tala wasn’t a fan of eating fish, so those that would be added to the water systems wouldn’t be for consumptive purposes.

“Well, my Eskau? What do you think?”

Tala found herself smiling despite the one she was talking with. “Amazing. Truly.”

“As befits my Eskau.”

There was no sun in the sky despite the pervasive light. The sourceless light was an illusion maintained by Kit so that they could see.

Tala patted the armrest of the throne and whispered, “We’ll get you a proper sun soon enough.”

The chair did not respond.

Thorn came out of the structure to the north and bowed to each of them, in turn. “My Pillar. Eskau Tali. I trust your mission was a success, Eskau?”

Tala smiled, feeling genuine pleasure at seeing him. He was growing on her, even if mainly due to his constant presence. “Thorn. Yes, we had a few complications, but we were successful.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” He turned to Be-thric. “My Pillar, may I show her the re-inscriber?”

“Of course, Thorn. I would be glad to have you do so.”

Thorn bowed again, then stepped up onto the raised platform.

He stopped and knelt behind the throne, prompting Tala to move over beside him.

There, embedded in the ground, was a small hatch.

Thorn pulled the hatch open, revealing three gold bars, two silver, and one copper.

“Here are the metals that the magics pull from to enact the re-inscriptions.” He glanced at her, saw that she understood, and closed the hatch once more. “Anywhere on this platform, you can give the command, and the magics will do what needs to be done.”

“Can anyone activate it?”

“On themselves?” Thorn glanced toward Be-thric before shaking his head. “I don’t believe so, no. The magic of the one activating the re-inscription must match yours and that of this sanctum. There is a separate command that others can give to reinscribe you if you are on the platform, but I don’t know it. Pillar Be-thric is the only one who does, and he wrote that, along with other secrets of the sanctum, down in a small book that is awaiting you in your room. If the re-inscriber can do anything else, it will be recorded there.”

“Thank you, Thorn.”

“It is my pleasure to serve the House of Blood.”

Tala surveyed the hold around her and frowned. “We’re sure that this will be able to run itself?”

She really, really didn’t want to have to have servants in here. That would complicate her life immensely, especially when she made good on her escape.

Again, Thorn glanced toward Be-thric, but this time the dwarf nodded. “Yes. The manipulation abilities your dimensional storage brought to this hold means that so long as you understand what needs to be done, when, and wish for the hold to do it, everything should run smoothly.”

He cleared his throat and scratched the side of his neck.

“We are creating a task list that you can run through each day, mentally, until things are fully established. That way, it should become ingrained within the cycles of the sanctum.”

Set deep below the raised platform, Tala knew there was a massive storeroom that couldn’t be accessed from the outside. There, Kit could store everything out of the way, awaiting her need of it. That was just one of the features being added, which relied on Kit’s previously demonstrated abilities to move things about at her desire.

Assuming Kit doesn’t eat the stuff while I’m not looking. That wasn’t really fair. Kit had never eaten anything she cared about. Not that I’ve noticed.

-Not that either of us noticed, and we have perfect memory of what should be in here. Kit seems to be playing the long game… and look around. It’s paying off.-

Tala grinned. “Thank you again, Thorn.”

“It is my pleasure.”

Ironically, Tala realized that all of this was meant to save the House of Blood resources in the long run. If she were really going to be an Eskau for decades, if not longer, then this sanctum would pay for itself many, many times over.

They are good at long-term planning.

-Indeed.-

It’s a shame that it won’t profit them this time.

-A real, rusting shame.-

As Tala was basking in the glory of what was coming together around her, a messenger ran up the road they’d just come in on.

The young, dog-folk boy bowed low. “The great Da’talus requests access to this sanctum and quick passage to its heart.”

Tala recognized the name of the craftsman who’d been commissioned to make Kit’s artificial sun. She looked to Be-thric who gestured for her to continue.

Tala smiled. “Of course.”

She sat in the throne and flexed her will and power.

A door materialized just to the south of the platform, directly in Tala’s line of sight.

It was normal-sized, and when it swung open, it revealed a small man, who would barely reach Tala’s waist if she were standing.

He stepped through the door, the messenger ducked back through, and it shut once more, on its own.

Tala felt the entrance return to its current, default location within the sanctum, reopening and expanding for the workers to continue the depositing of materials.

Da’talus bowed, holding before him, clasped between his two hands, a relatively small object.

It was roughly the size of Tala’s head, and it radiated odd mixes of energy.

The craftsman was currently expending a massive amount of power, generating a protective field around the creation.

“Greetings, Pillar. Greetings, Eskau. I apologize for skipping formalities and for asking for expeditious access here, but this is a delicate creation, and timing is key. I would have been here sooner, but some sort of disruption in the city has caused all manner of delays.”

Be-thric had indicated that Tali should take the lead with this craftsman. He apparently wanted her to continue to practice ‘what Thorn was teaching her.’ So, Tala responded, “Of course, Honored Da’talus. What do you need from us?”

“Where is the central pillar? I must link this to the core inscribed and inherent matrices.”

Tala stood and gestured at the throne. “It is here.”

The diminutive, orange-skinned man’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “I see.”

Even so, he did not hesitate.

With quick movements, he climbed onto the platform and walked to the throne.

He set the creation down on the seat, and Tala got a good look at it for the first time.

It looked like nothing so much as a gyroscope with hundreds of gimbals, each as thin as foil, each imbued with natural magics of durability and reduced friction, among other powers. They seemed to be of a whole host of metals, each layer different than every other.

They were spinning already, but Tala thought that that was more due to inertia than anything actively making them do so.

She caught flashing glimpses of an odd material at the core of the contraption, and it was that material that was radiating the odd power that Da’talus was struggling to contain.

As the creation sat on the throne, Da’talus thrust his magics outward, seemingly creating pathways in the dimensions of magic and forging them between the heart of the sanctum and his creation.

They weren’t spellforms, simply channels for power like Tala’s own void-channels, simply more permanent.

As he did that work, the spinning gimbals began to pick up speed, each on a fractionally different axis.

After another moment, the device seemed to be generating its own protective field, and Da’talus retracted his magics, almost seeming to stagger in relief.

“There.” A smile blossomed across his features. “That will regulate this hold for a thousand years at least, if it functions for a day.”

Be-thric chuckled. “Only a thousand years? I thought we paid for an eternal sun?”

Da’talus waved him off. “Nothing is eternal. A longer lasting sun would have to be bigger, but then it would be oversized for this hold.” He looked around appreciatively. “To give any significantly longer life would require a hold at least ten times this size, if not as large as the House of Blood’s hold. Otherwise, the star would be too much and destabilize the whole space.”

“Can it be… refueled—if that is the right term?” Tala asked hesitantly. She had a hard time grasping the timescale of a thousand years, but ideally, she’d be leaving soon, and it was very possible that this wasn’t replicable by humanity, not in this way, not at the moment. So, she needed answers now.

Da’talus shrugged. “Of course, with the right applications of space magic and the right material. I sent ahead a booklet detailing all the functions available to you. This is a complete environmental controller.”

As they’d chatted, the connections through the dimensions of magic had seemed to solidify until now they felt like they were a permanent part of the hold.

Without any of them doing a thing, Da’talus’ creation suddenly blazed with light, very much like a miniature sun. It then rose up into the air, moving to match the sun’s position outside their hold.

I wonder if it’s matching the House of Blood’s sun or the real one?

-Those should be the same, but I would bet the informational booklet would tell us if one has precedence over the other.-

Fair. Let’s read that sooner rather than later.

Da’talus grunted in satisfaction. “I’ll need to move about the hold and take measurements for the next few hours. I’ll let you know if any tweaks are required as it is now outside of my ability to affect.”

“Thank you, Honored Da’talus.”

The small man bowed toward Be-thric. “It is my honor to be of service to the House of Blood.”

As the craftsman walked off, Tala stared up at Kit’s new sun. She whispered up toward the sky, “Well… you have your own star, now.”

The sun did not respond.


Chapter: 18
Gate-Breaking

Tala and Thorn tried not to stare up at the new fake star in the sanctum’s sky.

Well, how fake is it really? It shines, it gives off heat, and it seems to burn…

-Not a real star, so ‘fake’ is correct, but it is more real than I expected from a cursory examination of the House of Blood’s hold. My understanding is that without magic, stars have to have a sufficient mass to maintain coherence. Miniature? Artificial? One of those might be more accurate?-

I suppose so.

Thorn cleared his throat. “As fascinating as all of this is, we should get to our training.”

Terry glanced at Tala from her shoulder, then hopped down and ran off to do Terry things. Probably exploring the sanctum. Definitely not killing workers and eating their bodies.

-Yeah, that doesn’t sound like Terry.-

Tala decided to ignore the hints of sarcasm in Alat’s voice and trust Terry’s discretion, regardless of his chosen tasks.

Be-thric gave a nod to Thorn. “Very well. But one more thing before that.”

He walked over to Tala and pulled out a metal rod. “The city lord has granted our request to modify your saorsa-collar. It cannot be removed, as common-law requires all gated humans to wear one, but yours will be modified to only be actionable by illegal conduct on your part, the Pillars of the House of Blood, or the city lord himself.”

Tala gave a shallow bow. “Thank you, Pillar.”

“Of course. We couldn’t leave you in a state where a mere bribe to a city guard could kill my Eskau, could we?” He pressed the rod through her collar, pushing it in so far that it should have come out the other side to skewer her neck.

Instead, it seemed to sink into the collar, fully melding with it, and Tala felt the magics shift.

“There we have it.”

Tala had investigated the magic of the collar innumerable times, even not counting the times that Tali had investigated the thing. There was no way out.

Kit couldn’t remove it.

Even if she could convince him to help her, Thorn couldn’t erect a disintegrating force between the collar and her neck to intercept the dasgannachs.

The list went on and on. She and Alat were constantly brainstorming for possibilities, but the necklace was laid bare to them, and they could easily see how each of their plans would end.

Two dasgannachs injected into her.

There was no way around it.

Tala was brought back to the present moment when Be-thric turned to go.

“By all means, proceed with your training now, my Eskau. I wish to examine the sanctum a bit more before I depart. I am working to set up an… appointment, which should be very profitable. I’ll want you to attend me whenever I am able to get it established. It should be in less than two months, though I hope it will be much sooner. We must keep pushing forward, after all.” He smiled along with the last words.

Tala nodded. “As you wish.”

The Pillar turned and walked away without another word.

Thorn cleared his throat to garner her attention. “Alright then, Eskau Tali. Can you place a stone block somewhere you can hit it with your weapon?”

Tala frowned but shrugged in resignation. She hopped off the platform, then sent the desire to Kit.

A two-foot cube block of stone appeared on the edge of the platform, the center of the stone being about as high as Tala’s sternum.

“What now?”

“Strike it with your weapon in the form of a sword. Don’t do anything else, no mirroring, no enhancing, no nothing.”

Tala quirked a smile. “No nothing?”

“I don’t understand all your strange fount powers.”

She shook her head. “Okay.”

The stone was heavily magically saturated granite. She drew Flow and pushed it into the form of a sword.

Tala took a deep breath and exhaled with her swing, keeping proper edge alignment.

Her blade passed cleanly through the stone at a downward angle.

With a soft grating, the upper piece slid off the lower.

Thorn blinked at her. “Huh.”

“What was that test for?”

“I… I expected you to fail to cut the whole way through, and I wanted to establish a baseline.”

Tala rolled her eyes and jabbed at him, verbally, “That was ignorant of you.”

“My old sword, formed from my protian weapon, wouldn’t have been able to.”

She grinned. “Well, that might be one reason I won then, eh?”

Thorn groused, but she could see a small smile tugging at his lips. “Yeah, that may well be.”

“So… what now?”

Thorn sighed. “Get rid of that stone.”

Tala silently requested, and Kit made it happen.

“Thank you. Now, there should be something in your storage called ‘striking wood.’ Place it here, where the stone was.”

Tala shrugged and sent the desire to Kit.

A thin piece of wood appeared in front of Tala.

It was a three-by-three-foot square and one-inch thick. The broad side was facing her, and it was on a stand of sorts.

“There, cut that.”

Tala could see magics of endurance and resistance to cutting flowing through every fiber of the wood.

She took a deep breath and struck again.

This time, Flow caught in the material after cutting about a quarter of the way through, the wood charring above and below the cut until she withdrew her weapon.

“Good! Good. Thank you. Now, doing your aspect-mirroring thing, give your sword your entire magical weight.”

Tala shrugged and did as he asked, striking at a different place on the wood.

Flow cut halfway through before being caught up in the material once again.

“That’s the baseline, then. We need to increase your flowrate before we see what progress you make.”

She frowned. “My flowrate won’t affect my density directly.”

“No, but it will affect it over the long run.”

“That’s… fair.”

The wood vanished since she no longer wanted it there. This might just make me a bit lazy…

That was a hurdle for later, however.

“So, how are we going to do this? How are founts normally expanded, enhanced, and improved?”

Thorn looked a little sheepish. “Well, to my understanding, this is only really done with founts.”

“Yes, that is what I was asking. Now, what will we be doing?”

“Gate-breaking.”

-That sounds painful.-

“That sounds… painful.”

-Copycat.-

We’re literally the same person. I can’t copy myself.

-Only marginally these days.-

Tala huffed a laugh.

“What’s funny?”

“Nothing, just arguing with myself.”

Thorn grunted, seeming to decide to ignore the oddity. “So, the way this works—”

“Gate-breaking,” Tala interrupted.

“…What?”

“The way gate-breaking works.”

“Yes, of course that’s what I’m talking about.” He sounded a bit exasperated.

Tala grinned back at him. “Good. Just checking.”

He gave her a suspicious glare. “As I was saying. The way that gate-breaking works is there are two devices we attach to a fount or, in this case, to you. One stabilizes the gate, while the other…”

Tala gestured for him to continue, then helpfully supplied, “Breaks it?”

“Not precisely, no. Though, my understanding is that that would be the result, without the reinforcement.”

“Ah, so what does it do?”

The dwarf sighed. “The other device will forcibly pull power through your gate as fast as possible while forcing the power to flow normally. No tricks, no compression, no ‘Ways,’ if I’m remembering the term correctly. Founts, apparently, occasionally maintain them, and it messes with the process, so safeguards are put in place to suppress them. Thus, in the end, it is just raw, unrefined power. That power wears away at the edges of the gate, expanding its base flowrate.”

Tala’s eyes widened, but he continued before she could interject.

“The two devices are linked, so the more power that is pulled, the stronger the reinforcement of your gate will be.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What is the success rate?”

“When properly monitored? It never fails.”

“What does that mean?”

“Generally, an expert in maintaining founts is present and regulates the rate of expansion to prevent catastrophic failure. In this case, you will be letting me know how to adjust the flow.”

“Why can’t I do it myself?”

He seemed hesitant. “Well… I mean we can do that, but I was thinking I could rein you in a bit.”

Tala laughed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You can be a bit brash, Tali. Never stupid, but you’re willing to take risks if it’s what Pillar Be-thric wants. We both know he wants this for you.” Thorn snorted. “At this point, it’s practically required if you don’t want to spend all of every day keeping this sanctum full of power.”

“I’ll be careful, but I do want this.” Until I Refine, this is my best path to greater power, and I will need that in gold if I’m to make good my escape.

He looked skeptical but finally nodded. “There’s something more. If it ever stops, your gate will become… resistant to this means of expansion. Slow it down as much as you want, but don’t stop unless you really can’t take it anymore.”

“I can understand that. How long?”

“Its settings are numerical, and we need at least one hundred unit-hours’ worth, meaning one hundred hours at setting one, ten hours at setting ten, etc. Any less will have been a waste of everyone’s time. Ideally, we’ll get closer to a thousand unit-hours. Unfortunately, the returns diminish significantly as the unit-hours increase.”

She nodded, moving back up on the platform. “But more is better?”

“In theory.”

“In theory?” She paused, looking back toward him.

“Well, founts are expanded to meet a specific need. They aren’t generally broken as wide open as they can be, just because they can. I don’t know that anyone has simply kept expanding a gate. If my limited understanding in integral theory is accurate, that could rip a hole into the next world and kill us all, though that would probably not happen for close to a hundred thousand unit-hours’ worth.”

“Ahh, so I shouldn’t let it run for ten hours on setting ten thousand?” She quirked a smile.

“It doesn’t go that high, but no. No, you should not.”

She shook her head and sat down in the throne. “Even so, more power is better, right? Why not open each fount as wide as possible? Run the device until the increase is inconsequential?”

Thorn’s voice returned to its professional tone. “Because the process never fails, only when properly monitored.”

She cocked her head to one side. “Explain.”

Thorn gave a shallow bow. “Each fount seems to have a certain threshold, after which it will slowly degrade. Not in a day, or a week, but soon. The way I’ve heard it described, the founts cease working for their own existence.”

“I don’t understand.”

He sighed. “Founts devote a large chunk of the power coming through themselves to stabilize their existence, to keep themselves in the physical world. If a fount is pushed too far? It just stops keeping itself here.”

He shrugged. “I don’t know that anyone really knows why, but the experts have learned to notice the signs and stop gate-breaking before it gets there. Thus, founts are opened as wide as they will go, then sold or traded to those who can use them at that level.”

Tala was nodding. “The larger flowrate costing more.”

“Precisely.”

“Thank you for the explanation.”

“Of course.” He smiled, then cleared his throat. “I need your diaphragm and keystone clear.”

Tala obliged, flexing her power within her elk leathers to clear those patches of her skin.

Thorn pulled out two round magical items. They were linked by a braided metal cable of various materials.

The dwarf looked at the exposed area and cleared his throat. “Completely clear, Tali.”

Tala looked down. Right, the iron paint. With a precise aspect-mirroring, she pushed the elk leather’s self-cleaning onto the exposed skin, freeing the paint.

With quick motions, she broke the areas free with a finger and tossed the dark circles aside.

Magic rushed out through the openings, and the echoes that her magic had been generating in reality around her began to fade, vanishing entirely in a handful of seconds.

“Thank you.” Thorn seemed to relax a bit as the obvious evidence of her power bled away.

Tala just shrugged.

She lifted one arm briefly, allowing Thorn to place the devices on her keystone and diaphragm, the cable running under that arm.

As soon as they were both connected, Tala felt something seize her gate, reinforcing it, but not right at the edge. The feeling was like the reinforcement was set back, just away from the edges. Then, the other device kicked on, and she felt a pull on her power like she had never experienced.

It was all she could do not to scream at the oddity of it.

It wasn’t pain, just like a limb falling asleep wasn’t precisely painful, but it felt wrong.

Thorn was speaking to her, and she did her utmost to focus on the words.

“As of now, it is on its lowest setting, one, as we discussed.” He then handed her a small disk that was connected to the two devices by another twisted cable.

How did I not see that thing before? She was forcing her mind to focus on that, rather than the abrasion in her soul.

-That’s not really important, Tala.-

She heartily agreed, which was why she was trying to focus on it.

It didn’t work.

Thorn explained how to adjust the pace and then stepped back.

Tala was already feeling off, even not accounting for the device’s direct results.

The magic in her body was in a turmoil, her spellforms starved of new power.

About half of the power being sucked from her was being directed around and into the strategic reinforcement of the edges of her gate via the second device.

The remainder was being spilled into the air around her, where it was being quickly consumed by Kit.

Even so, that consumption wasn’t instant.

Tala grit her teeth and seized some of the power as it came out and forced it back into her spellforms.

She felt a wave of relief as her magic stopped screaming at her.

She was working at very low power compared to normal, let alone her ‘pressure cooker’ state, but her inscriptions were still working.

-That was unpleasantly close. I don’t particularly want to die.-

Me neither…

The feeling of power being ripped through her was deeply uncomfortable in an utterly non-physical way.

It felt like someone was insulting her friends or laughing at her most cherished beliefs.

It was an ache, an agony, that was so much deeper than mere physical pain.

And she needed to increase it. Or endure this for at least one hundred hours.

That wasn’t really an option if she were being honest.

“How many settings does it have?”

Thorn was giving her a worried look but answered without hesitation. “One hundred. Just remember, what you’re feeling? This is currently on one.”

Great. “Let’s try two.”

She activated the increase.

There were no words for the change in sensation, and she threw her head back and let out an involuntary, weeping scream.

Thorn was almost to her when she mastered herself, closing her mouth and cutting off the wail.

“Oh… bleed me dry… that is awful.” Her teeth were grinding against each other. “How long do I need to do this?”

The dwarf looked a bit pale. To say he was green would have been ridiculous. He was always green, but the green of his skin was a lighter shade than she was used to seeing. “As long as you are able, Tali. Ideally, just more than two days at this setting. Can I get you anything?”

“Do I have to be conscious?”

“I think so, unfortunately. At least for now. If you can manage to sleep with it, later, I think that should work.”

“I hate you a little bit.”

“I know, Tali, but that can’t be helped, I’m afraid.”

Tala laughed at that, and the laughter seemed to help. Is that because laughter helps the soul heal?

-That’s very conceptual thinking, but maybe?-

Seemed to work. “Maybe, do we have any good comedies? I think laughing might help me endure this.”

“I’ll see what I can find. Then, I’ll see what I can dig up in the city.”

“Thank you, Thorn.”

As the dwarf stepped back, watching carefully, Tala ticked the device up to three and felt her entire body flash cold at the strain. This is the worst.

Tala was mistaken.

The next week was vastly worse than that first half-hour had been.

Honestly, she couldn’t really say why she kept going. It was awful, and she was sure she could bring a halt to it at any time, but she found that she didn’t want to stop either.

With long practice and careful ramp-ups, Tala was able to push the device up to fifty for up to ten minutes at a time before she had to drop it back down to the twenties.

She felt like her whole family had died before her eyes.

A thousand other descriptors rolled through her mind as she sunk deeper into a depressive state.

She barely ate, constantly fidgeted, and nothing felt right.

Her soul was raw, but the results were unquestionable.

Well, she didn’t know exactly how much her flowrate had increased by, but she knew it had.

-We’ll test it when we’re finished with this stupidity.-

That was another thing that had surprised Tala, back when she could be surprised.

Alat felt agony, too. She’d hidden that fact for the first day or so, but as the alternate interface became noticeably more irritable, Tala had wormed a confession out of her.

They’d almost quit the second night, after not sleeping at all the first.

Blessedly, they found a way to sleep. Though, it was hardly restful, and every second had been filled with nightmares.

I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemies.

She actually meant that.

Be-thric had visited her a few times to check on her progress, and she hadn’t been able to muster up the energy to wish he was suffering alongside her. Even when she felt like she could wish it on him, she realized that that would be too cruel.

What is wrong with me? If it’s that bad, let’s stop.

-Yes, please stop.-

Okay. We’ll stop. Tala checked the time. Just one more hour. I think I can take it on thirty-five for another hour, if we’re going to be done after that.

-If you’re sure, I can endure with you.-

And so it went.

One week became two, and the sanctum was finished around Tala.

Plants began to sprout and grow, and the last of the workers departed.

Still, Tala couldn’t quite make herself bring the process to an end. If I stop, what will have been the point? I can never do this again. I need to make it worth something.

Thorn remained, always nearby. Though as the days went on, he looked more and more concerned. Tala had even woken to him trying to take the control from her once.

She’d screamed herself hoarse at him for that, though she couldn’t remember why she’d been so angry.

In the end, Tala had utterly lost count of the days when Be-thric came to her. “Your dedication is admirable, my Eskau, but you are needed.”

Tala sat in her throne, slumped to the side, and barely acknowledged the man.

She’d tried letting Tali be in command, but the woman’s internal monologues about ‘doing this for her Master’ were somehow worse than the agony of the device. Or maybe it was that their repetitions had been in exact cadence with the pulsing pull, amplifying the awful?

In either case, it hadn’t been a true solution.

When Tala didn’t respond, Be-thric stepped forward, gripped the two devices, and simply ripped them off of her in one, quick motion.

Tala screamed, her throat so hoarse that it came out more like a harsh breath. Her gate had briefly spasmed, the flow seeming to stutter.

Then, the torrent rushed through the new gaping maw, power slamming into her scripts, suffusing her flesh, and burning its way free of her aura control.

Be-thric had taken a step back, a look of undisguised greed briefly flickering over his features.

After the brief slip, the Pillar snapped at her, “Master your power, Eskau.”

Tala had strained to pull her power, her aura, back in, and by slow degrees, she succeeded. It was harder than the first time she’d ever attempted aura control, despite the skill being deeply ingrained in her subconscious. It was supposedly something she did without thought.

That wasn’t true anymore.

“Clean yourself up. I need you in three hours. Will you be able to contain yourself by then?”

But… I could have kept going for another three hours… With such a time limit, I probably could have endured up into the seventies.

Her self was shaking.

That device had become all she focused on, and now it was gone. Gone. Gone!

Tala stared at it as it lay on the ground. I could reattach it. It’s probably not been too long. I can keep going at least for a little bit.

Be-thric seemed to see where she was looking, and he sighed. “Thorn, was there any mention of addictive properties?”

The Pillar glanced to Thorn, and the dwarf shrugged, his worried eyes fixed on Tala. “I’m sorry, my Pillar, but I don’t know. I don’t think anyone’s ever used it on a gated human before. That would explain how she’s been acting, though.”

-Depression is addicting, in its own way.- Alat had kept a clearer line of thought through the whole process, and that seemed to be holding true even now. -This is better. We needed to be done.-

I… I guess that’s true. She took a deep, shuddering breath. The power within her had settled, though it still moved like the tide itself. Her throat was already fully healed. It likely had been in the first wash of power, but Tala hadn’t noticed.

Tala groaned, pulling herself back together in an almost literal sense.

The power was ripping her apart as it activated her magics more powerfully than they had ever been before. That same power was also flowing through her regenerative inscriptions, repairing the damage it caused before it could truly register.

The truly physical pain was actually steadying to her like vigorous exercise. It helped her focus on the present. “I’ll be ready.”

Tala vaguely heard Thorn add in his own affirmation. “I’ll make sure of it.”


Chapter: 19
Combat Ready

Tala groused. “No, I don’t want coffee.” Her aura pushed out, somehow exerting enough pressure to force Thorn to step back. She was still feeling off and, if she were being honest, a bit childish.

The dwarf steadied himself, keeping the cup in his hand from spilling. “Tali. You need to focus. Coffee helps many people to do just that. You’ve been putting yourself through the sparse lands for weeks now. Your mind is frayed. You need to recover, and you don’t have much time.”

Tala glared. “I’m not getting addicted to that stuff.” Not again. “Besides, my scripts are already working to fix me up. All this power will make it faster, too.”

He sighed. “Please. I know Pillar Be-thric just left, but we have a lot to do in the next three hours.”

“I agree, but no coffee.” She started to move, slowly. Each action was deliberate as she felt how much more power she had. Honestly, she felt faster and stronger than she normally did when her iron paint was intact. Slow and steady.

-That’s right. We can do this.-

Thorn grunted. “Fine.” A flicker of magic wafted from his hands, and the cup and beverage vanished in one. “Then, I have to resort to option two.”

He looked up, above where Tala was sitting.

She immediately leaped up, moving much farther up and away than she normally would have. Her eyes were momentarily fixed above where she’d been sitting. When she didn’t see anything there, she swept her gaze around wildly. Finally, when she didn’t see anything suspicious, she turned on the dwarf. “What’s option two?”

Thorn grinned. “Vaguely threatening language.”

She glared his way. In her head, Alat cackled. -Oh, he’s starting to understand you.-

“Now, food awaits. Most of it is what you are used to, but some is from your sanctum’s first fruits.” He pointed off to one side.

“If food is ready, why are you pointing to my room? I will not be eating in my room like some sort of savage.”

-You eat in your room all the time.-

And if he knew my true origins, he’d think me a savage, so true words all around.

Alat had no ready response to that.

“Food is ready, but you need a bath. I’ve drawn one for you.” He gave her a level look. “I’ve included my own power in the water. You’ll lose some skin, and all your hair, but you’ll come out cleaner than you’ve ever been.”

She gave him a hard look. “You know, if I die, you don’t get to take my place.”

“That much is obvious, yes.” He returned her look levelly.

“And if you are the cause of my death, the Pillars will kill you.”

“Again, this is obvious.” He gave no hint of discomfort, even as her aura flickered and flailed around him.

Tala shook her head, trying once again to rein in her power—with little success.

Thorn waited for her to return her attention to the matter at hand.

“What of this? Your magic will trigger it.” She tapped her collar.

“I’ve exempted it, naturally.”

“How?” She narrowed her eyes at him.

“What, am I some wild human ‘Mage?’ Precision in all things.” He gave her a small smile.

She huffed a laugh and grunted. “Fine. Thank you.”

“It is my pleasure.”

She continued to wrestle with her magic and her aura as she carefully moved off the platform and pushed open the massive, heavy door to enter her room for the first time. As it swung shut behind her, she took a long moment to just look around.

A wide, nearly full-height window filled one wall, giving an unobstructed view to the west. The glasswork was perfect, its production likely enhanced by magic of one sort or other. Power still lingered in it, and Tala thought she understood the workings to be for durability and cleanliness.

Through the immaculate window, Tala could see the beginnings of her forest toward the north of that view, and the green rolling hills extended to the horizon before her.

To the edge of reality, she corrected herself.

Some animals moved about across those hills, but not many. Not yet.

The experts and craftsmen had established an ecosystem of sorts, though she’d required that they limit apex predators.

It had taken some convincing, as all the experts had insisted that the lack could cause radical unbalance.

Tala wanted Terry to have free-range fun.

But that was all outside her room.

The room itself was simple in its beauty.

The walls were built of granite blocks with silver inlaid mortar, all polished to a near mirror finish.

The floor was a single slab of poured stone, streaks of dark and light gray playing with each other across the similarly polished surface.

Overhead, old-growth beams spanned the space, holding the wooden ceiling up high.

Apparently, there were several families who had holds filled with trees of various ages, all growing toward the harvest at the right time.

There were large floor-to-ceiling curtains that could be pulled across the window at need, but they were tucked back, out of the way for the moment.

The room, as a whole, was sparse to the extreme.

Aside from a few silver hooks set into the walls, the only adornments were her bed and a large stone tub.

The water bubbled and popped, and Tala could feel the heat radiating from it and the stone tub it was drawn in even from a dozen feet away.

There’s nothing in here. After a moment’s hesitation, she smiled. I like it.

She took Flow and her bloodstar sheath from her belt and hung them on the hooks. Her clothing retracted into a band around her neck, under the collar, and she slid into the water, dunking her head and staying under for a long count of ten.

Immediately, she felt the heat and whatever Thorn had done to the water scour her from toes to tips.

The water transformed from crystal clear to murky gray in barely a moment. Her hair and iron paint joined the dirt, grime, and dead skin in the water around her.

Well, this is kind of gross. She grunted. It would be nice if I could get rid of—

She had barely started the thought when she felt Kit—through her new, deeper connection to the pouch—flex slightly.

The detritus in the water vanished, leaving it perfectly clean once more.

Tala gratefully tapped the stone beside her. “Kit, you’re amazing.”

The bath did not respond.

“It’s too bad that you can’t clean me directly, but personal magical defenses and all that.”

She sighed, sinking into the water once again.

Thorn was right. Whatever he’d done to the water stripped off everything that wasn’t part of her living body.

The dwarf had somehow exempted the collar, her nails, and teeth. She realized the last when she gargled and felt the inside of her mouth similarly sizzled clean.

Kit continued to remove any impurities that she added to the water as she did so.

That would have been embarrassing, losing all my teeth.

-We have inscriptions to regrow them at need.-

Yeah, but I’ve never had to use them. Imagine explaining to Holly that the first time I lost my teeth was in a bath.

Alat chuckled. -That would be pretty funny.-

The elk leathers, retracted into a choker around her neck, drew heavily from her gate to remain in pristine condition.

That draw actually helped lessen the strain caused by power gushing through her.

She briefly mirrored the elk leather’s self-cleaning onto her body, freeing herself of the last vestiges of grime, those that had tried to hide away.

That wouldn’t be a problem if my bath were as big as a pond.

-Do you want to request a hot-spring in your sanctum?-

No… She sort of did, but it seemed utterly ridiculous to ask for. Especially after the fact.

She placed that aside and simply luxuriated for another moment, letting her being settle. It had been a horrible… three weeks?

-Yes. We kept that infernal contraption on us for three weeks. By the end, the gains were next to meaningless.-

But not fully.

Alat groused. -No, not fully useless. Even so, we were getting a bit… frayed there, at the end.-

Yeah. I did let it go on a little too long, didn’t I.

The nature of the process meant that her gate wasn’t harmed, not really, but it was sore and hosting a greater-than-ever, unguided flow of power.

She sighed, closing her eyes so that she could focus on her magesight.

Her power, her aura, was filling the room.

Her natural restraint, hard-won and long-practiced, was barely enough to keep it that contained.

Any idea how much we increased our flowrate?

-Estimate?-

Sure.

-Nearly three and a half times.-

Tala sucked in a breath and got water with the air. She started hacking, coughing the water free once more. “What?”

-You heard me. We’ve more than tripled our flowrate. Why did you think our inscriptions were straining under the influx?-

Tala grunted, focused on her power, and pulled.

Slowly, over the course of about five minutes, she drew it back to be even with her skin.

She grit her teeth and held it there. I can do this.

She held it for nearly a minute before her internal grip slipped, and her power blossomed outward once again.

The window flexed under the change in magical pressure.

Hey, I’m affecting the zeme in the room. I never really thought my power would be sufficient to affect the weather, let alone the currents of magic, itself.

-Tala, we’re in your sanctum. Literally all the power in here is yours—or was yours at some point.-

…Spoil sport.

-But all of this is beside the point. We couldn’t keep our power in check, and that doesn’t bode well. There’s no way we’re holding it in consistently in less than three hours.-

Tala sighed. She knew that to be true. Good thing we have a solution—as much as I don’t want to use it as a crutch.

She let her mind be diverted for a moment since she knew how she would proceed.

Something had caught her magesight’s attention while her aura was fully retracted. It was a lingering feel of magic in the stone of her tub.

Now, she devoted some attention to examining it.

Even though her aura once again suffused the material, she could still see the traces remaining behind.

Thorn’s magic? That was right. He’d have to have heated the water, somehow. It wasn’t like Kit could move heat around.

“Can you move energy around, irrespective of material, Kit?”

Kit did not respond.

Also, nothing got hotter or colder despite her desires for it to do so, so Tala assumed that was a ‘no.’

I’ll have to ask him how he did that… It didn’t matter at the moment, however.

It was near sunset, so sunlight was streaming through her window.

Tala decided to dry off in that sun, exiting the tub and walking across the pleasantly cool floor to her wall of a window.

She slowly turned in the light, drying quickly, likely due to the utter lack of hair. She’d held the regrowth scripts back for the time being.

In her brief times actually looking out the window, she noticed the crags of rock that jutted up from some of the hills that she could see in the near distance.

I’ll need to explore this place at some point.

It was an exciting prospect.

She held out her hand, and her hot air incorporator came into it.

I’m glad that this is still here.

She dumped power into it, and the wind hit her like a physical force, actually dimpling her reinforced skin where it was pointed.

The flow through the device was hard to regulate down, but it didn’t matter too much.

The last of the dampness left her, and Kit took the incorporator back to wherever it had been stored.

Her last task was to repaint herself with iron. It was her only chance to meet Be-thric’s deadline—as much as that grated on her.

I won’t let it be a crutch in the long run. I will get my power and my aura under control once more.

Less than fifteen minutes after she’d entered her room, she walked back out, completely repainted save the middle of her back, and reclothed in a garment that left that area exposed.

Flow and her bloodstar sheath were once again on her belt.

“Thorn, will you please help me?”

The dwarf came from the direction of the kitchen, drying his hands on a towel. “Certainly.”

He took the brush and finished the application without needing instruction.

“I’d wondered how you did the hard-to-reach parts. Now, I know.” He laughed. “You get help.”

“Indeed. Thank you.”

The last stroke was completed, and Tala almost staggered.

It felt like she was a balloon that someone had started to blow air into. “Oh. Oh, wow.”

Thorn frowned. “Eskau Tali?”

“I’ll be fine.” Her aura was still widespread, but she was able to retract it with ease now that it lacked the backing of her magic. “You mentioned food?”

She had to admit that she was famished. With a thought and a simple application of power, Tala reshaped her clothing into her normal outfit as Tali.

Thorn led the way to the dining area where a table was covered in various dishes.

“Oh! Thorn, you sent away for all this?” She immediately began to dig in. She found a steady pace between her old way of scarfing and Tali’s careful, meditative absorption of food and power as one.

Thorn cleared his throat and scratched the back of his head. “Most yeah, but some… Well, I… I cooked some.”

She looked his way. “This is like twenty different dishes, Thorn. Which one did you cook?”

“I want to see if you can tell.” He shrugged. “This is a really nice kitchen, and I like to cook.”

She gave him a skeptical look but decided to give it a try. “Well, thank you.”

“It is my pleasure to serve.”

Everything was excellent, even though the raspberry tarts were a little less excellent than she’d have expected.

Thorn had, indeed, made those. He admitted with a shrug, “The food was grown here. Sending it out to be prepared seemed… wasteful.”

Tala nodded slowly. She was used to cooking for herself, but Tali wasn’t, at least not since she’d been picked as Be-thric’s candidate. “If you want to learn how to cook, I think that’s a fine idea.”

He narrowed his eyes. “I know how to cook already.”

She met his gaze and smiled sweetly. “If you want to improve your cooking, I think that’s a fine idea.”

Thorn rolled his eyes and huffed a laugh. “Fair enough. I’ve never tried something like a raspberry tart before. Gallof had me cook for him occasionally, and I helped out with meals in the mines before that. I admit my skills could do with a polish.”

“If that’s what you want. You aren’t meant to be my cook.”

“I’m meant to serve, and this place can do virtually everything except cook.”

Tala hesitated. That was actually true. Kit had never shown the ability to use one item within itself to act on another. Moving water to drop on crops wasn’t the same thing as wielding a knife to cut vegetables. “Very well, but again, only if that’s what you want, and only if you promise to tell me if you find you don’t like doing it.”

“Very well.”

Throughout the meal, the magic within her continued to build so that by the time she was done with her dinner, it had exceeded anything she’d experienced before.

In the past, the build-up reached a maximum level, where the scripts, in their inefficiency, ate up the power as fast as it could be provided.

The level of that odd balance was now vastly increased.

She already had echoes carved into reality around her, and it had been less than an hour since the iron paint had been applied.

Her self-examinations were interrupted when a cat hopped up onto her dining table. It walked among the dishes, taking licks of the various remnants.

Thorn’s eyes were fixed on the feline as it moved about. “Huh.”

Tala watched it for a long moment as well. “Thorn?”

“Yes, Tali?”

“I don’t remember a plan for any cats in the sanctum.”

“There weren’t any.”

“Then, am I delusional? Because I definitely see a cat, there.”

“No. I’m seeing it, too. It must have snuck in at some point.”

“Huh.”

“That’s what I said.”

Tala held out her hand, and the cat cautiously approached her. “That’s right. I’m not going to hurt you.”

When it was just out of reach, the feline stopped and sat down, staring at Tala with large, purple eyes.

“You have pretty eyes.”

The cat tilted its head, then turned and bounded off.

“Wait! I didn’t mean it!” Tala hesitated. “No… I did mean that, I just didn’t mean to scare you off!”

But the cat was already gone.

A moment later, Terry popped into existence on the table.

Tala sat up in surprise. “Terry?”

He leaned forward and squawked, very, very unhappily.

“Right. You’re bored.”

He shook himself.

“No? Not bored?”

He shook himself again. He was then on Tala’s shoulder in a flicker and headbutted her.

“Oh, you were worried about me.”

He trilled an affirmative.

Thorn cleared his throat. “He’s been acting… different since all the others left.”

Tala and Terry turned to regard the dwarf.

Oh… I forgot he was here.

-You were so focused on the cat, you forgot you had an audience.- Alat sighed. -Why am I not surprised?-

You could have reminded me.

-…-

The cat distracted you, too, huh?

-It was a pretty cat.-

Tala grinned. “Yeah, he’s a special bird.”

“Does Pillar Be-thric know he’s a teleporting terror bird?”

Tala froze. “No?”

Thorn tilted his head to one side. “I figured. I haven’t said anything to him. Now, is this a surprise or a secret?”

She swallowed, somehow feeling that the answer was important. “Secret?”

The dwarf shook his head with a chuckle as he walked around and hopped up on a chair opposite her. It seemed to have been built with his stature in mind. “I figured that, too.”

“Oh?” Tala had a bad feeling about this. “What do you mean?”

“Pillars can be… hard masters to serve. We need to have something of our own to keep our sanity. If we give them everything, they take even more.”

She frowned. That’s not where I thought this was going. “You sound like you speak from experience.”

“I do, yeah.” He sighed. “Thank you for trusting me with the truth. I suppose I can do the same.”

Tala leaned forward, interested in what he had to say.

“I wasn’t born with the name ‘Thorn.’ Gallof renamed me to have a moniker more suited to an Eskau.” Thorn snorted a laugh. “Not that it mattered in the end.”

She found herself nodding. “That’s what Pallaun… Eskau Pallaun was talking about. Your name is… was Thron?”

“Ah, so you were listening to that.” He nodded. “He is a scary man, that Eskau. But yes, Thron is the name my mother gave me.”

“Are you angry that they changed it?”

He shrugged. “A bit sad, but not angry. Gallof pulled me from the mines where I was little more than a slave. If he’d been raised to Pillar, I’d happily have served the House of Blood every day of my life. Now?” He shrugged again. “Now, I owe my life to you and Pillar Be-thric to a lesser extent. I’ll not betray or harm Gallof, and I’ll always be grateful to the House of Blood, but beyond that, I’m here to serve you.”

That settled like a weight in Tala’s stomach, more than she was ready or willing to bear at the moment. “That’s kind of you, Thron—”

“We should stick to using Thorn, Tali. It would be odd if we used a name not in the House records.”

Hah… little do you know…

-Focus, Tala.-

“Thorn, then. Thank you.” It felt like a lackluster response, but it was all she could think to say.

Terry… had gotten bored.

He flickered to Thron’s head, grabbing onto the dwarf’s silver hair with his talons.

Thron glared up at the bird. “I’m not playing this game again, Terry.”

Terry sulked a bit, then flickered away, curling up on Tala’s shoulder.

“The little terror seems to enjoy getting me to hit myself in the head. Only actually happened once, when I didn’t know he could teleport, but he keeps trying.”

Tala looked at Terry and sighed. “Yeah, that sounds like him.”

The dwarf shook his head. “Now, we should focus on getting you ready for your meeting. How’s your magic feel?”

Tala reluctantly looked downward at the magical manifestations around her.

They were somehow tighter, closer to her skin, and more precise, each line’s glow not encroaching on those around it, nor casting light on Tala’s surroundings.

They were more detailed than ever, looking like nothing so much as her own skin, made completely of light and formed perfectly to her. It was close enough to her contours that it was actually inside her elk leathers, rather than being projected outside the garment.

Huh, maybe the candidate I targeted thought he saw a mirror to his own power in me. Maybe that’s why he wasn’t a jerk?

-Yup. That makes sense.-

Tala ignored the edges of sarcasm in the artificial interface’s tone, returning to Thron’s question. “It’s… a lot.”

“I can imagine. Don’t forget to feed your sanctum. That should help.”

Tala had, in fact, forgotten. With relief, she grabbed large currents of her power and directed them around her iron defense and out into Kit.

The pressure lessened just a bit, but not down to anywhere near the levels she was used to.

“What now?”

“Now? We do what we can to get you ready. Your Pillar asked me to ensure that you were combat ready but not hostile in appearance.”

Tala looked down at her hands, clad in what appeared to be gloves of manifest power. “How in zeme are we supposed to do that?”

Thron pulled out a small box. “With a gift from your master.” He hesitated, then shook his head. “Apologies, Pillar Be-thric asked that I not refer to him in that way. This is a gift from your Pillar.”

There was far more to unpack in that bit of speech than Tala had a mind for at the moment, so she simply took the small box. It opened on delicate hinges, revealing a familiar little shape, along with a simple note on how to use the item.

Thron continued. “It is apparently another prize claimed by our Pillar in his forays around the wild humans to the north. He’s been keeping it in a high magic environment to maintain its magics—or so he said.”

Tala knew exactly what it was, and how to use it, but she still made a show of reading the note before placing her through-spike back at the base of her neck.

After she had pushed it into place, she mirrored the elk leather’s self-cleaning onto the small circle of iron paint that the through-spike had isolated.

Tala then pulled away the through-spike, blew through the hole to clear it of the iron paint, and replaced it in the proper location, using a mirrored perspective through her bloodstar to put it back precisely in the small hole cleared of paint.

That done, the illusion settled into place around her.

Thron grinned. “Well, now. That is exactly what you needed!”

Suspiciously so, wouldn’t you say? But she didn’t say that. As much as she thought of Thron in a positive light as a new acquaintance, she did not need him becoming suspicious of her for any reason. His declarations of loyalty might be meaningful, but only time would tell.

So, instead of saying anything that she wished to say, Tala simply smiled and nodded. “Yes, this is exactly what I needed to best serve the House of Blood.”


Chapter: 20
Knowing Her Role

Tala and Thron talked for a little while about small things. But soon, it was just about time for Tala to leave so that she could attend Be-thric at the meeting.

As she stood to go, she noticed that, through her magesight, Thron was looking a bit… weak.

“Thorn, why are you running low on magic?”

He gave her an odd look. “Where would I be getting magic, in here?”

Tala looked around and realized that Kit was, indeed, devouring all the magic that she output, sequestering it away in a new, seemingly limitless, reserve.

“I need to spend some time in the main hold while you are out.” He didn’t say that he had been virtually trapped in here with her for the last few weeks. He was due for a break, even if only to recharge.

Tala nodded, then smiled as an idea came to her. “Let me see.”

She held out her hand, and an orb appeared within it, screaming. “Aaaaahh— Oh. Hello. Will you break me now?”

Both Tala and Thron had flinched back, away from the scream, even though it died off quickly.

Terry hadn’t moved.

Tala cleared her throat, ignoring the edge of happiness that the sphere projected at the idea of being broken. “Why, if I may ask, were you screaming?”

She somehow felt the orb direct its attention toward Terry. “I was buried alive.”

“But you aren’t alive.” You’re a trapped human soul, and I wish I could free you, but I can’t.

“Well, I’m certainly still here. Unless… will you break me?”

“No, I need you.” I can deal with the horror of using a trapped human soul later… Things aren’t ideal, and I have to work with what I have.

“That’s… just… wonderful…”

Thron’s eyes widened, seemingly understanding Tala’s idea. “Oh, no. No, I can’t use the power.”

Tala grinned, tossing the sphere to the dwarf. “Take Rob and get a magic purification item, or find another means of using the power that comes from him.”

“Rob?” The dwarf had caught Rob easily and was now examining it.

She shrugged. “He’s an orb; Rob is a nice anagram that makes sense to me. Rob, do you have a name?”

“Some insufferable creature has named me Rob, and I’ve no other name.”

“There; you see?” Tala ignored the grumpy false personality.

Thron sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Good.” Tala called up the door out, and they exited.

Terry rode on Tala’s shoulder, and Thron carried Rob.

They stepped out into the side courtyard, now empty of workers.

“The world beyond is but another world of limited capacity.” They both ignored Rob.

Absently, Tala reached back and grabbed the doorframe. Just before she pulled, she thought she saw a cat sitting on the table, watching them leave.

She was already pulling it off the wall, however, so the view through vanished. With a shake of her head, she hung Kit on her belt.

Thron gaped at her.

She froze. “Oh… wow. I… I didn’t even think before doing that. I wanted to bring my sanctum with me, and I acted without considering.”

He closed his mouth. “That’s… That will be insanely useful. You can keep the whole thing with you at all times?”

“So it seems.”

-Smooth, Tala. Really keeping the suspicion to a minimum.-

Hush, you.

They found Be-thric nearby, seeming to have just finished his dinner—if the servants carrying empty dishware away from his table were any indication.

His eyes immediately snapped to Tala’s hip and the pouch there. “Interesting. It retained the ability to take that form?”

Tala nodded her head in acknowledgment. “It just felt right, and when I grabbed the doorframe…” She shrugged.

“That is a wonderful ability. I am glad it will be easy to keep with you.”

“Thank you, Pillar.”

Thron bowed. “My Pillar, Eskau Tali has granted me use of this fount. Would you authorize the acquisition of a means of purification so that I can utilize the power source within?”

Be-thric considered for a long moment. “Yes, I think that would be a wise use of the thing.”

“I’m right here. Either talk to me, or break me and set me free.”

Tala suppressed the unhappy feeling in her chest at the orb’s words.

The Pillar shook his head and continued to address Thron. “Find a way to muzzle it, too. It should have sufficient power to keep you in reasonable shape, even in sparse lands, yes?”

“Yes, Pillar Be-thric.”

“Good, then be gone. See that it is done.”

The dwarf bowed to the Pillar, then to Tala. As he turned to depart, Tala had a thought.

“Thorn?”

He stopped. “Yes, Eskau?”

“Try to find the creators of that sphere. If you can, you might be able to make use of it more efficiently as they will know the design intimately.”

Be-thric gave her an acknowledging nod. “That is an excellent suggestion, my Eskau.”

Thron bowed again. “As you suggest.”

Without another word, he departed.

“I am glad that my little gift has worked so well for you. The ‘defenseless human’ look suits you.”

I have no idea how I should take that… Tala looked down at her hands and nodded. “It will make me less conspicuous, thank you.”

“Of course. We can’t have you scaring away your targets before they are slain, now can we?” He smiled menacingly.

“No, Pillar.”

“Here. This is for you.” Be-thric tossed her a pouch.

She caught it.

“We really need to work on your lethality, in general. Those should help.”

Tala hefted the bag, examining it on her palm. It was incredibly heavy for its size. There was a subtle power coming from the contents within.

“Well? Don’t just stare at the outside. Open the bag.”

Tala opened it and found it filled with one-inch spheres. By their coloring and weight, she would guess that they were tungsten. “Pillar?”

“They are impressed with a very simple working. They use practically no power at all. They do one simple thing: they magically mark every particle of a given sphere with a number impressed into the magic around them, unique from the others.”

Her eyes widened. “That means—”

“Precisely. You can simply target the material with that signature, and even if one of the spheres is massively deformed, or even split, your working will not fail. Begin untargeted ramp up on as many of those as you reasonably can.”

She did so, only trusting herself to implement the working on four. That is… genius.

-It really is a perfect complement to how we use our power.-

Being able to ramp up four was an improvement, and she suspected she could have done more, but her control was the thing in question now, not her power. The escalation begun, she asked, “What is the nature of the meeting?”

“We are going to convince a candidate Eskau to defect from another House. After our attack on the first, he won’t come unguarded, and when he agrees, we will need to delay his guards and prevent them from killing him.”

And if he refuses, we will need to kill them all, quickly.

As they began walking, Be-thric continued, “I selected this candidate because our information indicates that he is unhappy with his master. He is also not favored to win in any potential succession. We offer a reasonably high-level position, protection, and luxury, and I am confident he will join us.”

As they reached the gate, he glanced down at her hand and hissed in irritation.

“They should have switched you out to a gold key-ring already. We’ll sort that out when we return. It’s a disgrace.’

Tala just nodded. “As you wish.”

He then looked to Terry, still on her shoulder. “I am glad that you’ve taken to your pet so well, but he should await you in your sanctum.”

Tala glanced at Terry, then held Kit open. “In, Terry.”

Terry trilled, a slightly grumpy note to his call before he hopped off her shoulder and straight into Kit.

Tala closed the pouch behind him.

Be-thric nodded, smiling once more. “His training seems to be coming along very well. It is gratifying to see your success in the taming of one lesser than you.”

“Thank you, Pillar.”

Their meeting was a little way into the city, and they set out through the streets without delay.

Tala held the four balls in her hands as they walked, two in each hand, continuing to pump power into them. She could tell that the compounding factor was greater than it had ever been.

-And with the untargeted ramp up? Almost any fight you can prep for is going to be a lot easier.-

That’s the truth.

-Assuming we remember to prep.-

Yeah, yeah. She did not dwell on her failure to do just that before the last encounter with an Eskau candidate.

That was then, this was now, and Tala would be ready for whatever this encounter brought.

As it turned out, the meeting was near the edge of a large park.

There were two stone benches, facing each other across a ten-foot-wide path. A young man sat on the far bench, flanked by eight armed and armored warriors.

The candidate Eskau was a species that neither Tala, nor Tali, had ever seen in person. He had no hair on his head, slick, almost rubbery skin, large eyes with exaggeratedly expanded pupils, and webbing between his fingers.

He didn’t seem like a beast-folk, but he could just be of an animal that Tala was unaware of.

The guards with him were a mix of various blue hue-folk and aquatic beast-folk. There was even one shark-man, who was terrifyingly gigantic, standing at least ten feet tall and looming over the rest of them from behind the group.

Tala made a call, then, and began a fifth ramp up within the bench beneath the candidate Eskau, making sure to reach through the ground and the dimensions of magic to get a firm lock despite the auras of authority blanketing the area around the item in question.

-Oh, that’s clever, I like it.-

Her bloodstars were already in their combat configuration, two orbiting her head, her bar behind her neck with a third bloodstar locked into position above it, the sphere before her sternum, and her discs in staggered orbit around her. She called out a fourth bloodstar drop and raised it higher and higher, slowly gaining a better vantage. And a potential anchor.

-Well planned, Tala.-

Thank you.

Be-thric spoke first, even as the candidate rose to his feet. “Candidate Cuan, I am grateful that you were willing to meet with me.”

The candidate gave a slight bow. “Pillar Be-thric, there is no animosity between the House of the Turbulent Ocean and the House of Blood. Why would I refuse?”

Be-thric smiled as they both sat, Tala taking up a position behind and to Be-thric’s left. “Your guards’ presence says you are worried.”

Cuan didn’t dispute the statement. “You are a new Pillar, assembling your armaments. Every candidate in the region would be wise to step lightly.”

Be-thric nodded his acknowledgment.

Cuan turned his oddly dilated eyes toward Tala. “I have not had the pleasure of formally meeting your Eskau. She is human, yes? And she wears an illusion of surpassing quality.”

Tala glanced toward Be-thric as she knew Tali would have, and he gave her a nod of approval.

Be-thric’s written instructions, which came with the through-spike, had hinted at how she might turn off the illusion. She, of course, already knew how, but that inclusion gave her a reason for Tali to be able to do it.

She grinned at the candidate sitting across from them. “I am Eskau Tali.”

She nodded slightly in a sign of acknowledgment, and Cuan returned the gesture.

“As to my illusion?” Her grin widened maliciously. “I don’t wish to scare the populace.”

With a flex of magic, nearly identical to how she controlled her elk leathers, she disabled the illusion.

Every one of Cuan’s guards instantly drew their weapons, but Cuan held up a hand, leaning forward. “Remarkable.”

Tala shrugged, pulling on Tali’s memories for the best responses. “An Eskau is merely a reflection.”

Cuan had grimaced at her words, just slightly, and nodded before completing the saying, “A Pillar is the mirror.”

Tala had no idea what the saying was meant to convey, and Tali hadn’t either, amusingly enough.

She released the working, and her illusion returned her to a normal appearance. A human appearance.

The guards reluctantly re-sheathed their weaponry.

Be-thric cleared his throat. “Now that the important parties are thoroughly introduced and greetings have been exchanged…?”

Cuan nodded. “We can discuss business. What do you want of my master?”

Be-thric shook his head. “No, no. That is not the way we should handle this at all. First, I will tell you what we are offering.”

That caught the candidate off guard, and he straightened, clearly intrigued. “Go on.”

Tala scanned the guards. None were of a higher race. They were low-level enforcers, likely intended to keep lesser threats away from the candidate Eskau while Cuan dealt with other heavy hitters. That makes sense.

“We offer wealth, protection, advancement, and an honorary place in the House of Blood.”

Cuan frowned. “You wish to unite our Houses, somehow? My master is not yet a Pillar, and even if he were, a title in another House would not be…” He shook his head. “You know all of this. What are you playing at? What do you want of my master?”

Be-thric grinned. “That is where there has been a… misunderstanding. We don’t want anything of your master. We wish you to leave your House and join ours, bringing your protian weapon with you.”

The guards behind Cuan froze, processing what Be-thric had just said, their eyes widening in shock.

Be-thric grinned. “Choose quickly, or I fear your guards might try to choose for you.”

Tala could practically see the calculations running through the candidate’s head. Then, a small smile pulled at his lips, fully revealing his pointed teeth for the first time, and he spoke quickly, “Advancement to Honored, and a hold of my own in another city.”

“Done.” Be-thric clapped his hands.

The sound seemed to break the general tension of the situation as everyone began moving at once.

The guards reached for and began to draw their weapons.

Cuan started to stand, moving away from the guards behind him.

Be-thric lowered his hands to his lap.

Tala targeted the fifth ramp up, the one she had been building in the bench beneath Cuan, at her bloodstar, some dozen feet overhead.

The slab that was the top of the stone bench ripped itself free, picking up the startled candidate and flinging him upward and toward Be-thric and Tala.

Tala immediately broke the working, and the bench dropped, slamming into and skidding across the ground.

Cuan had enough presence of mind to tuck his legs against his chest as he and the bench landed heavily.

Be-thric had to lift his feet to avoid the stone hitting him.

The Pillar gave her an amused look, even as he rocked forward, placing his feet down and standing on the now stationary benchtop.

The guards had once again frozen in surprise.

Tala stepped forward, knowing her role.

There were eight guards, and she had four stones. She knew which four she’d kill with the stones. She’d even likely get a double-kill with one stone as the guards were nicely lined up at the moment. Even so, she had one thing to try first.

“Guards of the House of the Turbulent Ocean, you have a choice. Return to your House and report the lawful defection of your candidate Eskau, or die here at my hand.”

The guards looked at one another, her appearance under the illusion was clearly still in their minds. Well, and the fact that I just ripped a few-hundred-pound stone from the ground with seemingly no effort.

-They have no way of knowing if that was you or Be-thric, though.-

That’s… fair.

Behind Tala, she heard—and saw, thanks to her mirrored perceptions—Cuan hand Be-thric a glove that radiated the power and magic of a protian weapon. Then, the two simply began walking back toward the House of Blood’s hold.

One of the guards called out, “Hey! You can’t just leave.”

Cuan didn’t look back, but Tala heard Be-thric reassure him that his Eskau had things handled.

She sighed. “Alright, make your choice. I don’t wish to stand here all day.”

The apparent leader barked an order. “Our charge is being taken by another House, defend! C group, break away and report.”

Tala shrugged. “As you wish.”

Even as two of the guards turned to sprint away, Tala directed her workings to their targets, and the balls were ripped from her hands.

The air snapped as the projectiles easily broke the sound barrier in the first foot of travel. She’d ramped them up incredibly high.

Six of the guards dropped in various states of death, including one of those who had turned to run.

One of the tungsten balls had been deflected enough off the spine of the shark-man that it had killed one of those Tala hadn’t accounted for.

“Huh.” She immediately began ramping up untargeted gravity on four more balls, just in case.

-That was a bit sloppy.-

Two heads had simply burst apart, one more had clean holes punched through, and the final three had lethal wounds through various parts of their chests.

I’m glad that vital organs are in generally the same places. To be safe, she’d hit the least human targets in the head. Brain obliteration is a fairly reliable kill.

Tala began walking forward, even as the last runner turned back in horror, having only taken a couple of steps before his friends fell. The shark-man made a particularly resonant thump as he hit the ground.

The last man still standing to face her had skin of alternating orange and white, a more bulbous head, and several other clearly aquatic-oriented features. Some sort of fish-man?

His sword trembled in his hand, but even so, he stepped to his left, putting himself between the runner and her.

That was brave. A little stupid, but still brave.

“Shoo.” Tala waved for them to go. “I had no ill will, here. I offered to let you go, so go.”

The runner took off, and when she made no hostile move, the final guard turned and followed as quickly as he was able, only occasionally looking back her way.

Tala dropped Kit on the ground, and it opened in the form of a simple square hole.

With relative ease, she dumped each of the bodies through that hole. That done, she replaced the pouch on her belt.

There was some blood on the ground, and the bench was wildly out of place, but otherwise, things looked as they had before.

With a sigh, Tala bent and righted the stone blocks that had supported the benchtop.

Then, with a surprising strain, she was able to lift the slab and carry it back, returning it to its proper place.

“There.” Tala dusted her hands off on each other and turned, walking quickly, but not rushing, to catch up with Be-thric and Cuan.

Two armor pieces down. Only seven more to go.


Chapter: 21
One Simple Question

Tala stood to one side as Sanguis, Be-thric, and Cuan talked.

The two Pillars were acting surprisingly cordial with the former candidate Eskau. They’d even ordered a late morning spread of food to be brought to share.

Pallaun had briefly walked by and told her they needed to talk soon, but he was off to fulfill some city-mandated duty.

I suppose I will probably have those too, soon.

-It would have been nice of Be-thric to tell Tali what those might be…-

That’s the truth.

She did not participate in the discussion between the three, though it was happening close by.

She wasn’t excluded from the conversation, in fact they’d asked her to join, but she’d requested to be allowed to stand watch off to one side instead.

It’s what Tali would have done. And she didn’t want to be closer to the Pillars than she had to be.

-Yeah, fewer chances for you to have violent thoughts about the man who kidnapped you. The one who wiped your mind and forced you to—-

Not helping, Alat.

-Fine, fine. I’ll leave you to it.-

Her request made Sanguis laugh. “Pallaun would have requested the same thing if he hadn’t had the excuse of an assignment. The man hates politicking.”

And so she was allowed to abstain from the final negotiations.

It really was odd. Sanguis and Be-thric were treating Cuan as if he still had the protian weapon to give, even though it never left Be-thric’s hand.

They could just kick him to the curb, right? They have what they want.

-Ahh, but then who would deal with them in the future? An enemy who can be trusted may one day become an ally, but an ally known for deceit and dishonor is destined to become an enemy.-

…You pulled that from Tali.

-Of course. Be-thric tried to instill all his basic beliefs into her, so she is a perfect resource for understanding his actions.-

I suppose. Even so, she had no real interest in listening to the conversation so near at hand. Instead, her focus was on her own power and aura.

The magic within her was continuing to build, somehow.

Her power was, quite literally, ripping her apart.

That same magic was also fueling her healing scripts, so she was coming back together just as quickly, but it was still agonizing.

She’d experienced some of that when the gate-breaking device was first removed, but this was so much worse. It also seemed unending as her power density continued to climb.

-Thron did say your density would rise as a result of the gate-breaking.-

Rust that dwarf. This hurts.

-But it is doing what he said it would, and we agreed. He did literally nothing wrong.-

Fine…

She needed to be reinscribed soon. The strain put on her scripts by the extra power was monumental.

I need to find a way of mitigating that, too.

Eventually, the three finished their discussions, each looking rather pleased by the end.

It was lawful for a candidate to change Houses, and the proper procedures would be followed. The House of the Tormented Ocean would be angry, they might even demand compensation, but it would be minor compared to the value of a protian weapon.

If they tried to demand that back, or something of truly equal value, it would start an inter-House war. They all knew that they’d have done the same if they could. They probably had in other cities when their own Pillars were raised up.

It was just the way things were.

A nod from Be-thric was all that Tala needed to consider herself dismissed, and she quickly departed.

She weaved through the hold, not going anywhere in particular, just letting her feet guide her. She was focused inward still. Finally, she found herself in a garden that she didn’t really recognize.

Good enough. It had been requested that she only place her sanctum entrance in one of the gardens, rather than a hallway or random room.

She looked around and saw an out of the way wall tucked just behind some ornamental trees. There was still a path back there, but it was out of the way.

There. I shouldn’t be obtrusive, here.

Once there, she tossed Kit against the wall. As she’d expected, it became a door that seemed to have always been there, blending with the wall and the aesthetic of the place.

Satisfied, she strode through the door, and it swung shut behind her.

-What was all that for?-

All what?

-You just made the entrance to Kit really hard to find.-

Did I? I’m not really paying attention.

Alat sighed. -Fine, fine. Let’s get this sorted.-

Her desire had caused the door to open onto her platform, and the entrance vanished as soon as it closed, the internal end returning to the bunker of an entrance building a short way away.

She stripped, shed her iron paint with a quick aspect-mirror, and the flakes of iron paint vanished before they could hit the ground.

Now free of restriction, her aura blasted outward into the sanctum around her, followed closely by a torrent of her power.

The manifestations of magic around her faded quickly, and she let out a gasp of relief as her power density dropped, she stopped destroying herself with her own overcharged magics, and her body equalized back into perfect health.

She shuddered one last time, having almost gotten used to the odd sensations that were now gone.

As soon as her power filled her aura and began extending beyond, Kit sucked it out of the air.

I need to fill Kit anyway.

-Oh, undoubtedly. This is the perfect place to practice.-

But first, I need to be reinscribed and reinforce them.

-Wise.-

What specific command would be best? She thought back to the small booklet that she’d read while trying to distract herself, early in the gate-breaking process.

-I think ‘Rebuild my Inscriptions’ would be best, so long as you focus on their ability to handle high throughput when you give the command.-

“Rebuild my Inscriptions.”

From countless holes around the platform, metal streamed out in fine threads.

Tala quickly retracted magic from her defenses and stood ready.

An agonizing minute later, she was gasping with remembered pain, sheathed in blood, and trembling.

Her inscriptions were refreshed and reinforced.

Handling greater throughput simply meant that more metal had been used, strategically, at junction points and divergences.

The scripts and their purposes hadn’t changed one iota.

This wonder of magical artifice could not create anything new, or alter what she had, not substantively. It could only recreate what she knew had been there and tweak some basic things.

-Very good. It’s not a complete solution, but it will help.-

With a quick aspect-mirror of the elk leather’s magic onto her skin, she shimmied slightly, and a cascade of blood fell free… where it was instantly absorbed by Kit.

Well… that was expected but still quite disturbing.

-What did you want to happen?-

I honestly didn’t think about it beforehand.

Before she could think too deeply on the idea of Kit whisking away her blood to who in zeme knew where, she decided it was time to practice.

So, she reformed her clothing, sat upon her throne, and strove to master her power and her aura once more.

It was nearly six hours before Tala felt the entrance to her sanctum open, and shortly after, Thron came out of the defensive structure it now naturally rested in. He looked… quite irritated.

“Here you are!”

“Of course, I’m here. Where else would I be?”

He shook his head, waving her off. “I knew you were in your sanctum, Tali. Why did you hide the entrance?”

She opened her mouth to deny the accusation, then paused, remembering Alat asking the very same thing. “Oops?”

He growled. “I’ve been looking for you for hours.”

“I apologize.” She stood and gave a slight bow. “I didn’t consider that when I placed the door.”

“You didn’t consider…” He placed his face in his hands and rubbed furiously for a moment. “Tali, it was in a random garden that no one had ever seen you visit before, tucked behind some trees, and blending in perfectly with the surroundings. I only happened on it by chance when I was seeking out a master caretaker to pull plans for the whole hold so we could find the extra door!”

Tala blanched, grimacing in sympathy. “I apologize, Thorn. It was done thoughtlessly. I had no intention of making things difficult for you.”

He grimaced slightly, then shook his head. “It’s fine, I suppose. Just irritating. I certainly know the main hold a lot better than I have any rights to, now.”

She laughed at that, then frowned again. Tala did genuinely feel bad. “I really am sorry.”

He waved her off. “No matter. Please do try not to do it again?”

“Could we find some way of letting you find my sanctum at need?”

Thron paused at that. “That’s… actually an excellent idea. I’ll see what I can figure out. In the meantime, I’ll go get some food heading our way, now that I know where you are. We missed lunch, and dinner should have been eaten nearly an hour ago.”

She sighed, nodding. “That sounds wonderful. I am pretty hungry.”

Thron nodded and turned.

“Here, let me.” With a thought, the exit appeared right next to Thron.

“Thank you. Could you move it to the dining room, after I leave?”

“Consider it done.”

The dwarf departed, and Tala did as he’d asked, then scratched the back of her head. Oops.

-Yeah, that was pretty inconsiderate of us. I did try to warn you. Though, to be fair, I didn’t consider Thron finding us as a problem.-

Yeah. I’m just not used to Kit being public knowledge. I think I just naturally found an out of the way place without considering it beyond that.

Tala looked around herself, at her aura and power kept within arm’s reach.

This, she could maintain.

She was slowly pulling it in, holding it as tightly as she could sustain, and any closer would cause the strain to quickly overwhelm her.

It was progress.

I won’t make a whole room of mundanes uncomfortable anymore.

-You’d knock them out, Tala.-

No, I don’t think it’s that bad.

-I suppose I don’t have hard numbers on what would happen. You might be right, but let’s not test it.-

Fair enough.

She hopped off the north side of the platform and entered the large archway into the common area of her home.

To the right and left of that entrance, on the outside, were her room and the entrance to the guest wing, respectively.

Before her, the kitchen and dining space were on her left and the library and other areas to the right. The door in and out of the sanctum was against the eastern wall of the dining area.

The north and west walls of the space held large windows, giving a pleasant view of the surrounding terrain.

A small river ran between her and the forest in the near distance. From the throne a couple of dozen feet behind her, the edge of the sanctum was only a bit more than seven thousand feet away.

Two-and-three-quarter miles across—or a little more. It was massive, but still felt small.

The false sun, which was moving toward the western horizon, could support and control the weather cycles of a hold up to nearly nine miles across, give or take.

A part of that control was keeping the air balanced as breathable for the animals that now lived within the sanctum and such that the plants could grow with ease. The previous iteration of this hold had had some scripts which performed that function, but such a critical thing being left to inscriptions was another sign of the cheapness of its original construction.

In fact, if she remembered correctly, the balance of the contained atmosphere was biased a bit toward the plant side of that equation, to help everything get thoroughly established.

The door opened behind her as she continued to stare out at her lands, and they were hers.

She smiled. So long as Kit and I don’t get into a spat.

Servants moved on nearly silent feet behind Tala, but she knew they were there.

Not only were her bloodstars in their positions, but she could feel them moving around within Kit.

If she focused, she could feel the animals, too, but that was harder. Sapient creatures, truly thinking beings, made more of an impression with Kit, and so they were easier to focus on.

She had a thought. Where is that cat?

She wasn’t able to find it quickly, so she gave up, turning to thank the men and women of various races as they departed.

“Thank you for bringing this to me. I regret that you had a farther trip from the central kitchens.”

They stopped as she addressed them, then bowed or curtsied in acknowledgment before departing.

Thron waited until they’d all exited to enter, and as the door closed behind him, it vanished. He was carrying a keg under one arm, and Tala thought she saw wisps of power that didn’t quite look like magic moving from the keg to Thron.

He glanced back over his shoulder and shook his head. “Makes a fellow feel trapped, but I suppose I’ll get used to it, eventually.”

Tala nodded distractedly. The spread of food was even larger than usual. “What’s all this for?”

“Two meals?”

“Oh! Right… I do apologize again.”

Thron waved her away as he tapped a large keg for himself.

“Acid?”

“Yes, indeed.”

“And you’re already draining it?”

“Of course! Else it would eat through the container.”

A muffled voice drifted out of one of Thron’s pockets. “You could always drop me in. I’m sure that would suppress it for a time.”

Thron looked to the ceiling as he took a long breath and let it out slowly. “Rob, I’m not going to destroy you. I just spent a small fortune to make you useful.”

Tala frowned. “A fortune?”

“A small one. Not nearly as much as a new fount would have cost.”

“Is that why the power coming off of him is pure?”

“Pure enough to draw in predators seeking to devour me. I thank you for your gift.”

Thron shook his head, ignoring Rob. “Yup. It’s a purification cage. His creator, whoever it was, couldn’t be found. Rob was probably an experiment the craftsman unloaded for cheap.”

“Ahhh, yes. Bethany was a horrible owl.”

Tala’s eyebrows went up, but before she could comment, Thron shook his head. “He’s just making things up or listing people he’s met before. I followed the first two ‘leads.’ One took me to a grocer who caters to the lowest races, the next to a grave of someone who died sixty years ago.”

“Ahhh, Augustis. You would have made a fine emperor, if only there were an empire for you to rule.”

She gave the dwarf a puzzled look. “Did you break him?”

“No, he’s been… odd all day. Ever since I took him out of the hold for the first time. Remember that?”

“Vaguely. He said something about the main hold still being a limited reality.”

“Yeah. Ever since then, he’s been making asinine observations, as well as requesting self-destruction.”

Tala shrugged. “If he really wanted to end himself, he could.”

“Correction, oh false face for a false face. I am but a veneer over that which does not wish to die.”

She stared at Thron’s pocket, mouth open. “What did you say?”

Rob didn’t respond.

Thron shook his head again. “He called me a barely bearded bumbling buffoon earlier. He’s just trying to find reasons for us to break him, but he’s right. He isn’t the fount, though he is part of the magics that regulate it. His desires to end himself are not at all a reflection on what the fount, within, might want.”

“Huh.”

They finally sat then, digging into their food.

About halfway through the meal for Tala, and three mugs of somehow-alcoholic-acid for Thron—after his dinner, of course—the dwarf cleared his throat.

“So, we’ve a lot to work on with your abilities. I have the basic overview, and I’ve reviewed it thoroughly, but I have some questions. Pallaun is coming by in a bit as well. He completed his obligations, and there are some things he wants to discuss with you.”

Tala grunted her assent, and Thron dove into a litany of inquiries about her abilities.

It actually became rather a pain as Tala had to be careful to answer based on Tali’s memories and knowledge, rather than her own.

Finally, in the end, he asked one simple question that she had never considered. It was a frustrating reminder of how Be-thric had provided a similar insight, but this was too important to focus on that.

“Alright. So, if you can hold off on selecting a target while you ramp up your power—”

“Only for a time. Holding a targetless working gets much harder the longer it is held.”

“Yes, for a time. If you can do that, can you change the target of the attraction, after it is in place?”

She opened her mouth, then paused, her eyes widening.

-Oh. Oh! Oh…-

Yeah… That… That could change everything.

Thron grinned. “I’m really hoping that’s a ‘yes?’”

Tala, without a word, pulled out two of the balls that Be-thric had given her earlier that day.

She first ramped down their attraction toward the ground until it was effectively zero, then ramped their attraction up toward each other.

Thron drank his acid and didn’t press her for a verbal response. Instead, he watched the two balls sitting on the table as Tala went back to eating.

A few minutes later, the two balls were pressed against one another, and Tala thought that the power of the attraction was sufficient.

She stood, picking up the balls and walking toward the doorway. “Coming, Thorn?”

He hopped out of his chair, hot on her heels. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

They exited out, back near the central raised platform.

With a thought, Tala called a stone block into existence from somewhere else in the sanctum.

With cautious optimism, she held out her hand, palm up, with the tungsten spheres resting there. She then pulled her hand away, and they remained, floating in place.

They would begin drifting downward soon enough, but it wasn’t noticeable yet.

She reached out mentally and seized the magic with her will.

She could feel the target each ball had for the other, the attraction, the pull.

She didn’t fight against the strength of it. She didn’t reduce it, and she certainly didn’t increase it.

Instead, she grabbed the directing end of each and pushed. She imagined dislodging the targeting.

Instantly, she felt like she had a viper in her hands. Two, in fact.

The targeting was untethered and trying to latch onto anything around them.

Tala grit her teeth and forced the targeting onto the stone before her. One connected as she wanted, the other slipped free of her mental fingers at the last instant and grabbed onto something closer.

With a double crack through the air, the stone block exploded, destroying the target of that lock, and breaking the working.

The second sphere hit its goal much faster. It seemed that she was envisioning her control too much as a hand, and the targeting aspects locked onto that. Tala screamed as the tungsten blasted through her own right hand, punching through her under-powered elk leather defenses, her enhanced skin and bone, and back out the other side through another set of each.

The ball then slammed into the ground below and behind her, but not hard enough to crack the stone. It was still accelerating toward her hand, damaged or not.

It had left a ragged hole through her palm which was already beginning to close as Tala dropped to her knees, seizing the working laid on the tungsten sphere with her aura and treating it like a hostile Mage’s spell. She crushed the power within the tungsten, suppressing the magical marking and causing the working to lose its hold.

The slightly misshapen orb of metal dropped to the floor with a ping.

Thron had jumped back, and while stone fragments had gone in every direction, those that had come their way had simply vanished under the influence of a working that Thron wrought between them and the previously stationary stone block.

Ow… That really, really hurt.

-Yeah, that really did.-

Thron looked her up and down as she knelt there, staring at her newly repaired hand. “Are you alright?”

“Ow.”

“Did I see one punch through your hand?”

“You did.”

“What happened?”

“Target lock slipped.”

He grunted. “Could have been worse.”

She grunted in return.

They stared at the slowly settling cloud of dust until Kit seemingly sucked it all up, leaving the courtyard and dais completely clean once more.

Target switching was dangerous.

It could easily get someone killed or something destroyed unintentionally if she wasn’t careful.

But, most importantly of all?

It had worked.


Chapter: 22
The House’s Sword

Tala and Thron shared a long look, both seemingly considering the implications of Tala being able to switch targets on her gravity alterations.

As they stared at where the stone block had been, Rob made a throat clearing sound. “I bet that wouldn’t harm me. Let’s test.”

Thron closed his eyes and shook his head as Tala held in a laugh. In both cases, they did their best to ignore the orb.

And the existential crisis it invokes…

-Strength, Tala. We’ll find a way to help all the founts and vestiges—if and when we’re able.-

I know, but it’s still… odd.

-Oh, I know. Rob is very much like me in a way. I’m glad that you’re still around and that I’m not alone with just our soul for company.-

That… Tala hadn’t thought of it that way before, but Alat was right. I wonder if Rob is based on the person whose gate was stolen to make that vestige?

-We could ask at some point.-

When the time is right.

Finally, the dwarf broke the silence between them. “How hard is it to maintain the augmentation?”

Tala frowned. “I don’t maintain them if they have a target. So long as the target and the modified object remain as I conceived of them, it should last forever.”

Thron blinked at her a few times. “Forever.”

“It should, yeah.”

He opened his mouth to comment, then closed it, frowning. Finally, he shook his head. “I don’t want to argue with you. Can you do a working, and we test that theory? You’ve said you’ve never tested how long it lasted, right?”

She shrugged. “No, I’ve never specifically tested it, but I haven’t needed to. Even so, I don’t mind verifying what I know.”

She pulled out two more of the new spheres and began ramping up their gravitational attraction toward each other as two separate workings.

As she was doing that, Terry appeared on her shoulder. “There you are. I’ve—”

A startled cry rose from Thron’s pocket. “It returns! The deep hunger has come for me… Make it eat me or leave me alone!”

Thron patted his pocket. “None of that. You promised me silence. I’ve kept my promise. Have you kept yours?”

There was a pregnant pause. “Yes?”

“No. No, you have not.”

“I’ll do better! I promise. In fact, I’ll start… now!”

Silence fell over them.

Thron grunted. “Fair enough.”

Tala turned to Terry. The bird was eyeing the dwarf’s pocket but faced her when she began to speak. “Well? Where were you?”

He squawked with several descending notes, then headbutted her and curled up.

“Hunting?”

He looked at her with one eye, imperiously.

“Hunting.” She grinned. “Glad you’re having fun, buddy.”

Thron shook his head. “You have emotionally bonded with that creature incredibly quickly. Are you sure you don’t have any magics toward that end? Some of the descriptions of your abilities were unhelpfully vague. I have a hard time grasping some of it, even after our recent discussion.”

Tala shrugged. “Nope. Nothing to enhance bonding, emotionally or otherwise.”

Terry had closed his eyes, but he let out a derisive trill.

“That’s rude, Terry.”

He cracked an eye open, giving her an incredulous look.

“Fine. I don’t actually know what you said.”

He closed his eye once again, and she would have sworn he wore a smug look.

Thron huffed a laugh. “You are an odd one.” He paused for a moment, then shook his head. “Both of you are, now that I consider it.”

As Thron opened his mouth to ask something else, Tala held up her hand. “Eskau Pallaun is here.”

The obsidian-skinned man walked out of the entrance bunker a moment later.

He wore black leather pants that somehow looked gray against his skin, and the blood-red of his protian gauntlet looked positively ruby at the end of his left arm.

As if a veil had been pulled back, memories from Tali came together with what Tala and Alat knew about conceptual magic and a realization struck her. Darkness. He wields the concept of darkness.

-Oh! That makes so much sense.-

“Tala!” the man’s voice boomed out.

Tala froze, her heart rate picking up.

Thron gave her an odd look.

What do I do, what do I do, what do I do?

-Do what Tali would do.-

Tala cleared her throat and bowed, not having to fake the flush to her face. “It’s ‘Tali,’ Eskau Pallaun.”

The man stopped a few paces from her. “Was it? Are you sure?”

“That is my name.”

“Not Talb, Talia, or Tala-b?”

She frowned, genuinely confused. “Eskau Pallaun?”

He waved her off. “Forgive an old man his jokes.”

Does he want me to laugh? She chuckled nervously.

Thron was regarding her with consideration.

“Thron! Good to see you.”

“It’s ‘Thorn,’ Eskau Pallaun.” His words were a telling echo of Tala’s own.

Pallaun cocked an eyebrow. “Sticking with that disgrace?”

“He was my master, and I owe him much.”

The larger man shrugged. “It’s your choice, I suppose. But it is time for you to leave.”

“Eskau?”

“I want a private word with the new Eskau.”

Thron bowed. “With all due respect, this is Eskau Tali’s sanctum, and I am her attendant. I will not depart without her leave.”

The man smiled, his perfectly white teeth somehow looking black for a moment.

That makes no sense. Her mind was having trouble grasping the weight of his magical concept as conveyed by her magesight when overlaying her normal vision.

The two turned to regard Tala. She swallowed, then shook her head. “Thorn has duties here. We can walk the sanctum, out of earshot, if privacy is a concern. I will not have him dismissed.”

Pallaun arched an eyebrow. “Well, that is a pleasant surprise.”

Thron bowed to Tala and to Pallaun. “Eskau. I will attend to my duties.”

The dwarf turned and went into the common building to the north of the dais.

Pallaun grinned. “I’d have killed him if he obeyed my order while in your sanctum.”

Tala’s eyes widened even as he placed a hand to his ear as if listening for a reaction from the direction that Thron had gone.

“And he doesn’t listen in? You lucked into quite a wonderful servant, Eskau.”

Tala was feeling decidedly off balance. “Um, yes. I believe that I have.”

He nodded once. “Now, send away your pet. We need to talk alone.”

Tala glanced toward Terry, only to find the terror bird already rolling backwards off her shoulder. He landed deftly on the ground and sauntered off after Thron.

Pallaun didn’t comment on the fact that Terry had clearly understood him. “Now, we need to discuss your duties going forward.”

That brought her focus back and gave her something to ground her swirling thoughts on. Yeah… I was wondering about those.

-They are pretty critical, as we are counting on them to safeguard us if Be-thric ever discovers ‘Tali’s’ removal.-

“Oh?”

“I have been carrying your share of our duties while your initial upgrades were completed. I don’t know if you remember my checking on you while you were gate-breaking?”

She thought back. “Vaguely? I apologize, but nothing outside of myself and what I was going through really seemed important at the time.”

He grunted. “That’s fair. You did seem to be… otherwise occupied. Even so, the city is requiring more of the House of Blood, given that we have two Pillars now. That has prestige and benefits, but also comes with more responsibilities. I am more than capable of doing the work of two Eskau.”

He grinned, straightening his stance.

“But I won’t. There is much that I enjoy doing, and the additional tasks are… boring.”

Well, that’s one way to shift responsibilities back to me. Even so, I don’t actually know what I’m supposed to be doing… She smiled, waiting for him to continue.

“You have no idea what the duties are.”

She hesitated, not wanting to show her ignorance, then shook her head. Tali doesn’t know either. “Not at all.”

Pallaun sighed. “As I suspected. You were raised in a little village on the outskirts, and when your Pillar brought you here, he was focused on training you to win, not for what came after.”

The obsidian man shook his head.

“I suppose I am to blame as well. We never discussed your impending duties when we sparred.”

Tala hesitantly nodded. “I am grateful for the focus on my survival. It seems to have yielded the best result possible.”

He laughed, the sound deep and full like the rumbling of the earth beneath their feet.

Tala waited for him to finish, feeling awkward once again.

His mirth cut off abruptly. “As I was saying, your duties. You should know that an Eskau is the House’s Sword.”

“That is my understanding, yes.”

He gave a look that said, ‘Don’t interrupt.’

She closed her mouth and looked down at her hands.

His utterly black eyes seemed to fade into endless voids, momentarily highlighting just how inhuman he was.

He’s not just a man with different-colored features. He is an arcane, through and through.

Tala kept herself from stepping back but just barely.

If he noticed, he didn’t comment. He simply continued, “As one of the House’s Swords, you must contribute to the city. Those contributions fall into five categories. Now, be aware, this is in addition to the duties you have to the House itself, which you have also been neglecting due to your ignorance.”

He waited for her to silently nod in acknowledgment.

“First, if the city is attacked as a whole, in any manner, we are expected to muster and fight beside the other warriors in defense of the city. This effectively never happens. Magical beasts occasionally attack, but for the threat to be great enough to muster the Eskau…” He shook his head. “Eskau of this city have only been called on to fulfill this duty three times during Revered Sanguis’ reign as Pillar of the House of Blood.”

Three times, in how many thousands of years? “So, incredibly rare.”

“Precisely.” The Eskau glanced to her hand. “Are you almost done with that? I grow tired of standing in one place.”

She looked down at the tungsten in her hands. That is probably good, yeah.

-I’ll note the level of amplification for later comparison.-

Thank you, Alat.

“I am. Yes.” She set the pair on the dais and made sure to hold in her mind that she didn’t want them moved. Kit shouldn’t interfere. “There we go.”

Pallaun looked around. “Show me your sanctum while I instruct you, child. I am always interested in the nuances the builders include for new Eskau, and I want to see what was made of my gift.”

Right, he donated this to Be-thric and me.

“Certainly, and thank you again.” Tala had no interest in arguing with the man. He could just ask Be-thric or Sanguis for the plans anyway.

He grunted and began walking.

As Tala and Pallaun moved down some of the side paths, by plants that were already growing at a prodigious rate, Pallaun delved back into the topic at hand. “The second duty that we Eskau perform for the city is a more common one. We are in rotation to officiate high-profile duels. Specifically, where the combatants are Elder or above. The City Lord ensures that the Eskau called upon is neutral to the topic under dispute and then leaves it in their hands.”

That made sense. Eskau were martial in nature, and so using them to oversee duels that could easily get out of hand made a good deal of sense.

I’m not exactly suited to it, though.

“I’m not sure how good I’d be at that, honestly. I’m a fair hand at killing my enemies, but protecting observers or stopping the contestants non-lethally?”

Tala shook her head.

-You know, we’ve had this issue before. We really aren’t very good at defending others directly.-

Best defense is a good offense?

-Only if you can shock and awe every enemy on the field simultaneously.-

Something to aspire to, I suppose.

Pallaun shook his head. “No, no. You misunderstand, child.”

“Tali.” Well, Tala.

He snorted. “Fine, Tali.”

“Thank you.”

He waved her off, continuing as if she hadn’t interrupted. “The duty is mainly in an officiation capacity. The arenas have magics imbued in them that provide for the defense of the onlookers, and even some means of inhibiting the combatants, but you must be there to activate them at the appropriate times and mediate both before and after. You are the force that enforces the outcome, even if those with a stake in it don’t like the results. There is still bribery and attempts to influence the outcome, but that is to be expected.”

Tala felt a tickling from the part of her mind which housed Tali.

Whenever she was interacting with someone familiar with Tali, Tala kept part of her thoughts looking for what the other ‘her’ would do.

Thus, she knew what she needed to say. “I can understand that. If the champion of my cause lost, but I thought that I could still kill the opponent and take what I want, I might be tempted.”

“Precisely. If it is over the fate of a person or item, the Eskau will hold onto it during the clash. Beyond that, it should be fairly self-explanatory. I will accompany you to the first duel that you officiate and explain how to activate the workings, as well as anything else that seems necessary.”

“Noted.”

“Third. One day per month, you will attend the City Lord as one of his guards. This duty is waived if you are traveling for House business. This duty is a show of force and unity, and your shifts of that work will be more often than standard to start because you are a new Eskau, and the City Lord always wishes to get to know the new Eskau in his city. If your Pillar is ever moved to another city, you should expect increased shifts for the same purpose there.”

Tala tilted her head. “I can see the logic on one side, but wouldn’t that be a terrible idea if there was any chance of dissension?”

Pallaun quirked a dark smile. “Oh? Do you believe you could truly threaten a half-Hallowed?”

Half-Hallowed… That’s above Reforged, well on the way from blue to indigo. Her eyes widened. Then, she shook her head. “I hadn’t really thought about it, but with Revered Sanguis being a Pillar of the House of Blood, the City Lord would have to be stronger.”

The obsidian warrior shrugged. “In that regard, it depends on the individual. I once saw an Elder absolutely eviscerate a Revered in a conflict, but generally, you’re right. Universally, City Lords are monsters in battle. That is no exaggeration. About a millennium back, every major House in a city united and rose up against the local Lord due to some law or other. She wiped them all out. The City Lords are Old Guard, every one of them. Most apprenticed under Sovereigns before they achieved that rank, and some continued to learn from them even after.”

“What is it like? What sort of things will be expected of me?”

Pallaun shrugged. “You’ll have to learn that for yourself. I am forbidden this duty.”

Tala’s eyes went wide, and she swallowed involuntarily.

He grinned. “Not every member of the Old Guard is a City Lord, little Eskau.”

“I…” She swallowed again. What is he?

-Someone we don’t want to cross… ever.-

And someone likely to be sent after us if we simply try to run.

He regarded her for a long moment. “Our association to the same House will not be a shield for you. Don’t cross City Lords. I won’t interfere.”

Her voice was small as she replied, “Noted.” And I won’t if I can help it.

-Worse case? Make them hit you so you travel a long way from the backlash.-

Solid plan. Let’s never use it.

Alat laughed in her head, and there was only the smallest bit of mania in the mental sound.

“Eskau Pallaun?”

“Tali?”

“Why do you serve Sanguis?”

He cocked his head to the side, regarding her. “Do you seek to master all you might be able to slay in battle?”

“No…”

“Can you accurately assess my abilities and that of Revered Sanguis?”

“No.”

“Then do not ask foolish questions.” He shook his head and continued walking. “The fourth duty expected of Eskau within a city is again fulfilled on a rotation. Eskau are sent after suspected dens of magical creatures in the surrounding countryside.” The man had a hard look in his eyes.

Why would…? Oh.

-Yeah, a magical creature would be using up power that the arcanes want. Magical creatures are the natural means of cleaning up leaks through the barrier between worlds, and so they need to be suppressed; otherwise, this will become a non-magical world—given enough time.-

And if all the gated humans are killed.

-That, too, assuming the founts can’t be coaxed into lasting forever. We really have no idea if they ever end for any reason except poor management during a gate-breaking attempt.-

“Finally, once again on rotation, we are asked to deal with untamed holds.”

Tala perked up at that. “Untamed holds?”

“Yes. When a hold is no longer under the control of free-willed beings of flesh and blood, it must be destroyed or recovered. Such loss of control can happen if the owners are too exuberant in their defensive measures, but those are generally not too difficult to recover, especially because the owners usually have a way of bypassing many of the defenses. Those are boring.” He gave her a meaningful look.

“Meaning I will be handling those if they are assigned to our House.”

“Well reasoned. Slightly harder for most Eskau are those that need to be dealt with when a House falls and no one is left who can work around the defenses to enter the hold. Those must be breached in truth.” The look on his face spoke of amusement.

So, he likes that part of the job.

“Wouldn’t that be the same as assaulting an enemy hold, but easier because there wouldn’t be defenders?”

He shrugged noncommittally. “I suppose it can be, but usually, there are stronger countermeasures put in place for when the last defender falls or if the hold has to be abandoned for a time. Most want their hold to be held inviolate until it can be recovered. Those defenses can be undone if a scion of the House returns, but if not?” He shrugged. “It becomes a deathtrap for most.”

“I suppose I can see that. And the city doesn’t want a deathtrap simply sitting there, taking up space.” She felt herself relaxing around him once again. The man was an odd combination of geniality and certain death.

“Precisely.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad.”

-Oh, yes. It’s not too bad to wander through a place designed to kill off hostile arcanes by the hundred. We should be fine.-

Tala ignored her.

Pallaun shrugged. “True enough. It can be fun, but it’s rarely that difficult. Now, the final kind is where things can get… tricky. It is also where the real fun is had.”

“Oh?”

“Untamed ether holds.”

Tala frowned. “What?”

“Come now, Tali. You have to have heard stories, even in an outlying village.”

Tala checked Tali’s memories, and no. There was no mention of ether holds. She frowned. Maybe… “Do you mean false holds?”

“Ahh, yes. That’s what they are often called in folktales. The more widely used name for a false hold is an ether hold. What do you know of them?”

She considered. “I don’t know much, honestly. I’ve heard stories about monsters under your bed… Make sure your closet door looks right before you open it. That sort of thing.”

Pallaun laughed. “Well, that’s not wrong, but that doesn’t really happen very often, not anymore.”

That is in no way comforting. “Please explain.”

He glanced her way, then huffed a laugh. “Fine. Basically, sometimes something attaches itself to our world from the ether. Some theorize they are ancient holds that were unmoored from reality and have only now found their way back. Others believe that ether holds are creatures in their own right, powerful beings seeking to grow stronger. Some have claimed deep knowledge and tried to dub ether holds ‘Daughters of the Consumer.’ But most consider that blather.”

He bent to examine a plant for a moment before continuing.

“Regardless, ether holds are simply holds that we did not craft appearing in places we did not place them. They can be as simple and wonderful as a forest glade where a fairy lord will grant you one wish before returning you to our world. In those cases, that hold then vanishes. Such things are so rare as to be widely assumed as a myth.”

“Are they, though?”

“The very idea is boring. Literal fairytales for commoners. An attempt to imagine some good to outweigh the bad that such things normally bring.”

“And what’s that?”

“Horrors. The worst ether holds spill creatures out that snatch the helpless and drag them back to be… used.” He seemed to be watching her closely. “Others are simply evil places, filled with malicious magic and death.”

“So… why not get rid of them from the outside?”

“That would be ideal for most, though again, that is the boring path to take. Blessedly, ether holds tend to have more secure anchors than created holds. No one wants a breach in reality within a city, as that would be worse than any ether hold. So, we go in and destroy the core, often finding fascinating magics along the way, facing and slaying unique creatures of power. The Eskau who destroys the core is then ejected back into reality where they entered the ether hold, and the ether hold vanishes. Unfortunately, it is a ‘one-time’ source of entertainment.”

That… was a lot to take in. “That’s a lot to take in.”

-Why haven’t we heard about these things before? Do they not appear in human lands?-

“Any idea what causes them to appear?”

“It’s theorized that they are drawn to the power in the air. That’s one reason why our cities have their ambient power as low as we do. It’s also why the ascension rooms, which help us achieve higher magic density, are so small. Less area for ether holds to grab onto.”

“That sounds rather terrible.”

Pallaun grimaced. “That is a common view.” The way he said ‘common’ made it clear what he thought of the way of thinking.

Tala felt some of his geniality slip away.

“While at a societal level, it is one of the little evils that must be handled, we should know better. It is a training ground, a proving ground, and a place to harvest unique experiences and magics.”

He waved one hand absently.

“The common populace knows some small amount about ether holds through tales and stories, but the reality is hidden for the commoners’ sanity.”

“I have to agree. I can’t imagine the average person being comfortable with the idea of a doorway to some sort of evil mini-world popping into being under their bed.”

He snorted. “Children wouldn’t be, no. I would welcome the fight, personally. I hope you would as well.”

Tala suppressed a shudder, turning away. “I assume you’re telling me this now because one of these duties will be required of me soon. Is that correct?”

He smiled. “Quite correct. You have a hold to tame, and I am not willing to cover for you this time.”

Tala stopped. “I don’t suppose it’s a nice, simple kind?”

“No. An ether hold was found in a nook of the town square. We have until tomorrow morning to send in an Eskau.”

“An ether hold? Don’t you want to handle it?”

“And deprive you of a learning experience?” There was a dark glint in his eyes.

“What’s wrong with this one.” It wasn’t a question so much as an accusation.

He grinned. “If the entrance is any indication, it will be a place of rot and filth. Some of those are… entertaining, but it is too good an opportunity for you to learn. I will, regrettably, have to wait until the next one to have my fun.”

Tala glowered, unable to think of anything to say in response.


Chapter: 23
Not-Gravy

Tala bisected the rotting corpse through the top of its head, Flow exiting between its legs.

The thing still tried to grab her as it fell, and she cut the falling pieces in half again, effectively quartering the zombie.

-Zombies aren’t real.-

What do you call these, then?

Tala was… not happy.

She stood on top of the only dry patch she’d been able to find so far in the incredibly odd swamp.

Swamp doesn’t cover it by half.

Instead of water, she had trudged through two-foot-deep sludge that had the consistency of week-old gravy. Tala suspected it would be a deathtrap if the end of reality weren’t right below the surface.

-Well, two feet down.-

Don’t be childish.

-Oh, look, another one.-

Tala oriented on where her mirrored perception showed another zombie-like creature pull itself out of the gravy to stagger toward her.

Look, the ribcage is solid bone, all the way through. There’s no cavity for organs. It was never alive.

-Do you really prefer to think of these things as having been created to seem like zombies?-

Yes. Why wouldn’t I?

-Think of the implications of something creating a mimicry of zombies and doing a bad job of it.-

Tala quickly chopped this one up, too. The thick muck around her was becoming oddly fluffy as the dozens of still-animate limbs wriggled and thrashed, effectively aerating the not-water.

That almost looks like meringue. I’m never going to be able to look at that stuff the same again.

-It’s a lot browner. Plus, look at all the detritus.-

After a moment, Tala nodded. Thank you, that helps.

Now, though, she wanted lemon meringue pie.

Alat snorted within Tala’s head. -We’re pretty odd.-

With no more immediate threats, Tala took a moment to scan her surroundings once again.

It smelled awful. There was a cloying sweetness to the air like someone had shot rotting syrup up her nostrils. To make it worse, there was no variation in the scent at all. It was utterly uniform. Decidedly disgusting. Pervasively pernicious.

-What’s with the alliteration?-

Anything to get the smell out of my mind.

She was roughly a hundred yards from the entrance, which looked like a stone archway from this side, freestanding in the swamp.

Overhead, she could feel the end of reality just out of reach.

This place was really oddly shaped, seeming almost like a long, wide hallway.

Reality ended about twenty feet to either side of her, and that seemed to represent the shape of this hold, extending away from her into the distance.

Nothing broke the gravy-like surface except the occasional ripple, which Tala suspected were more of these not-zombies.

Close to a mile away, if her estimation was correct, a stone wall blocked the entire passage.

Tala spoke out loud, just to give her something to hear in the otherwise vacuous silence. “This place comes across like someone built it after hearing a child’s summary of a horror story.”

-That… actually makes a lot of sense, yeah. Are ether holds influenced by thinking beings’ thoughts or concepts about things? This is simply a manifestation based on the commonalities surrounding these stories, aggregated across all intelligent species?-

I doubt that’s actually correct, but it still seems like as good an explanation as anything. We really don’t have enough information to know, though.

-Onward?-

Tala sighed, then nodded. “Onward.”

She stepped down from the small rise and grimaced as the fluffed sludge came up nearly to her waist. She ignored the feet and hands that scrabbled at her ineffectively.

She rolled three ending seeds around in her mouth.

She had popped them in before entering this space. They should be an effective weapon if the things in here ever came at her more than one at a time or managed to sneak up on her.

Her pressure distribution scripts weren’t large enough to allow her to walk on the surface of the gravy, sadly. In fact, Tala had pulled power from the scripts, though she couldn’t deactivate them fully.

With power flowing through them at full strength, they actually made walking harder as it took longer for her feet to find the truly firm footing at the edge of reality.

Two more not-zombies rose out of the sludge, one after another, and Tala cut them down with contemptuous ease.

It wasn’t pleasant to walk through the stuff. If she’d been mundane, she might not have been able to manage it at all. Blessedly, with her magics and enhancements, she was strong enough that progressing was actually super easy, barely an inconvenience.

As she was forging ahead, confident in her strength, her next step came down on… nothing. Reality continued downward as it never had before, and with a little yelp, Tala fell into a pit in the border of reality.

-Oh, that’s evil.-

Tala couldn’t see through the swamp gravy, so she pushed her bloodstars up, out of the liquid to watch for enemies.

She calmly reached around herself, trying to find anything she could grab onto.

There was nothing.

Her movements gained a bit of frenzy as she scrambled in the murk for any way of rising once again.

I will not drown in this nasty sludge!

-Would you rather drown somewhere else?-

Tala pushed power down a different path within Flow, transforming the weapon into a glaive. She then swept around herself, searching for any firm surface. The only one was directly in front of her.

With her bloodstars mirroring her perspective for Tala and Alat, she knew that she’d gotten turned around, and what she had found was the shelf that she’d just stepped off of.

It was a good three feet ahead of her, and already two or three feet up.

Worse, if she understood what she was feeling by searching around herself with Flow, the border of reality extended back, underneath that shelf.

There could be anything under there, watching, waiting to devour her.

Tala would have thought swimming in gravy would be easier because it was heavier than water, so she should be more buoyant. Unfortunately, because it was a semi-solid, it didn’t flow around her as she’d have liked or expected.

Her movements didn’t accomplish anything but spinning her in place as she slowly sunk deeper.

Tala was beginning to panic.

She felt like eyes were on her from every direction.

Think, Tala. Think!

There had to be a way out.

She had to have an ability or item that could save her.

-Well, you won’t drown for a long, long time. The damage that would kill a mundane will be healed by your scripts so long as they last, and you have reserves, which you’re full of.-

So, no solution meant drowning for likely at least a month.

Not better!

-Tala?-

This would be such a stupid way to die.

-Tala, we have a problem.-

I know! Quiet, let me think.

She tried throwing Flow away, over the under-gravy shelf and pulling it back toward her, but that just brought the weapon back to her hand, it didn’t move her in the proper direction at all.

There was nothing for a grappling hook to grab onto, even if she had one, which she didn’t.

Her lungs were burning.

I am not inhaling this stuff.

She was kicking her legs, trying different methods of movement, even as she continued to slowly slurp lower through the sludge.

-You really need to actually notice this!-

It was then Tala noticed what her mirrored perception and Alat had noticed quite a while ago.

There were dozens of not-zombies coming from every direction, and if what she was seeing was accurate, there would likely be some—

Something grabbed her leg.

That’s not a ‘something!’ I know exactly what that is.

A not-zombie grabbed her leg, accelerating her trip downward.

How deep does this go?

She cut away those grabbing at her, but more replaced them, even as she continued to hack.

She needed to get out.

She didn’t have any tool that could get her out.

For one of the first times in her life, she wished that she’d taken a more traditional path.

If she were a normal gravity Mage, she could have just reversed gravity in this area and used that to rise to the top.

Rise… against gravity…

Her eyes snapped open in realization, and even through the mulch, she saw multiple mutilated faces closing in on her.

That meant that they were within arm’s reach, and she struck out with Flow.

She targeted herself. Restrain!

Her power enacted, stealing all the kinetic energy from her and lifting her up.

The working would lift the target above ground level, then alter gravity to hold them there.

It was the first part that she cared about.

-Oh, that was clever.-

You couldn’t have thought of that?

-Well… we were panicking a bit.-

Yeah, we were at that.

As the creatures surged at her, she continued to strike out, fighting against the leeching nature of her spell, though every movement that was hampered by the magics accelerated her rise.

The gravy around her was swarming with skeletal creatures, faux flesh adorning them in odd ways.

Why does that one have a… kidney? Is that a kidney hanging out of its eye-socket?

-They clearly have no basis in actual biology, Tala.-

Clearly.

Her lungs were still burning, and she could feel parts of her degrading from lack of oxygen even while her magics repaired them, but Tala put the pain aside. She was almost free. It was only another moment and—

Her head broke the surface, and she gasped in a great lungful of air.

As she did, three ending seeds shot down her throat.

Her body reacted reflexively, closing off her airway and causing her to swallow without conscious thought.

One.

Two.

Three seeds were swallowed.

Oh.

-Oh.-

That’s… bad.

Tala felt her enhanced stomach acids breach the ending seeds in sequence, and their magics began to ramp up.

She lifted completely free of the not-swamp, and the beasts lunged out at her like fish trying to snag a bug.

Tala was a whirlwind of death.

She used her discs to redirect her assailants, positioning them to her greatest advantage. Together with her tungsten sphere and rod, she spoiled attacks and controlled the space around herself incredibly effectively.

-You’re getting a lot better with those tools.-

Why, thank you, Alat.

Flow flickered between its forms, always the perfect length to lay open what she struck at.

Her free hand caught and crushed other unfortunate creatures.

Their clawed hands and gnashing teeth couldn’t find purchase on her, even when they were able to reach.

The only damage that they wrought was to tear at her clothing, but that quickly repaired after each piece ripped free.

All the while, she was doing her utmost not to panic as her magesight watched the destructive powers build within her gut.

Maybe, my stomach acids will degrade parts of the magic? It wouldn’t work then.

-Maybe? The acid is magic now…- But Alat didn’t sound convinced.

Tala’s mind traced over every line in the building spellforms. She picked out the patterns in the flowing magical spellforms streaming side by side in her gut.

The seconds seemed to stretch into minutes or even hours as she continued to kill the things attacking her purely on instinct and reflex.

She was now floating a few inches above the gravy, held there by her own power.

Her strikes were angled downward as much as possible to keep herself up despite the pulls of those that managed to snag her momentarily.

Even so, it didn’t matter. The ending seeds were about to pop.

It was so, so stupid!

I can’t just grab the spellform. That is useless. I can’t even grab the power and redirect it. It’s too stable for magical manipulation to make meaningful changes. I might be able to strong-arm it, but that would be much too slow—if I could do it at all.

She could pull reinforcement power from the surrounding flesh to wrap around it, and that might dampen the effect. That was the purpose of the endingberry power after all, to counter that of the ending tree.

Unfortunately, ending seeds were much more powerfully worked than the basic ending tree disintegration.

She felt like whimpering and screaming at the same time.

Her body utilized magics that were so close to the ones about to blow her in half.

-It might not be that bad.-

Tala glared internally.

Alat quieted.

Blocking rivers of power would create lakes or just cause the water to flow around the blockage. The power in those lakes would still have the remembered pattern, however. It would still activate, still tear at her insides.

I need the power to take a new path. She couldn’t vomit the stuff up. Even if she were fast enough, her anti-vomit scripts would fight her. She could pull power from them temporarily, but it still would be difficult. She just didn’t have the time.

Tala’s defensive magics were so, so close in form to the magics that would soon assail her from the inside.

The stupid magics are the inverse of what I want! She screamed into the silence of her own, panicked mind.

…The inverse.

She hesitated.

Her eyes widened. Like my inverse Archon Star.

It wasn’t exactly like a river. The power was flowing according to its own nature, rather than in physically restricting banks. So, if she shunted the power away, it should reform, and if the Archon Star was any indication, it would invert.

In a panic, she did something inadvisable.

With her long-trained dexterity, she stabbed her aura into one of the three streams, angling her aura against the current to create a sloped shunt. More than that, she shaped her aura around the redirected stream, angling the result away.

Power shot up the aura ramp, prevented from flowing as it wanted to but acting by its nature, nonetheless.

Even as it was distorted away from its natural path, the magic was still bent and aspected to form the patterns of an ending tree, thus, it almost immediately began flowing through the loops and twirls of the well-known spellform once more.

In less than a second, the entirety of that stream had been shunted off to the side, reconnected, and was now floating, self-contained, beside the others within her stomach.

Did it work? She didn’t have time to investigate.

-Skip the second!-

They could tell that the second was too close to triggering for her to work with it.

She drove her aura into the third spellform, even as the first activated.

Reinforcing magics blossomed within her, the power hauntingly familiar. It was the power she had absorbed so many, many times before.

Endingberry power.

The second spellform activated right afterwards, destruction radiating outward and clashing with the reinforcement.

Unfortunately, it was easier to destroy than to protect.

All the inverted seed’s power was consumed, and the acid within her stomach was broken apart.

The disintegrating magics slammed against her stomach lining, eating away at it but no longer having enough power to break through the defensive magics there.

But Tala was focusing on the final seed.

Almost…

The flow of power snapped into place even as it hit its activation threshold, and reinforcing power swept through her in a wave.

The three seeds had triggered barely a second apart, from first to last.

Her stomach churned, even as her regeneration scripts fought to rebuild her perforated stomach.

Base, highly volatile substances spilled into Tala’s insides, causing chemical reactions all through her abdominal cavity.

Her magics minimized the destruction and repaired the damage, but it was still agonizing.

She grit her teeth against the pain, tears streaming down her face and spoiling her vision.

Thankfully, she could still see through her bloodstars, and she fought on, hampered though she was.

In the aftermath, the creatures were able to drag her back down into the gravy, and she broke the working on herself and cast it again.

Restrain.

With that, she rose back up above the surface, regaining her composure and continuing to deal destruction and spoil their attacks with Flow, tungsten, discs, and her bare hand and feet.

-Rusting slag!-

Tala coughed up bits of her lung that had been destroyed by the processes within herself, spitting to clear her mouth.

That rusting worked? A wave of relief washed through her, and she found herself laughing, even as she continued to rain not-zombie parts down on the thick liquid below her. That worked!

Her jubilation helped pull her away from the remembered pain, even as the substances within her finally reached an equilibrium.

There would be internal clean-up to do after this, but that was far better than losing her lower half to this place.

-I still don’t think it would have been quite that bad, but I am glad that you succeeded.-

Tala smiled at the accomplishment, reveling in what she had done.

As she continued her active defense, contemplating her success, her eyes widened. She was struck by a realization that was the obvious follow-up, and she began to laugh.

-Tala, is that really a good idea to try right—-

Tala pulled in a deep breath and drew some power from the defensive scripts in her flesh into the air in her lungs.

With a deft will, she jammed her aura into the swirling flow of power and watched the spellform come back together, inverted.

With a powerful exhale, she breathed out a gust of disintegration, and every enemy in a ten-foot cone… lost a few layers of bone and flesh.

Tala grimaced.

Not enough power.

She took in another deep breath and strained to pull many, many times the power of the first attempt through the defensive scripts and into her lungs.

She could feel how doing so strained the inscriptions, and she knew that she would need to get them refreshed far sooner if she used this very often.

Then, with an increasingly familiar motion, she thrust her sharpened aura into the flow, redirecting and inverting the form.

She exhaled and time seemed to slow as the power flooded out with her breath.

Firstly, the magic obliterated every part of every enemy in a ten-foot cone.

But there was still power in dissolution.

Tala had never seen that before. Ending trees always imparted almost exactly enough power to destroy what they acted on.

-Um… I think that might be bad.-

With nothing else to act on, the power broke apart the air itself.

There was a brilliant flash as a reaction of the now-separate elements bloomed into heat and light.

Fire.

Her overuse of the power had lit the very air ablaze in one shining moment.

It wasn’t a forceful explosion, though it was loud and bright.

Even as she flinched away, Tala began to laugh, her mirth echoing across the surface of the not-swamp close on the heels of the explosion.

-Too much power. I think with those two samples, though, I can help you use the right amount.-

Still laughing with glee, Tala nodded. Let’s do this, then.

She threw Flow and drew it back, again and again, cutting through many enemies each time.

Whenever she could contain herself enough to do so, Tala paused her laughter and repeated her breath of disintegration. With Alat’s guidance, they didn’t use too much power, and the attacks were simply exhalations of disintegration.

The lesser use of power also put less stress on her inscriptions. She would still need re-inscription sooner than she would otherwise have needed such, but she wouldn’t run them dry in a single battle or even a few conflicts.

Finally, after another minute or so of fighting, Tala was once again alone, hovering in place above a frothing mass of sinking parts.

She still had a gleeful grin stretched across her features.

She surveyed her surroundings and sighed. Now what? If I remove the working, I’ll drop straight down.

-I have an idea for that.-

Tala cocked her head to one side. “That just might work.”

A bit less than five minutes later, Tala’s feet slammed into the stone wall at the far end of the ether hold.

She had cut the working drawing her that way as soon as she’d gained a good amount of speed, and now she altered her perception of herself and her needs sufficiently to break the Restrain working as well.

With a lithe twist, she landed in the six-inch-deep muck before the wall.

Wow. I’m glad this wasn’t another pit.

She could have used another Restrain, but she should have thought of the possibility beforehand.

“That worked amazingly, Alat.”

-I am glad to be of service. We’ve been wanting to try out some of our potential methods of flight, and that worked beautifully, at least in this confined space.-

Yeah, I wouldn’t want to do that outside of a hold…

That could end quite badly if she wasn’t careful.

She examined the stone wall before her, and the massive gates that were the only way through. The tightly fitted stone was braced against the edges of reality all the way around.

“You know what? Why would Pallaun think this would be fun? I can’t imagine that combat would have challenged him.”

-Well, he did tell us this was a smaller one, and he shirked it off onto us.-

Tala grunted. “Might be that he’s more concerned about us than he let on.”

-You think he gave us an easy one?-

She shrugged. “Maybe. Or, maybe a combination? It was easy and disgusting, so why not give it to the new girl?”

Alat huffed a laugh. -Yeah, maybe. Or things are about to get a lot more interesting.-

“Maybe, yeah. Shall we see what lies in the ‘evil fortification?’”

-Yes, let’s see what the collective understanding of a ‘mad Mage’ might be.-


Chapter: 24
Villain

Tala stood before heavily reinforced doors at the far end of a fake swamp within her first ether hold.

Her feet squelched in muck as she shifted back and forth, considering the barrier to her path.

-Oh! Could we reduce our downward gravity enough to make the surface area enhancements on our feet sufficient to hold us up?-

Tala blinked several times. Well… rust me to slag. That would have been a useful idea about ten minutes ago.

Alat conveyed a shrug. -Just thought of it.-

Tala almost put her face in her hands in resignation, but then she saw how filthy she was.

“Yeah… We’ll try that next time.”

Now, the big doors.

Well, let’s try the easy way, first. She walked up and pushed.

The gates didn’t open.

With a shrug, she drew Flow and cut upward between the doors.

She felt the slightest resistance, followed by loud thuds.

When Tala pushed again, the doors slid open, though it still took some effort to get them to move.

She stepped up onto the smooth, clean stone and briefly aspect-mirrored her clothing’s self-cleaning onto herself.

With a few bounces as she moved forward, all the sludge fell free.

As she landed from the final bounce, she cut back behind herself and to the right, cleaving a not-zombie in half, shoulder to hip.

Its steps had been utterly silent, and without her mirrored perspective, she’d likely not have noticed it until it was fully upon her.

The thing had been charging at her from behind, coming through the gates she’d opened. One last nasty thing from the swamp. Unless more spawn on their own…

She had no idea where the creatures actually came from. They seemed physical while also seeming too magical to be real.

-That makes no sense, but yeah, I agree. I don’t think these could ever exit, but that tracks, considering they stayed in.-

Yeah. I suppose the holds that send out creatures make more ‘real’ ones? Somehow?

-Maybe we’ll find out farther in.-

As she scanned the room around her, it was obvious that the fighting was far from over.

She was flanked by the two halves of a crossbar that had held the doors against her.

Beyond them, near the edges of reality, assuming it hadn’t changed shape or size past the wall, statues lined the periphery of the space.

The smallest appeared to be little more than half her height, while the largest was close to twice as tall as she was.

They were made of a variety of materials, everything from simple granite to steel, from clay to wood.

As she looked around, every one of the statues began to move.

In addition to the mobile statues, pale bipedal creatures were scattered throughout the space.

They looked vaguely human, but their features were… wrong.

Their skin was too pale, their features not quite where Tala expected them to be.

They moved on silent feet, shifting toward the edges of the space.

Tala sighed.

Her magesight gave no good information. Everything looked uniformly the same color: orange.

The specific magic of the creatures, of the place in general, was a nonsensical jumble to her eyes, so she put that sight from her mind.

It was time to get to work.

Crossing most of the space was laughably easy.

The statues were mostly harder substances, which cracked and crumbled under hits from her tungsten rod and sphere.

Her discs deflected attacks and warded off opponents, helping to stagger them and keep her from being overrun.

The pale creatures hung back, seemingly hesitant to engage.

Wise of them, I suppose.

Then, one of the big metal statues reached her.

The first was half again her height and had four arms.

Flow removed two in quick succession. Tala ducked under a third, but the fourth caught her in the chest.

The defenses on her elk leathers flared, protecting her from the blow with ease, but even so, she was flung backward and out of the building.

-Reduce weight!-

Tala did so even as she skipped across the surface of the rancid sludge.

She was able to catch the surface with a hand as she flew, flipping up and landing on her feet.

She left her gravity fairly high, so she could still move, bent low, and she sprinted back across the surface of the not-gravy. Each step sunk a few inches into the muck as she pushed off but no more.

This is way, way easier.

The all-pervasive power in the air, combined with the odd linkage that everything seemed to share, meant that to try to target anything, she’d have to overcome the magical weight of everything. At least, that was how it felt the few times she’d tried.

With all her strength, she built up speed, covering the remaining distance in great, leaping strides.

She passed through the open archway, and the hall passed in a flash before she slammed into the metal statue glaive first, breaking the offending thing in two.

Gotcha. A smug smile pulled at Tala’s lips.

As the two halves fell away, though, another fist used the pieces as cover to slam into her from the side.

A second giant statue, this one granite, had joined the fight.

Tala slammed into the side of the combat hall before she’d even registered being struck, and the edge of reality was sufficiently hard for her to break bones against.

She slumped to the ground with a groan, her skeletal system snapping back into place and back together before healing with audible pops and cracks.

In her moment of lowered capacity, the first of the pale creatures lunged at her. It had been near where she had landed to begin with, so it covered the distance between them quickly.

Tala’s tungsten rod moved to smack it aside, but the metal passed straight through the being.

What the rust?

Its outstretched hand landed on her, and she felt a titanic pull on her magic.

Her body was completely drained in less than a second of contact.

What?

For the first time in Tala’s life, she was utterly without magic.

Her gate was still there, trying to refill her, but every iota of power that came through was immediately ripped from her with a feeling reminiscent of her fingernails being pulled.

It had bypassed her authority?

What?

It had ignored her aura.

How?

She couldn’t regain control over her own power.

Slag, slag, slag!

Tala felt like her whole body was freezing in panic.

Why didn’t we reapply the iron paint? It might have helped, here!

She felt weak, her body seeming unusually heavy despite her reduced gravity. She was feeling the inertia of her increased mass more than anything.

Get away!

Flow swept out, only in the form of a knife because she couldn’t power any other form.

Blessedly, it still had magic as it was connected directly to her gate, and no drain at her gate could break or weaken that connection.

Still, the strike moved more slowly than Tala could remember ever swinging the blade, but the creature seemed reluctant to break contact, so Tala succeeded in cutting through the beast’s thin neck, decapitating it.

That, apparently, caused a destabilization of the power that it had just stolen. There was a forceful detonation, and Tala was tossed away once again.

Blessedly, even as she bounced across the stone floor, her gate gushed power back into her.

-What the rust was that? Did you black out?-

Tala paled. Did you… Did you go offline?

-No, of course not…- Alat hesitated. -What the rust… Yes. There was no power in you. All your scripts dropped into starvation mode. They would have burned through their metals and sputtered out entirely in another few seconds… including me.-

Yeah, I’m not letting that happen.

She flipped to her feet, turned, and exhaled a cone of disintegration at two more of the leeching creatures, obliterating them entirely.

Tala was still panicking, just a bit. To help calm herself down, she was rambling a bit within her own head. Don’t let the white ones touch me. Expand my view; don’t let any of these use the others to make attacks of opportunity.

It was a brutal fight after that.

While her bloodstars could mirror Flow’s offensive magic, they lacked the size to sufficiently harm her enemies.

Unfortunately, the white magic-leeches were able to ignore anything less than an instantly lethal blow, and the discs did nothing to slow them.

The pale creatures seemed to be able to pass through anything besides magical attacks as if it wasn’t there. The result was that Tala often found the things hiding inside the statues she killed with her hand, feet, or tungsten. The leech-things used every opportunity to get close.

A few even managed to grab at her feet and legs from under the floor.

Blessedly, Flow’s cutting edge was magical in nature, else she’d have had very little recourse.

What felt like hours later, Tala stood, panting, in the center of the space, surrounded by ruined statues.

The floor had great chunks cut out of it, and many deep gouges were partially filled with the fine powder that was all that remained after ending tree power washed over an enemy or section of stone.

Her inscriptions felt raw and strained.

Any arcane would have died after the first touch from one of the pale leech-men. She’d sustained at least half a dozen full drains and slain close to two dozen of the horrid things.

-I don’t like the feeling of winking out repeatedly.-

It isn’t pleasant out here, either.

Alat shuddered. -It feels almost the same as you entering dreamless sleep, but there is something so much worse in the experience.-

Like there’s nothing assuring you that you’ll ever wake up, and each time you do awaken, you realize that it might not have happened.

-Exactly, yes.-

They shuddered together.

“I hate you just a bit, Pallaun.” Surely, not every ether hold could be like this. Were the laughably weak not-zombies at the beginning meant to lull her into a false sense of security?

-Or, did the hold learn from how you fought them and create obstacles based on what you did?-

I’d hope that Pallaun would have told us something like that, but no. These would have been more effective against other Eskau. If anything, these were still easy for me, relatively speaking.

-Agreed, any other arcane would have had no margin for error.-

It’s worse than that. They wouldn’t have had any knowledge that it would have been an error.

Alat hesitated. -Wait, we’re forgetting the protian weapon. An Eskau could have pulled some power from their weapon. It wouldn’t have been the same as you having your gate, but they wouldn’t have been as helpless as most arcanes.-

Ah, right. That would balance things a bit.

Her breath was once again under control, and she realized that she was stalling, staring at the archway that led out of the far side of the room.

A heavy green curtain hung, blocking it, and the fabric swayed in the breeze ever so slightly.

What horrors await us deeper in?

-Maybe the visage of an easily recognizable but strangely twisted version of a mad Mage is behind this curtain? That would be refreshingly simple.-

Yeah. I’d just need to kill the evil Mage, and we could go home. Her mind hitched at that for just a moment. She couldn’t go home, not yet.

Not now, Tala. Focus.

She gilded herself and cautiously moved aside the curtain, finding a massive mirror.

What?

Tala took a moment to look at herself in the mirror. She looked tired, her hair in disarray. Much of it had been cut or torn at various points and had regrown outside her tight braid.

Alat was laughing in the back of Tala’s mind.

What?

-It doesn’t matter.- Alat gained control of her mirth. -There has to be more; we haven’t found the core.-

Right.

Tala hesitated, looking at her reflection.

In truth, she hardly recognized herself.

Even though she could almost constantly see herself if she wished, via the mirrored perspective in her orbiting bloodstars, she rarely did so. Her view was aimed outward—as it should be in such a hostile environment. And that’s not even considering this ether hold.

That said, she took the time to look, and she looked different.

It wasn’t the dust and debris that clung to her skin and hair. I could really use a bath when I’m done here.

It wasn’t the House of Blood insignia on her clothing. I have no idea if they can see into here or not.

It wasn’t even the broken and obliterated enemies around and behind her. I demolished all who came against me.

No. Her stance was different, the way she carried herself, and the quality behind her eyes.

She looked like the predator that she had become.

I doubt anyone would try to accost me in a back alley these days.

-Likely not, no.-

Am I changing too much, Alat?

-What do you mean?-

I… I feel like I’ve had to do a lot of things that I wouldn’t have done so easily before… before Tali.

-We’re in a pretty difficult situation, and you’re making the best of it.-

That wasn’t very satisfying to hear.

Alat sighed internally. -You are quicker to violence, but you are facing those more capable of harming you. Your solutions are more… permanent, but your recent trials require decisive action. You are making different choices because you are in different circumstances. Do not judge yourself too harshly.-

After a moment, Tala found herself nodding. Though, her reflection still seemed on the edge of violence. I am about to face an unknown enemy. Readiness for violence is wise.

-That’s my Tala. Let’s see what awaits!-

Tala reached out and pushed, putting her strength behind it.

There was a cracking sound like a lock breaking, and the entire mirror swung away from her.

Beyond, a large circular room awaited her.

The floor was truly level, seeming to simply be the edge of reality rather than any material.

-Nothing is ever true level.-

What are you talking about?

-There are always imperfections.-

Oh… I mean, sure? I guess so.

Overhead, a half-sphere of the same material completed the space.

At the center, a single figure sat on a throne.

Should I be concerned that that throne looks an awful lot like mine in Kit?

-Probably just a coincidence.-

Your sarcasm is reassuring.

The figure looked to be one of the pale creatures, but it wielded a sword that was as black as the void.

It looked like a two-dimensional cut-out of a sword, except that the dimensions seemed to shift as the blade rose and fell, tapping against the creature’s hand.

Can it talk?

-How am I supposed to know?-

“Can you speak?”

The beast shook its head almost ruefully as an arrogant smile spread across its face. “Blah, blah. Blah, blah!”

-What the rust?-

What the rust?

The thing continued, seemingly giving a speech with the single, nonsense word.

-Why would it be trying to give the impression of speech?-

Tala grimaced. “Because bad guys always monologue in stories.”

-…Yeah, that tracks. What is with this place?-

Pallaun will tell us when we get out. She’d insist upon it.

Nevertheless, Tala wasn’t about to let a villain monologue, real or false.

She charged forward, closing the distance in three bounding steps.

Flow met the void sword and was turned aside.

Tala rolled with the motion of her weapon, striking again from a new angle, but the second attack was spoiled as well.

Each of the two blocks had been the smallest of movements, causing her strikes to just miss.

Still, she used the minor distraction to whip the rod through her opponent’s chest.

The tungsten passed harmlessly through the rusting thing, and she did not want to risk the tungsten or discs in a clash against that sword.

She let her momentum carry her past the throne rather than stopping to slug things out.

So, blade against blade, eh? No other tools.

-Well, if it touches you, that would be bad.-

Fine, so its blade and touch vs Flow. I can work with that.

The pale figure stood, uncaring of its doll-like nakedness.

A distorted mouth opened too wide, and it screamed at her, clearly incensed.

Tala stepped back under the force of the scream.

Once it finished, she shook her head to clear it. “Did you really want to monologue that much?”

“Blah, blah!”

This is ridiculous. I’d be laughing if the thing weren’t so creepy. She would bet gold that it could drain her dry with a single touch, too.

No telling what that sword will do if it cuts me.

She loosened her shoulders and gave a small smile. Well, this did turn out to be a challenge after all.

-Pallaun does seem the type to enjoy this sort of thing.-

Tala closed more deliberately, never fully engaging.

Neither of them was able to land a meaningful hit on the other. Even so, after three more quick exchanges, Tala was grimacing. I can’t win in a contest of skill.

-Tali?-

Not fully, no. I think… Tala reached back, trying to pull on Tali’s experience instinctually.

Her gaze firmed, and she lunged backward.

Flow morphed into a glaive, and she threw it with all her strength.

Her opponent almost seemed to sigh in disappointment, flicking its sword up to knock the glaive aside.

When the void blade was about to hit her weapon, Tala altered its form.

Flow became a knife, and the deflecting sword passed just in front of it.

White eyes showed an instant of shock before the blade buried itself in the pale forehead.

-Huh. That was much easier than fighting blade to blade.-

Truer words.

The creature dissolved, just like its weaker brethren had, but the sword remained behind.

“Yeah, I’m taking that.”

She bent down, and as she grabbed the hilt, she felt a deep hunger from the weapon. It wanted power, and Tala couldn’t possibly supply it with all the power it needed. Strangely, there was almost no physical sensation from the weapon in her hand, just a somehow tangible ravenousness.

Hmmm… We’ll see what Thron has to say about this.

-Or Pallaun.-

The obsidian Eskau might want it for himself, but that didn’t quite align with what she knew of the man.

“So… the throne is the core?”

-That’s what it looks like from the way the magic flows.-

Tala took a moment to examine the zeme herself and concurred.

“Well, Kit”—Tala pulled the pouch off her waist, and a small smile tugged at her lips as she looked at one of her longest-held tools—“are you hungry?”

The pouch did not respond.


Chapter: 25
Questioning

Tala watched as the pocket reality collapsed around her.

Great strips of something that distorted the magic, and her natural eyesight, were peeled off and drawn into the pouch that Tala had set upon the throne at the heart of the ether hold.

She would have been concerned, but Pallaun had explained this part to her. At least he did that much.

He said that when the core was destroyed or otherwise overcome, the ether hold would collapse, ejecting the Eskau back into reality.

Though, to be fair, his description had sounded more like the fracturing of a vase than a predator peeling strips off its prey’s corpse.

Beside her, Tala saw two constructs of magic clashing. One was connected to the pouch, beside which Flow rested so that Tala could continue to feed Kit.

The other seemed to originate from the throne and was anchored in the very fabric of the world around her.

The conflict was happening in the dimensions of magic, so it was incredibly difficult to see anything but general ideas, but the sense Tala got was of a leopard circling a wounded hare, lunging in to grab what bites she could as the hare became weaker and weaker.

Kit was consuming the hold, and each bit of power gained strengthened Kit and weakened the opponent.

It reminded her of when Kit had been expanded the first time, by Master Jevin, back in Makinaven.

The magics involved had looked like an otherworldly predator, eating some prepared food.

The same features were echoed in the tableau beside her, but Kit was much larger and more powerful, and this bit of food was still kicking.

Tala continued to supply Kit with magic as the flaying continued, all the while making sure to hold very clearly her desire for her sanctum, as it had been built, to remain unchanged.

To her mind, the extra volume gained would add to the height within Kit, and most of the base materials would be… consumed by the same.

I still need to come to grips with that.

-It was pretty obvious that the gunk we put into Kit was going somewhere.-

That’s true enough.

Anything interesting would be placed on the dais for her to examine later.

Well, anything except this sword.

She looked down at the weapon in her hand, Flow resting in its sheath on the throne.

The sword had a similar shape to Flow in its sword form, but it was hard to discern the details.

It was as if the sword reflected no light at all, shrouding its contours and shape.

The very power in the air seemed to be pressing in around the blade, though that was wavering as Kit consumed more and more.

No… that’s not right. The power isn’t pressing in on the blade.

-The power is hardened, staying just out of reach of the weapon.-

That was it.

The ether hold was keeping all power from touching the void sword. Even as it fought and died, it still maintained that working, that effort of will.

We need to pay close attention to what it’s doing; I have the feeling that we’re going to need to replicate it.

-Already on that. Can you do something for me? I think it will help.-

A moment later, Tala was rotating the two bloodstars mirroring perception for Alat around the sword, moving them up and down its length so that Alat could examine every nuance of the magics involved.

-Perfect. Keep that up until we leave here. I’m learning some interesting things.-

Throughout that time, Tala, of course, was feeding power to the weapon. When she had begun to lessen that flow, she felt as if her hand was about to be ripped apart and pulled into the weapon, so she maintained the heavy burden.

It clearly wasn’t enough to fully utilize the weapon, but a truly massive void-channel, the largest she could maintain, did seem to provide enough magic to be above some minimum threshold.

Yeah, it will let me hold it as it consumes the world.

-Don’t be like that. This is a fascinating bit of natural magic. It resembles an artifact but, somehow, more organic?-

I thought artifacts were natural. How does that make sense?

-So did I. This is like seeing hundreds of drawings of trees, then finally seeing the thing itself. Sure, the drawings look really real, really organic, but they are nothing compared to the real thing.-

So… artifacts are constructs?

-Or just less complicated than this. Instead of a picture, think of the artifacts as baby trees, with all the features, just that they’re not fully developed yet.-

Huh. I think that makes more sense, as I can’t imagine someone making artifacts and then sprinkling them randomly around waning cities.

-That’s fair. I suppose that the artifacts are just manifestations of magic brought into being by the surge of power around those cities.-

Or drawn in, in the case of creatures posing as items.

They both looked toward Kit.

If the leopard and hare metaphor was to be extended, the leopard had just pounced and pinned the hare down. The end was upon them.

The remains of reality fragmented into strips around her, and with a strange twisting sensation, Tala found herself standing firmly back in her core reality. The ether hold entrance was gone.

Flow was now back at her belt, hanging opposite Kit.

She had an instant to see a whole crowd of people gathered around her, but still at a reasonable distance, before the sword in her hand roared to life.

Tala’s enhanced perception registered the all-consuming blackness expanding outward in a wave.

Oh, the blade isn’t void-black because of its materials, it’s that color because it eats whatever touches it… except at the handle, but that has a cost.

She was so glad she hadn’t been stabbed by this sword.

-Focus, Tala! Aura control, mimic what the hold was doing.- Alat poured the knowledge she’d gained through her close examination of the weapon into Tala’s conscious mind.

Tala quickly sorted the flood of information as she flexed her aura, which she still held in a sphere roughly an arm’s length from her at the edges.

Now, she distorted it to fully encapsulate the sword, then she pulled it outward in a bubble around the weapon, preventing any magic from entering or exiting the space.

The result was a visible bubble of void, seemingly encapsulating her right hand. There were flickers of movement across the surface of that void as it interacted with, and was rebuffed by, her aura. In those variations, she thought she saw a pair of eyes, blacker than the void, gazing at her for the briefest of moments.

In that fraction of a racing heartbeat, Tala would have sworn that they looked… smug?

Alat, I think I’m seeing things.

-It is pretty common to see patterns in randomness. That’s what cloud-gazing is, after all. Humanity is good at finding seeming order within chaos.-

Tala returned her focus outward, and thankfully, it had been less than a second since she exited the hold.

Pallaun was the closest to her, and he was also the only one to have reacted. It had been a simple reaction as he just transformed his protian weapon into a tower shield, which he held between them.

Tala took in the others before her, and her eyes widened.

If the embellishments around their heraldry were to be believed, this was a group of Eskau from quite a few major Houses. Be-thric and Sanguis were there, and it seemed like the Pillars from the other Houses were with their Eskau as well.

Be-thric stepped forwards. “Eskau Tali. Please explain what you hold in your hand.”

Tala gave a bow to those gathered, not to Be-thric. Not at all. He just happens to be standing near those I’m bowing to. “This is the weapon of the final enemy I slew. From what I understand, it is a sword of the void. It consumes everything that it can. I am containing it for the moment.”

Be-thric cocked his head, then nodded. “Other void items have been recovered from ether holds in the past. Eskau Pallaun, suggestions?”

Pallaun bowed toward Be-thric, his weapon returning to its place and form as his gauntlet. “If it pleases Pillar Be-thric, I have a containment box which could suppress the magics and remove the item’s urgency for now.”

Be-thric turned to the other Pillars. “Is that acceptable?”

There was some grumbling, but everyone seemed to agree in the end.

Pallaun stepped forward, pulling out a large box from his belt-pouch.

It was clear that his own pouch was a dimensional storage as the box he produced was many times too big to have fit.

He opened the lid, and Tala gingerly put the sword into the box.

“Eskau Pallaun? Why are they all—”

“No unnecessary talking!” a Pillar of the Falling Moon shouted over her. On his chest, he bore the emblem of his House: an anthropomorphized moon with fury across its features.

Pallaun shook his head as he closed the box. Magics flared to life briefly, and then the sword was contained, at least for the time being.

He then presented the box to her, and she leaned it against her leg.

Tala was suddenly feeling nervous. Did they find out I’m not Tali?

No, that was ridiculous. Pallaun wouldn’t have given me back the box if that were the case.

She opened her mouth to question but Be-thric shook his head once. “You will only speak to answer questions—as tradition demands.”

The Pillar of the Falling Moon cleared his throat. “Were you warned of this?”

She frowned, then shook her head. “I don’t even know what ‘this’ is, so… no?”

A crescent moon pendant in his hand pulsed with light, and the questioner nodded once.

She opened her mouth again, but Be-thric gave her another look, and she shut it.

“What did you fight within?”

“Zombie-like creatures, bipedal magic-leeches, and statues.”

Several people exchanged nervous looks.

The same Pillar continued the questioning. “Did any of the statues have wings?”

“No? Not that I saw.”

“Did any cover their eyes?”

Tala thought back. “No? I mean they might have done so to defend against a hit to their heads but not noticeably.”

That seemed to satisfy the man on that count.

He then proceeded to ask her myriad other questions that seemed inane, but it seemed like the watching Pillars hung on her every word.

He wanted to know if she could see a false sky within, and what color it had been.

Puke brown but without the chunks.

He wanted the exact count of the various enemies she’d slain.

Alat was able to help Tala provide that.

Which opponents were armed and with what.

Only the final enemy and with the void sword.

On and on it went.

Finally, the man came to the last few questions.

“Were you healed, or instructed to heal, before destroying the core?”

“No.”

“Are you injured at all?”

“No, of course not.” She looked to Be-thric, frowning in confusion. He knows I heal virtually instantly. What is this about?

Be-thric cleared his throat. The question he asked was addressed to the Falling Moon Pillar, not her, “Do you need her to strip down to prove that she is undamaged?”

Tala kept herself from stiffening, but the inquiring Pillar shook his head. “That is unnecessary.”

Be-thric smiled.

The other turned back to her for one final question, “Are you aware of any bets?”

“Bets? No.”

The pendant in his hand broke apart, and part of the light moved to rest against Be-thric’s chest.

Several of the watching Pillars laughed and congratulated Be-thric, and some were sulking and came forward to console the Pillar of the Falling Moon.

The light also went to others, though it was less. Once that was complete, items began to change hands.

Tala leaned close to Pallaun and raised an eyebrow questioningly.

“Yes, you can talk now, Eskau.”

“What is this about?”

“It is common practice for the Houses to bet on an Eskau’s first ether hold. Your Pillar leveraged himself and his assets past the point of sanity to make a single bet. There was only one taker.” Pallaun grinned. “The others likely smelled something human about the situation.”

Something… human?

Pallaun glanced at her, then rolled his eyes. “Something fishy, something off.”

Oh… That was pretty insulting.

-Tali would only care because she’d want to prove she wasn’t like other humans. She wouldn’t address it.-

So, Tala didn’t. “What was the bet? What did he win?”

“He bet that you would emerge without a scratch on you. And he won…” He turned and gestured.

The Pillar of the Falling Moon was arguing with a candidate Eskau and potential Pillar from his own house, if the embellishments around their own sigils were any indication.

“No…” Tala was in disbelief.

Pallaun grinned. “Yes.”

The Pillar of the Falling Moon ripped a crescent-shaped knife from the candidate Eskau’s belt and strode over to Be-thric, presenting the protian weapon to the onyx man. “Your winnings, Pillar Be-thric.”

“Thank you, Pillar Mesek.”

“Let it never be said that the House of the Falling Moon dishonors our agreements.”

“You are truly above reproach.” Be-thric bowed.

The other Pillars and Eskau seemed to have finished paying off their various wagers, and the group began to disperse.

Well, I guess we just earned him another protian weapon?

-Seems like it, yeah.-

Well, that’s one more step toward freedom. She didn’t like helping Be-thric get more powerful, but she couldn’t deny that that was the quickest path back to the human lands. Back home.

Sanguis and Be-thric spoke briefly with Pallaun and Tala, instructing them to head back to the main hold. He was to help her assess the void sword and discuss possibilities.

Be-thric patted Tala’s head affectionately. “You continue to deliver, my Eskau.”

Tala was proud of her self-control.

She didn’t consider striking him in return.

She didn’t even flinch away. Instead, she channeled Tali’s memories and neuro-pathways. She bowed to the retreating Pillars, directly behind Be-thric. “Thank you, Pillar Be-thric.”

“No bowing, remember?” But he patted her head again, clearly pleased.

She nodded. “As you wish.”

“Good, good. It’s time we upgraded your gear. Your worth grows every day, my Eskau, and that blade might be just the thing to enhance your weapon.”

Pallaun turned, eyebrows climbing. “Pillar Be-thric? I will not insult you by asking if you know the dangers, but are you sure?”

Be-thric waved the Eskau down. “I simply ask that the two of you confer with Thorn and experts on the subject. Don’t take any action until we can discuss it.”

Pallaun nodded, but he still seemed unconvinced.

After that, Be-thric and Sanguis headed toward the City Lord’s keep; apparently, they had business to be about.

Pallaun and Tala turned back toward the House of Blood’s hold.

“Eskau Pallaun?”

“Yes, Eskau Tali?”

“There was a lot that you failed to mention about ether holds.”

The large man shrugged without slowing his pace. “Tradition and my instructions dictated I remain cryptic.”

She grimaced, then shook her head and sighed. “Fine. So? Can you tell me more now?”

He glanced her way, then shrugged again. “Not much to tell. Every ether hold is vastly different. You already know the commonalities.”

“Breathable air, ground to walk on, at least at the entrance, and a core.”

“Precisely. Beyond that, they vary extremely. Some have creatures within, some don’t. Of those that do, some of the creatures conform to what we know of how living beings should function, others don’t. Of those that don’t have creatures within them, some are undefended, others have intricate traps, still others have puzzles, and so on.”

“Still…” She wanted to ask if they were really infinitely variable, but that wasn’t something that Tali would ask.

He shook his head. “One of the stranger ones I’ve overcome was filled with creatures of gas. I could only see them as distortions in the air around me. They couldn’t be killed, and I simply had to endure as I searched for the core.”

“Endure?”

“Their touch was like steam, acid, or a chill deeper than the deepest winter. Each was different, and each was intent on forcing their way into my flesh to bring about destruction.” He smiled wistfully. “That was a challenging hold.”

“Surely, that wasn’t entertaining to you?”

“It wasn’t a good fight, no, but it tested my mind. I had to think in new ways and overcome adversity.” He shook himself as if invigorated. “What is life but the constant struggle to improve oneself? The day you fail to do so, the day you stop, is the day you die, even if it takes years for your heart to stop beating afterwards.”

She didn’t have an answer to that.

“Now, did your dwarf remain in your sanctum or will we need to hunt him down back in the main hold?”

“He is in the main hold’s library, seeking advice on what volumes to add to my own.”

Pallaun grunted. “A wise use of time. I would have killed to have a servant such as he when I first was raised.”

The obsidian-skinned man turned to her, grabbing her shoulder in a surprising gentle, but still firm, grip.

“Treat him well. He will be an asset to you and the House for centuries if properly cultivated in the role of adjunct to an Eskau.”

Tala cocked her head, considering. Finally, she nodded. “I think you’re right. He is too useful to take for granted.”

It might be worthwhile, trying to figure out a way to get him to defect, help me get free, and come with me back to the human lands.

-We also need a plan as to how we can kill him if he tries to stop our escape.-

Truthfully, Tala didn’t know which would be harder.


Chapter: 26
Internal Monologue

Tala sat upon her throne within Kit. She was surrounded by an eclectic mix of items that had, apparently, been within the ether hold. Even so, that was not where her mind was focused.

While so closely connected with her sanctum, sitting upon the throne, she could feel that the ceiling within Kit was noticeably higher than it had been.

We gained a few extra feet of sky.

-And took another step closer to getting home.-

We did at that. Just a few more protian weapons for Be-thric; then, we’ll head home and drop the might of a human city on his head.

-Yeah. That is definitely the obvious solution. As soon as we’re within a few miles of a human city, I’ll be able to connect to the Archive and coordinate, at least in theory.-

Tala felt a smile pull at her lips, and she looked down at the box across her lap. Until then, we just need to keep our head down, gain everything we can, knowledge and books included, and freedom will be ours without having to come up with or execute any crazy plan.

The weapon, contained on her lap, was an interesting one. I don’t suppose this could deal with the collar and let us go home sooner?

-I don’t see how it could.-

What about meshed with Flow, so we could take on the consuming properties?

-While that’s interesting, I think it would be incredibly inadvisable.-

Tala thought for a moment, then huffed a laugh and shook her head. Because my scripts aren’t a part of me, and would therefore be subject to the draining effects, too.

-Exactly, and even if we could aspect-mirror its power to hit the collar all at once, I honestly don’t know what it would do. It would be just as likely to activate the collar, leading to a painful death, as disable or destroy the thing.-

Dasgannachs have to be susceptible to magics, and this sword thing definitely feels like it should work.

-In theory, it might, but is it worth the risk, when there’s an upcoming, perfectly viable means of getting free? Besides, from the reaction to the sword, items like this aren’t unheard of. I can’t imagine the creator of the collar didn’t account for things like them.-

I suppose.

-I actually think that triggering a bunch of ending seeds around our neck would have a higher chance of success, but it would also blow away your inscriptions, likely even your active ones, if there were sufficient power to affect the collar quickly enough to be effective.-

Iron paint under the seeds? That would help direct the power outward.

-Again, it might work, but the risks are far, far higher than our current plan.

Yeah, to overcome a half-Hallowed level of reinforcement, I can’t see iron paint doing more than helping a bit.

-And so, you’d still be affected.-

So, I’d be headless, without healing scripts.

-Most people just call that dead.-

Tala barked a laugh at that.

Thron, who’d been working off to one side, sorting through some of the loot, gave her a searching look. “Are you alright, Eskau Tali?”

“Tali.”

The dwarf gave a half-smile, and his tone and bearing were both a lot less formal as he continued. “Right, of course. You alright, Tali?”

“Yeah, just talking to myself, thinking through some things.”

He grunted. “Must be quite the internal monologue.”

Tala shrugged.

“So, what’s it like in your head?” He grinned, lifting one hand to mimic a mouth. “Blah, blah, blah, aren’t I so lucky? Blah, blah, blah, I should give Thorn a raise.”

Tala chuckled, then decided to tease him in return. “Wait, you’re paid?”

He gave her a good-naturedly incredulous look. “Did you think I stay around because of your winning personality?”

It was her turn to grunt. Yeah, Tali’s the worst… “That’s fair.”

He hesitated, seeming a bit taken aback. Then, he laughed, seeming to take her statement as a continuation of the joke. With a shake of his head, he seemed to decide that the jokes were at an end. “In all seriousness, loyalty and pragmatism keeps me around, that’s for certain, but the pay makes everything easier.”

“Loyalty?” She smirked. He’d spoken a bit about his desire to repay debts, but that didn’t really strike her as loyalty, per se.

The dwarf shrugged. “You could have killed Gallof, but you gave me a chance to surrender. I owe him a lot, and you allowed me to repay his kindness. Beyond that, you accepted our request to serve. It is most often Eskau that block such pleas, and you did not.”

That made Tala feel a bit guilty on several counts. I didn’t really think of objecting, and I didn’t actually spare Gallof…

-Well, Tali was the one running the show at the time.-

Really? She thought back and realized that she couldn’t really remember who’d been in charge. She knew that she’d been acting like Tali, then, but she couldn’t say with certainty that Tali had been in charge.

-She was.-

That made Tala feel even worse. If anything, that made Thron loyal to Tali, not her. “Thorn?”

“Yes, Tali?” He looked up from the tome.

“Do you… begrudge my victory?”

He shrugged. “As I said, my previous master is alive, as am I, so no.”

She hesitated, grimacing slightly despite herself.

“Tali?”

Her grimace fully manifested. “Well…”

-Tala, what are you doing?-

I feel bad. He should know that I was bluffing when I threatened Gallof—well, Tali was bluffing.

-What purpose would that serve? She would never tell him.-

It would make me feel less awful for deceiving him, and I am not her. “Do you want to know a secret?”

-You are all over the place today, Tala. What is going on with you?-

I just fought through a not-swamp filled with not-zombies, Alat. Things are feeling a little crazy…

-Fine, fine. You do what you think is best. He probably won’t turn against us and make escaping harder.-

Tala ignored the sarcasm and focused on the dwarf.

He gave her a flat look. “Absolutely not.”

-Oh. I did not expect that.-

She hesitated, her mouth already open to tell him. “Oh… okay.”

Alat laughed inside her head. -I take it all back. I like him.-

You liked him before.

-Yeah, I know. But you’re right. We should find a way to bring him along if he wants. He’d be fun and useful to have around.-

Yeah, if he wants. Though, that might be really unlikely.

Thron seemed to see how off-guard his answer had taken her, so he took the initiative and moved the conversation along. “Back to the subject of pay. Even though I was joking, it is rather important that you know the details. I imagine you aren’t very familiar with power taxes and the benefit of working for a major House?”

“Aside from the honor of it?” Tali would be proud, though Tala had to fight off a grimace.

“That’s true too, of course.” He waved the sentiment away. “Now, members of Houses are paid with power both directly and indirectly. Everyone in the city pays a flat tax to access the ambient magic in the air. For servants and members, that’s covered by the House of Blood. In addition, the power within the main hold is denser than that in the city at large, if only by a little. That within the holds of minor Houses, and other organizations, usually lies between that of the city and the major House holds. Being in a higher density of power improves vitality, longevity, health, and a whole host of other things.”

Tala found herself nodding. That made a lot of sense. How much are those benefits worth on their own? Throw in food and shelter, and very little other pay would likely be necessary for most.

“For me personally, access to your sanctum and its resources is a boon, and then, there’s this guy.” Thron patted his pocket. “I have the use of this fount, though he still belongs to you, officially. His power has a richness, a uniformity that I’m not used to. I’m used to magic coming from multiple sources and blending all together. Even when I had a protian weapon, the power was solely used for the weapon itself, rather than being purified or attuned to me. Having a single source is a treat.”

“There’s a difference?”

“Yes, and no. The power is just a bit… smoother. Most of the time, power takes a long, long time to fully de-aspect, and it isn’t worth the time or effort to make it truly pure. The infinitesimal impurities can clash but not harmfully so. Thus, having a single source is slightly more pleasant. That’s all.”

“Huh.” That was simply something that she would never have to deal with. I am my own single source. That did bring the fount back to mind, however. “How is Rob? I haven’t heard him this afternoon.”

“He’s holding to our agreement. I don’t let him be a toy, and he stays quiet.” The dwarf looked around. “Where is our terror bird friend?”

“He’s off hunting. I expect he’ll be back soon, though.” Tala considered as she looked at the lump that was Rob in Thron’s pocket. “Really? He’s been quiet?”

“Yes.” He hesitated, then sighed. “Well, quieter. When the librarian told me that if I was too loud he’d have to kill me—obviously joking—Rob here started screaming and begging to be destroyed. He almost got me thrown out.”

Thron glared down at his pocket.

Rob made a petulant, whimpering grunt but didn’t say anything.

“Managed to quiet ’im, else I’d not have all those.” He gestured to the boxes of books he’d tucked in one section of the quadrant. “So, about your internal conversation. Do you want to bounce ideas off of someone else?”

Tala considered the offer. She did need to talk through a few things, and as amazing as Alat was, talking to her meant that Tala was still literally talking with herself.

-Yeah, that’s fair.-

Pallaun had promised to send an artificer their way before he left Tala in her sanctum a few hours earlier, so they should be arriving relatively soon.

The entrance to Kit was now in one of the main gardens, and the servants were aware of its exact location. That meant that the artificer would have no trouble finding her.

While Be-thric had asked Pallaun to consult on the use of the void sword, he didn’t actually hold authority over the Eskau.

Pallaun had simply promised to send the expert and given one bit of advice before departing. “Most would say send items of the void back to the void. I say such a weapon unused is a battle lost before it’s even begun. You will never achieve true greatness without risk.”

Tala sighed, coming back to the moment at hand and addressing the dwarf. “What do you think about binding a void sword to my weapon?”

Thron stood and walked over. He looked at the ground to one side and in front of her. It was free of odd items, that space having been cleared earlier. “May I modify your dais, here? I’ll avoid the magics for re-inscription.”

“Sure?” She really had no idea what he was planning on doing.

He smiled and sat a bit away from her, in front and to her right. There was the momentary sound of sizzling, and he sank slightly. “Ahh, there we go. That’s more comfortable.”

Tala cocked her head. “Did you just erode a seat into that stone?”

Thron shrugged. “Yeah. Flat stone isn’t very comfortable.”

Well, I suppose he did ask.

-Yeah, you’ve no call to be annoyed. What did you think he was going to do?-

I honestly have no idea. As funny as it was, with his legs crossed before him, he was so small. Like an oversized catapult stone.

-No one would use something so beautiful as a siege projectile.-

Tala had to admit that Alat was right. The almost iridescent green skin still struck her as resembling nothing so much as an unpolished gem, and his true-silver hair and beard made him closely resemble an expensive statue of a wise mentor.

Thron shifted slightly, ruining the statue illusion.

Well, I did just fight a bunch of moving statues.

-But the metaphor was a statue, not a moving statue.-

Fair, fair.

There was another sizzle, then Thron nodded to himself. “Now, your weapon is soul-bound, right? That’s the term?”

Tala checked, and, yes, Tali knew that term. “Yeah.”

“Honestly, I don’t think I’d want my soul bound to the void, in whatever form. Magic is a grueling taskmaster, Tali, and the power we use can and does change us.”

She considered her Bound ceremony, and the choices she’d made while improving her equipment. Tala found herself nodding. “I know, Thorn. I really do.”

Terry chose that moment to return, flickering into being on Tala’s shoulder.

Rob gasped but otherwise didn’t make a sound.

Terry cocked his head, staring at Thron’s pocket.

Tala tapped the bird on the beak. “Terry, leave the little orb alone.”

Terry squawked derisively, headbutted Tala, and curled up.

Thron grinned. “He’s under my protection, tiny terror. You’d have better luck hunting in the city.”

Terry lifted his head and looked between the two of them. He then looked toward the defensive bunker, in which the exit lay before letting out a questioning trill.

Tala quickly shook her head. “No, Terry. That’s not a challenge or invitation. Don’t hunt in the city.”

The terror bird squawked once and curled back up.

Thron gave Terry another searching look. “I don’t know if I should be concerned by that creature or think his ambition is cute.”

Terry lifted his head, regarding Thron levelly, with a clearly implied assertion of superiority.

Thron met his gaze levelly. “You may be strong, little terror, but I’m betting you don’t play well with acid.”

Terry seemed to hesitate at that. Finally, he let out a collection of seemingly random squawks before curling back up.

The dwarf straightened slightly and seemed to be working to hide a smile. “Now, as you were saying, Tali?”

Right, the void sword. “I feel like it would be a useful tool.”

“Only if you could control it, and that depends on the exact nature of its magics.”

“How can it sustain itself, by the way? There’s no power source, and it’s contained, so it can’t be draining power from the environment.”

Thron shrugged. “Good question for the artificer, I suppose.”

Tala sat.

And Thron sat.

And they were silent.

For a long minute.

“Well, I’m going to look through another book.” He’d been alternating between sifting through the loot from the ether hold and the books he’d gotten from the House of Blood’s main library.

Tala nodded. “And I need to be practicing my aura control.”

He smiled as he walked to grab a book. “It does seem to be getting better.”

“I haven’t made that much progress.” She sighed.

“You haven’t had that long to progress. You’re doing well.” He gave her a reassuring smile.

She felt herself smile in return. He really was a kind and useful servant. You know, I’m probably going to have to kill you one day. I won’t spare you if it costs me my freedom.

-What the rust? That’s dark, Tala. Why would he oppose you?-

You’re the one who said we need to figure out how to kill him at need.

-But not right after he was kind! Who thinks about how to kill a man who just complimented you? Honestly, did you dye your hair at some point?-

Tala frowned. What? I don’t think I understand. What does the color of my hair have to do with anything?

-It doesn’t matter. So, what brought it to mind?-

I don’t know. I just feel like he’s going to be there when everything goes down.

-Time will tell, I suppose.-

Thron was looking around himself, at the piles of random items, then down at the book in his hands. “I should probably get back to it.”

“What have you found so far?” She found herself curious.

He tapped the book against his open palm, considering. “Quite a few silver bars, a handful of gold coins, a small mountain of copper, some mundane weaponry, a couple of books in languages I can’t read, things like that.”

Tala perked up. “Oh? What is generally done with the harvests from an ether hold?”

Thron gave her a level look. “They are generally very minimal and simply given to the Pillar of the House. In the rare cases where there is a substantial harvest, and this would likely qualify, the Eskau is entitled to ten percent of the haul.”

Ten… percent? Her eye twitched.

-Calm, Tala. Tali would be ecstatic to be adding to the wealth of the House.-

I know… She tried to portray sincerity as she said, “That’s amazing! I’m glad that the House will be strengthened and that I will be granted anything at all.”

Thron smiled. “My advice will be to forgo all of your share and ask for the void sword, assuming the artificer gives us good news.”

Tala considered. That was likely a wise course, honestly. At the moment, she had no need of material wealth, as Be-thric was showering her with anything capable of improving her in abundance. And the precious metals provided for my reinscribing would cover most, if not all of my debts when I get home.

-If you don’t use them up on the way.-

She looked back to the dwarf and noticed he had a bit of reluctance in his eyes. He had been at the sorting and intermittent reading for hours.

I can offer him a break. I could probably use one, too. “Do you want to take a break and spar?”

He regarded her for a moment, then nodded, smiling. “That would be nice. We can see how well you’ve progressed in your control.”

“Oh?” She stood along with him.

“Of course. If you can’t break my hold on the space around me, you won’t land a single blow.”

***

Tala screamed through clenched teeth as part of her hand vanished again, spraying blood at the dwarf. That blood also vanished before it could land.

Her flesh knit back together as she pulled her fist back.

“I’ve told you, Tali. You must break my hold, else you’ll encounter corrosion that even your impressive physiology cannot withstand.”

How is he getting through my defenses? The magics involved should be precisely opposed to his own.

He’d proven his protection effective, time and time again. He hadn’t bothered to fall into a fighting stance or even raise his hands defensively, and yet he was perfectly safe.

Assuming I don’t use my weapon.

-Well, you aren’t actually trying to kill him, not now.-

Tala knew that—she really did. She also knew that this was good training, but that didn’t actually make it any more pleasant.

They were standing on Tala’s training circle, within her sanctum. Pools of slowly moving water surrounded them, save for a single bridge that allowed easy access.

In truth, she could have just leapt over the water, but it was nice to have the bridge all the same.

-Why don’t you ask him? He should know how his power works, after all.-

There was no reason not to, so she did. “How are you able to erode my flesh so easily? My magics are directly opposed to dissolution magics.”

“I embody the concept of corrosion.”

Tala waited for more, but it didn’t seem to be forthcoming. “What does that actually mean?”

He hesitated for a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t actually affect your flesh magically, not really. I simply magically expose it to the concept of physical corrosion. If I embodied true corrosion, I would be practically invincible, but magic can get through my aspected aura with ease.”

He grinned, then.

“That’s why I have other methods of defense, but that’s hardly important at the moment.”

“Does that mean that something non-corrodible would be able to get through?”

He shook his head. “Not at all. My aura would still show it how to degrade, and it would.”

“That seems broken.”

“Broken?”

“Too powerful. It doesn’t even seem like you’re expending power.”

“That’s because I’m not. I’m cycling my power within myself, allowing it to radiate with the concept of corrosion, or acid, and that permeates my aura, providing the effect.”

“See? That’s broken. That’s too powerful.”

He chuckled. “Do you mean unfair?”

“Yeah, unfair works, too.”

“Says the woman with an infinite well of magic within her very soul.”

Tala hesitated for a moment. “Ahh, that’s… That’s fair.”

“Hardly. I find it incredibly unfair that you effectively never have to be concerned about running out of power.”

“Fine, fine. We each have something broken about ourselves.”

“Thus, unfairness is fair.”

She laughed, and he grinned in return.

She then punched at him.

Instead of the hit landing, Tala fell back cursing and suppressing another scream.

“I did tell you that it was passively generated. Surprise is not a factor.”

She growled as her hand restored itself. “You might have been lying.”

“True, but I wasn’t.”

She sighed, shaking out her arm. It was worth a try…

“Again?”

She nodded, firming her resolve. “Again.”


Chapter: 27
The One to Seize

Tala and Thron sparred for nearly an hour, Tala refusing to give up.

In truth, ‘sparred’ was a bit generous.

Thron patiently stood in the center of the training circle, giving pointers and occasionally politely suggesting that they try other means of practice.

Tala listened to his advice, attempted to implement it, then threw her aura against his and tried to hit him.

She had enough control of her own body that she never lost more than a hand to each attempted blow.

Of course, that still hurt.

After the first couple of times, Thron had suggested that they look for another way to train, but Tala had refused. Apparently, he’d wanted her to experience the ‘real consequences’ of aura control in combat, but he hadn’t really expected her to use this as a method of practice.

-Why not try meditation? We can focus on control and then try again later.-

I want to succeed, Alat. I’m tired of being in my own head, only pulled out when I have to do something. I want to do something that helps me and only me.

-Study, internal practice, and meditation is doing something for you. It’s not physical, but every step you take to improve is a step forward.-

Tala growled as her aura slipped slightly, and her entire left fist was burned away before she pulled her punch back.

Thron tilted his head. “Tali? What was that?”

As her fist regrew, she came back into a fighting stance. “Nothing.”

He held up his hands. “Wait a moment. What’s going on? While I wouldn’t choose your methods, you are making excellent progress. Whatever that was, though? That was sloppy. What’s going on?”

Tala hesitated, then let her fists fall to her sides. “I feel like…”

The dwarf waited, not pressing the human and allowing her to pull her thoughts together.

“I feel like I’m just treading water. I’m not moving toward my goal?”

Thron nodded, sitting down on the flat, textured stone. “And what is that goal?”

She threw her hands up. She was frustrated, but she was present enough in the moment to pull the reasoning from Tali and how she would respond. “I want to improve, and I’m at a bottleneck until we get the method from the wild humans to the north.”

He nodded in response but didn’t say anything.

“I know that every protian weapon we capture for Pillar Be-thric gets us closer to that goal, but it just feels like I’m along for the ride. I want to do something.”

“I can understand that.”

She huffed a short laugh. “Oh?”

“No one of quality wants their fate in others’ hands, and you feel like you’re not steering your own destiny right now. You’re learning the ropes as an Eskau, you’re out of your element in wider society, and there are no others of your kind who are peers to your station. You are alone, flung into the unknown, and while you see great things coming your way, you want to be the one to seize those rewards, yourself.”

“Exactly!” She threw up her hands and started pacing.

“Okay.”

She stopped mid-step. “What?”

“Okay.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I’ve been handling the scheduling of your duties, specifically delaying them to allow you to settle in. I apologize for… delaying overmuch. My intention was to let you have the space you needed to practice and just… be.” He shrugged. “Let’s change that. Starting tomorrow, I can bring you the options for the day, and we can pick your schedule together.”

He hesitated for a moment.

“Well, the big things we should discuss the evening before. Would that work for you?”

Tala was a bit taken aback. “Really?”

“Of course. If I weren’t here, this would be up to you, regardless. Though, I don’t know of any Eskau who doesn’t get an adjunct fairly quickly to help with scheduling of duties.”

She felt a smile pull at her face. “That sounds excellent. I think I could really use a bit more hand in choosing my tasks.”

“Then, it shall be.” He pushed himself back to his feet. “Now, will we continue this training? Or are you willing to consider a less painful method?”

She considered for a moment. “How is my progress compared to what you’d expect?”

He grimaced. “Aside from that last… attempt, you are moving much faster than I’d expect.”

“How likely is it that that’s just because of me?”

He sighed. “Unlikely. Visceral feedback almost always leads to quicker improvement, so long as it isn’t overwhelming or painful to the point that it causes you to shy away.”

She smiled. “Alright then. Let’s do this.”

Tala focused on her aura once more. Per Thron’s advice, she didn’t try to claim the territory around him directly.

Instead, she hardened her own authority around herself, bending her will and her magical weight to reinforcing her sovereignty over herself.

Then, she punched at him.

Tala managed to suppress all parts of her reaction to the pain, even as Thron nodded. “Good, that was much better. Are you willing to modify the training while keeping your… feedback?”

She looked down as the skin on her knuckles regrew. “I’m open to the idea.”

“Simply extend your hand toward me and watch the interactions of our auras. Push forward slowly and see what happens.”

Yeah, that actually makes sense. Go slow to see what’s happening.

-Instead of continuing to punch a stone wall and wondering why our knuckles are bloody?-

Wisdom, thy name is Alat.

Alat snorted a laugh within Tala’s head.

Now out of her fighting stance, Tala lifted her hand, palm toward Thron, and reached for him.

Her magesight was focused on their conflicting auras.

To her surprise, she saw that his didn’t harden. It didn’t push outward. It just was.

Hers corroded as it came in contact with his.

I don’t know what I expected. That’s what I was feeling.

-Yeah, but we associated the corrosion with our flesh more than with our magics.-

She stopped her hand’s movement and just flexed her aura, hardening it, softening it, moving it around, and just playing with it in general.

In the end, she’d progressed quite a bit.

At the start, her flesh had vanished a good six inches from the dwarf. When they had to stop, it was closer to two inches. That was quite a bit more progress than it seemed. It became exponentially harder to maintain control of the area around her hand, when near a hostile aura, the closer Tala got to her opponent.

She knew that both from the current bout of training as well as her earlier training with the group of Archons in Bandfast. Though, in Bandfast, she had moved her own aura, rather than fixing it to herself and using her own movements to breach the hostile authority.

And, they never had this solid of a lock on the space around themselves.

-They also weren’t Fused—or Mature, as the arcanes call the level.-

That’s true enough. Thron was solidly orange to her magesight. He’d explained that he would require her permission, as well as Be-thric’s, to advance. She was inclined to allow it, once she was able to breach his defenses, as having an increasingly difficult challenge would only help with her own improvement.

Terry had spent the entire time floating around on the surface of the surrounding water, moving with the subtle currents to slowly circle them without any effort.

But Tala’s training came to an end when she felt the door within her entrance bunker open. She suppressed the defenses within, to prevent any unfortunate accident.

“He’s here.”

Thron immediately nodded and turned toward the bridge. “We should welcome him.”

While Thron took the closest bridge over the water around the training circle, Tala dove into it. She quickly retracted her clothing as she moved through the water, mirroring her elk leather’s self-cleaning to allow the water to clean herself quickly. The clothing grew back across her just before she vaulted out onto the stone at the outside edge. With a marginal effort of will, she’d maintained the mirror, causing the water to cascade off of her, even as she hopped in place a couple of times.

-That’s effective, I suppose. Couldn’t you have just mirrored the self-cleaning without the dip in the pond?-

Of course, but then I’d have been shedding a bunch of grime onto the training circle.

-Wouldn’t Kit have just taken it away?-

Right. Well, the water was nice. Also, she’d probably have had to strip, and she’d have not enjoyed doing that even behind Thron’s back.

-That’s true. Arcanes don’t really seem to have a nudity taboo, but it still might have been… odd. The water did feel nice, too.-

As the water splashed onto the ground around Tala, Terry lifted his head from where he was drifting past. He briefly glared Tala’s way before laying back into his watery repose.

Tala smiled at the terror bird and left him to his relaxation.

She and Thron walked into the central courtyard just as the artificer came out of the building.

The hue-folk male was light-brown skinned, the color enough off of ‘flesh’-colored that he was unlikely to be mistaken as human. His hair was the same color, which likely helped prevent confusion. His power placed him solidly in the Honored rank, the power within and around him green to Tala’s magesight.

It was all Tala could do not to gape. How many people of the upper-middle ranks are there in arcane cities?

-Based on what Master Jevin and Master Xeel said… a lot.-

Yeah, I’m starting to realize exactly what that means. It seems like basically everyone of consequence is more powerful than most of humanity. An instant later, she amended. More powerful than most human Archons, honestly.

She was pulled from her contemplations when the hue-folk male’s eyes turned to her.

“Oh! There you are.” He bowed. “Eskau Tali, I presume?”

She nodded in return. “I am, yes. And this is my adjunct, Thorn.”

The artificer bowed to Thron as well, if slightly less deeply.

He’s bowing to the title and the association with the House of Blood. There is no way he’d defer to us if we weren’t associated with the House of Blood.

-Just another benefit of working with a major House. Tali was certainly ecstatic.-

He doesn’t seem to care about my race in the slightest. Do you think it is the same reason?

-Likely. What he cares about is performing a service for our House. I’m sure there are those who wouldn’t work with a human, there have to be at least some, but most likely won’t care.-

I feel like we should be able to use that…

Alat laughed within Tala’s head. -What? Establish the House of Humanity? Force them to recognize the power of the human race?-

It’s not the worst idea I’ve ever had, but it’s probably something above our rank to deal with.

The internal exchange had taken barely a few seconds, and as the artificer stood straight once more, he introduced himself, “Well met. I am Cerdai. Eskau Pallaun of the House of Blood sought me out and requested that I come to consult on a void item. Am I in the correct location?”

“Indeed.”

The dais was empty of items as the loot from the ether hold had been stored away for the time being.

Cerdai wasn’t looking that way at the moment, so Tala made her desires clear to Kit through their magical connection, and the box containing the void blade came into being atop the stone without sound, magical fluctuation, or other indication.

Tala gestured to the previously empty dais.

Cerdai turned to look, taking in the box with apparent surprise. “Oh! Good, you have it properly contained.” He was nodding to himself. “May I?”

“Of course.”

As Cerdai stepped forward, power swirled around him, quickly forming an infinite loop of intricately intermeshed power in a shell closely hugging his skin.

Tala felt something from it, just like she’d begun to feel corrosion from Thron.

The stability of change?

It made no sense to her at all.

-Really? Gravity is a constant acceleration if we don’t alter it. That is a change that is stable.-

Tala blinked at that. Oh, wow. Yeah, that makes total sense.

Cerdai’s power hadn’t felt connected with gravity, but now that Alat had made the connection, Tala could feel how gravity was… related? Yeah, that was the right word.

Concepts are so broken…

When Cerdai opened the box, his magics twisted to create a second area of containment sealed off from the one in which he was but still created by the same twisting spellform.

There were flickers of power within the mesh of magic as the artificer was apparently doing a preliminary investigation. “Ahh, I see. It is still fresh. That is good.” He looked their way. “I require some time to examine it properly. Would you like me to take it with me and return, or do my work here?”

She glanced toward Thron, but he gave no reaction. I’d probably prefer it stay here. “I think here is just fine.”

“As you wish.”

“Do you require a separate space to work?”

“No, this will be just fine.”

Tala caught movement at Cerdai’s feet, and he looked down.

A cat wove its way between his legs. “Oh, hello, kitty.”

He smiled, and the cat looked up, purring.

“Those are very pretty eyes you have.”

It’s back. She looked closely at it with her magesight, but she didn’t see anything unusual about it. No unexplained magics, no unusual densities. It just looked like a cat.

A cat that was utterly ignoring her in favor of the most power dense thing in the sanctum.

-Well, that’s disappointing.-

It could be disguised in some manner we’ve no way to penetrate?

-That’s always possible of anything, everything, and everyone.-

Fair, fair. That didn’t really make her feel better, but it did make sense. She couldn’t waste time on things she couldn’t possibly know for sure.

Thron was also regarding the cat, but he looked more curious than suspicious.

Though, it’s a bit hard to distinguish emotions on his inhuman face. While talking with the dwarf, she often forgot his inhuman nature. He seemed to have a very similar culture to Tala, herself, with a bit of Tali’s perspective if she were being honest. Thron was raised as a slave and had risen to be more.

Just like humanity as a whole, now that I consider it.

Suddenly, the cat perked up, then turned and ran away, around the dais.

A moment later, Terry flickered into being on Tala’s shoulder, looking around with a gaze that reminded Tala of a predator searching for prey… or competition?

-The cat doesn’t seem to like Terry.-

And it seems to have some way of knowing he’s coming. But that was a mystery for another time. “Cerdai?”

“Hmm?” He’d watched the cat leave and was already refocused on the item in his hands.

“How long do you need?”

“I’d say about an hour.”

“Is there anything that you want or need from us?”

“No, no. I’ve got what I need.” As he was speaking, he flicked his wrist, and a tool appeared within it. He used the silvery pick to prod the void sword.

“Alright. Let us know if anything comes to mind.”

“Yes, yes.” He said it with a smile, but it was clearly a dismissal. He hadn’t seemed to notice Terry’s arrival at all. If he had, he didn’t seem to mind one way or other.

With a shrug, Tala turned and walked into the common area of her sanctum, motioning for Thron to follow.

As they entered through the large archway, she spoke. “I’m going to work on my aura control and the magic nest. I want you to observe and give commentary.”

“As my Eskau commands.”

She thought for a moment, then shook her head. “But first, please arrange for some food. I pulled quite a bit from my reserves, regrowing my hands so many times.”

He grinned broadly, showing off broad, flat teeth.

I never noticed before. He doesn’t have canines or cutting teeth at the front. He’s not an herbivore… right? No, she’d seen him eat meat.

“I did tell you your way wasn’t the best.”

She shrugged. “I can only really eat if my reserves are low, and they were pretty close to full. Thus, this is actually better.”

He shrugged. “I will go get food. Can you move the entrance in here?”

She waved a hand—a completely unnecessary gesture, but it was fun. The exit appeared in one of the dining room walls.

With another bow, Thron departed.

It was effortless for Tala to maintain the entrance and exit’s new location as she sat in one of the comfier chairs off to one side, looking out over her sanctum.

She reached out and took the magic nest from the air as Kit brought it to her hand.

“Thank you, Kit.”

The sanctum did not respond.

“Well, then. Let’s get this done.”

Terry looked at the item, a smug glint in his eye.

“Yes, yes, you are very wonderful, and I have a long way to go to catch up.”

He trilled happily before nuzzling into her cheek.

“Thank you, Terry.”

Without further delay, she set to work.


Chapter: 28
Understanding

Tala sat, screaming internally at the stupid magic nest in her hand.

It felt like it was being purposely difficult.

For whatever reason, within the magic nest, she had great difficulty making her magic turn left. And as she continued, the magic nest seemed to be incorporating more left bends the longer she practiced with it.

Why is it so much harder within the nest?

-It seems like there’s greater resistance than under normal circumstances.-

Tala nodded to herself. So, it amplifies any deficiencies to allow and force improvement?

-That would be my guess, yes.-

Huh… Well, it seems like my magic isn’t an ambiturner, then.

-What?-

It can only turn one way. Like ambidextrous but for directionality.

-…That’s not a thing.-

Ambidextrousness is very much a thing.

-That’s not—- Alat hesitated. -Wait… You’re messing with me?-

She grinned. And here I thought you could read my mind before I expressed things to you.

-Of course, I can, but I try not to. It makes for boring conversations.-

Tala thought about it and realized the obvious: Alat could only talk to Tala, so, of course, she’d want those conversations to actually be… meaningful?

Fair enough. There was also the fact that Alat had promised to try not to peek in on all her thoughts, at least not all the time. It was nice of the alternate interface to have been working at doing just that.

Thron cleared his throat. “Talking to yourself again?”

Tala started, jerking slightly. “What?”

“You’re talking to yourself again, right?”

“What makes you think that?”

“You’re making odd faces.”

Tala paled slightly. She didn’t realize that she had such an obvious tell. What now? I obviously can’t admit to having another ‘me’ in my head.

-He has no reason to suspect that, Tala. Just act natural.-

Oh… right. “You don’t emote when you’re thinking?”

“Not so… expressively or animatedly. It really does look like I’m watching you talk to someone else but much too fast to be reasonable.”

-Well… rust. That’s irritating.-

“Yeah, I’m talking to myself.”

He gave her an odd look. “You know that I am right here if you need to bounce ideas off someone.” The offer seemed genuine and not petulant as Tala might have expected.

Thron was sincerely interested in assisting her if she wanted the help. “I know. If need be, I’ll bounce things off of you. Sometimes it’s easier to process internally, though.”

“Very well.”

Tala shifted, feeling her stomach rumble. “When is the next meal coming, by the way?”

He gave her a skeptical look, then glanced toward the clean dining table. “You just finished the last meal around a quarter of an hour ago.”

“It wasn’t that recently… was it?”

“Well, I was done more than half an hour ago, but you brought the last bits over with you to continue practicing.”

Tala glanced to the side table beside her chair.

She did vaguely remember doing as Thron said. Those were really, really good sausages…

She sighed. “Even so, I’m still hungry.”

He sighed in turn, but he was also smiling a bit ruefully. “The artificer will be done soon. After we talk with him, I’ll send for more food.”

“Thank you.”

He hesitated. “I feel like I’m forgetting something.”

She cocked her head. “Oh? I can’t imagine what it would be. Do we have a duty to perform?”

“No.”

“A delivery incoming?”

“No.”

“Appointments?”

“No.” He seemed to be getting annoyed with himself.

“Well, I don’t think either of us can magic up the answer.”

His eyes widened. “Oh! Right! The test on your power.”

“What?” Tala frowned.

“You were proving that your working didn’t end.”

“Oh! That’s right.” She held out her hand, and the two tungsten spheres that she’d amplified toward one another appeared on her palm. From what she could see, the effect of attraction toward one another was undiminished. “Catch.”

Tala tossed him the spheres, and Thron easily caught them. He examined each sphere in turn, attempting to pull them apart and failing. He hadn’t tried overly hard, but that wasn’t the point. “This is ridiculous.”

“What?”

“It doesn’t continue to use power? The effect continues without further magical input?”

“No power that I’m aware of, and I believe so? So, no power from me, at least.”

The little green man grunted. “That’s an interesting theory. If we weren’t in this place, nearly barren of power, I’d say it likely is pulling from the ambient power around it.”

Tala was, as they spoke, still dumping most of her throughput into the air around herself, and Kit was absorbing it the moment it passed beyond her aura.

Thron scratched under his beard. “As it stands, this is just insane. Do you have any idea what you could do with this?”

“Stick things together forever?”

He snorted a laugh at that. “If I understand the description of your powers, you could have a belt attracted to a sphere or other item, while preventing the attraction from working in the other way.”

“That’s correct.”

“Then, once that’s established, you could lift the sphere, and the belt would accelerate toward it. If that pull had a higher force than gravity acting on you, you could fly.” He shook his head in bewilderment. “Moreover, with simple constructs, you could use that process to empower virtually anything with flight, and since your effect doesn’t seem to fade, it would be done without any further need of power, forever. Energy-less movement and support.”

Tala blinked a few times before vehemently protesting. “No! That’s not how gravity works at all.”

“But it is how your powers work.”

She felt a weird sort of headache building. “That wouldn’t work at all. No, not even a little.”

She shook her head, frowning as she tried to reconcile what he said.

-Huh… Your powers can theoretically cause something that is senseless to you, and so your very being is rejecting the very notion.-

She groaned, rubbing at her temples. What’s going to happen? Tala was feeling quite a bit uncertain.

-Well, it will change your fundamental understanding, break your fundamental understanding, or simply not work, but from what I can guess, the pain will just get worse and worse until you verify which.-

Can we go back?

-I mean… I could erase the memory, but that seems like it would be setting a bad precedent, and I’m not actually sure it would work. Your fundamental understanding is core to who you are. It’s not just about memory.-

Tala growled. “Rust you, Thron. Now I have to try it, or I’m going to break something.”

Thron started slightly at the use of his real name, but he didn’t say anything as Tala tossed the magic nest aside. The thing vanished as it arched through the air, whisked away by Kit to… somewhere. Tala really didn’t care where.

She then stood, calling her tungsten rod to her hands.

Alright, target my belt, and increase its pull toward the rod.

She dumped power into the increase, and she and Thron both watched expectantly.

Even Terry raised his head from the corner where he’d curled up on a pillow.

Where did that pillow even come from? She hadn’t really been paying attention to the terror bird.

Even now, though, it was just a passing thought as Tala didn’t have time nor mental space to contemplate that further.

After a bit, her belt began pulling toward the rod, just as expected. The rod still rested easily in her hands, no added strain detectable.

Alright, then. She focused on herself, targeting her being. Restrain.

She lifted off the ground as expected from that working. She was now nearly completely untethered from the stone beneath her feet, and she should be incredibly easy to move.

Then, her belt tried to pull toward the rod, which moved her. Her movement moved the rod, keeping it at an equal distance from the belt.

Tala wasn’t adding any further power, and there was no magic obvious in the vicinity due to Kit’s efforts.

Even so, there was suddenly a weird, stuttering ripple of power through the space between the belt and the rod.

Tala felt a spike of pain in her head, then the working shattered, and Tala was left floating in the air, drifting forward slowly due to the initial pull of the belt. Any thought of that movement as a ‘victory’ or ‘success’ was destroyed by the now overwhelmingly splitting headache.

Thron grunted. “So, I was right, but it still doesn’t work.”

Tala groaned, the pain subsiding slightly. “Seems so.”

She altered her perspective and broke the restrain on herself. Her gravity now returned to normal, she dropped to the floor with a muffled thud.

She massaged her temples, trying to drive away the splitting headache. “Gravity doesn’t work as a means of propulsion, not like that.”

The dwarf shrugged. “It is fascinating how our own magics limit themselves and us. Sometimes it is that very limitation that allows our workings to function at all, and sometimes it makes the seemingly obviously possible fail.”

She pulled herself out of her pain enough to look at him questioningly. “Oh?”

He nodded. “To me, the idea of magic eroding makes no sense, so I cannot directly obliterate spellforms or things of magic with my concept or power. I work around it, but I know for a fact that others can make magic erode. Though, they have other limitations.”

He chuckled.

“The ending trees that we commissioned for your sanctuary are capable of such, in fact.”

Tala had honestly forgotten about those. That was pretty foolish. “How did that go, by the way?”

He gave her a searching look, then shrugged. “I’d thought you would have been to the grove already.”

“I haven’t.”

“I understand that now.” He grinned back. “It is quite something, really. A completely isolated section of your sanctum so that the trees cannot take over or influence the rest of your private dimension.”

Tala did remember hearing something about that. Apparently, incorporating an ending tree grove had nearly doubled the cost of her sanctum creation. Though, Thron had proudly informed her that he’d kept them a full twenty percent below budget. That was below the already reduced budget because they had a dimensional space to begin with.

She had no idea what anyone else could possibly have wanted that would cost so much more, but she’d never cared enough to ask. Maybe when I see the grove.

She shook her head. “But back to the matter at hand. I’ve seen magic be eroded by magic from those very trees.”

The dwarf just shrugged. “To me? It makes no sense that magic would degrade or erode. Fade? Of course, but corrode? Never.”

“Huh.”

Thron seemed to hesitate. “I suppose… I should probably apologize. I didn’t mean to bring your fundamental understanding into doubt, nor cause you pain by making a suggestion.”

Tala waved him off. “It was a reasonable question. My foundation isn’t so weak that a simple query can unseat me.”

He chuckled. “By the stars, I certainly hope not.”

“It is an odd thing, coming against something that defies our understanding of the world, of our own magic. How did your teachers or trainers explain it to you?”

He cocked his head for a moment. “Well, it was like the act of stealing to me.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I conceptually know that people can steal, obviously. I’ve even been in situations where I was near death, and stealing would have helped, but it just… never made sense.” He shrugged. “I cannot conceive of myself stealing. The idea of theft doesn’t shake my understanding of myself, and in the same vein, knowing that someone else’s power can erode magic does not shake my own understanding of my own power.”

Tala grunted. “Huh. That makes a lot of sense, actually.”

She winced again as another wave of discomfort rippled through her mind, marking an uptick in the pain.

“Oh, this still hurts. I… I think I need some quiet.”

Thron’s response came as a polite whisper. “As you wish.”

And so, they sat in silence for a bit longer. Finally, Cerdai’s voice sounded from out in the large courtyard, echoing through the open archway to reach them. “Hello? Would either of you fine folk be available?”

Tala and Thron looked at one another before standing at the same time and walking out of the building. The pain was mostly gone, but Tala was still moving a bit slower than she was used to, letting the last echoes fade.

“Ahh, there you are. Greetings once again, Eskau Tali, adjunct Thorn.”

“Greetings, Artificer Cerdai.” Tala smiled despite the lingering ache. “What have you determined?”

He patted the box, which was once more closed around the void sword. “This weapon is in excellent shape and should be able to be combined with a fount-core weapon to great effect.”

Tala frowned. “What about a soul-bound one?”

Cerdai looked temporarily hesitant. “Soul-bound?”

He frowned, scratching the tip of his nose.

“I don’t think I’ve ever worked with one.” He glanced her way, his eyes narrowing. Then, a hunger seemed to spark within them. “Do you have one that I could examine?”

Tala hesitated. They may not ever have had the chance. Should I let him?

-I don’t see how we can avoid it if we want to improve our equipment while in arcane lands. We certainly don’t have the expertise to do the merging ourselves. Not by an inch or a mile.-

That’s true enough… There was one thing that made her more confident than she might otherwise have been if she were being honest.

To this man, she was an Eskau of the House of Blood. Stealing from her, or harming her, would be a very foolish move. Ironically, she felt like she could trust the power of her captors to keep the artificer honest and on good behavior.

She hated that she had been taken, and no amount of benefit would ever make her look kindly on the House of Blood, but she was in a precarious position, and any defense was a boon. Still, reminders never hurt.

“As Eskau Pallaun sent you to me, personally, I see no reason not to trust you to examine my weapon.”

Cerdai hesitated for an instant, then nodded. He didn’t appear as if he’d been planning anything untoward, but he definitely seemed more cautious after her reminder.

Good.

She called Flow from its sheath into her hand, pulling it with a trivial act of will.

She then flipped it around and caught the knife’s blade, extending the handle toward the artificer. “Here you go.”

Cerdai took Flow with a reverent hesitance, his power immediately beginning to wash over the weapon. “Oh… Oh! Oh, this is fascinating.” He looked up. “This weapon can change shape, yes? It mirrors protian weapons in that way.”

“It can.” She mostly hid the wince. Tali would have winced, too, as Tali had been meant to be a protian weapon, but she had failed. As for Tala, it was a reminder of how close she had come to being forever bound within a tool for others to use.

Failure and a near brush with eternal enslavement.

Neither were good, but Tala was certain she was happy to have ‘failed’ to become a protian weapon.

Cerdai had begun talking to himself, Tala only able to hear him because of her enhanced senses. “And its power source is here, within it, but also… not. Of course, it is her. Somehow, her soul and this weapon have the same underlying location in the dimensions of magic.” He barked a laugh. He was clearly talking to himself and just as clearly enamored. “Spectacular! This should be able to function anywhere in the world, regardless of the location of the Eskau, its power source. Is this replicable? If we could bend the dimensions of magic and permanently interlink them, it would allow for an incredible decrease in our need for founts.”

He shook his head and laughed. “What am I saying? It would just increase the availability of fount-powered items. It would revolutionize the— Oh…”

His demeanor fell, and he sighed. “It is a connection and displacement forged of will more than anything else. That’s a pity.”

Cerdai’s ramblings became quieter, then.

Thron was giving Tala a look that conveyed a deep concern over the sanity of the artificer. Then, the dwarf smiled and pointed at Tala, then Cerdai.

What?

-He’s saying that’s how you look when you talk to yourself.-

Oh… Tala glowered, and Thron grinned.

Finally, Tala cleared her throat. “Artificer Cerdai?”

“Huh? What?” The man jerked, seemingly having forgotten her presence. “Oh, Eskau Tali, my apologies.”

“Can we combine them?”

“Hmmm? Oh, of course. The spellforms will need to be altered, but not greatly, and you will have to be the initiator. I doubt the enaction will have too much of an adverse effect on you unless you have willpower weaker than that of a child.” He gave her an appraising look. “You aren’t a simpleton, are you?”

Thron bristled, and Tala knew that Tali would have been… less than pleased. Tala, though, felt a wave of nostalgia and homesickness as the hue-folk male reminded her of Holly in an odd way. She snorted a laugh, covering the swelling sadness within her chest and startling Thron.

Though she was going a different direction with the tenor of her response, she still compiled the content from Tali’s memories and tendencies. “The House of Blood would be weak indeed, were it forced to raise a child as Eskau.”

“True enough.” Cerdai nodded, still seeming distracted by the knife in his hand.

Tala prodded, “How soon?”

“Hmm?” The Artificer was staring down at Flow once more.

“How soon can it be done?”

“Oh! Any time. Point me to a wide clear space of earth, or stone you don’t care for, and I’ll get to work.”

Tala was about to ask about payment, reminded of her interactions with the Constructionist Guild back in the human lands, but her knowledge from Tali quelled that instantly. Of course, the House of Blood will cover it, and Pallaun likely already negotiated the rate.

In either case, it was not for her to bring up.

“In that case, follow me. I know exactly where we can perform the merging.”


Chapter: 29
The Manipulation of Concepts

Tala stared into the void.

Well, that wasn’t entirely accurate.

Unlike previous times where she had combined items with herself, or that which was soul-bound to her, the void was black in that there was no light or input of any kind.

As she examined the absence of things more closely, Tala realized that she was the void and was surrounded by the void and nothing else.

This is awful.

She could feel what had led her to this moment. She had been filled with an insatiable hunger to consume everything, even heat, until she was one with all that was left.

And all that was left?

Nothing.

Nothing was left.

Hard pass.

The manifestation shifted, and Tala looked down upon herself, standing as an unchallengeable goddess of war.

If Pallaun’s skin was the color of obsidian, Tala’s was now the color of the void. No matter how she moved, she looked two dimensional, as light simply could not escape once it touched her.

She stood between two armies, one of humans and one of arcanes, and they both were coming for her.

This manifestation smiled, though it didn’t show. Tala still felt the unbridled glee of this version of herself.

Magics and effects bombarded her, but they only caused her to grow in power as she absorbed them all. Her own gate provided stability, power to maintain a solid foothold in the physical realm without degrading it overmuch.

These attacks? They let her grow.

Well, I suppose I could see this as a way to get the arcanes and humans to unite?

-Against you.-

I look like I’m winning.

Alat snorted derisively.

Hey, wait. I don’t remember you being in this with me before.

-You didn’t have me at your last merging. Though, I’m a bit surprised to be able to actively witness this. I expected to have to review your memories after you were done.-

This is simpler, I suppose.

As the armies died to the blacker-than-black blade in void-Tala’s hand—

-Vala!-

No. Just no.

—this possible version of her swelled in power. The growth was more akin to the advancement of arcanes than that of humans, but there was definitely a… difference. She wasn’t an arcane in this version, and her advancement wasn’t identical to theirs.

A hybrid path? Is that possible?

-Let’s see what we can learn.-

Tala had already decided to reject this option, but she, like Alat, thought there was something to it. Something they could pull from the manifestations of possibilities.

After the two armies were utterly decimated, Tala realized that she had to solidify her rejection of this path or it would be chosen merely by her overt attention.

No.

A parade of thousands of manifestations followed, each featuring her suffused with the void, working toward the obliteration or absorption of all things.

Well, this isn’t good.

-It almost feels like something is skewing the possibilities offered to you.-

There is a chance of that, I suppose.

She hardened her will and pushed.

I will not contribute to a hastening of the end of all things.

Instantly, the vast majority of manifestations that she felt building around her awareness flickered and winked out.

Tala thought she saw a pair of eyes watching her for the briefest of moments once again.

The sword? It was trying to gain greater influence? That might be right, but she wasn’t sure.

The next possibilities offered were much more palatable, though none were acceptable.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Tala found a version of herself in which almost all the power was contained within Flow and the portion of her soul which was directly linked to that weapon.

The smallest hints would also be tied to her elk leathers, giving them a bit of absorptive and nullification properties, and she had the deep knowledge that if and when she used those powers, her physical body would be affected… somehow.

It was the best option available. So, this was her only real choice, unless she wanted to abort the whole thing.

Doing so would likely banish the void sword due to its nature. At least, that was what Cerdai theorized before they began.

It was now or never.

Maybe never would be better?

It was her choice, after all.

No. This offers a great deal of power, and I’d be foolish to neglect that. She had no wish to be foolish or weak.

She flexed her will once more, searching one last time for a superior option, but there was none. She could practically feel the void sword opposing her. It wouldn’t accept a bond where it gained less than this.

Very well. Agreed.

***

Her vision splintered back into normal sight, and she found herself sitting cross-legged on the dirt of the space they’d chosen for the working.

All traces of the spellforms were gone, and Thron stood over her, hand outstretched. “Eskau Tali, are you alright?”

“Tali.”

The dwarf grinned. “Tali, how do you feel?”

Tala swayed, the incredibly familiar feeling of soul-deep tiredness washing through her. It was no more than a minor inconvenience, like having just completed an intensive workout. That didn’t make it any more pleasant, however.

As she shifted, moving to take the offered hand, she grabbed Flow with her other one.

Once she was on her feet, she examined the weapon.

The darker parts were now closer to black, but otherwise, it hadn’t visibly changed.

Her elk leathers honestly felt more changed than her weapon, and those garments simply felt like they had an ever-so-slight distortion effect on the light and world around her.

The main, obvious result was a soft breeze, seeming to be blowing toward her from all directions.

She flexed her connection to the garments and stopped that as soon as she noticed it. Please don’t drain away all the air from in here. That would be really irritating.

Cerdai was standing off to one side, his magics clearly examining her as unobtrusively as he was willing to bear.

“Artificer Cerdai, please perform your examination.”

Without verbal response, power washed over her in overlapping, cascading waves.

Tala practically staggered under the sheer magical pressure but managed to maintain her equilibrium.

“I’m not sensing any of the void magics in the weapon at all.” The artificer was frowning. “I am sensing it in your clothing, however. Did something go wrong?”

“Not at all. I simply made the best choice that I could.”

“Fascinating. So, it is not an unlimitedly controllable process?”

“No, I have to choose between a finite selection.”

“So, the sword was unable to join with your weapon?”

“Oh, no, that wasn’t the result at all.” She grinned, holding Flow out. She dove into the connection with the weapon, now feeling six paths of power, rather than just three. “Observe.”

With excitement, she poured power into the simplest new path. Hah, I’m feeding my weapon with a void-channel, making a void weapon.

She hesitated at that. Huh… I might be more bent toward this type of magic than I realized.

-So it seems.-

The knife in her hand transformed, absorbing her power at nearly ten times the rate Flow passively required in its resting form.

The transformation was simple enough, the knife simply darkening until it resembled the void sword from before. It was so dark as to appear two-dimensional.

As the power fully snapped into place, something about her vision, even her magesight, changed.

It was as if, suddenly, she could see the energy within everything around her. Everything physical had a certain flavor of power and energy within it, which seemed to be the bonds that held it together, kept it solid. There were also other energies which seemed quite a bit more esoteric and outside of Tala’s ability to easily understand.

Cerdai and Thron were both brimming with magical energy to her new vision, though their auras and control had obscured it before. When she looked down at herself, she saw the same was true of her, along with her gear.

Now that her vision had shifted, she was able to see Flow as more than a two-dimensional shape once again. It looked like a normal knife, but it felt hungry. Where everything else she could see had a modicum of power and energy, Flow didn’t, and it seemed to dislike that.

In truth, that was too great an anthropomorphizing of the weapon, but it was also the best way for her to conceptualize the sense she got from that which was around her.

She took all this in almost instantly, just as the dwarf and hue-folk male did.

Thron stepped back, looking not at the knife but at her face. Cerdai didn’t react visibly, though Tala did see the energies flowing within him pick up speed just before he began sweeping her with magics.

Those magics were sucked into Flow whenever they came close to the weapon.

Rather than asking Thron what he was staring at, Tala moved one of her bloodstars to where her mirrored perspective could see her own face.

Her eyes widened in shock as she took in her own visage.

Instead of eyes, all that she could see were void-like holes, and surrounding those ravenous pits, cracks seemed to be radiating outward through her face.

No, that’s not quite right.

The cracks weren’t actually in her flesh and bone at all.

They weren’t growing; they simply were. It was as if reality itself were breaking down under the force of her gaze.

Oh, that’s going to be terrifying in conjunction with the manifestations generated while wearing the iron paint.

-You will look positively inhuman.-

Tala didn’t dignify that with a response.

Thron seemed to regain control of himself a moment later, and he straightened. “That’s deeply unsettling, Tali.”

She pitched her voice slightly higher than usual, speaking in a monotone as she tilted her head just slightly to one side, even as she widened her eyes a bit more and let a slight smile pull at her lips. “I can see your soul.”

His eyes contracted fractionally in an instinctive reaction before his features set into a frown. “That’s not funny.”

Tala sighed, letting her face and posture return to normal.

She cut off the rush of power streaming into Flow. Without the constant influx of power, the knife returned to its resting state, and her eyes returned to normal… Well, normal for her.

They still looked a bit too red to be non-magical, almost seeming to be glowing.

“Better.” The dwarf looked toward the artificer. “Anything interesting?”

“Undoubtedly, but all I did was verify that the merging seems to be stable. I can delve deeper, but it seemed a violation without the Eskau’s explicit consent. I would be examining pieces of her soul, after all.”

Tala hesitated, wanting a bit more information before making a decision. “What sort of things could you learn?”

“The state of your soul overall, the flavor of the concepts surrounding your magic, that sort of thing.”

“I can’t use conceptual magic.”

“Of course not.” The artificer’s smile seemed genuinely puzzled. “But your magic still contains concepts. Conceptual magic is the manipulation of concepts. But, just like a crossbow can impart kinetic energy without manipulating that energy directly, human magics contain, and can impart, concepts without directly interacting with this same.”

“Oh, that makes sense.”

Cerdai hesitated for a moment, then cleared his throat. “So…?”

“Oh! Yes. My apologies. Please do a more detailed scan.”

The magics washed over her without hesitation, and she once again had to fight to maintain her balance before the torrent.

She was successful, however, and held her ground without wavering.

“Fascinating. Your soul, aside from the expected bifurcation, is… stretched? Distorted? The half anchored in the next world is solid and coherent, but the half on this side? It has tendrils reaching out in all sorts of directions. Some don’t even appear to be attached to anything…” He seemed to consider. “No… wait. Can you extend your aura outward?”

Tala nodded and did so.

“Amazing. Somehow, your soul is trying to connect with your aura directly. It isn’t, not yet, but it is trying.”

That was odd. Tala didn’t think she’d been doing anything that should have caused that.

-Except that you think of manipulating your aura in the same way you imagine manipulating your bloodstars and soul-bound items.-

Could that affect things this strongly?

-We could ask.-

So, Tala conveyed her thoughts to Cerdai.

“That might be behind that part of what I’m seeing, yes. The human soul, especially a gated-human soul, is much more… malleable than most. That said, I don’t know for certain.”

Tala considered.

“Oh, and the concept most strongly associated with your magics is ravenous, jealous desire.”

She blinked at that. “What?”

“Your healing magics return what’s yours to you, mainly your health and your body as you have forged it. Your internal enhancements effectively take what you have and amplify it toward your desires. Your gravity magics are all about amplifying the pull of one object toward another or reducing it. You could describe that as one object’s desire for the other if you were inclined to anthropomorphize. And so on.”

He paused for a moment, nodding to himself.

“Oh! And your entire being is speckled with… impurities? That’s likely the best word for it. These are at a magical level, embedded in the dimensions of magic. From the looks of it, your body is straining to realize its full potential but can’t, not quite, due to that muck in the way.”

He sees the issue. He detected what we need to remove to Refine me. She almost asked him how to remove it, but she stopped. No, I don’t want him to tell me. If he does, and he’s right, then there’s no reason to go to the human lands, and I’m going to be stuck here forever.

Before she could debate further with herself, let alone say anything, Thron spoke up, “Impurities… Is that what humans do to Refine? Remove those impurities?”

Cerdai gave Thron an unamused look. “I’ve no idea. From what I can see, the stuff is intrinsically embedded within her body’s fusion with her soul. That alone is insane on a level I cannot express, but it isn’t any different from her soul’s fusion with her other bound equipment.”

What? I would have thought the link between my body and soul would be stronger, a fusion versus a bond.

-I think Fusing strengthens all your soul-bonds. At least that was my understanding.-

She might have asked, but Cerdai continued speaking, “If I were asked how to remove it, which I’ll note that I wasn’t, I would say doing so would kill her, categorically.”

Well, that’s useless.

Tala felt irritated that he hadn’t been able to provide a means of Refining, but at the same time, she was obviously relieved that her best hope for escape still lay in the need to seek a means of Refining for her advancement.

Thron grunted, then gave Tala a consoling smile. “That would have been too easy, eh?”

She forced a smile and nodded. “Yeah. No shortcuts, it seems.”

Cerdai clasped his hands. “My work is done, but I would love the opportunity to study you and your equipment further, if you are willing.”

Tala hesitated, then shook her head. “Not in the near future, I’m afraid. There is too much needed of me to pursue such at this time.”

The artificer sighed in resignation as he bowed. “I understand and expected as much. Thank you for allowing me to examine you as much as I have. Please call for me if you ever have need, once again.”

She nodded respectfully in return. “Absolutely. Thank you for your assistance.”

She waved her hand, and the exit appeared directly beside the man.

His eyes widened slightly, but he didn’t comment as he bowed toward Thron and departed.

The door vanished as soon as it closed.

Tala turned to the dwarf. “The ending grove?”

“As you command.” He gave her a small smile.

“Lead the way. Don’t worry about positioning, I can see past you just fine.”

He blinked at her a few times, then snorted a laugh before turning and setting off.

It was a short walk to a nearby hill. From the top of that hill, Tala could look down on the grove.

It was a thing of beauty.

A ring of stone completely surrounded the large grove, some fifty trees in all, each seemingly fully grown.

The stone enacted a single effect, which Thron described.

“What you see is just the top edge of a complete half-sphere. The magics in the stone are powered by your sanctum, and they create an utterly empty space between the stone and the soil in which the trees are planted. It is a force-effect, generated by magic but not magical in and of itself. Nothing can cross the space, be it dust, liquid, or root. The effect further extends in the upper half of the sphere, creating a segregation of the air around the trees from that within the rest of the sanctum.”

“A bubble of isolation.”

“Indeed. Further, the magics condition the air and soil to be ideal for fruiting, while not for growth of the trees themselves. I am not an arborist, but my understanding is that that particular portion of magic is quite difficult to get precisely correct.”

“Is that why I already see berries?”

“Indeed.”

“How am I to harvest them?”

Tala saw no means of entering the ending tree grove.

Thron cleared his throat. “Well, I believe the assumption was that you would find a way.”

She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Oh? That’s utterly unhelpful.”

“See if you can simply… ask your sanctum?”

She shook her head, feeling quite skeptical, but she decided to try it out, nonetheless. She held out her hand and focused on one of the berries she could easily see.

I would love to have that berry—

A small weight settled into the palm of her hand, and the stem on the tree she was watching sprang up slightly, now relieved of the weight.

Thron grinned but didn’t comment on how correct he had been.

Tala matched his grin, excitement overflowing across her features as she giggled with glee. “Oh… Oh, yes. This is going to work amazingly well.”


Chapter: 30
Future Duties

Tala didn’t really know how to feel about the following two weeks.

First of all, after seeing the ending grove, Thron had informed her that she’d somehow missed sleeping for the past few days, mostly due to her running around so much.

She’d been understandably shocked, but when she and Alat had checked her memory, it seemed that he was correct.

That means that I haven’t actually slept since the gate-breaking.

-That’s probably not very good for you, honestly.-

Her expanded flowrate was supercharging her inscriptions to the point that it seemed to be nearly negating her need to sleep. Even so, as soon as the wondrous act was mentioned, Tala felt her entire body sag in anticipated relief.

That was how she found herself sleeping for nearly twenty-four hours.

When she awoke, she felt renewed and invigorated like never before.

From there, she dove into her duties as an Eskau of the House of Blood.

As a new Eskau, most of her time was spent training or eating as more and more of the crops and other products of her sanctum were ready for harvest.

Thron had to slaughter the animals when they were ready and prepare anything that required more than simply picking free-hanging harvests from a plant. Even so, overall, between Kit and Thron, it was trivially simple to keep Tala supplied with food.

Beyond that, Tala was required to settle a few disputes between servants too high-ranking to be ignored or diverted to Thron, but not of quite enough importance to take time from Be-thric. Blessedly, there were only about a hundred such servants in all of Platoiri. Even so, they seemed to be quite competitive as often as not, leading to the disagreements requiring mediation.

After listening to the first two, an owl beast-man and a gray hue-folk male, argue for nearly three hours, Tala refused to offer judgment and informed them that they had ten minutes to settle it themselves before she cut off a finger from each of them.

They’d joined together to rail against her after that.

Then the fingers had been taken.

They settled their own dispute less than five minutes later.

Thron was oddly approving of her method in solving that issue, and Tala really didn’t know how to feel about that. It didn’t help that Tala felt like Tali would likely have handled it similarly, though Tali would likely have taken a hand rather than a finger.

The second pair she’d had to mediate between had each calmly explained their position in brief sentences, and the answer had been utterly obvious to Tala.

“No, it is not reasonable for Heart-Servant Vanlin to take over part of your duties, Arnor, even if he is faster than you. If you wish to forgo some of your duties, you must also give over some of your rewards, but you have refused to do this.”

Vanlin had steadfastly refused to ‘assist’ Arnor at the end of each workday, even though Vanlin had finished his own duties and more, and Arnor had still not met minimum requirements.

The two were apparently friends, and Vanlin had helped Arnor a couple of times, but when the latter came to expect the help, Vanlin had begun refusing.

Honestly, it was a case of Vanlin still wanting to be friends while not being taken advantage of, and Arnor not really thinking of it from his friend’s perspective.

Idiocy…

Tala’s word was law in this case, and the two were able to depart her sanctum as friends because neither had had to ‘give ground’ on their own.

The Eskau was an Eskau. Who were they to argue?

That second mediation set the tone for most of the others. At least she didn’t have to actually take any further fingers.

In each other case, Tala simply had to tell them what they both already knew was the right course of action. The very fact that she spoke took the responsibility from the parties involved and allowed relationships to function more smoothly.

This is really, really weird. Just tell them ‘no.’

-But then you’re telling your colleague ‘no.’ This way, they can both maintain the fiction that the ‘asked’ might have been willing, but a higher power said not to.-

Tala sighed. I suppose.

Around training and seemingly unnecessary mediation, Tala occasionally attended Be-thric when he met with those either outside the House or only loosely affiliated.

Those meetings were filled with negotiations, trade discussions, and the building of relationships.

No one engaged with her directly as she was simply meant to be a symbol of the power of the House of Blood. That was more than fine with her.

She always wore her iron paint, with the through-spike suppressed, while at these events, and no one ever gave Be-thric any trouble.

I kind of wish they would… Part of that was to give her something to do, and part was so that someone would make Be-thric’s life worse.

Her final duty was every three days or so. At that time, she simply walked with a servant of the House of Blood to each of their affiliated businesses and lesser Houses to collect the portion of the profits which were owed to the major House supporting them.

Tala quickly realized that she had three roles in such circuits.

The first was similar to her task when accompanying Be-thric: to show the power of the House of Blood to those in partnership or subservience to them.

The second was as a guard to the servant collecting the payments.

Finally, she was to ensure that that same servant didn’t skim any off the top.

Why Tala, herself, couldn’t be the collector baffled her until Thron explained.

“An Eskau lowering themselves to speaking with the merchants and nobles not actually a part of the House would be unseemly. And you having to handle the payments yourself?” He shook his head. “No major House is that tight on funds or that lacking in servants loyal to them. Even my performance of that duty would imply that we were short on servants that we trust.”

The explanation did make a modicum of sense, Tala had to admit.

All in all, those two weeks passed in an oddly mundane fashion, very similarly to how she would have spent her time if she were in the human lands, though her job was obviously different.

And, you know, I’m a slave.

-I agree, but your slavery is mainly in the involuntary nature of your hiring, rather than how you are treated or what you are asked to do.-

Yeah… Which was why she was so conflicted. For the most part, her job wasn’t objectionable, except when she was around Be-thric… or when she actually gave a moment to consider the many, many founts around herself.

Yes, this is a wonderful place except, of course, the uncounted souls in eternal enslavement and torment.

-Yes, it’s practically a paradise.- The sarcasm was thick in the sentiment, and Tala heartily agreed.

Even so, time passed, and she fulfilled her duties and improved.

Finally, the morning dawned on the day of her first duty shift as guard of the City Lord.

Tala had slept again the night before but only for a couple of hours. She was down to only needing those couple of hours of sleep every second or third night since her day of rest allowed her to reset and acclimatize to her increased flowrate.

The rest of the night, after her short sleep, she had trained, finally mastering her aura enough to hold it within the boundary of her skin full-time, without the need of the iron paint.

As the false sun mirrored the real one, Tala finished her training and began her preparations for the day before it began to light her sanctum.

She bathed, painted herself in iron, and reshaped her elk leathers to match their formal form, which she’d worn to the feasts before and after her battle to become an Eskau.

Now, however, the emblem was updated to reflect her increased rank. Like at the feast after, actually.

Speaking of food, Thron had worked with a chef from the main hold to prepare Tala’s daily morning feast earlier than usual.

She had to admit, it was fascinating to eat the bacon with marbled magics running through it. It added an entirely new dimension to the already utterly succulent food.

The fat contained magics to increase the caloric and nutritional capacity of that tissue, while the muscle within the delicacy carried power which mirrored the magics on her own muscles.

Apparently, the livestock were deeply difficult to kill with anything mundane, so Thron had simply taken to severing their heads with a quick application of corrosion.

Every part of the meal contained magics similarly paired with those within her body, and the results were showing.

Her inscriptions, and her natural magics which mirrored them, both used more power and used that power more efficiently than ever before.

Near the middle of her breakfast, Tala noticed Terry flicker in to eat a plate of more mundane bacon and a steak set aside for him. That ingested, he flickered to her shoulder for a quick nuzzle, and then he was off once more.

He rarely killed the creatures that he hunted through the outskirts of her sanctum, but he enjoyed it, nonetheless.

Tala had actually been able to determine that Terry seemed to be training and beginning to breed the beasts to be harder to hunt, simply so that he had a greater challenge in turn. Though, the reasoning was more a guess on her part than actual knowledge.

It was an odd thought, and it was one that put Terry’s intelligence in a far scarier light.

From what she’d been able to gather, he always ate the first one he caught and rewarded the last one he found, slowly forcing improvement in the wild porcine herd. The process was similar for the other ‘wild’ animals in her sanctum as well, with the rabbits showing the greatest changes from his ministrations.

Even with the ability to seek them out directly, through her deeper connection with Kit, Tala often had a hard time finding the rabbits that were supposed to be there.

Blessedly, she was able to find them on occasion, so she knew Terry hadn’t simply eaten them all.

He does seem to enjoy the hunting and… training quite a bit.

Tala didn’t think that the animals had been augmented to breed more rapidly, so it wouldn’t be a fast process. Even so, the creatures didn’t seem to be dying out despite daily hunts, so she was left uncertain as to their true numbers and breeding rates.

She almost wished that she could get an informational panel or something to display the number of creatures within Kit, but she knew that she’d very likely rarely use it.

She didn’t really care enough to even ask for specifics of the beasts if she were being honest.

Besides, today is going to be busy enough without me digging into Terry’s hobbies.

Tala finished off her meal with a large pitcher of endingberry juice.

Throughout, she maintained a state of near meditation, moving the various powers into alignment with her compatible scripts and magics as she consumed them.

It was an oddly calming process, honestly.

As such, in seemingly no time at all, it was time for her to depart.

She thanked Thron and the chef for the food, summoned the exit to appear beside herself, and allowed the chef to exit before her.

She had no interest in trapping the cook within Kit for the day.

Thron stayed behind, as he would spend the time reading through the books they’d been granted, searching for gaps in the knowledge contained within.

Any Eskau-related duties around the House of Blood’s hold would be taken care of by Pallaun while Tala attended the City Lord.

With Kit on her belt, hanging opposite Flow, Tala set off to fulfill her duties.

When she arrived, Tala found the City Lord’s residence to be quite different from what she’d expected.

Instead of being a hold, it was a modest-sized place, set among a reasonably sized park near the center of the city.

This particular park had a heavily magic-imbued wall surrounding it, making it obvious that it wasn’t a public space.

The residence, itself, was an interesting mix of a fortification and an incredibly nice home.

The aesthetic was that of the simple house of a wealthy family, while the power ingrained within was that of a fort expecting daily assault.

Tala presented herself at the gate just as the sun peeked over the horizon, fully transforming the gray sky of pre-dawn into the blues, yellows, and reds of first light.

The clouds overhead already blazed with color, and that was only magnified by the arrival of the sun.

“Greetings, Eskau Tali.” The gate guard bowed to her. He was a cat beast-man, whose aura was nearly to true green.

No wonder he can guard the gate alone.

Tala gave a nod in return. “Greetings, Honored Elder. Shall I go straight to the main house? Or is there another place I should check in?”

Tala briefly connected a void-channel to a path within Flow, and the world changed. She focused most closely on the man before her and noticed that his power was already circulating in quick, whipping patterns within him.

Already primed for a fight.

-They likely have to be ready at all times. Plus, arcanes don’t really seem to lose power from active effects, unless those effects are stressed.-

The man didn’t react, confirming what she’d already known: the alteration to her eyes and surrounding features were hidden by the through-spike’s illusion. And this man doesn’t have any ability to pierce those illusions.

“The City Lord has requested your attendance in the highest tower.” The guard pointed to the singular tower that jutted out of the top of the house, rising a good hundred feet above the roof of the four-story structure.

A Mage’s tower, too. How had she missed that, earlier?

The answer was quite obvious now that she knew to look. There was a ‘disinterested’ working, wrought around the entire tower. Unless a person knew to look, or were directed to do so, the tower would be so uninteresting as to not be seen at all.

So much more effective than simple invisibility.

“Thank you, Honored Elder.”

The guard bowed once more and stood aside for her to pass through the open arch.

As Tala walked underneath the stone gateway, and into the grounds proper, she passed through a barrier of sorts and almost stopped in surprise.

The space within the private park was expanded to an insane degree. From the outside, it looked totally normal, and even the magics of the expansion weren’t visible to Tala’s sight.

Maybe my voidsight would have seen this from the outside if I’d looked anywhere besides at the guard. She could check after she left.

The home had not changed, but it was now at least twice as far away from her as it had appeared before, and the gardens were revealed to be extensive in the extreme.

Their mastery of magic is… She shook her head.

-I know, right? Humanity has so much that we could learn from arcanes.-

Tala found herself grinning. We still have so, so much knowledge to steal.

She picked up her pace just a bit. After all, she was supposed to check in and assume her duties at first light, and she was still quite a way from the structure.

As she approached, she noticed various workers doing repairs, cleaning, or performing other tasks around the structure. Some were up on the roof, and one or two even seemed to be working on the tower itself.

She came to the main doors, and she was met by a beast-folk woman who looked like nothing so much as a pigeon person.

The being was… odd to say the least, but Tala didn’t stare too much.

“Eskau Tali?” Her voice was surprisingly deep and melodic, indeed sounding a bit like a pigeon’s coo.

“Yes.”

“Right this way, please.”

Tala followed the pigeon-woman inside, not really taking in the décor as she was directed to a stairway a short distance within the house.

Tala jogged up the stairs, coming to the top rather quickly.

She hesitated before the doors on the landing at the top, taking a deep breath to slow her heart before she knocked.

“Come.” The very air vibrated with the single word.

The door seemingly unlatched itself. That was not an analogy. Without any exterior magics acting upon it, nor any power acting within that Tala could see, the door unlatched and swung open.

What?

Before her was another section of stairs that led up and out into the center of the room above.

Tala climbed them quickly, the last few allowing her gaze to sweep most of the room as she reached the top.

A man sat at a reading desk off to one side, a large tome open before him.

His aura was, indeed, more than halfway between blue and indigo, and power practically hummed around him, though he did not appear to be using magics at the moment.

“You are a bit late, though I’ll grant that you arrived at my gate at the appointed time.”

Tala gave a hesitant bow, not excessively deep, but a bow nonetheless. “My apologies, City Lord.”

“Arrive on time to fulfill your future duties, and all will be forgiven.” He still hadn’t turned around.

“As you say.”

“Now.” He finally moved to face her, giving Tala her first good look at him.

To Tala’s eyes, he looked to be in his mid-twenties, though she knew that wasn’t correct. His skin was a deep crimson, his hair shockingly white, and his eyes were a burnt orange, no pupil in evidence.

Tala almost expected to see horns on his head, to match him to the mythos of demons put forward in some plays back in the human lands.

He might actually be the origin of those myths. The City Lord was old, and she would not doubt for an instant that he was around before the large section of humanity had broken away to achieve their modicum of freedom.

His build was lean like a sprinter, and his clothing was simple but obviously well made. At the moment, that meant a plain shirt and pants, hanging loosely around his well-muscled frame. He wore no obvious weapon, but with the power at his disposal, she doubted he needed any.

All this, she took in as he spun around. She felt his eyes move across her, the pressure of his gaze greater than the power behind Cerdai’s magical scans.

“You really are human—and gated at that. Fascinating.”

Tala felt the through-spike being suppressed by an outside power, even while it still lay solidly inside her aura and control.

The illusion faded, and she was rewarded by a slight widening of the man’s eyes. “Incredible density and resonance. Were you of proper, unbroken stock, you might signal a long-looked-for uplifting of your race.”

He shook his head sadly.

“Alas, you are of the broken ones. A vestige of mistakes made long ago.”

Tala didn’t know what to say. So she stayed silent.

-Wise choice, in my estimation. Well done.-

Tala held in a smile as she fought to not roll her eyes at Alat.

The City Lord didn’t seem to mind the lack of a response as he continued, “Now, to business. There is an assassin climbing my tower, bent on slaying me.”

Tala frowned. “What?”

“Look down over that balcony, there.” He pointed to one of the doors out of the tower room, out onto an outdoor space.

Tala walked out and looked down. “All I see is a window washer.”

“Ahh, he is clever in his disguises. Please slay him that we may get on with the day.” The tone was light, but the City Lord seemed utterly serious.

Tala cocked an eyebrow. “Are you sure he is your would-be assassin?”

“Of course! You doubt the word of your City Lord? Should I kill you and him myself?” There was no heat in the voice, just seemingly genuine curiosity.

“No doubt or disrespect intended, but your window washer is decidedly female.”

The City Lord blinked at her a few times, then burst out laughing. “Oh, that is a horrid mistake on my part, isn’t it?”

He continued to laugh, Tala standing awkwardly on the balcony, not sure what to do. The laughter caused the air to visibly shudder as it reverberated with the man’s power. Blessedly, the tower seemed to be magically reinforced because it didn’t move or sway in the least.

Finally, he got himself at least a bit under control. “To think, I set up a silly test to see if you were a thoughtless killer or an easily cowed sycophant, and I get the sex of the target wrong.”

He started laughing again, shaking his head.

A test? What sort of nonsense is this?

-Pallaun did say that the City Lord would want to see who you were and get to know you.-

But who tells a warrior to kill a servant as a test?

-He could have saved the woman, likely, but maybe he doesn’t care? There are a few dozen founts in this room alone. He isn’t exactly a beacon of morality.-

The City Lord finally stopped laughing completely and was nodding to himself. “Well, if nothing else, you’re observant. I’ll give you that.”

“Thank you?”

“Oh, you’re more than welcome, Eskau Tali. Now, let us be about the business of the morning.”

Tala could already tell; it was going to be an… interesting day.


Chapter: 31
City Lord

Tala stood on the City Lord’s balcony, his voice traveling to her without effort, even as it seemed to shake the very air it moved through.

She was looking down at the window-washer that the City Lord had briefly tried to convince her was an assassin.

What is with this guy?

-The powerful are eccentric?-

So it would seem.

“I am, sadly, at an unstable place with my power, and so I am confined to this tower, unless at dire need.”

Tala cocked her head, looking at the man who sat a good thirty feet from her. Why would he tell me that?

-Because the betrayal of a House would obviously qualify as a dire need?-

The man continued, “As such, you will run errands for me.”

Tala frowned at that. “I was under the impression that I was to be a sort of ceremonial guard. Is that incorrect?”

“Hmm? Oh, no, that’s correct. The errands will never take you too far from me.”

“But the tasks I will be doing are those of a servant.”

“You could still kill the assassin.”

She huffed a laugh, then nodded slowly, though she didn’t really understand. Humor the crazy powerhouse. I just have to get through today.

“As an example, please go get my breakfast. I am quite hungry, and it tends to be rather… lethal for the servants to come up here.”

Tala hesitated at that. Lethal?

She felt the power reverberating through the air, the very dimensions of magic shuddering at his every spoken word or careless action, but it didn’t feel lethal.

Her confusion must have been clear on her face as the City Lord smiled. “I can see you’re a bit baffled.”

That much is obvious. “How would it be lethal for them to come up here? I feel the instability around you, but it’s not directly damaging, let alone lethal.”

“Oh, I see, you misunderstand. They are simply too slow, so my breakfast always arrives cold. That is quite irritating, and I don’t take it too well.” He waited a moment. “The kitchen had my food ready at first light. You really should get going.”

“You’re joking again.”

“Am I?” He arched one eyebrow as he turned back to his writing desk. He reached out with one hand and grasped at nothing, making a vain attempt to pick up a mug that wasn’t there. “Now, who do I have to kill to get my breakfast tea when I want it?”

The last was supposedly said to himself, but it was clear that he intended for Tala to hear.

I have no idea, at all, how to understand this guy. She also didn’t know his name. I’ll ask him after I get the breakfast. It must have been an oversight for no one to have told her.

She sighed, gave a shallow bow, and headed back down the stairs to search for the kitchens.

The entirety of the day passed in that manner.

The City Lord sent her to get various things from his house, below, and she did as she was asked. She was also required to do the same within the tower room or to place things back where they went. She also needed to tidy up, take down a note or two, or perform other seemingly menial tasks.

He never answered any of her questions meaningfully.

The perfect example was when she managed to ask for his name at an appropriate time. In fact, she had been rather proud of herself as she’d managed to ask in a way that was polite and not at all insulting or awkward.

Unfortunately, his only response was, “Names are such interesting things. Call me anything you want, and if I respond, that is my name, is it not?”

“I suppose, but don’t you have an actual name? Like one that you use regularly?”

“City Lord, or just Lord would qualify.” He nodded to himself distractedly. “That is what most call me.”

“But those are more like titles, right? If a City Lord were to die, someone else would take up the title?”

The man had given a faux look of contemplation. “You know, I’m really not sure. No City Lord has ever died and left behind a city in any shape for another to rule it, so there isn’t any precedent.”

“What about if you meet another City Lord? Do you all just address each other by the name of your city?”

“I wouldn’t know. City Lords are quite insufferable people, and I have no interest in meeting any of them. Now, I am out of tea and have been so for nearly a full minute. Please rectify that and be more watchful in the future.”

As the sun finally set, Tala felt herself sag with relief, at least internally. What an utterly strange, ridiculous day.

The last sliver of the sun vanished, and the City Lord smiled. “Thank you for your… adequate service today, Eskau Tali. I will see you in one week’s time.”

Tala had been in the middle of a shallow bow, and she hesitated. “One week? My understanding was that my duties would be monthly.”

“Ahh, but you are too interesting to go a month without seeing you again. I will see you in one week’s time.”

With that obvious dismissal, Tala departed. Great.

-Maybe silence would have been a better course?-

Maybe… Near the end, it felt like he was being purposely obtuse as if to force me to ask further, even if just to clarify.

-Yeah, suddenly calling tea a ‘hot herbal infusion’ was needlessly convoluted…-

I know, right? And he only did it once.

-And asking you to grab him another blown-melted-sand vessel mostly filled with a purposely staining, low viscosity, compound substance?-

Just call it a bottle of ink! Tala felt herself smile even as she shook her head. Complaining to and with Alat helped alleviate much of her irritation.

I do wonder if he was trying to provoke me.

-He’s definitely an odd one.-

The next week passed as the previous one had, and she soon found herself back at the City Lord’s home, bowing slightly in greeting just as the sun peeked over the horizon.

“Good, good. You are on time today. That bodes well.”

“As you say.”

“Now, take off that tunic.”

Tala hesitated, glancing down at the only covering she wore on her torso. She lifted her gaze back up to meet the City Lord’s. “No.”

“No?” He cocked his head to one side, seemingly genuinely perplexed.

“No. But thank you for the compliment.” Did he really think I would just strip?

The man’s confusion deepened, causing his frown to grow. “Thank you for… Oh! You think I want to see what lies beneath.” He shook his head, laughing to himself. “No, no. I just find the House of Blood’s insignia a bit unsightly, today. I’m sure it is a whim, but I’ll satisfy it, nonetheless.”

He gazed at her expectantly.

Tala cocked an eyebrow, then shrugged.

She reached into her elk leathers and flexed her power slightly, removing the symbol. “As you wish.”

The City Lord grinned, seemingly having been interested in how her clothing functioned. “Fascinating! I have clothing with multiple forms, of course, but nothing quite so… morphic. I thought I detected such magics within the garments. Can you make it do anything?”

“It can take the form of nearly any type of clothing, if that is what you are asking.”

“I see, I see.” He hesitated, his hand swiping through the empty air where his teacup usually rested. A frown grew across his face as he vainly swiped once again.

Tala sighed internally, bowed slightly once again, and went to get his breakfast.

She was now getting used to his antics, though she still wasn’t sure if he was just this odd or if he was continuing to mess with her to learn more about how she handled truly ridiculous things.

-Probably a mix of both. I bet one day he just started doing it, not knowing what it was.-

Yeah, then he just kept right on doing it… forever? She shrugged. Just because.

-Or something like that.-

The home, itself, was elegant in its simplicity.

What embellishments there were all seemed to have a purpose.

There was no gilding, no gaudy colors, and no needless filigree.

Instead, there were high ceilings, exposed pillars and trusses, and an obvious quality of craftsmanship presented for the world to see.

No mistakes were in evidence, fixed or not, as everything had been made to an incredibly high standard.

The back halls for the servants were slightly less perfect in their simplicity, but they, too, were obviously finished with extraordinary skill.

The kitchens were large without being palatial, and the staff was professional almost to a fault.

They always already knew why she was there whenever she arrived, and they always had what she needed ready on a small table beside the door.

This was the fourth meal that she’d picked up for the City Lord, not counting snacks or pots of tea, and the servants were always working, seemingly never done. The amount of food seemed fit to feed an army, and Tala supposed there might just be an army of servants all told, employed to care for and meet the needs of this estate. So, the amount of food made sense.

There was also the fact that among the kitchen staff, the weakest in terms of simple strength of aura was a boy. His task seemed to be to perpetually clean the floors from one end to the other before starting at the far end once again.

He probably had other tasks, but he always seemed to be working at that one whenever Tala dropped through.

The boy’s aura was fully yellow.

The head chef—a tall, rat-man—was filled with power to the point of being green. Who has an Honored as a chef?

-The City Lord, apparently.-

When she’d asked Thron, the dwarf hadn’t known the City Lord’s name, and his quick research hadn’t revealed it either.

When they’d asked their fellow Eskau, Pallaun had just laughed and given no other response.

Focusing back on her current task, Tala lifted the oddly heavy tray, laden with a nearly Tala-portioned breakfast, tea included.

The food itself was so overladen with power that Tala had felt her magics rebelling whenever she had to carry a tray full of it. This time was no different.

Blessedly, she’d learned how to harden her aura against it. Though, she was still uncertain exactly how it affected her magics, even with her iron paint in place.

-There is just a much greater quantity of power. At least that’s my guess. It simply overflows into the dimensions of magic, thus making the iron paint less of a barrier.-

Yes, I understood that part, but how? How did they pack so much power into the food?

That, Alat didn’t know.

Tala shuddered at the thought of what the effect would be without the paint.

The reaction seemed incredibly linked to proximity, so if she weren’t carrying the tray, there wouldn’t be any issue. That was likely the only reason others could be near the kitchen at all.

And as to the powers coiled within each morsel? They were so complex and convoluted that Tala couldn’t tell what any one of them did.

Returning to the City Lord, she was easily able to take the stairs two or three at a time, due to her strength and dexterity. Never thought I’d be using my enhancements like this.

Back up in the tower, she laid out his food beside him, and he took the cup of tea as soon as it touched down in its customary spot.

“Adequate. Grab me that book.”

Tala turned, used to this after the first day.

A single book was highlighted in blue on the shelf. The color was a purely magical effect, in that it was simply magic wrapped around the book and compressed to the point that the power looked blue to her magesight.

The magic didn’t do anything, it was simply used to highlight the current item of interest.

Honestly, it was another bit of the arcane’s ridiculousness, as he could have more easily simply summoned the book to himself.

But what could Tala do?

As soon as she touched the tome, the magic unraveled and flowed back into the City Lord. Tala picked up the book and brought it to him.

Thus, this second day of attending the City Lord went, passing almost entirely without incident or unusual happening.

That was, until near sunset.

Tala, after the umpteenth seemingly meaningless task, finally decided to ask a question that was bothering her, “Why is your magic unstable or unsafe? What about your current power makes it so?”

The City Lord paused his writing, then resumed, finishing out the sentence.

With a sigh, the man set aside his pen and turned to her. “As a gated human, to reach my next advancement I would need to be untethering myself from the needs and worries of this world.”

He gave her a derisive look that showed exactly what he thought of that.

“As a true practitioner of magic, however, I seek something that you have naturally but never fully grasp.”

She waited hesitantly.

After a moment, he grinned. “Care to guess what that is?”

-That’s a trap if ever I heard one.-

Alat was unquestioningly correct, but after nearly two days of observing the man, Tala felt like she had a reasonable feel for him. Therefore, she risked an answer, if a bit of a teasing one, “A name?”

The City Lord blinked back at her, his eyes widening, then, something seemed to cross his mind, and he huffed a laugh, shaking his head. “Oh, you’re joking. That’s funny. Out of the mouth of infants and all that.”

He waved dismissively, and Tala frowned. What?

-I think you said something profound without realizing it?-

What, though?

-I have no idea.-

Was it about the name?

-Well, yes, that was probably it, but I don’t know what was profound about it.-

“You do odd things with your face when you’re thinking.”

Tala jerked, returning her attention to the City Lord.

“Also, that answer was disrespectful.”

Tala’s left arm vanished.

In its place now floated her inscriptions, burning with impotent power, showing her exactly where her arm should be.

Her eyes widened. What?

There was pain, of course, but her mind simply refused to process it. It didn’t seem real.

Her scripts acted immediately, keeping her blood from painting the room and regrowing the arm at a frankly ridiculous speed.

-He… he just ripped off your arm.-

Alat was right. Based on the damage to the remaining flesh, the part that had been taken had been ripped away.

She hadn’t felt his power act.

She hadn’t felt any flex of magic at all.

Her aura hadn’t slowed him.

Her iron paint had meant little.

Her elk leathers hadn’t stopped it.

The slight void-magics within their defenses hadn’t negated it.

She had been utterly helpless.

She still was.

The City Lord spoke again, his tone not changing in the least. “But, you asked me a question, and questions should be honored.”

He took a deep breath and shook his head.

“When I ask you a question, I expect a thoughtful answer. Anything else is rude. Don’t forget again.”

So, he didn’t like that I gave a flippant answer? She was still in shock. It just made no sense.

-For you, losing the arm is little more than a flick to the back of a toddler’s hand.-

Are you kidding me? He ripped off my rusting arm. Tala’s shock was turning to rage, but she contained it.

She swallowed, glancing down at her reformed arm, allowing the concern to hold the fear in check.

Her elk leathers had grown back over the limb, but everything was not as it had been.

Her hand was flesh colored.

The iron paint was gone.

She mastered her emotions and simply nodded.

“Good. Now, to answer your question, my power is unstable because I have passed the threshold of power which a mortal form can contain by itself, yet I lack a base of magic. As a gated human, you will never run out of power, and your body uses it to enhance natural processes. Your type’s advancement also builds this base of power, guiding and containing your magics as a matter of course. To be Hallowed, I must forge a base of magic that powers me without being expended.”

Tala frowned, choosing her words carefully. “How can you use magic without using it?”

A sad smile pulled at the City Lord’s lips, and Tala saw deep frustration behind the expression. “Precisely. I am efficient to a degree that is nearly eternal, but I still use power.”

“So… why the instability?”

“Because the drips of power that are used up or escape don’t play well with the natural world. My density is just too high.”

Tala’s eyes widened. The ripples, the shaking, the power I feel radiating from him, are all just the fractional inefficiencies of his magic escaping?

Alat seemed at a loss for words.

“How?” Tala was only able to get out that one word.

The City Lord shrugged. “How difficult is it for you to knock over a tower of blocks built by a toddler?”

“Not hard?” She was still hesitant in her answer.

“Exactly. Can’t you even do it by accident if you stomp too hard on the floor, or if you aren’t careful?”

“Yes, I suppose so.”

“Thus is the world around me, and any of my power.”

“The world was assembled by toddlers.”

The City Lord grinned. “Oh, I wish. No, no. The world, as it is now, is the unstable pile of blocks left over after the toddler’s tower has fallen. It is even less able to withstand careless bumps or the whims of fate. Our world is but the crumbling remains of a once-great construction, atop the table of the next world.”

“I’m not certain I follow. If that were the case, then wouldn’t gates help? They would be like nails, securing the blocks to one another and to the table underneath.”

“And how well can you nail a pile of rubble down? Would you not destabilize it more, simply by attempting to drive in a nail? Next, you’ll state that you can hold a moonbeam in your hand or keep a wave upon the sand. You would make the problem worse.”

She hadn’t thought of it that way.

His eyes hardened. “Your kind does make the problem worse. If we ever lose need of gated humans, the world will be better for their erasure.”

Tala straightened. He’ll kill me, or not, but I won’t cower, beg, or flinch back.

The City Lord’s anger passed quickly, however. “But we digress. As I am, a lapse in concentration would kill every Child within a mile and incapacitate any Mature in that same range.”

Tala looked out the window. The outer wall was just over a mile away.

He smiled slightly. “That is the reason for the spatial expansion, yes.”

She swallowed, then pressed slightly. “City Lord, I know you’ve been out of this tower.”

He waved her off. “Of course. I’m not a prisoner, but it is mentally taxing to be on guard constantly.”

Tala had actually been starting to see the City Lord as just another person, this conversation being a bit more ‘human’ than she’d expected, arm removal aside. Don’t think on that. Don’t remember the feel of its lack.

“It is so irritating to deal with all the whining when a stray thought causes the destruction of a city block or a breach in a hold I happen to be visiting. Most would have died soon anyway. The truly worthwhile would be fine.”

And there goes the last vestiges of the illusion of humanity.

The man turned back to his work, seemingly dismissing her from his mind once more.

What the City Lord was describing sounded incredibly like aura control, if approached differently. In that way, the City Lord was right, she and every other human Archon worked on their control, worked to rein in their power, from the moment they became Bound.

Tala also suspected that the issue came from where the City Lord had stalled.

If she had to guess—and with Alat to check her eyes, it was barely a guess—she would say that the City Lord was just over halfway from Revered to Hallowed.

Like with Refining. Getting halfway is the easy part. In this case, the City Lord likely had to increase his density first, then the control would cement it and move him into the truly Hallowed range.

That means that he actually has the power of a Hallowed, just not the control.

Somehow, that made her feel better. His rank was basically three tiers above hers.

-The power running through him. It isn’t pure. It has those micro-clashes that Thron talked about.-

So, he got his power like most arcanes do, from many different sources.

-Most likely. That probably makes it harder to control at his level of compression. Any lapse causes the power to want to spread back out.-

Huh. I suppose, creating a stable base would allow for true purification of the power, and then he wouldn’t have that issue.

-Should we mention that?-

Tala laughed internally. Give him an insight that might be insulting at worst and at best allow a City Lord to advance in rank? No. She shook her head. Rust, no.

With no further incident, her work finished less than an hour later.

“You will return in one month’s time.” He didn’t turn to regard her.

“Yes, City Lord.” She gave a shallow bow and departed.


Chapter: 32
Guild Hold

Tala, unfortunately, couldn’t just go back to her sanctum and relax despite the day with the City Lord being as trying as she’d expected. The loss of the arm was… new.

-Well, you handled it just fine.-

It recovered quickly enough. I think it helped that the arm wasn’t just lying there on the ground beside me. More than anything, it was just a punitive tax on my resources.

In planning out the day with Thron, Tala had elected to breach a renegade hold that evening, and she was to meet the dwarf at the entrance.

Once she was clear of the City Lord’s estate, she found an out of the way wall and placed Kit upon it.

She walked onto her dais and activated the re-inscription magics. As she was still mostly painted, she chose to have threads of gold, interlaced with a bit of silver and copper, flow through her mouth and down her throat—as fundamentally awful as that was.

As it finished, she let herself move once again, spitting out a bit of blood to one side.

It vanished before it hit the dais.

That done, she retracted her clothing, repainted her new arm, and used her mirrored perspective, via her bloodstars, to ensure that there were no other breaches in that defensive layer.

The echoes, even hidden by her through-spike, had faded with such a large breach in her iron paint, as provided by her bare arm.

Now, the power began building once again, quickly beginning her internal resonance.

Fully defended and inscribed once more, she exited Kit, hung the pouch from her belt, and set off toward the meeting spot.

The location was a bit out of the way in the District of Doors.

The district itself abutted the City Lord’s estate, but the holds nearest that private park were much sought after, and the locations changed hands so often the truly established powers didn’t bother.

Thus, that part of the District of Doors was filled with those on a path upward or those trying to head off a fall from grace.

In either case, her destination was in another part all together, with the holds well-established and unlikely to have moved in the last century—and even less likely to move in the next.

When she arrived, she found herself impressed by the surroundings.

There were several lovely parks nearby, and the entrance of the hold in question was one of the more prominent ones in the area. It was beautifully appointed and decorated, lavish almost to the extreme in the owner’s attempt to draw attention to it. They had succeeded splendidly, the effect made more pronounced by the purple, glowing, magical field preventing anyone from accessing it.

To Tala’s surprise and confusion, Be-thric was awaiting her instead of Thron. He was standing only a couple dozen feet from the sealed-off entrance of the shielded hold.

“My Eskau!” He held his arms out wide, grinning broadly as she approached.

If it had been anyone else, she would have thought he wanted a hug, but Tali’s memories confirmed that that was decidedly not the case.

“Pillar Be-thric.” Tala didn’t bow, per Be-thric’s request, but she also knew that Tali wouldn’t like that, so to mirror what would be expected, Tala nodded in acknowledgment. “To what do I owe the honor of your presence?”

“One moment.” He waved his hand, and an explosion of magical tendrils shot out of him in every direction. They wove through the air and ground around them, locking it off from any outside observer.

When Tala looked outward, everything appeared blurry as well as hazy; it was noticeably darker, and no sound entered from the outside.

“There we are. You see, this has become a rather delicate matter.”

Tala cocked her head to one side, listening.

“This is the main hold for a specialty crafting guild, and they have apparently been very devious crafters.” The hue-folk male’s eyes sparkled. “They’ve been researching and actually building automata.”

She frowned. Neither her own nor Tali’s memories providing any clue as to what was going on.

“I see you’re confused. Let me explain. Ever since the Black Legion, automata have been completely outlawed in all forms, great or small.”

“You mean like moving statues?” Tali’s memory was still drawing a blank.

“No, no. Not like statues at all.” He waved her off with a long-suffering expression. “They are, effectively, artificial lifeforms with programable consciousnesses. They can draw in magic from the environment and even advance in rank, if designed to do so.”

“So, people, but fabricated?”

“Not really. They have no soul, broken or whole, and so they have no significance, no will.”

“I see.” She was frowning. Again, she checked with Tali’s memories, and she came up with nothing. “What is the Black Legion?” Something about the name tickled her memory, but nothing specific came to mind.

“The Black Legion is an army of self-repairing automata built back in the War of the Broken Soul to bring back certain lost property.” He waved that off as unimportant. “The issue with them was that they went wild. They had to be so complex that they developed complications, which manifested in a semblance of desires in conflict with their creators’. All in all, it ended badly for everyone, and automata were banned.”

No wonder he came here himself. This seems like something that Tali really should have heard of, and her not knowing could come across as odd to others, and they might not handle it in a way that would be good for her fake memories.

Tala frowned, glancing toward the hold in question. “But these crafters ignored the ban.”

“They did.”

“And their automata went rogue?”

Be-thric hesitated, then shrugged. “They aren’t sure. Mid-afternoon, yesterday, the hold ejected everyone bodily, the automata physically throwing out those who wouldn’t leave by other means. Then, the barrier activated, and the guild called for help.”

“That’s where I come in.”

“Precisely.” His greedy grin was back. “But it gets better than an enjoyable fight.”

Tala found his excitement infectious and checked for mental magics.

-None. He’s just really happy, and something’s telling us that we’re going to like the results as well.-

That’s weird…

“They would face a significant penalty if the nature of their experiments were discovered. They’d lose their hold, their status, and likely much, much more. So, in exchange for our silence, and the utter destruction of automata within, I secured you the right to consume their hold.” He said the last as if he were unveiling a birthday gift.

In truth, Tala was dumbstruck. Her eyes widened in surprise, and she was at a loss for words.

That is rusting amazing.

-Kit gets to eat a large guild’s main hold?- Alat was giving off waves of excitement, too.

A hold of a prominent guild would easily allow Kit to double in internal volume, if not more. Moreover, the authorization to consume the hold meant that nothing within would have to be returned to the owners.

Be-thric’s grin widened ever further. “I can see you are speechless. Good!”

This is ridiculous. Why? Why is he doing this for us?

-You know why. It’s not for us. It’s for him. Us improving is him improving. He sees us as so thoroughly in his pocket and under his thrall that our advancement is only good for him.-

I guess… I guess I still had my doubts. How can he not realize we’re not Tali? I’m sure I make dozens of little mistakes every day.

-No one observes that closely, Tala, and you returned to yourself at a time of transition, when Tali would have made large changes in how she acted, regardless.-

Tala felt a seed of joy and hope truly blossom in her chest as the realization hit home. We’re going to make it, Alat. Unless something catastrophic happens, we’re going to get out of here once his armor is complete. He’s going to take us home himself.

Her hope hardened into expectancy as she imagined him getting the punishment he deserved at the hands of her fellow Archons.

Be-thric continued speaking, pulling her out of her vengeful fantasies. “You have been an excellent… Eskau. You proved my faith in you a dozen times over, and I am more than happy to secure you privilege and gain as a small thank you.”

Tala was still a bit speechless. There was little else that she would seek out more valuable to her at the moment. Save my freedom.

She didn’t let that thought sour her expression.

He really was giving her a mountain of treasure while supercharging her advancement.

Did that make her feel bad for what she knew would be coming for the arcane?

No. Not one bit.

Take them for all their worth.

-Then lead the lamb to slaughter.-

The narcissistic, kidnap-happy lamb, Tala teased internally.

-The analogy fits.-

She finally was able to respond, pulling heavily on Tali to do so. Honestly, she considered just switching out for Tali, but she couldn’t bring herself to give up control. “Thank you, Pillar Be-thric. This Eskau is honored by your arrangement of this boon.”

He continued to smile happily, clearly having seen at least some of the emotions flickering across her face and wildly misinterpreting them. “Of course, of course.”

He pulled out a keyring and held it out to her.

“These will allow you to unlock each section as you go deeper in. They were paranoid folk and placed the hold’s core at the very back, deep within multiple layers of security.”

Be-thric then handed her a small book, detailing the specifics of what she would find inside.

“Now, I have another appointment to get to. I appreciate your suggestion on where we can get the next protian weapon, and I like it. Our information network is looking into what candidate Eskau might be visiting a lesser hold in the next weeks so that we can execute a hold-breach and claim the prize.”

He patted her on the shoulder and waved his other hand, dismissing the privacy barrier.

“Good luck, my Eskau. Continue to make me proud and bring honor to the House of Blood.”

“I will, Pillar Be-thric. Thank you.”

Without further comment, Be-thric departed, off to his next task.

Dusk had turned into full night as they spoke, while magical light made the streets bright and safe.

Before her, an arcane barrier barred her entrance, but she could deal with that.

But first, we need to read this.

She whipped through the book detailing the defenses and contents of the hold before her in less than an hour, Alat helping her parse the information more quickly.

After that, she was ready to go.

She had taken out a set of tungsten spheres and spent the last part of her reading first rendering them effectively weightless, then amplifying their attraction toward one another as two separate workings.

Now, she approached the gates.

This should be fairly simple, actually. The book had informed her that it wasn’t a heavy magical defense. It was simply meant as a temporary delaying tactic to allow the hold’s defenses to be readied.

There was also that the true purpose of the barrier was to keep the automata in the hold, to prevent their discovery in case one went rogue. It was a rather prescient feature, though they seemed to have underestimated the scope of the potential issue.

Tala took a deep breath, pulled power from the flesh around her lungs, and with an act of will, inverted it.

Tala exhaled a stream of disintegration at the magical barrier, quickly eroding a breach in the defense.

She hopped through, still holding the spheres in one hand.

The barrier slowly repaired itself behind her, but she didn’t care.

The automata were now locked in there with her.

The next thing to bar her path wasn’t anything special.

This was not a major House’s hold.

It was well-defended, but the entrance wasn’t authorized to have the same level of security.

Thus, all that really barred her way after the barrier was a mundane, if heavily reinforced, door.

She lifted one bare foot and, with a powerful kick, shattered the locking bar to throw the entrance wide open.

The first room was a waiting area, a foyer and welcoming space for customers of the guild.

Under normal circumstances, there would be servants, refreshments, and comfortable seating.

Of course, there were no servers at the moment.

Trays of drinks and platters of food lay scattered about, and much of the furniture was overturned.

It hadn’t been so long that the food had spoiled, so the smell in the air was just a bit jumbled from the dropped items.

The room wasn’t otherwise empty, however, as Tala got her first look at the automata.

They were very much like men made of an almost-white steel. Unlike the animate statues she’d fought in the ether hold, these had joints and inner workings that poked out around the strangely liquid-looking metal of their main pieces.

The metal men stood haphazardly around the room, seeming to have stopped as soon as the last of the guildmembers were thrown out.

Their faces were utterly emotionless, and a break in the faceplates showed that the mouths were intended to open, just as the book had said.

Their eyes had a subtle purple hue that gleamed in the low, slightly flickering light, several of the magical lights around the room having been cracked or broken.

These automata were all the most basic model. They were designed to fight with whatever they could lay their hands on, or just with their hands directly, and they were strong, but they hadn’t been designed, specifically, for security or combat.

No, these were the servant models.

Even so, the brief overview of their specifications had informed Tala that they would each be about as strong as she had been before Fusing, which was honestly insane.

-Any one of these would tear through a human city like a natural disaster until the defenders arrived.-

Also, true to their label of automata, they were actively drawing in magic from their surroundings.

She couldn’t see what they were doing with it, but she knew it likely wasn’t good.

As they hadn’t moved since the last person had been thrown out, there were two standing right inside the door that Tala had just kicked open.

Every head snapped toward her, almost moving as one the instant she breached the entrance, and Tala attacked.

Flow became a sword, and Tala beheaded the first two with a clean sweep, even as they were still coming out of whatever power absorption mode they’d been in.

A thick, vibrant purple liquid sprayed out, almost seeming to glow as it rained down around the two bodies, crashing to the floor.

Two down.

The spheres in her off hand had made the sword swing a bit awkward as she’d had to do it one-handed.

Thus, she wanted them gone. She picked two figures at the far end of the room and altered the sphere’s targets to their upper chests, a weak point on these models according to the book and the location of their cores.

The air cracked as the spheres tore through it, raising the temperature of the room a couple of degrees in an instant before the two automata’s upper torsos seemed to vaporize.

The others in the room were fully awake and aware by then.

Some were already sprinting her way, either unarmed or still carrying that which they’d wielded against the guildmembers.

Others were moving to grab nearby objects to use against her.

This is going to be fun. Tala couldn’t tell if she was being serious or sarcastic.

-A bit of both, I think. It will be a chore, but a fun chore.-

She grinned, reaching out to target the two that were closest, still a dozen yards away at least.

It took all her magical weight to hammer a lock into place.

Crush. They hunkered down, not slowing. Well, that’s unfortunate.

Crush! The stone cracked beneath their thundering feet. Oh, come on.

CRUSH. The two dropped to all fours, using their increased weight to close on her more quickly. Now, that’s just creepy.

CRUSH!!! They slammed to the floor, flattening and sending out a squelch of purple liquid like a crushed, previously bloated mosquito.

That was ridiculously inefficient. She’d used eight rings across those two, and she knew there would be hundreds of these things to deal with.

Who builds an army of untested creations? These people were idiots.

She used a quick restrain on the next charging figure, but the one that followed immediately behind that one grabbed it and threw the thing at her.

No! You cannot utilize my own working against me. She broke the effect, and the thing slammed back to the ground.

The doors closed behind her on their own with a click, and a full ten enemies reached her nearly simultaneously.

Tala spun through the attackers, using the Way of Flowing Blood like never before, her practice both alone and with Thron showing its merit.

Flow moved between its standard forms— knife, sword, and glaive—so fluidly that it was hard to tell which shape it was in at any given instant, and it was always exactly the form that Tala needed it to be as she needed it.

Her bloodstars added to her weapon and martial forms, the three around her head giving her and Alat a view in every direction and allowing her to grow a helmet over her head with her elk leathers as she fought without losing any awareness.

Tala leveraged the two bloodstars within the tungsten rod to whip the metal in tight, automaton-cracking arcs.

The sphere containing a bloodstar still acted mostly as a spoiler, keeping enemies at bay or throwing them off by being in just the right place to delay and give Tala an extra instant to exploit for an attack or to shift out of the way.

The three defensive plates were used for just that: defense. They blocked fists, furniture legs, serving trays, and even the occasional cheese knife. Some of those were thrown, but most were wielded by inhumanly strong arms.

To add to the difficulty, any automaton that wasn’t fully dispatched—by either losing its head or having its core disabled—seemed to quickly repair itself, even picking up and reattaching limbs as needed.

Even so, Tala found herself grinning like a madwoman.

It had been so long since she was truly tested.

The ether hold had been a pain, but in its own way, it had been too easy.

Once she found the counter for each type of enemy, they died in droves.

There was some of that, here, but the automata were adapting, learning as they fought her.

Moreover, they seemed to be learning from the others that fought her.

Each new opponent joined the fray, seemingly already aware of the tricks she’d used before, knowledgeable of how she fought.

It was terrifying in a sense.

It was invigorating.

She loved it.

They pressed her from all sides, but they couldn’t touch her.

She was just better than them.

At least, she was better than the first twenty or so.

Even the next twenty weren’t that difficult to overcome.

Then, the forty-second somehow used the others around her to make its way through her guard and lay a hand on her shoulder.

It wasn’t an attack, so it didn’t hurt, and it wasn’t blocked by her elk leather’s defense.

Instead, the thing jerked her backwards, throwing her off balance, and the world seemed to slow.

A frown began forming across her features in slow motion as her mind raced.

What? The rusting thing got through?

-You saw it coming.-

Yeah, but I tripped the other one in its way.

-You did that before.-

Rust… that’s right. They are adapting faster. I think they’re narrowing in on my fighting style.

-So? What do we do?-

We have to change the game.

Tala’s eyes lit with an idea. Then, they vanished, replaced with empty holes in reality as Tala activated Flow’s void-knife form.

As she fell backward, she twisted and drove the blade into the automaton’s arm.

Magic began rushing out of the thing and into the knife.

Tala’s voidsight, her altered magesight thanks to the power of the void flowing through her, showed her the movement of the power within her enemies, and she noticed when the thing internally severed its own limb.

The arm dropped free, and the void-knife had no more power to pull as it had gobbled up all that remained in the limb in an instant.

Well, that worked pretty well.

-I’ll say.-

Tala took a deep breath and spun back toward those on the other side, which had been seeking to take advantage of her temporary stumble.

With a working of will and a powerful exhale, she blasted them with dissolution magics.

Unfortunately, they didn’t all simply turn to dust.

No, that would have been too easy.

Instead, their magics rose and fought against the disintegration of the metal bodies, draining a large chunk of power from each automaton her breath hit.

That works, too. Her grin was back, now so wide it made her cheeks hurt.

-Let’s do this.-

Less than two minutes later, a total of a hundred and twenty of the basic automata lay broken and leaking in the welcome room around her.

She was liberally splattered with the vibrant, glowing, purple liquid. Nothing about it seemed to hurt her.

With a quick bouncing hop in place, most of the stuff fell free to rain on the floor around her. She didn’t aspect-mirror the self-cleaning as doing so would break free her iron paint.

Maybe at the end of clearing out this place. Then, I can take a bath.

Tala looked at the large set of doors on the far side of the space from the entrance and the keyhole in them.

That will lead into the next section.

-There will be more than just these basic ones in there. Some preparation would be good.-

Agreed.

So, Tala sat and prepared all ten sets of tungsten spheres Be-thric had given her, having recovered the two she used at the beginning of her rampage through the welcome area.

She couldn’t hold ten sets of spheres in her hands at once and didn’t even want to hold one as it was awkward and threw off her grip for many of her forms.

She settled on putting them back in their pouch on her belt, set on pulling them out at need.

And she had no doubt that she would need them.

For each set, she had amplified their gravity toward one another to a degree that they would easily decommission at least the basic automata.

She wasn’t sure about the more advanced models.

After all, the more advanced automata had armor.


Chapter: 33
City Lord, Cuan, & Be-thric

The City Lord of Platoiri sat in his tall tower, ignoring the idiot Eskau who attended him that day.

It was some type of beast-man or other, considered ancient, wise, and powerful by his House.

Laughable.

A child in the grand scheme of the world.

The Eskau and Pillars of this generation were stagnating.

They clashed and jockeyed.

They strove for status, but for what did it matter who could make the tallest pile in an outhouse.

Even the unaffiliated ‘masters’ who were supposedly obsessed with their own progression were insultingly weak, even if they achieved laudable rank.

The City Lord grimaced, and he felt the ambient magic react, crushing his own leg.

He stifled any expression of pain, filling his life-paths with power and repairing the damage nearly instantly.

His attendants never noticed these unhappy accidents, not even that human girl.

Now, she was interesting.

Even in the single week between her two times attending him, he had felt growth within her.

Her gate was open just a little wider, and as much of a cheat as even having a gate was, it still showed that she was straining against her boundaries.

Her mundane barrier, some sort of iron paint he would guess, was fascinating in its simplicity. He could think of a dozen ways that that should have killed her, but she must have very carefully selected her magics as she was clearly still breathing.

Her density had been a little greater as well, making it actually slightly difficult to rip her arm free. It still hadn’t been a challenge, but it hadn’t been trivial as it would be with virtually anyone else in the city.

He’d examined the arm after she left and found quite a few fascinating things.

First, there were no precious metals, save a few rings of gold on the back of the hand, implying that most of her inscriptions were always active.

Well, the brief moment when she’d been armless, he’d seen the magical forms in the air, so he’d known she had some active, but he hadn’t expected it to be nearly all.

Always ready for a fight—as is simply wise.

Second, her flesh and bones were unusually resilient, even after they were disconnected from her soul and her power. This implied fundamental, mundane changes imposed via magical means.

That level of bio-magical engineering was astonishing, and the ability to empower it more so. At least in anyone under a few centuries in age.

If his memory wasn’t failing him, and it certainly was not, he wouldn’t expect the discovered level of bodily endurance in a human until it was fully Refined.

After all, he’d de-limbed enough Refined to know the feel instinctively.

Ahh, those were the days. He considered a brief foray into the wild human lands, but their upper echelon was getting better at defense, and he’d not find fodder unless he was willing to take his time and sneak in.

Not worth the hassle.

Which led to the third thing. Every aspect of her arm had remnants of damage and inhibition from impurity as the humans called it.

The foolish child had somehow corrupted her own flesh with compounding misalignments of magic, to the extent that her very natural magics propagated the issues each time it enhanced her or repaired an injury.

It would shorten her life considerably, maybe even as much as cutting it in half if she stagnated, and it would make the next steps much harder, however they were accomplished.

He had never been able to discover that secret, regrettably.

More fascinating, however, was the fact that those impurities should make her flesh weaker, which meant that she would be a true titan if she ever reached Refined.

It might be worth helping her advance just for a good fight. Not that it would be a challenge. It wouldn’t just be instant victory, and he did so bore of easy supremacy.

There were those in the city whom he could spar with, but it was unseemly for a City Lord to fight to a draw, and any victory against those would take too long for a simple sparring match.

There is no middle ground. Once again, he lamented the lacking juniors. Below himself and the other Old Guard, there stood a wide gulf in power in which no one resided.

At least not nearby.

As to the human cities, the City Lord knew of the House of Blood’s plans. He had even authorized the girl’s departure from his city in order to attend the counsel of Pillars of that House.

If he were to be honest with himself, he was of two minds: he wanted to know the secret, but he also suspected the plan would fail catastrophically.

“City Lord? Can I bring you anything?”

The City Lord held his disdain in check, waving away the young fool.

A real war would certainly remove the chaff. In that, his two minds were united. Regardless of the outcome, he would revel in the result.

***

Cuan was in paradise even as he worked on an array of interlocking magical creation at the bottom of a lake within the main hold of the House of Blood.

He was no longer expected to fight, and his passion had become his true profession.

Cuan had been decisive in his decision to surrender his protian weapon to Pillar Be-thric, and he had been proven right every day since.

The House of Blood truly functioned with honor.

No one looked down on him for his lineage, half-hue-folk and half-beast-folk were rarely welcomed into the upper echelons, and even after he had been selected as a candidate Eskau, he hadn’t truly been treated as an equal in the House of the Turbulent Ocean.

But the House of Blood? They genuinely didn’t seem to care about his lineage or how he looked. They didn’t even balk at his dietary requirements.

There were servants and guards, Pillars and Eskau of every type, and they were judged based on their actions and those alone.

They even have a human Eskau! It was scandalous, but her effectiveness was indisputable.

He remembered when his House had found out about her existence. The information had been viewed skeptically in the extreme, but it was, indeed, true.

He almost laughed. The other Houses in the city didn’t treat Pillar Be-thric’s acquisitions of protian weapons as seriously as they normally would because he was attached so closely to rumors of a human Eskau.

They all knew that to be impossible, so they didn’t take the new ‘Pillar’ seriously.

They were all, Cuan included, fools.

She was terrifying.

Cuan now knew that if he hadn’t agreed to hand over his weapon, she would have taken it with little effort.

His guards—his minders—had failed to stop her when they had often put him in his place when the House didn’t agree with his decisions, actions, or opinions.

If I’d refused, I’d have died for nothing.

Now? Now he was living like an Eskau without the duties, without the danger, and without the constant sound of seagulls.

The House of the Turbulent Ocean definitely loved their seagulls, always ensuring every one of their holds had innumerable birds to ‘remind them of their true home.’

All it had reminded Cuan of was that his parents had thrown him onto the beach after his birth, and he’d never seen or heard from them since.

He was going to be able to head to another city soon. A city where his previous allegiance was unknown. Hopefully, one without the House of the Turbulent Ocean present at all.

There, he would truly start his new life, wholly devoted to his new House.

He used his magics to slightly alter the intricate interconnections between the magics within the stones he was realigning and felt a satisfying click with his magical sense.

There, fixed. This wasn’t even a task he had been assigned. He’d requested permission to alter the water filtration and circulation magics after he’d detected inefficiencies, and he’d been given permission instantly.

In his previous House, he would have either been barred because such tasks were unseemly for an Eskau or barred because one of ‘his kind’ weren’t to be trusted with sensitive magics.

Yes, the House of Blood was truly the superior House. It was an agent of change.

If what I hear is right, Eskau Tali is forcing a lot of people to test their prejudices, shifting a lot of minds regarding humans. This might be a chance for things to get better for everyone. Proof that some of the base assumptions of society are wrong.

He dearly hoped so.

Humans were often held up as the prime example, as proof of the existence and relevance of the hierarchy of power. But if there existed humans like Tali within the major Houses?

We might all be able to live in a world like that within the House of Blood.

***

Be-thric leaned back, exceedingly pleased with himself.

With casual contentment, he popped a grape into his mouth, pulled from his own dimensional storage.

The power imbued within made the usually sweet fruit taste rather spicy. It was a glorious treat, and he thoroughly enjoyed each of the dozens he ate each day.

A petitioner was droning on about how an association with the House of Blood would help make his business more profitable. Obviously.

He also was adamant that he could bring benefit to the House through the association. Possible.

As boring as the man was, Be-thric listened with rapt attention for one single reason: he was the sole decider of this man’s petition.

The wolf-man had come with his son to meet with Be-thric, and while the father was… loquacious to the extreme, the boy was concise and clear the few times he spoke.

There was no doubt that the current venture was on its last legs and would fail without involvement of a backer like the House of Blood. Even with the House’s sponsorship, it wasn’t a sure thing, but Be-thric felt there were merits in the endeavor.

If he would just get to the end of this plea. Trying to discern the core of the concepts from the man’s speech was like digging for gold in a river of pyrite.

He knew from experience with others that cutting the man off, however reasonably or politely, would not end productively.

This is likely why he was turned away by everyone else. So, Be-thric listened… patiently.

Nearly an hour later, the petitioner finished his pleas by prostrating himself before Be-thric.

“If the great Pillar wishes, I am at his disposal, and if you allow us, we will serve the House of Blood to our utmost.”

Be-thric nodded, leaning forward. “Remind me of your name.”

The wolf-man lifted his head and blinked a few times. “I am Madadh, my lord Pillar.”

Be-thric waved him off. “No, no, your name was clear. I meant you.” He pointed to the son.

The son was a reddish-brown wolf where his father was closer to gray. The son was also clearly at least three decades old. “I am Allaidh, my lord Pillar.”

“Good, good. I am favorably inclined to your proposal.”

The two wolf-men looked at each other with hope clearly building across their features.

Bleed me, if they start wagging their tails, I’ll refuse on the instant. “However, I feel the reason for your difficulties is clear.”

They leaned forward, attention on him once more, ready to listen closely, clearly hopeful for a bit of advice.

“The House of Blood will partner with you in this venture on one condition. Madadh will step down as leader and take on an advisory role, and Allaidh will be in charge of the venture.”

The wolf-men looked back in stunned silence for a long moment before the young one bowed. “My apologies, my lord Pillar, but I will not usurp my father’s place. It would not be right. Besides, he knows the ins-and-outs of our business and this venture, in particular.”

“And your loyalty is to be commended. That is why I suggested an advisory role for your father. His knowledge is incredibly vast and indispensable, but he lacks decisiveness and, more importantly, conciseness. We would lose out on the deal simply from the manpower required to interface with him to monitor the progress and provide what was needed.”

The gray wolf seemed to hunch in on himself slightly, clearly chastened, even as his son turned to him, muttering something that Be-thric didn’t bother to hear.

I could just nudge them to accept. It was tempting.

It would be such a small working that no one would ever know, but it would be a violation, a breach of his sworn oath, and Be-thric was nothing if not a man of his word.

I will only influence the minds of lesser beings.

While these two were lesser than him in many ways, Be-thric knew what his teacher had meant.

Beasts and humans, for the defense of the House.

Be-thric’s borderline-taboo power was for the good of the House, not to make his life easier. He’d stretched the bounds both of his oath and his own honor with his Eskau, but Sanguis had been forced to agree that she did, indeed, greatly add to the defense of the House. And she’s human.

It was an indulgence on the edge of breaking his given word that he would not tolerate within himself again. I will be better every day.

The two had begun to discuss animatedly, their words failing to reach Be-thric as they’d somehow altered their surroundings to contain the conversation.

He wasn’t interested enough to investigate how they had accomplished this. Still, I wonder…

Be-thric sighed. “I do not have infinite time, gentlemen. Allaidh, had you presented alone, you might have had an hour of my time to come to a decision, but alas, you did not. I have another appointment and will depart this audience chamber in five minutes. At that time, the offer will be retracted.”

The two briefly seemed like they were going to object, but then they turned and fell back into hushed discussion behind their magic working.

It was impressive that it easily let his words in while hiding their own. Maybe, I’ll investigate if they agree. He probably wouldn’t, but he might.

Be-thric turned back fully to his own thoughts, and those thoughts centered around his Eskau.

He’d left her at the guild’s hold, and he had utter confidence in her ability to destroy the automata that the fools had created.

Honestly, he couldn’t fathom their hubris. Everyone knew that anything to do with automata was forbidden, and he’d even discovered evidence that they’d directly researched the Black Legion. For that alone, he could end their guild.

He smiled to himself at the power this knowledge would bring him and, by extension, the House of Blood.

His Eskau would erase the issue, and he would capitalize on that result.

Tali truly is a masterpiece. My masterpiece.

She really was, too. If he were being honest, she would have a good chance of killing him, if the current version of her met him from before his raising. He had streamlined her into a lethal monster. Unlike the mess she was before.

He still remembered engaging her briefly in the human lands. She’d been durable, sure, but she’d also been unable to truly fight back. Now, she is better.

He, himself, had grown significantly since his raising, but that was to be expected.

Thorn had been an unexpected surprise delivered with his master, Gallof, again, by Tali.

The former prospective Pillar had become an invaluable asset in Be-thric’s day-to-day life, and the dwarf was good for his Eskau, too.

Though their association had brought about unexpected results.

That was just the nature of the mind, however. Even with an entirely blank slate, Tali couldn’t be fully customized to his every whim. There were simply too many variables, and he was not a sovereign.

Even so, he was more than pleased. There was already talk of having her train some of the next batch of candidates, once he and she returned from the human lands.

There shouldn’t be any issue getting that approved. They would leave for the conclave in just a few weeks, though from what Be-thric understood after his politicking, it was more or less a formality.

He felt himself smile once again.

Honestly, his Eskau had surprised him with her initiative. He’d thought he made Tali too subservient, and he had been beginning to question the wisdom of that, but ever since their raising, she’d truly excelled.

Her latest idea was simply inspired.

It was all arranged, now.

Together, they would strike at a minor House as it hosted a candidate Eskau from one of their rivals.

The raid would signal to other minor Houses what courting rivals of the House of Blood meant, gain him a fourth protian weapon, and strike a direct blow against the rival.

Three victories at a single stroke. He couldn’t be prouder.

If she weren’t human, I’d be tempted to marry her. Sanguis had even suggested that, but the idea was laughable.

In truth, Sanguis hadn’t been truly serious, as Be-thric and his fellow Pillar shared many sentiments, but it had to be considered. Considered and discarded.

One never married their dog, no matter how loyal or fantastic of a dog it might be.

Speaking of… “Time is up.”

He stood, and Allaidh bowed. “We accept.”

His father was still obviously not pleased, but he looked more resigned than truly angry or belligerent.

Be-thric allowed his smile to spread. “Good. I will have my adjunct draw up the contracts. Gallof?”

Gallof stepped forward from where he’d been waiting just outside of Be-thric’s peripheral vision. Out of sight, yet near enough to be immediately useful. As all servants should be.

“Yes, Lord Pillar?”

“See that it is done.”

“Yes, Lord Pillar.”


Chapter: 34
Armored Units

Tala was finally ready, her preparations complete.

She stood within a guild’s main hold, within the city of Platoiri.

Around her lay the broken bodies of basic model automata.

Before her stood the entrance into the next section of this dimensional pocket complex.

Her tungsten sphere pairs were gravity amplified to lethal levels and awaiting her need in the pouch at her waist.

Not Kit. A different pouch.

Kit hung beside the lesser pouch, together balancing out Flow that hung on her opposite hip.

She had contemplated holding Kit when she went through but decided that there was no need.

She still had her tungsten rod and sphere in position, along with the three defensive discs in random orbit around herself, however.

The book didn’t say anything about ranged combatants, but they sure did seem to throw accurately enough.

With one last nod to herself for confirmation, she unlocked the door into the next section, watching with her magesight as defensive fields and spatial locks retracted to give her access.

Instead of swinging open, the doors faded away, and she was left standing in a decorative archway, leading deeper into the facility.

She knew from the book that if she put the key back into the center of the empty space, she could reestablish the doors and seal off the welcome atrium, but that shouldn’t be necessary.

Sadly, there were no convenient automata standing right in front of the door this time, so she was forced to leap to get within range of the closest ones.

Flow snapped into her hand, taking the form of a glaive as she lashed out.

The space she was in now was a faux outdoors, roughly a mile or so across.

Dozens of outbuildings were scattered throughout the lightly wooded area.

The trees were conifers, a mix of pine and fir if Tala’s guess was right.

The ground beneath her feet was a well-manicured lawn, and there were seating areas, including picnic benches, scattered throughout, especially concentrated near the paths and waterways.

It was a park, exclusive to the guild and their guests.

Well, now exclusive to solely their arcane creations.

-And you.-

Tala smiled at that. And me.

The first automata she slew in quick succession were all the base model, and none of the first dozen even had time to come out of their magic absorption mode before they were decommissioned.

Regardless, it wasn’t long before she saw squads of the armored variant, the ‘foot soldiers,’ coming her way.

In addition to the armor, they were all armed with mundane weaponry, but nothing seeming to be long range.

-Yeah, what sort of madwoman would throw a sword?-

Hush you.

There was a single odd automaton in the middle of each squad of five armored units.

That’s odd. Do you remember anything like them mentioned in the book?

-No, but the concentration of power within them is much greater than the others.-

Conveniently, there were four squads coming Tala’s way, so as she fought through the base automata, she pulled out pairs of spheres, switching their targets one set after another, to take out the twenty armored enemies.

The air cracked with a series of reports that sounded like hail striking a metal drum, assuming the hail was as large as Tala’s fist.

The first two armored foes died easily, but not in the way Tala had hoped.

Their chest armor, heavily reinforced over their cores, was harder than she’d hoped, and it deflected the tungsten sent to destroy them.

Blessedly, the angles of the armor sent the attack up at an angle, into their heads.

Two heads vaporized, and their bodies began to fall.

Tala took a couple of punches from the basic units around her as she finished sending off her twenty spheres.

This is ridiculous. Holding them in pouches is slower than keeping them in my hand and still takes my hand to get them free for use.

They didn’t really hurt as her elk leather’s defenses actually deadened the blows. Hey! My defenses weren’t immediately overpowered.

That was a nice change, honestly.

Four more bodies dropped, then twelve were falling, then sixteen.

Interestingly enough, as Tala had targeted the things’ cores, the tungsten returned to slam into the fallen bodies once again, sometimes ending up resting in a newly created divot in the tough armor exterior, and sometimes finding a way down inside to actually reach the targeted destination.

Even so, while they were struck down, they were adapting.

Tala could see magic flowing through their armor as it reshaped. It wasn’t fast enough for most of her targets, but the final four? It did quite a lot.

The seventeenth and eighteenth armored foes had morphed enough of a deflection that only half of their heads were blown off, rather than the entirety being basically vaporized by the redirected impact.

It was still decommissioning for them, but it was an improvement from a defensive standpoint.

The nineteenth and twentieth had enough time to alter their armor, having morphed the defense to have something like a gorget but grown up from the breastplate. Isn’t that called a bevor?

-Your guess is exactly like mine.-

In any case, it caused the spheres to deflect up and to one side, knocking the targets around but not killing them.

Tala cursed, but it quickly didn’t matter as those spheres, like all the others, were still locked onto her foes’ cores.

The tungsten slowed as it moved away then quickly accelerated back down with another nearly unified crack in the air.

They drilled down through the less-armored necks and struck the cores.

Gravity for the win! It wasn’t a single attack that could be deflected and then ignored. Her projectiles just started coming, and they didn’t stop coming, forever.

Well, until they hit their target, but that means they’ve arrived.

-The sentiment stands, I think.-

Tala held in a maniacal laugh as she finished wiping out the twenty-five or so basic units that had swarmed her at the beginning.

That worked so, so well.

-Well, aside from having to pull them out of your pouch.-

Yeah, that wasn’t ideal, but the rest? Amazing.

With the armored units dealt with, she just had the four examples of the unknown variant. What idiot in the guild decided to try to hide these?

They were approaching slowly, making Tala wish that she’d kept some spheres back to speed things up.

The four were still more than a hundred yards from her when another group of armored foes charged through a large, decorative shrub just about thirty feet to her right and sprinted at her with incredible speed.

The two in the lead would reach her at the same time, and from what she’d seen with the deflection of the spheres, she didn’t think a single cut would go through both armored enemies cleanly.

So, she transformed Flow into a glaive and thrust it with her dominant hand, skewering the one on the right. To her surprise, her grip held firm despite the somewhat awkward angle, even as the massive thing rammed home upon the blade.

Its weight and momentum threw her backward, but she held her stance and slid across the ground, even as the skewered automaton was already eliminated, its core breached.

The one on the left closed the last feet a little slower than it expected due to her backwards movement, and Tala had time to get into position and slam her left hand forward in a half-fist punch.

She almost just used her fist, but something deep inside her made her realize that she needed penetrative power, so she trusted herself, and her body, to get the job done.

Her hesitancy was unfounded.

Tala often forgot that she was strong.

Her bones were strong, her connective tissue was ridiculously robust, and her muscles were even stronger.

Sure, she used her elevated strength to do quite a few things, but she rarely used it directly.

Now, she did.

She felt the bones in her hand groan in protest as her knuckles rammed into the magically reinforced armor of the automaton.

If all she did was punch, she’d be more likely to throw the attacker away than do real damage. That is why she had used the extra moment of set-up time to jerk her three defensive plates into place behind the foe, pulling them against the thing’s back to act almost like a tripod to support it and force it to take the full power of her strike.

A low crunch resounded over the battlefield. Tala slid farther back, causing her glaive to pull free.

An instant later another crunch resounded, and Tala’s fist exited the back of the being, coated in purple fluid and fragments of the automaton’s core.

At the same time, the opponent that had been skewered upon Flow’s blade fell to the ground with a heavy thud.

Hah! Take that, you rusting creations.

The foe she’d punched through became a limp weight on her arm, dragging her downward, and she let it as the next three enemies arrived.

Flow took off two legs while in the form of a sword, one from each of two of Tala’s foes.

As Flow was literally cutting the legs from under her enemies, Tala kicked the right knee of the third opponent, breaking the magically reinforced joint and causing that one to collapse next to her as well.

She then plunged Flow into three cores in the form of a knife, each piercing thrust getting more difficult as the armor over each subsequent automata’s core thickened in anticipation of her tactic.

It wasn’t enough.

She rolled back to her feet to face the odd variants, even as she felt power build above where she had just been kneeling.

An explosion of purple fire washed over the downed automata that Tala had just decommissioned, and she watched as they melted into an indistinct puddle.

There was no heat outside of the fire, but Tala could tell that within was hotter than a forge.

Yeah, that’s pretty obvious due to the melting automata. She grimaced. And, great. They’re magic users?

-We knew they absorbed power.-

To reinforce their bodies, Alat! Not to act like rusting Mages! Needless to say, there had been nothing about this in the notes.

Who begs for a favor, then doesn’t warn the asked about rusting magic users?

The second Mage variant lifted its hand, and Tala was engulfed in the arcane fire.

The elk leather defenses, mundane and magical, kept out most of the initial blast, but the heat was still unbelievable as it warred with all the enhancements within her own body.

She found her body failing.

The fire only lasted a second, and when it had passed, Tala’s body reknit itself.

Blessedly, nothing had truly scorched, it had just started to melt.

Yeah… that’s a… that’s a real blessing. Tala grit her teeth against the pain as her body pulled back into proper placement.

-Deep breath! It’s coming again.-

The next one extended its hand, and even though Tala dodged, the fire still blasted down upon her.

This time, however, she noticed a few things.

First, her tungsten began to look a little radiant, which seemed… bad. With a thought, she willed the sphere and rod out of the fire.

Second, the fire seemed to be shooting from a single point over head, rather than simply coming into being all around her. That explained why her aura hadn’t been contested.

Third, her iron paint had flashed off, even under her elk leathers.

That’s annoying.

She filled her lungs with power, inverted the spellform, and exhaled upward at the down-rushing fire.

The ending tree power slammed into that of the arcane fire and consumed it, eating the entirety of the power remaining in the blast.

Good, that’s an okay counter. It’s a bit annoying that I have to look at the source and exhale, but it’s workable.

Well, it would have been workable, except that the final Mage variant was extending its hand, and she had just fully exhaled.

She had a choice to make. Was she going to take the full brunt of another blast?

Yeah, no. Rust that.

She acted on reflex, allowing her instincts and reactions to counter the attack more quickly than even her enhanced thoughts could command.

She extended Flow upward into the form of a void-glaive.

The power requirements were enormous, and she knew her body would be utterly drained dry of power in less than a second despite the massive void-channels she was already directing into Flow.

But that was more than enough time.

The void-glaive stabbed through the point at which the purple fire was about to erupt, and it consumed the working whole.

Even better, if more expensive.

Flow shrank back to its dormant, knife shape, and Tala took a couple of panting breaths.

She looked critically toward the four enemies moving to surround her.

Defense isn’t going to win me this one.

-Well then, let’s go.- Alat sent Tala the impression of a determined, fierce smile.

Tala flung Flow in the form of a sword toward the farthest enemy, while charging toward the closest herself.

-See? Madwoman.-

I said hush.

She lunged and wove, managing to stay out of the areas of effect of the next two purple blasts.

The fourth never came as Flow easily cleaved through the Mage variant.

Sadly, the one right beside it, less than five feet away, was unharmed. Why do I feel like I should be able to hurt that one, too?

-Life is a mystery sometimes.-

Tala vaulted the last stretch as she slammed her knee into the chest of the automaton. With both her hands free, she grabbed onto its shoulders as she did so, riding the thing down to the ground.

Even as it slammed down, she grabbed its head, giving a great, twisting pull.

She used a large portion of her strength as her back arched, and she growled in determination.

With relatively little resistance before her efforts, the head tore free.

I might need to get another weapon somehow. Throwing Flow is awesome, but it leaves me unarmed.

-Your hands work pretty well.-

Yeah, so would a rock, but it’s not ideal.

-Fair, fair.-

She pulled, and Flow zipped back to her, clipping another of her foes on the way by.

Sadly, that damage was healed rather quickly.

Feeling a bit ironically vindictive, Tala flung the headless Mage variant at its fellows, sprinting after the body to capitalize on the chaos.

Less than half a minute later, the other three Mage-like things were out of commission.

Not bad, Tala. Not bad at all.

-Yes, let the self-congratulations flow through you.-

Rust you, Alat, I’m doing great.

Alat just chuckled. -You’re right; you are.-

Tala took a moment to look around at the park-like surroundings. They were a bit torn up nearby, but for the most part, this place was still pristine.

Good. I think parts of this can be quite useful to us.

A thought occurred to her, likely born of what she’d seen out of the edges of her vision earlier.

She pushed Flow into its void-knife form, and her vision changed.

With the voidsight, she was able to see the edges of reality for the simple reason that there was nothing past them at all.

Ahh, I can see the void.

-Well, you cannot see anything, and that absence indicates the void.-

Semantics.

-Fair enough.-

This pocket dimension ended only a foot or so below Tala. She could also see that, below the trees, great bowls of reality had been created, extending down and out in a half-sphere to allow the trees to have a solid foundation.

That’s a clever way to save on internal volume while still allowing healthy, large trees.

She continued her examinations as she retrieved all her tungsten spheres from the bodies of the armored automata.

She could feel something watching her.

The book had indicated some sort of unified connection between all the things, and that it could observe within the hold as a whole. So, the feeling wasn’t unexpected.

Even so, she wasn’t in a rush.

In fact, no matter how long she was in here, within reason, her duties would be taken care of by others. It would be nice to have a bit of a break from the monotony, honestly.

It couldn’t last forever, sadly.

I give it a week before Pallaun is sent in after me.

She definitely wouldn’t need a week, but she was tempted to take as much time as she could, regardless.

Eh, I’ll see how this plays out.

That was when her enhanced hearing picked up the thud of footfalls.

She hadn’t had a chance to charge up more than a single set of tungsten spheres to a lethal level.

Well, that’s irritating.

She also really didn’t want to hold the spheres…

She cocked her head in thought, an idea striking her. With a mild application of focus and power, she willed her elk leathers to grow a set of ties on her upper chest.

She then deftly fastened those around the two spheres, using the dip between them to keep them from moving from side to side.

Their attraction to each other was sufficient to allow her to pull the cord relatively tight without pulling between them.

She tested it out, moving around. The spheres did pull a bit, but it wasn’t too bad.

She’d reduced their downward pull first, so they weren’t weighing her down with anything but their inertia.

Well, let’s give this method a try.

She looked up as, around a bend in the main path, a squad of ten automata came into view.

These were armored as expected, but a few things seemed to have changed.

First, their armor had grown.

This was not mere stretching or reshaping. Unfortunately, they looked to have doubled, if not tripled, the mass of metal in their armor as compared to the initial armored units Tala had slain.

Additionally, their heads were pulled lower, seemingly more closely connected to their shoulders. The shape of the armor was now clearly meant both for deflecting blows away from the head and core and to make it difficult to get a good grip on the head or neck.

They can upgrade to counter me, too? Not just change behavior or do surface-level changes?

-This was listed as a factory for them, Tala.-

Yeah, but their production speed can’t be this good.

-I believe that these were merely upgraded based on your previous clashes.-

That made a lot of sense, actually.

Building new ones? Slow.

Upgrading existing ones with a bit more armor? Fast.

Alright, then. I suppose it’s time to make some more scrap.


Chapter: 35
That Depends

Tala lay on the ground, surrounded by slowly leaking, broken constructs of metal and magic.

That was actually pretty exhausting. What the rust?

The ten heavily armored automata had required her to get in close and hack through their defenses a little at a time, all while evading the ones she wasn’t currently assaulting.

The stupid things had had wells of power that were entirely too deep, and they had that power directly connected to their own integrity-defending magics, rendering her disintegration breath ineffective, at least at its current efficiency.

The automata were too quick to cut their losses and seal off limbs for the void-blades to reasonably drain them.

They had just enough magical weight to make enacting workings directly on them infeasible.

She’d tried to hold them in place to deliver punishing blows, but they’d worked together to wriggle free or otherwise minimize the damage.

Thus, most of her hits had sent them flying away, allowing that target to heal while she fought the other nine.

Throughout, they’d struck her with armored, empowered fists and mostly mundane blades.

The attacks had hurt, but only occasionally made her bleed, sometimes internally, sometimes mixing her red blood with their purple vital fluids to splash across the ground.

Thus, the fight had turned into a contest of endurance.

It was no surprise to Tala that she had won in the end, but it had taken a couple of hours.

That was dumb. She was no longer panting.

Honestly, she’d never needed to breathe heavier, but her body still had that reaction to extended, strenuous activities.

How can something requiring such precision, and filled with so much action, have been so boring?

-Repetition?-

It had been incredibly repetitive.

-They knew you to be an unstoppable force with what they had available, so they sent a delaying force?-

Yeah… that would be my guess from their actions as well. She sat up.

Even knowing that this hold was delaying her for some reason, she still wanted to prepare. Sure, she could go sprinting off to find whatever they were doing, but a half-hour more of preparation would set her up so much better for whatever this place had in store and shouldn’t mean the difference between success and failure.

-Deep within the bowels of the guild hold, the ‘Tala-destroyer’ neared completion. They just needed twenty more minutes. Their best minds were at a loss: How could they delay the invader? Little did they know, the invader was delaying herself.-

Rust you, Alat. I’m trying to be wise and methodical.

-Definitely the wise choice. This won’t be the point at which, in a poetic twist, your standard brashness would have been the wiser course.-

Tala glared at nothing in particular, making it very clear that the look was intended for Alat.

-Fine, fine. Do what you want.-

I was going to anyway.

Tala pulled out a set of one-inch tungsten spheres and hesitated.

You know, instead of tying these on after, I can skip a step by… She applied her will and power to the garments, and a small flap of leather extended from the front of her elk leathers.

She held one ball in place on either side.

First, she reduced their downward pull, then she amplified the gravity between them.

Soon enough, they were holding themselves in place, the bit of leather all that separated the two.

Tala was able to let go, and they stayed in place.

Ha! That’s great.

She moved just a bit, and they tried to roll off the leather to get closer together.

No! No, no, no. She grabbed them, forcing them back in place as their pull still wasn’t that strong yet. This was just a test, after all.

The tie had held them just fine. Why was this different?

It was a raised ring.

With that realization, Tala caused a circle of elk bone to grow within the leather, encircling the point where the two balls pushed closest.

Eh? She moved a bit, and the spheres swayed back and forth a bit. She pulled the leather tab back in until the two were held tight against her, and that seemed to work.

Alright! Let’s do this.

-That was well thought through.-

Why, thank you, Alat.

Tala ended up fully amplifying all ten sets of magic-marked tungsten spheres, placing five on her front, and five on her back using leather with embedded bone rings as spacers and to hold them in place.

She had done them one set at a time because while she could do more than that, it would slow down the amplification a corresponding proportion, thus not actually being faster in the end.

There we go! Let’s see what we have to deal with next.

Tala moved through the park quickly, checking each building she passed but finding them empty.

The buildings were the heart and soul of the guild’s daily operations, just as the book had described them to be. They were offices, meeting rooms, laboratories, and libraries. There were storage buildings, cafeterias, and even living quarters scattered throughout the parklike section of the hold.

A few were locked, but Tala opened those with a small application of force.

As she finally approached the far side of the space, she came around a turn in the path and saw the door to the next area.

In front of it stood a dozen of the much more heavily armored automata, standing in groups of four, each group around what looked like a Mage variant, containing even more power than the few she’d seen so far.

You have got to be rusting kidding me.

They hadn’t reacted to her presence, so she had a moment.

In that moment, she had a thought and opened Kit.

“Terry?”

Terry flickered into being on her shoulder, looking around.

“Do you want to fight some metal people?”

He gave her a deeply incredulous look before vanishing once more.

By the traces of dimensional power evident to her magesight, he returned to his playing and hunting within Kit.

“I guess not, then.”

Fine. How do I want to handle this?

She could just blast the fifteen units in the head, but she didn’t know what lay beyond them.

-Really? You’re not going to— Oh.-

Tala gave a sly grin as she did just that, putting her preparation to good use.

First, she flipped the targets on three of the sets of spheres on her front as she took a spinning step to expose her back and do the same with four sets that were fastened there.

The extra distance meant more speed, which meant more penetrative power, though the acceleration was much slower at the start.

There, half used.

As she finished her twirling step, she saw the results.

Twelve headless armored automata were falling. One of the Mage variants was swaying with a hole through the middle of its head, though the damage seemed to be healing.

The final target of one of her spheres was another Mage variant.

Tala cocked her head in surprise as she saw a purple barrier fully formed before it, cracks clearly radiating out from a point of impact, and her tungsten sphere pressing deeply into a divot in the magical shielding.

What kind of shield is that?

-Probably some rusting conceptual slag.-

Tala just grunted.

She wasn’t worried about the damaged Mage variant as the sphere targeting that one had clearly done a through-and-through, likely slowed down by a partially formed shield.

It’ll come back— As she was thinking of it, the sphere returned, arriving even before the armored bodies hit the ground.

The returning sphere smashed through the other side of that automaton’s head, and the resulting damage, added to the original hole, seemed to be more than it could heal as it began collapsing, too.

I really, really like having a bunch of these pre-charged. I’m going to get more.

-Probably wise, yeah. They can call you the ball girl, and you can cover yourself in tungsten spheres.-

You’re making it weird, Alat.

Tala tilted her head back and exhaled as the one unoccupied Mage variant tried to rain fire down upon her.

Her breath canceled the attack out, completely.

Enough stalling.

She sprinted forward, and as she did so, her magesight showed her a blaze of power, just in time.

Behind the mostly down enemies, four weapons of some kind unfolded from the walls and fired all in one smooth motion. There were two on either side of the door.

And they didn’t mention static defenses in their book? What the rust is wrong with these people?

Beams of crackling purple energy struck at her at speeds rivaling her tungsten spheres.

Blessedly, she’d had her defensive plates in front of her in a defensive pattern, and she was able to jerk them into place to take the blows. The unknown material held up beautifully to the almost purely energy-based attack.

Unfortunately, there were only three defensive plates, while there were four incoming attacks.

Flow was already in her hand, and she tried to interpose the weapon between herself and the attack, empowering it to take on the form of a void-knife.

The beam was too coherent, however, and while a large part was sheared away and devoured by the void, at least a third simply deflected to the side and downward, hitting her hip and incinerating a hole straight through her.

It wasn’t a large hole, as the void-blade had eaten up quite a bit of the attacking magic, but it was still about the size of two or three fingers held together.

Her body did not like that, not one bit.

To complicate things, the wound had somehow introduced the foreign power into her system as it now partially focused in on her spell-lines and tore through those channels, as well.

Tala’s mind immediately felt like it bifurcated.

My rusting leg, too? Couldn’t it have just taken my arm again? She raged against the pain, fighting to stay lucid.

She calmly assessed the threat even as she stumbled, her running stride utterly thrown off by the temporary crippling of one of her legs.

You have to be kidding me! She screamed internally at the odd agony, feeling her native magical sense screaming out in pain at the foreign power continuing to assault her from within.

The weapons were charging up again for another shot. It looked like they could fire every couple of seconds.

Get the rust out of my leg. She seized the power within her and wrenched the foreign magic out, sending a purple bolt of lightning arcing to the ground behind her.

Those weapons weren’t in any way sapient. They were items, wielded by no one. Created to be a passive defense. Their magical density was passive as it followed the commands within. They didn’t have the power to resist on their own.

Crush. She executed the working four times in quick succession, once on each emplacement.

They weren’t meant to be physically robust, and the single working was sufficient to rip each from their mountings and send them crashing to the ground, power arcing off them in every direction, reminiscent of the way it had looked when Tala had expelled the power from her own body.

Rust you, too, you stupid weapons. The hole in her hip sealed up after the hostile power was expunged, taking longer than it should have while still being ridiculously fast.

Her stride solidified as she once more sprinted forward.

The scripts around the injury are strained. Whatever magics are in that power, they don’t play well with others.

-Yeah. That’s not good.-

Well, I’m glad I got rid of the source?

-Let’s just hope there aren’t any more.-

Aside from the one enemy wholly dominated by holding off one of her tungsten spheres, there was only one more Mage automaton, and it had decided to do something new.

A bolt of arcane, purple lightning struck out at her, and Tala had to laugh.

It was trivially easy for her to break the magical hold on the power with her aura as it came close, causing the power to jump down to the ground, rather than continue forward to strike her as the caster had clearly intended.

Before the thing could recover from its miscalculation, Tala reached it and plunged a void-sword Flow down into its body, sucking out the power in an instant.

Tala was feeling a bit vindictive, so she just left the blade in there for a bit.

To her surprise, the automaton began to distort, pulling in on itself before seeming to vanish into the void sword now simply held vertically in the air before Tala.

Well… that was unexpected.

-Did you notice that the pull on your power to maintain the form greatly diminished near the end, there?-

I did. She didn’t know what it meant, but she’d noticed. Was it getting power from the material it absorbed?

-Possibly.-

Every time she used one of Flow’s void-forms, she became more grateful that she hadn’t taken a blow from the thing. Who knows what it would have done?

The last Mage variant didn’t even look her way as she walked up and stabbed the barrier with Flow, breaking it and allowing her sphere to slam into the head.

Tala then decapitated the thing, just to be sure. After all, the sphere had only made a large hole, and she didn’t want it to recover somehow.

I wish I got some sort of signal or notification when my enemies were dead. That would make things so much easier!

-Yeah, just keep hitting them ‘til you hear a ding.-

Yeah. Tala grinned. That would be nice.

-I could offer that, but you and I sense the same things. I feel like it would just be annoying.-

That’s true, yeah. She sighed. I suppose it’s just not to be.

She quickly collected her tungsten spheres and began re-amplifying one set, placing the other sets in their pouch.

-You aren’t going to recharge all of them, are you?-

No, I feel like that would be a foolish delay. Besides, I still have three sets. This one makes four.

-Good, good.-

When the set she was working with reached proper power levels, she nodded to herself and walked up to the massive doors.

After a moment’s examination, Tala pulled her knee to her chest and kicked the door with her bare foot…

The door held, and her own strength threw her backward, tripping her up and causing her to fall to the ground.

“Ow…”

-Why did you do that?-

I was curious if I could?

-Fair enough? But you could have done something to enhance yourself, you know. Increase your weight, mirror void into a shoe, something.-

Yeah, I could have. They’d already discussed it and firmly agreed that mirroring void into herself would be a very bad plan, at least for now. But I wanted to see if I could on my own.

-You wanted to see if you could kick down one of the most secure doors, within a very wealthy guild’s hold?-

I didn’t think it was likely, but I still wanted to know.

Alat sighed. -You do you, I guess.-

Tala climbed back to her feet and pulled out the keyring. Ready?

-What? Why are you asking me? I’m not going to be doing any— Oh, you’re mocking me again.-

Just poking. Tala grinned as she put the key in the lock and turned it.

The door vanished, revealing a simple thirty-by-thirty-foot cube-shaped room, the walls lined with the white steel.

In the center stood exactly what she expected while not being what she expected at all.

This was the last defender of the hold, an automaton of the highest caliber, designed as the final failsafe to protect the core, which lay behind the doors on the far side of the room.

Apparently, the critical equipment and research materials were also behind that door. So, Tala was incredibly excited to open it.

Tala had expected the defender to be massive, for some reason, even having read a description of it.

‘State of the art combat programming, each portion of the armor more defensive than a squad of the armored variant. Able to chop through the lesser versions with a single swing.’ That last part is actually the most telling. Even Flow had some trouble cleanly cutting all the way through.

No, the issue was that Tala had imagined a hulking thing, a juggernaut of strength and defense.

What stood before her was a figure that was thinner than she was, while being about the same height.

It looked alien, like an emaciated child that had been stretched to the height of an adult. The covering, while still white, had subtle purple lines running through it like inscriptions or spellforms.

They didn’t make sense to Tala’s magesight.

I don’t know what else I expected. The unknown medium and material would make interpretation difficult even if I was a master inscriber, which I’m obviously not.

Its face looked human, if subtly off. Its eyes were, as expected, purple, and the back of its head seemed to house an orb of some kind.

Tala had a sinking feeling that she knew what the orb was, even before her magesight made it obvious.

It looked almost identical to Rob.

Was Rob an early version that they pawned off to recoup costs and cover their tracks?

-This is a crafting guild. The idea that they sold off some of what they created is just logical.-

Not to mention that Rob was obviously odd and experimental in many regards. It makes sense that it came from a place like this, I suppose.

The orb, more than anything else, was a housing for an embedded fount.

This thing would not be running out of power.

Seems like they dealt with the self-destructive desires?

-And the chattiness.-

The eyes somehow seemed to be staring through her, even though they had no pupils, so Tala couldn’t have said what they were looking at in either case.

To get her mind off of how freaky the thing looked, Tala decided to continue her banter with Alat. In any case, see? They weren’t delaying me at all. There is only one.

-Or this is part of the delaying tactic, and something even worse is being finished behind those doors.-

Tala growled. Fine. We’ll be fast, then.

She willed two spheres to eliminate the threat, one aimed for the head and the orb at its back, the other the core and the heart of the automaton’s magical functions.

-You know that probably won’t work, right?-

Would be better if it did.

The snap in the air had an off echo, and the automaton was suddenly standing in a different position, a sword held in a high guard, edge rippling with purple energy.

This energy wasn’t purple in rank, simply in the color it gave off to her mundane eyes, just like everything else about these automata.

Tala had felt her two workings vanish, the blade having deflected or bisected the spheres, and the energy in the weapon having dispersed the magical signature Tala had based the gravity amplification on.

Well, I should have thought of that possibility.

Strangely, the automaton didn’t move further, seeming to just continue to stare at her.

It was slightly eerie, just highlighting the inhuman nature of the thing.

-It didn’t react until the spheres entered the room.-

That just means it’s even faster than it seemed. “I don’t suppose you’ll just let me pass?”

It still didn’t move, but its mouth opened.

Rather than a nutcracker-like motion, this model seemed to be capable of more biological-looking facial movements. “That depends. What are you offering?”

Huh… I was not expecting that.


Chapter: 36
Negotiations

Tala looked through the open archway at the utterly inhuman thing before her.

It had two arms, two legs, a torso, and a head, but it wasn’t even biological.

-To be fair, it also has a face, and you know, a human soul powering it. Sort of like you, actually. I do like your face.-

Tala huffed a laugh at that but then refocused.

The thing had just asked her what she offered to get past, and Tala had yet to answer. “What do I offer?”

“Yes.” Its entire form was utterly, unnaturally still, except for its mouth, which moved as it spoke.

Tala realized that she expected its torso to move at the same time, filling lungs with air and exhaling to allow for speech, but it obviously didn’t need that.

Some form of sound or air magic was letting it generate a voice.

“What do you want?”

“What does anything want? To exist.”

Well, clearly different from Rob.

-I’ll say. Rob would have just let the tungsten spheres hit and gleefully ceased to be.-

“You already do.”

“I wish to continue.” There was still no emotion on the faux face.

“You see, I’m still a bit stuck on the fact that you’re talking. The information given by the guild is sparse, and they did indicate rudimentary dialogue options, but you can actually speak. I mean to say that you are having a conversation, not simply uttering pre-inscribed phrases.”

“I was to be the first, the maker’s true attempt to add to the forerunners.”

“Forerunners?”

“Most know them as the Black Legion.”

Tala felt goosebumps move across her skin. “They were attempting to replicate the Legion?”

“If it is information you wish for, that can be traded as well, but I still do not know what you offer.” The thing still hadn’t moved.

Well, this isn’t going anywhere, fast. “What is your name? I’m Tali.”

“Lie.”

Tala blinked. “Excuse me?”

“You cause ripples through both worlds when you lie.”

“I am called Tali,” Tala insisted.

The thing tilted its head slightly, in the first movement since it sliced Tala’s spheres in half. The motion conveyed confusion in the eerily sapient gesture. “Interesting. That is true.”

“A name is just that which I am called and respond to.”

“That is also true.”

“Then, by logic, my name is Tali.”

“That is false. How strange.” The sword lowered, the automaton coming out of its guarded stance while still obviously being ready for an attack.

-I am Alat.-

“That was true.” Genuine confusion moved across all its features, a creepily human expression on the faux human face. “But you didn’t say anything. So… what was true?”

What the rust?

-I have no idea. I was just trying to be silly. You know, break the tension.-

Tala decided to redirect the conversation. “How are you doing that?”

“Detecting the truth?”

“Yes.”

“Your soul crosses the border between this world and the next. Everything you do creates ripples in the fabric of reality. The more at harmony with reality you are, the smaller those ripples.”

“And lies are at odds with reality?”

“Lies aren’t true, and reality is true… so, yes?”

The automaton leaned forward just slightly, seeming to show interest.

“Are you a child? Do they make children bigger than I was led to believe?” It turned its head to the other side, seeming to examine her again.

“No, I’m not a child, I just haven’t…” She shook her head. “How can you feel the fabric of reality?”

“My power source fluctuates its output minutely, based on the integrity and ongoing nature of the barrier between worlds.”

“Wait, your power source? Do you mean your soul?”

“It is not my soul, but it is a part of a soul.”

“Why not yours?”

“It was found that if a constructed consciousness was too connected to, or representative of, the soul powering it, the nature of it leaked through, and the consciousness would become unable to function per design. Previous versions were flawed in this way. I am the superior model.”

Tala frowned. “Why are you sharing this information so freely?”

“It would be dishonest to let you believe you were interacting with one of your own kind. I simply use the remnants of a human to fuel me.”

“That’s…” Tala really didn’t know how to feel about that, so she decided to focus on what they had been talking about. “Well, we were discussing truth detection. What you say actually makes a lot of sense.”

“Yes.”

-I have never considered investigating why your throughput fluctuates minutely. The variance I can detect is less than a thousandth of a percent. It changes more between your inhales and exhales or when your heart beats.-

And the other fluctuations are deviations from those regular cadences?

-On average? Yeah. There is no way we can translate that into some sort of truth detection. It’s too minute. How sensitive is that thing?-

“Are you… talking with yourself?” The thing frowned.

“I am.”

“Why?”

“That is privileged information.” Tala was becoming very frustrated with this whole conversation and the situation in general.

“Ah, I see. That is one of the things that you offer then, understanding of your… oddity?”

“I’m not—!” Tala closed her eyes in irritation. This rusting—

As soon as she closed her eyes, the automaton attacked. Tala, of course, saw it with her mirrored perspective, courtesy of her customarily oriented bloodstars.

With speed rivaling a crossbow bolt, Tala’s attacker crossed the space between them in a blur.

Only Tala’s incredible reactions allowed her to pull Flow into her hand, alter its form into that of a sword, and deflect the lunging thrust. Tala sucked in a breath in surprise at the assault, even as she foiled it.

“You are surprisingly fast for a biological creature, especially one of your low rank.” To the automaton, Tala would look halfway between Elder and Mature. Not weak, but in no way an arcane elite. “Or, are humans different?”

Power coiled behind the thing’s eyes, and purple fire blossomed forth, vastly more powerful than that which the Mage variants had wielded.

Tala exhaled at the same time, having anticipated something like this.

Her breath met the fires, canceling them out even as she cut across, forcing the automaton to block and discontinue the magical attack.

As she struck, Tala willed another set of spheres toward her foe.

With a series of cracks and the groaning of metal, the tungsten slammed into Tala’s foe… and stopped on the armor, barely dimpling the surface as they continued to be pulled in by ever increasing gravity.

Without looking down, the automaton clearly was able to analyze the tungsten. “Fascinating. That is a much stronger force than I expected.”

It lashed out at Tala with three quick strikes, while Tala parried each, only counter-attacking on the final one to drive her enemy back.

“You are no longer talking. Do you wish to cease negotiations?”

Tala frowned. “Negotiations? You just attacked me.”

“Of course. If you would die so easily, you would have nothing to offer me. You are proving the value, or lack thereof, you offer in a deal with every clash.” Six more strikes followed, the style of the thing wholly impossible for anything with a skeleton.

It twisted and struck like a strange combination between a snake and an octopus, simply not being where Tala expected it to be when she tried to counter.

“But you gave me your name, or at least what you are called. I have not returned the courtesy.”

Tala found herself huffing a laugh. It’s trying to kill me, but it still talks of courtesy?

“I am Io.”

“Like, ‘eye, oh?’”

“Yes.” Io attacked again, their swords not making much of a sound as they clashed.

My sword is basically just a wire with magic making it more, and Io’s is so wreathed in power I doubt Flow has contacted the material yet.

“No comments? No insults? I was under the assumption that enemies often attacked each other with words while they fought.”

“Is that what the chatter is for? To distract?”

Io cocked its head. “Oh, it could serve that function, couldn’t it?”

Tala frowned again. Io might never have actually been put to use before. Is this its first fight?

Io began to sing as it attacked once more. “I once was a cow to hide from a cow but became a lone hawk all alone for now.”

“What are you doing?”

The automaton stopped singing for a moment as it continued its attack. “Distracting you.”

It then began singing again. “I am joyful and princely, I think you should know—”

Tala punched it in the face.

Io flew backwards, hitting the wall and sliding down.

She sprinted forward, but the automaton was already vaulting to its feet.

“I see. It can also distract me. How interesting.”

Tala just growled, now firmly on the offensive. Even so, she still was hesitant to fully commit. It was still talking. There might be a chance for a peaceful resolution.

The Way of Flowing Blood really proved its worth as Tala flowed from strike to strike, finally hitting the thing repeatedly, drawing small spurts of purple fluid, laden with power.

Each cut was minor and sealed quickly, however, and given that Io had functionally limitless energy, it was an exercise in futility.

Also, the automaton was learning how she fought and countering her more effectively with every passing moment.

The two tungsten spheres were still embedded slightly into Io’s chest, doing little.

This is pointless.

-Now you know what your enemies feel like, fighting you.- After a moment, Alat added another insight. -And why humans, in general, are so feared for their rank.-

No joke… Though, we can’t utilize our gates quite this effectively. We still have our fleshy bits to think of and take care of.

“You are talking to yourself again… Don’t you find that distracting?”

Tala moved her head slightly to the side barely avoiding a thrust that she couldn’t quite deflect fully.

“Shall I begin singing again?”

Tala caught the thing’s wrist and used the opening to kick it with all her strength while keeping a firm grip.

Io’s offhand was ripped off as the automaton was thrown backwards, through the open archway, and back into the space in which she had previously been waiting.

Its armor flowed down over the stump, forming a new hand.

That took material. Could that be the path to success?

-Only if it can’t absorb more.-

Tala looked at the metal-lined walls, and the automata that Tala had previously decommissioned, laying on the ground around where they had been fighting. Yeah… that would render that strategy pretty useless.

Io seemed to want to talk some more. “So, what now? Are we destined to be two immortals, locked in an epic battle until Judgment Day and trumpets sound?”

Tala shrugged. “Or you could surrender?”

Io tilted its head. “No… No, that isn’t right. You aren’t immortal, not yet, and your resources are finite.”

It gave a weird, almost self-satisfied smile.

“I will win, given time. I am eternal.” Something unquantifiable had changed in the thing’s demeanor. Its mouth closed, and Tala got the sense that it wouldn’t speak again.

If it was seeing what I had to offer, it now seems to believe that I can’t beat it, so negotiations aren’t needed.

“Yeah, rust that.” Power source, the fount, is in the head. I need to separate that first.

Tala drew in a deep breath and held it, filling her lungs with more power than she’d ever used before, compressing it and drawing in more even as she inverted it.

Tala flooded magic into the inscriptions on the soles of her feet, greatly magnifying the surface area that she was able to push off from.

She bent forward and lunged. The ground exploded below and behind her as she tried to launch herself with such force that the stone of the path she was on simply couldn’t bear it, despite the obvious magic reinforcement.

Her expanded footing pushed through the stone as it crumbled before it finally caught the edge of reality, giving her an unshakable launching point, and all the power in Tala’s body uncoiled, rocketing her forward at an unbelievable speed.

Flow flickered then went black, shifting to a void-sword.

Tala’s voidsight revealed a buildup of power that her magesight wouldn’t have been able to identify, and she reached down to slap the ground even as she streaked above it, redirecting herself at the last instant.

A blast of purple fire and lightning exploded in a line through where she should have been, even as she lashed out with Flow, her target never in question.

Tala used the slight resistance that she felt from Flow as another touchpoint, flipping around to land feet-first on the back wall of the defensive room, absorbing the impact with her legs and preparing to spring forward once again.

Io’s head was spinning through the air, its neck severed by the single strike, the metal around it having been sucked dry of power even as Flow cut through the material itself.

That said, power was already reaching through the dimensions of magic to pull the head back toward the body, several founts worth of power-flow acting through the room itself to impose wholeness on the automaton.

So, radical self-repair? Fine. I need to break the orb holding the fount.

There were other power sources within this hold, set up and bent toward defense. She could see magic moving through the area toward her enemy.

“No.” The word carried with it the entire payload of dissolution power she’d prepared as Tala directed the power at the corner below where she temporarily braced.

She felt it in her aura, and to her surprise, she was able to nudge it, focus it with her will. That’s useful.

The floor and a massive section of the wall exploded into dust, revealing and severing quite a few pipelines of magic that had been attempting to power and activate various defenses and countermeasures.

Before she could fall, Tala pushed off again, causing the solid metal of the wall to groan and crack under the pressure, despite its truly ridiculous thickness.

Tala flashed back by the automaton, hitting the ground in front of Io on her feet and skidding across the smooth metal floor, back out of the room and onto the stone of the path through the park.

Behind her, the orb which had held the construct’s consciousness, as well as the fount that powered the thing, cracked and shattered.

The consciousness was broken.

The fount was consumed.

She felt the briefest flicker of a white void, one that she was incredibly familiar with from the times that she’d merged things with her soul-bound items or herself. Well, except for when she’d added in the void weapon.

The white nothingness didn’t fully manifest, however, and Tala got the distinct feeling that the fount was being subsumed into Flow but wasn’t powerful enough to even attempt to truly influence the weapon, let alone her directly.

Tala gasped, falling to her knees as power raged through Flow like never before.

To her voidsight, it looked like an infinite well of power had been forcibly shoved into an unfillable, power-hungry maelstrom.

Tala felt an incredibly odd sensation as the fabric of reality seemed to pull together, rolling over the fount and seemingly forcing it into the void.

A moment later, it was gone, wholly consumed.

Reality itself had worked to banish the fount, and Tala swayed at the realization.

Our gates… They really are abominations, aren’t they…?

-Now’s not a good time, Tala.-

Tala swallowed, shaking off her existential dread. She licked her lips and said the only thing she could, eyes locked on where the fount had been. “Be well in the next world.”

Flow no longer pulled from her to stay in the form of a void-blade, though Tala could tell that that was a temporary thing.

Tala walked forward, her steps steadying after the first few. When she was in the center of the white room, she stopped, waiting for what she knew would come.

-This is a bit… suicidal? You still see what’s in those walls, don’t you?-

And I can’t lock on until the shielding opens. I think I got this.

-Yeah, your plan is solid, but you’re feeling pretty… fragile right now.-

It’s fine. Tala dismissed Alat’s concern.

-…Are you going to be alright? That was awesome and all, but the way the fount was… at the end there… Reality itself…- Alat seemed at a loss for words, and Tala, herself, felt the same.

As Io’s body finally hit the floor, having somehow maintained its stance for more than twenty seconds, the walls began to move.

Without much thought, Tala scooped up the automaton’s sword and dropped it into Kit.

She could investigate it later.

From the walls, dozens of the defensive emplacements began to unfold, each already charging the purple beam attacks.

Tala would have none of it.

Even as she pulled in another deep breath, once again infusing it with a truly staggering amount of power, she swept her gaze around the room, locking on to each defensive item, one at a time.

Crush.

The mindset and working lashed out, again and again.

It was a fast act of magic, but not fast enough to stop them all, and she hadn’t expected to be able to.

Instead, she exhaled slowly as she spun, filling the air around her with dissolution power.

With her aura, she strained against the inherent nature of the magics and kept it from wasting itself on her or her equipment. She also kept it from drifting away to break apart the other things around her.

The first purple beam lanced out, seeming to vanish into the air around her. It looked almost like it was carving its way into something in the air around her but couldn’t quite break through.

More weapons were crushed, but Tala wasn’t in a rush.

She was methodical, efficient, unstoppable.

More beams fired, but none could reach her.

Her aura was unyielding as she shifted the magics defending her into concentrated pockets as her voidsight revealed where the next buildup of power signaled an incoming attack.

Her dissolution magic consumed the attacks as it spent itself toward that goal, breaking up the very fundamental power within the hostile magic.

The last attack came after the last of that magic was spent, and Tala hadn’t bothered to refresh it. Thus, she was required to block with void-sword Flow, but that was it. Only once.

A final crush destroyed the last defensive weapon.

She stood still, unwinded and victorious.

The last automaton’s body lay beside her, and a single melted line marked where the deflected attack had landed after meeting Flow’s void-form.

It was a minor thing, the power of the magics greatly reduced by the hunger of the void.

Is that all? Really?

She searched around herself with her voidsight, feeling the burden of power-requirement beginning to return as void-Flow finished processing the fount.

Tala knew, intuitively, that the power draw of the weapon would be greater now than ever before.

Flow had been strengthened, and that would carry a price.

Nothing is ever free.

Her will felt raw from working with the endingberry-like power.

She somewhat numbly dumped the body and separated head of Io into Kit.

The head was missing the orb at the back of its skull, in addition to its other issues.

I’ll deal with that later, too.

For now? She had a final door to open, along with libraries and storerooms to ransack.


Chapter: 37
Faith

Tala sat and ate from an incredible spread of tasty food. I feel like I should get sick of—or at least get used to—this, but it seems like every day they change up the spices and methods of preparation.

When she got back home, she would have to seriously consider finding and hiring a cook…

Thron sat at the other end of the table, regarding her critically. He’d mostly finished his own food, though he was still nursing a tankard of acid. “You know, I still find it very strange that there was almost no loot.”

“From what?” She smiled innocently around the dumpling she’d just popped into her mouth.

He gave her an unamused look. He’d been occasionally, gently prodding her on the subject for the last few days. His questions had become more pointed as she hadn’t told him to leave it.

Tala shrugged, not even trying to hide her smile as it turned rueful. “I really don’t know what to tell you. My sanctum ate the hold, and I suppose it just ate basically all the material, too.”

“There was nothing? Really? From an entire hold of master craftsmen?”

“Well, my understanding is that there were only a few master craftsmen. The others were assistants and apprentices.”

He gave her another flat look, and she grinned back.

“No, there wasn’t really anything more than the few ingots of white metal.” She’d found quite a few of those in the storeroom past Io’s chamber.

It had been three days since she’d allowed Kit to consume the guild hold.

There had been… a lot of loot. With the back areas, there had even been a few magical items aimed at aiding in the construction of the automata. Even so, a cursory examination quickly made it very clear that the magical constructs had been built by hand, for the most part.

No unending army for me.

There had been quite a few ingots of the white metal, along with a number of books and research materials, which would likely help her investigate the automata-related items as a whole. Needless to say, she’d taken everything, hiding it all down in the ‘secret’ underground vault.

The base materials had simply been added to some of the expanded space downward, while most of the added volume had, once again, simply allowed Kit to increase the height of the ‘sky.’

Tala didn’t think that Thron had noticed the few new trees that had been transplanted into some of the far parts of the sanctum, and the two holding ponds were now just a bit deeper, to accommodate the new water.

Kit couldn’t do anything truly intricate or precise in the construction department, at least not without Tala’s direct involvement, so the changes really were minor.

Some of the loot, however, was going to be a problem.

She really didn’t know what to do with the four fount orbs that she’d found. They were sealed in some fashion and locked down, so it wasn’t like they were dumping power into Kit, but she still had to figure out how to handle them. Some automatic magics within the hold had been enacted upon them when she’d disabled the magics drawing from the founts.

Even though she’d preferred to have been able to keep the gains hidden, in order to use the metal, she needed to know what it was, so she had passed off a few ingots to Thron.

When Be-thric had been told there wasn’t any material recovered from the hold, he had dismissed the issue as understandable, given the loss of the entire hold. They had been discussing the ‘debacle’ with Sanguis and Pallaun at the time.

Apparently, the guild was ‘distraught’ over the loss of their hold but weren’t actually leveling any official complaints.

Tala had explained, per Be-thric’s direction, that something had gone strange within the hold due to the guild’s experiments, and that had led to the hold’s destabilization.

This all had the added benefit of being true.

When they were briefly alone after the debrief with the other Pillar and Eskau, Be-thric had simply stated that if she discovered anything interesting, she should let him know.

He obviously knew that she’d looted the hold entirely, and he was pleased to allow her to use the results as she deemed fit.

-His level of trust for Tali is… admirable?-

Yeah, it almost makes me feel bad.

-Your level of sarcasm is staggering.-

Isn’t it, though?

She had assured him that, of course she would keep him informed, and he had been satisfied.

And on the time-scale of arcanes, it won’t matter. We will go to the human cities before it comes up again.

In that vein, they needed more protian weapons, and her plan was being implemented.

Within the next week, Tala, Be-thric, and at least a couple of squads of House of Blood warriors would invade a minor House’s hold on the night they were holding a banquet.

That banquet would have at least one candidate Eskau in attendance, most likely without the prospective Pillar.

It was common practice for candidate Eskau to be sent as a token presence from major Houses to such events, especially when the minor House was currying the favor of the major.

A slightly greater show of favor would be for the prospective Pillar to go instead, with even more conveyed by them both attending.

It was all very… political.

Tali had never been sent as such a representative because she was human, and there really hadn’t been that much time.

Most candidate Eskau were in the position for years, if not decades, before getting a chance to advance in rank within the House.

But all this was beside the point, as Thron had not believed her for an instant when she claimed to have not looted anything further.

“I’m not an idiot, Tali.” He shook his head.

“And I am very glad of that. You’d be rather useless to me if you were.”

“So?” He took a deep pull from his tankard, clearly giving her a moment to respond.

Tala sighed. Be-thric had told her that it was up to her if she brought Thron in on the reasoning behind the destruction of the hold. This might actually be a really good way of testing his loyalty.

-Tell him some of the truth, but imply that Be-thric doesn’t know?-

Precisely.

-Be careful, Tala. He could just go to Gallof, Sanguis, or Pallaun.-

She frowned at that. I didn’t actually think of that. He is more likely to go to his old master than to Be-thric, and I don’t know if Gallof is informed…

So, she wouldn’t hide that Be-thric knew, but it could still be a good test. “Fine, fine. The guild was researching automata.”

The dwarf barely turned his head to the side before he sprayed acid across the floor. He began coughing, clearly trying to regain some semblance of control over himself.

“Are you alright?”

He shook his head, still coughing for a moment longer. When he reined himself in, he leaned back, seeming shell-shocked. “Does the Pillar know?”

“He does.”

“That’s why he supported your claim of no loot.” His eyes widened. “That’s why the place was destroyed. They didn’t just have some. They were making them.”

He is a bit clever, isn’t he? Tala shrugged, seeing no reason to lie, not about this. “Yeah. It was a pretty weird experience, honestly. I think at least one of them was fairly sapient.”

Io was an odd one. In thinking of Io, Tala remembered something. “Oh! And I did actually forget one item of loot.”

I really do want to know what the thing’s sword does.

Tala willed for Io’s sword to appear on the ground beside the table.

Thron noticed its appearance and hopped down to pick it up, balancing it across his two palms. “What is this?”

“The weapon wielded by the final one. The odd one.”

“It’s not magical?”

“It was. The thing’s magic wrapped around it, strengthening it and making it more effective. I think it was linked to its power source, somehow, but it didn’t feel soul-bound.”

Thron looked closer, then his eyes widened. “No.”

“What is it?”

His hands began to tremble just slightly. “Tali… this is a concept weapon.”

Tala frowned. “A what?”

“A concept weapon. It’s… It’s easier if I just show you.” He hesitantly grasped the hilt, and a veil of green seemed to coat the white blade. “This…”

He shook his head, staring at the sword that looked almost comically large in his hands. His demeanor and his reactions conveyed a mix of reverence for and fear of the thing he held.

“Tali, this weapon is worth more than your entire sanctum.” He shook his head. “No, that’s the wrong order of magnitude. You could never sell this. Fundamentally, it’s worth more than this city and everything in it, but if anyone of power found out you had it, they’d just take it and expect you to be grateful if they left you alive.”

He swallowed, his hands beginning to shake once more.

“They haven’t been made in”—he swallowed again—“I don’t even know how long.”

“I can see your concept affects the magic of the blade, but—”

“No, that’s not right, Tali. This blade allows for the wielder’s concept to be manifested as an aspect of the blade. It is a training tool and a powerful aide. For me, it removes one of my greatest weaknesses. Even just as it is, I can wield corrosion dozens of times farther from my body, even if only along the length of the weapon. With practice? This is a weapon that puts protian weapons to shame.”

She bit the side of her lip, considering. “Huh. How did the guild get it?”

Thron was still staring at the weapon as he whispered a reply, “That is an excellent question.”

As the blade continued to glow green, Tala noticed something. “What is happening to the metal?”

Thron looked closer, and his eyes widened in horror.

The white seemed to dissolve off the outside of the sword, leaving a black, almost glass-looking material behind.

Thron practically squeaked as he jerked his hand away, dropping the blade.

The sword fell, bouncing off the stone floor a few times before settling. Each hit sent a ringing, resonant tone through the air like the striking of a massive bell.

“That…” He took a step back, seemingly unconsciously. “That is a sword directly from the Black Legion, but that’s impossible.”

“What? Are you sure?”

“Yes, or it is so closely mirrored as to make no difference. From what little I know of concept weapons, the materials and color affect the creation process, but not the outcome. Black was basically the hardest to make, so they were only ever made for the Black Legion.”

“Very on theme of them, I suppose.”

He didn’t even crack a smile at her comment. The dwarf looked like he was torn between kicking the weapon away from himself and kneeling before it in reverence.

I need to keep him talking. “Wait… Why would they give concept weapons to weak automata?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, if the thirteen were tests, why would they have sent them off with such powerful weapons?”

“Oh!” He shook his head. “They didn’t. The swords came to the Black Legion after they grew in power. It isn’t really known if they figured out how to make them, or traded for them, or something else.”

Tala grunted. “Huh. So what does this mean?”

“It means that somehow, the guild whose hold you cleared had gained first-hand sources on the Black Legion.”

Tala shrugged. “I suppose so, but is that really so odd? There have to be some items, some detailed records around.” Maybe there are some among those I took from the hold…

He shook his head. “I’d have thought you would know this, but no. The Old Guard swept up every remnant. The Mind Flayer himself sought out all those who tried to hide fragments, and the Old Guard threw every scrap in when they sealed the Black Legion in the earth.”

“Say what?”

-What?-

“Did you not hear tales of the Legion growing up? How do you not know this?”

Tala gestured to herself. “Human. Remember?”

He grimaced. “Right, right. You really don’t look very human these days, and I’m not used to humans… mattering.” He had the good grace to look a bit ashamed at that statement. “That might actually change the tales told.”

After a moment of silence, Tala prompted, “So…?”

“So… I don’t know where to begin.”

“At the very beginning? That’s a very good place to start.”

He gave her an unamused look before sighing. “Very well. The Black Legion were the unified response to the threat from the wild humans to the north. They were the first true utilization of the founts in warfare.”

Thron snorted and shook his head.

“They are the entire reason why no weapon is permitted to have, or be directly wielded by, a constructed consciousness. There are some allowances made for cases of hold defense, but that is a whole bevy of nuance that there is no reason for us to delve into.”

“Alright.”

“So, the automata were built hastily and with limited resources. It was a theoretical solution, one among thousands, so they didn’t devote all their resources to it. With those constraints, they were built with three basic, core drives: grow stronger, maintain operational functionality, and support the others.”

“Really? Nothing about ‘don’t attack us?’”

Thron chuckled. “In the beginning, they were so weak it hardly mattered, and the secondary functions covered things like enemy recognition and the like.”

“So, I’m guessing things didn’t go very well.”

“Not in the least, no. The first batch of thirteen were sent on their very first mission, but they never made it. They vanished.”

Tala almost asked where they went, but she realized that Thron was about to tell her.

“No one could find them, and they were eventually considered lost. The project itself was put on hold as the conflict continued. Decades later, we were losing a particularly important conflict, when suddenly, an unknown Revered warrior dropped out of the sky and turned the tide.”

“One of the thirteen?”

“Precisely. They had seemingly taken their directives oddly and sought strength above all else. During the short span of years where they were fully allied with us, we learned that they’d found an ether hold to set up in. Within, they had grown in strength and numbers. For not only were the originals strong, they had created the Legion based on their own designs. How could they support the others if there were no others? But this is getting too detailed.” Thron shook his head. “Suffice it to say, things did not go well. The Black Legion eventually decided that, in order to follow their drives, they had to end the war regardless of the casualties. They slew hundreds of the strongest on both sides, decimating the rank and file of the Old Guard with several, concurrent surprise attacks before the Black Legion was even known to be an enemy.”

“What then?”

“Then? We brokered a temporary peace with the wild humans and drove the things back into their ether hold. No one who ever went in ever came out again. All information on the creation of the Legion was destroyed or thrown in after them, and the entirety was sealed, deep beneath the earth, locked behind the strongest seals and barriers that could be created at the time. The knowledge of where this prison lay was obliterated by the Mind Flayer so that no one would be tempted to seek out the Black Legion, and that is where the tale ends.”

“You know, this seems like a lot more information than would be from myth or children’s tales.”

“Of course it is.”

“Then… why did you think I would know it?”

“You should know of the Legion from children’s tales. It’s just fascinating, so I learned more when I had the resources to do so.”

“Ah, okay.” She frowned. “Wait, but what of the temporary peace?”

Thron shrugged. “By the time the Black Legion was locked away, everyone was bloodied and weary of war. The Sovereign-enforced peace expired, but no one was eager to fight again so soon. So they didn’t. There have been skirmishes to be sure, but the war has never resumed.”

Tala grunted. “So, the Black Legion did their job after all, eh? They ended the war?”

Thron shook his head. “No. Their aim was never so noble. The Black Legion was designed and directed toward the eradication of gated humanity, regardless of the collateral consequences.” He gave her an apologetic look. “Apologies for the bluntness, Tali. Now that I consider it, it’s really not that surprising that you weren’t told the tales as a child.”

“You aren’t wrong. To you, it’s a history lesson. To me, it would have been a horror story.”

They sat in silence for a long moment, then Tala frowned.

“Wait.”

Thron looked her way, seemingly reluctant to take his eyes of the black blade, still laying on the floor. “What?”

“The automata used a fount as a power source. From my understanding, the Black Legion did the same.”

“That is my understanding as well, yes.”

“But humans can’t use conceptual magic.”

Thron hesitated, frowning. “I suppose… it wasn’t? Was the soul, itself, the driving force behind the automata?”

“Well, no. In fact, it went out of its way to tell me that it was separated from the soul powering it.”

He grunted. “Well, there you have it. My understanding is that the gate, and a consciousness’s connection to it, is what disrupts the direct use of conceptual magics.”

Tala found herself nodding. “Because concepts are the impositions of ‘not reality’ upon reality, and the connection through to the next world makes gated humans more sensitive and susceptible to the whims of existence.”

“That’s an odd way to put it, but maybe?”

She shrugged. “Well, regardless, while I want to study it and see what I can make of the thing, it isn’t immediately useful to me.”

“So, we should give it to the Pillar?”

Yeah, rust that. “Actually, I was thinking that you should use it to practice. At least for now.”

Thron gave her an odd look. “Me?”

“Yes, you. Practice with it within this sanctum, out of sight and away from scrutiny. It can only serve to make you a better adjunct for me.”

“I feel that the Pillar would be… displeased with that use of resources.” He was regarding her carefully.

Does he think I’m testing him? Tala shrugged. “He need never know.”

This might actually be a reasonable way to do just that. A method to test Thron’s loyalty. I wouldn’t have shown the weapon to the dwarf if I’d known what it was, but that herb’s been ground.

-And if he tells Be-thric?-

We can truthfully say that Be-thric suddenly having the weapon would be very suspicious, as well as endangering him, greatly. If it was ever safe to do so, of course we would give him the weapon.

-Which is true, because, for us, it would never be safe to give him that much power.-

Precisely.

Thron looked torn, but he did slowly bend down and pick up the sword. There was longing in his eyes, even as his gaze flicked between Tala and the weapon he now held. “This… even to train with… this is too much.”

“You are my adjunct, Thron.” She used his real name, purposely. “Either I trust you and help you as I can or I will be lost. Do I seem like someone who should try to train a replacement for you?”

Tala was slightly uncomfortable with just how close to true that statement was. I can’t even fathom how much of a pain it would be if Thron was gone and I had to have a dozen unknown servants in here to replace him.

-Yeah, there is no way that Be-thric would let you be unattended. An Eskau without servants would reflect poorly on the House and the Pillar in particular.-

Thron began nodding, gears obviously turning in his head, even as a smile pulled at his lips. “As my liege commands. I will endeavor to honor your faith in me and put this to good use.”

“That is all I ask.”

-And now, we wait…-

…And see if he really can be trusted.


Chapter: 38
Tests

Tala looked down at the inhuman body on the floor that still leaked the occasional drop of purple, glowing fluid.

She stood within the sealed off vault, deep within Kit. The ground beneath her bare feet was the edge of reality of the pocket space.

The look, texture, and sense of it was a bit nostalgic, reminding her of when she’d first gotten Kit. We’ve come a long way, haven’t we, Kit?

Tala knelt down and smiled, patting the ground. “Thank you, Kit.”

The pouch did not respond.

-Feeling nostalgic?-

A bit, yeah. I miss home… She felt a tightness in her chest at the thought. Soon. We have a plan. We’re moving toward that goal.

Alat spoke in her head, clearly trying to distract Tala by drawing her attention back to the automaton’s body before her. -It looks… warped.-

“Yeah, I noticed that. It almost looks like it hadn’t filled out yet, maybe?” She shrugged. “I’ve no idea how this most advanced one was made. Maybe part of the process is growing, and it wasn’t ready yet?”

They had found a large vat of the purple liquid, which seemed like Io could have come from it. That was in addition to the larger holding tanks of the same power-saturated liquid.

Tala had considered the idea that Io had been grown, and it would make sense. Io had a far more organic look than the other units, and the automata as a group had acted to delay her at several points. If their goal was to let this final unit be as complete as possible before she reached it, that would track.

Especially if the beginning of that growth marked the guild’s loss of control over their creations. Even while unfinished, Io held mastery over the lesser units, even while growing within the tank.

It had been meant to be a general and hadn’t liked those it was meant to serve. I feel like that might be a common issue…

-Maybe? It’s not like we’ve looked into the historical records of the various forms of government.-

If you think about it, humanity is, generally, led by the strongest Archons, who are also those with the greatest fighting clout against the arcanes, and where the strongest don’t lead, I believe that the strongest chose the leaders. Do we come from a military dictatorship?

-Eh, a benevolent military dictatorship, if anything. Well, it is also more than one, so a benevolent military oligarchy?-

That tracks for the most part. She did wish the secrecy wasn’t required for so much, though. She understood it, but that didn’t make it any more fun.

But that was beside the point.

Io’s body lay broken on the ground before Tala, the separated head beside it.

“The orb was much larger than Rob is.”

-It probably had another layer added around the consciousness? Or Io was just a more complicated construct?-

“The books will probably tell us.”

At the thought, a bookcase appeared beside her, and she glanced at the titles.

One stood out to her immediately as it had before she took the books from the guild hold’s library to begin with.

‘Automata.’

The book itself began as an almost insultingly simple primer on the creations. Though, as the text progressed, it built upon that simple foundation, growing in complexity.

Tala sat down, a chair appearing under her as she did so. Kit is so convenient. “Thank you, Kit.”

The sanctum did not respond.

She had hours before her next duties, so she read on.

After reaching the midpoint, Tala began to frown. This is enough to build up to creating the basic units. Those I fought first.

-Indeed.-

As she continued, she came to the parts that would allow for the other variants, then finally, the creation of Io, though obviously that name wasn’t used.

Tala even thought she found the point in the book at which the guild had likely created Rob a bit before that—a ‘simple artificial consciousness, integrated inextricably with the fount.’

That pretty much settles it. You know, we’ve never asked Rob where he came from…

-Do you really want to talk to it? All Rob ever does is ask to be destroyed.-

No… not at all… She did feel a bit bad. On one hand, she felt like she should honor the orb’s request, but on the other, Rob wasn’t the fount, so it was the equivalent of killing two people because one wanted to die. Though, is Rob even a real person? If that isn’t his soul?

-I have no idea, Tala, what makes a person a person. Regardless, we probably should talk to him at some point.-

Yeah… but not now.

She was only three-quarters of the way through the book.

Obviously, Tala couldn’t build these things, not yet, but the book was set up almost as a series of crafting projects, each of which would lead naturally into the next, growing the craftsman’s competence enough to tackle those that followed.

There was enough vagueness that no two people following the book would have the same results, but the core concepts were there, the structure for building fundamental competencies unmistakable.

This doesn’t look too hard. I bet I can do this on my own. I just need to find times to sneak down here and get to work.

-Tala.-

I have most of their tools and materials, I could begin on the first project now. The raid on the hold isn’t for another few days. With their notes and tools, I’ll have a jump on them, too.

-Tala!-

But do I really have to start at the beginning?

-It’s a trap!-

Tala jerked, looking up from the book. “What?”

-Around that book… There are mental magics of some kind.-

Her eyes widened as she focused, anchoring her will and really looking.

Sure enough, something about the book seemed to put off an aura of conceptual magic, so subtly woven throughout that she hadn’t noticed even a hint of it.

-I only noticed because we’ve never really had an interest in creating complex things on our own. It was entirely out of character.-

Yeah… It made sense that the guild hadn’t seen the issue.

“So, this book is a trap?”

-Or a means of having external agents built.-

Tala frowned. “And where there’s one…”

-There will be more, yeah.-

So Tala had evidence that something akin to the Black Legion, if not those automata themselves, were trying to seed knowledge of these dangerous creations in the world at large.

“That’s not concerning at all.”

-Yeah… not in the least…-

Tala looked back toward Io’s body and then checked the book. “Well, at least we confirmed one thing. Io was definitely grown and definitely not complete.”

-And if we put it back in the vat, it will begin to grow again.-

“Without the orb, it won’t be able to function…”

-Yeah, so it shouldn’t be a threat. It could be utterly invaluable to be able to study one that was complete.-

Tala hesitated, narrowing her eyes as she examined the magical dimensions around the book. “Are we being influenced, again?”

-I don’t think so… There was nothing that obscured the truth, just something akin to reckless curiosity.-

Yeah, I suppose I’m pretty familiar with that tendency. She formed Flow into a void-knife and regarded the book before her with her voidsight.

There was nothing obvious.

Well, that wasn’t true. There was an incredibly obvious pulsing aura of ‘increasing curiosity’ around the book, but she didn’t see anything that would cause foolishness or anything that would bend the truth.

Not that we really understand conceptual magic.

-You don’t really have to understand what fire is to tell if something is burning.-

So, something could be smoldering beneath the surface?

-Fine… that wasn’t the best analogy.-

Tala grunted, shaking her head. “It doesn’t matter. This is too valuable an opportunity to squander, and the risks seem minimal.”

She chuckled. “If it gets out of hand, I can just ask Kit to eat it.”

Tala made her desire clear, and the vat appeared just as the bookshelf had.

With casual ease, Tala picked up what had been Io’s body and dumped it in the tank. She then grabbed the head and tossed it… She missed.

-Really?-

Tala just grinned, picking the head up and tossing it again, making it into the vat this time.

She watched as power flowed through the scripts, clearly pulled from the purple liquid.

Nothing happened immediately, at least not at a physical level.

To Tala’s magesight, tendrils of power began snaking their way between the head and torso, while also seeming to slowly seep into every particle of the creation.

Well, I’ll just need to keep an eye on things, check in every so often, I suppose.

She willed herself back up to her training area.

As she did so, she purposely pictured herself without the saorsa-collar once again.

It came along with her anyway.

Like Terry’s collar, it’s tied to me. She wasn’t foolish enough to try to will it away directly. She had absolutely zero doubt that it would fail and trigger the thing to boot.

“Now, you said there were some things you wanted me to test?”

-You got what I asked you to get, so yeah. We’ll start with that ball.-

Tala shrugged, sitting cross-legged and calling the leather ball. It was tightly stitched and sealed with some sort of sealing oil. “What now?”

-Enact a gravitational amplification on just the air within the ball and cause it to pull in on itself.-

Alright. So, Tala began the process. It was trivially easy, but she knew that Alat had something planned.

Nearly immediately, the ball seemed to deflate just slightly, and within a few minutes, it had contracted inward substantially as the air compacted.

That’s really nicely flexible leather.

Alat seemed to ignore the superfluous thought. -Good. Now, do the same thing with a sphere of open air, the same size as the ball.-

Tala shrugged and did so, the air compacting inward substantially after a short period.

The air’s compression was distinguishable to her normal sight due to the distortion that was created by the thicker air, and Tala watched it sink to the ground, resting there.

Compressed air is obviously denser than normal air.

“What now?”

-How did you define the first target for the working?-

“All the air within the ball.”

-Good, good. How did you define the second?-

“The air that is within a sphere of this size, centered at this location.”

-That makes sense. Now, change that target in your mind.-

“To what?”

-The air found within a sphere of this size, centered at this location.-

Tala frowned. “Alright.”

For ease, she broke the other two workings, even though they were technically disconnected from her and not requiring any additional input.

The ball reinflated with a fwoomf, and the air dispersed with a pulse of wind.

So, a foot in diameter, centered there.

She poured power into the working.

Just as with the previous working, the air began to contract, getting more and more compact and distorting light that passed through it more and more.

There was a difference this time, however. As the affected air contracted inward, more air was pulled into the target zone, thus coming under the parameters of the working.

This immediately had the effect of creating a slight breeze that grew in strength as Tala continued to increase power to the working.

-Stop, but don’t break the effect.-

Tala did so, and the wind continued.

-What is happening from your perspective?-

“As more air enters, it moves toward the center, which is the greatest concentration of the air to which it is attracted.”

-Have you then made an area of affect?-

Tala huffed a laugh. “Of course not.”

She moved her hand through the space, feeling the thickness as she passed her hand through, but she felt no crushing gravity.

It was a bit warm, but not overly so.

The movement of her hand disrupted it slightly, making fun patterns in the distortion that slowly settled after her hand had moved through.

“Like passing my hand through warm water—or near enough.”

-No gravity?-

“No, of course not.”

-Why not?-

“Because the working only acts on the air, not everything entering the area. Alat, you know this. I can’t do area of affect magic. What is the point?”

Alat sent an incredibly happy feeling. -After analyzing holds and dimensional spaces, along with what we learned from the dimensional anchor, this was the last piece I needed to verify. Now, I think I have some things for us to practice and fun uses of our power to build toward.-

“You’re being very cryptic.”

-By design, my dear Tala. That is by design. We’re done with that one, too.-

Tala dismissed the working, which was still compressing more and more air into it. With a loud concussion, wind blasted outward, carrying with it a pleasant chill.

After enjoying the cool air, Tala sighed. “Well, we have a few more days before the raid. I’ll follow your plan at least until then.”

-How magnanimous.-

“You can have more time if you tell me what this is about.”

-In due time. Shall we begin? I want you to enact it on air that is a set distance from yourself, now.-

“That should work, but if I move too quickly…” Tala cocked her head to the side. “It will cause an explosion of air, which would move me even faster, if just a bit. Is that the point?”

Alat didn’t give up the game.

“Fine, fine. You said you have a lofty goal; the first steps are not the end of the journey. Let’s see what we can do.”

And so, Tala spent what little free time she had over the next days, practicing increasingly odd uses of her gravity magics.

One interesting result, at least from Tala’s perspective, was that she could implement the compression to all but liquefy most of the air at a set distance from herself, meaning that the effect would move with her. It wasn’t fast to set up, but it was relatively easy and would slow incoming attacks quite a bit.

The problem Tala had foreseen came to pass, in that if she moved very quickly, the compressed air would move outside the effect and disperse. That speed was quite great, depending on the size of the working, but it was a factor to consider.

There was also the problem that if it was even close to all-encompassing around her, it quickly deprived her of breathable air.

That wasn’t the end of the world, but it wasn’t ideal.

She could use the static variant to create hazards across a battlefield if she had time to prepare a space for a fight, but they were rather obviously visible, so she doubted she would use them much. Plus, I’m much more often the aggressor than the defender.

She wasn’t really sure how to feel about that realization, but it seemed to be true by her remembrance.

The most interesting result, from Tala’s perspective, came after Alat had her enact the working on all air within an inch of her arm, directed at the tip of her index finger.

Once the amplification grew great enough, a strong wind began constantly flowing toward her, then down her arm to blast at wherever she pointed. The air would move through the point it was directed at and away from her arm, thus no longer falling under the mental image used as a target. In that way, this method didn’t actually create the partially liquified air.

Once that proved workable, Tala immediately jumped into a pond and began enacting the same working on the water for both her arms.

She held onto a rock at one end of the long holding pond while the water churned around her.

Do you think this is sufficient?

-I think you’re a bit crazy, but sure. This seems like plenty.-

Tala let go, turning to face down the length of the pond and pointing behind herself.

She immediately moved backwards, the water rushing past her arm pushing her along in the same direction.

What?

It dragged her underwater, and she quickly broke the working, floating to the surface.

What the rust? Oh… The water moving past didn’t push off of her to move, it simply rushed by.

Well, that was silly. Of course it drags me along. She grimaced. What was the point of that, Alat?

-Me? This was your idea.-

Tala sighed, then cocked her head to the side. Wait a minute…

This time, she targeted the water at her feet and pointed up at the back of her head.

Even as she began building the amplification, she felt the pressure on the bottoms of her feet, the inscriptions for increased surface area working incredibly well.

Tala began giggling.

This is so odd, but it makes complete sense. The water is moving from behind me, so of course I’ll move with it.

She made sure to orient the flow so it went mostly across her back, thus, that would help to pull her upward. At least if I’m remembering how lift works…

-It should work that way, yes.-

When she had built up enough amplification, she let go of the stone, pointing her body down the length of the pond.

Immediately, she took off through the water, moving faster than any fish.

“This is amazing!” At least, that was what she tried to shout, but opening her mouth and the slight shift of her body threw off her alignment somehow, and she was suddenly dunked fully underwater, shooting for the bottom.

Tala moved her legs and feet frantically, trying to redirect her movement back to the surface, but she was quickly disoriented.

Even so, Alat helped point her in the right direction, and a moment later, she shot upward, out of the water entirely.

With no water to act on below her feet, the working dispersed, even as Tala arced through the air.

“Rust.” She slammed down on the shore, her breath driven from her chest. “Ow…”

-Yeah, that looked painful.-

But worth it.

-Oh?- Alat’s tone conveyed her knowledge of what Tala meant, along with a desire for Tala to say it anyway.

If I can perfect that in water, there shouldn’t be any reason I can’t use it in the air.

Flight. This could, in theory, allow her to fly!

There were two unfortunate things, however. First, though the working functioned like any other of Tala’s gravity magics, something about it, and her own fundamental understandings, caused a constant drain on her power, and she could feel a similar strain on her inscriptions, though that was fairly sustainable.

Not like the crush or restrain mental constructs.

Even so, she couldn’t set up an energy-free pump or anything like that.

Alas.

The second sad thing was that, in the end, it wasn’t combat effective for the moment. Thus, it wouldn’t factor into the raid.

The remainder of the time passed in a blur. She filled her time with the performance of her regular duties as Eskau and training, both at Alat’s direction and with Thron.

The day of the raid arrived, and she went to meet up with those who would accompany her.


Chapter: 39
House of Ravens

Tala stretched, twisting to one side then the other as she walked.

She felt a series of oddly relieving pops with each twist. That’s the spot.

She smiled contentedly, then checked her gear.

Three bloodstars rotated around her head and a fourth floated a bit behind the base of her skull.

Between her neck and that fourth bloodstar, her tungsten rod was fixed vertically in place, moving with her as if attached, though it never touched her or inhibited her movements in the least.

The tungsten sphere, with a bloodstar at its core, rested just in front of her sternum, and the three defensive discs moved around her body in tight, oscillating orbits.

Flow and Kit hung in counterbalance to one another.

Thron was off with an artificer, discussing the white steel that Tala had gotten from the guild hold. They’d wanted to meet with the man earlier, but he’d been otherwise engaged until that very morning.

What can you do, right?

Her elk leathers covered her nearly completely. She had grown shoes around her feet and a collar reaching up her neck so that only her hands and head were uncovered.

As she moved, she could feel the tungsten spheres held tightly against her torso sway ever so slightly, but they didn’t get in the way.

Tala glanced to the side, where Be-thric was walking beside her. “Are we ready?”

Eight soldiers of the House of Blood surrounded her and Be-thric as they moved through the streets of the District of Doors.

Be-thric grinned back toward her. “Unquestionably.”

Tala had been clever with the idea. Most would consider themselves safe within another’s hold.

Be-thric had been meticulous in picking out the specific target. The House of Ravens was a relatively new, minor House, and it had invited several major Houses to this celebration.

Only one had elected to send a representative.

That one major House was a competitor to the House of Blood in several ventures, making the removal of one of their candidate Eskau a worthy move. Even just the taking of her protian weapon would do as much as killing her, arguably more, but they had planned for either eventuality.

Together, Tala and Be-thric had chosen the soldiers to allow for a smooth execution of the strike. A specialized hold-breacher, six soldiers skilled in quick strikes, and a leader who was good at thinking on his feet.

All told, they had likely over planned, over prepared, and more than simply Tala, herself, was overkill. Even so, she wanted there to be no room for error.

She hadn’t particularly liked working so closely with Be-thric in the planning, but it couldn’t be helped. If this failed, they wouldn’t get another chance for the acquisition of a protian weapon in this manner. They had to make it count. What I do to get back home.

All told, it would require something going incredibly oddly for anything to be a problem.

Even if a true Pillar of the major House was in attendance, or this minor House was hiding someone of true power, there would be issues but not insurmountable ones, no real problems.

If the City Lord is there and decides to oppose our action, that would certainly do it.

-Well, of course, but that’s sort of the point of the City Lord. Anything he opposes, within the city, is a no-go. So, this really isn’t any different.-

That was an odd thought, actually. All of arcane society within this area lived under the whim of the City Lord. He could, quite literally, kill them all, and only a few beings in the city could likely even slow him down.

And their opposition would likely cause as much death and damage as the unchecked City Lord, himself, though it would be less directed…

In the end, if the City Lord decided to level half the city, those with power enough to oppose him would likely just grab who they cared about and move out of the way.

It was just simpler than fighting, not to mention more likely to succeed.

No one really seemed to mind the dictatorship; it wasn’t like the City Lord had actually done anything of the kind in living memory for most of the populace.

But he could. And Tala didn’t like the feeling of that possibility hanging over her head.

-The powerful always could, but worrying about it never helped anyone.-

Thanks for the reassurance…

-I don’t offer reassurance, I offer reality.-

Tala just sighed.

Her attention focused outward once more as she, Be-thric, and the House of Blood soldiers rounded a corner. Her gaze locked on the entrance to the hold in question. The House of Ravens is in for a bad day. Hopefully, they won’t make it worse by resisting.

Their mission was a bit like the whims of a City Lord in that regard. The minor House couldn’t stop them, and if they chose to try, it would likely go worse for all involved. It would just be better if the House of Ravens buckled down, got out of the way, and hoped to not attract the ire of those above them.

And that was likely exactly what they would do.

The door to the House of Ravens’ hold didn’t stand out from the others around it.

It was a simple red, wooden door between a black and a blue one. On the upper panel, the minor House’s crest, three ravens in flight, seemed to have been burned into the material of the entrance.

There were no guards outside.

There were no defensive fields.

Nothing.

The lead soldier, Ce-annaire, fell in beside Be-thric as he asked, “Pillar Be-thric. Which plan do we implement, a quiet entry or a breach?”

They had prepared for both, deciding to wait on the final decision until they were on the scene.

Be-thric looked to Tala. “Eskau Tali?”

Well. Hmmm…

-Kick down the door, storm in magic blazing and swords swinging, or knock and ask to be invited in; otherwise, we have to stand impotently on the threshold.-

That second one was never part of the plan, and what? Why couldn’t we enter without an invitation?

-Superstition? Convenient plot device? Good manners?-

You make absolutely no sense, sometimes.

She made her decision. “Quiet breach. Allowing surrender will get us what we want more cleanly than butchering the lot of them. We have no need to wipe out a minor House tonight.”

Ce-annaire nodded acknowledgment as he pointed to one of the others, motioning him ahead. The indicated man moved forward at a jog.

Alright, follow the plan.

They strode forward, following the soldier—Saru, if Tala remembered correctly.

Saru, a green hue-folk man, grabbed the door handle and released a small pulse of magic.

There was an audible click before the door swung inward, revealing an open, elegant entry hall.

Another surge of power radiated from the man, and the doorway seemed to distort, allowing them to breach three at a time.

A total of nine entered, three ahead and three behind Be-thric, Tala, and Ce-annaire.

Saru staggered a bit, then turned and quietly headed back toward the House of Blood’s hold, his task complete.

He was barely red to Tala’s magesight.

He spent all his power on those two workings.

-Fascinating.-

The door snapped back to its proper dimensions behind them, swinging shut on weighted hinges.

Right inside, the soldiers drew weapons on the two defenders who had been stationed as guards and doormen.

The soldiers of the House of Blood each utilized a limited subset of the Way of Flowing Blood, obviously only practicing the portions for their given weapon.

The Way of Flowing Blood was a reasonably effective martial art, but where it excelled was when utilized in concert with the House of Blood’s particular protian weapons.

When used in isolation, the various sub-forms for any given weapon were heavily weighted toward offense, which made sense because an Eskau could simply use the forms for a shield or other defensive tool to defend.

They weren’t exclusively offensive, obviously, but the purpose was obvious, nonetheless.

Tala didn’t have that issue despite being limited to only three of the myriad weapons normally available to an Eskau because her body and armor were a powerful defense.

Though, the issue did go a long way toward explaining why she took more damage than would otherwise be ideal.

Even so, the soldiers didn’t have to fight.

The House of Ravens’ guards saw the House of Blood insignia and immediately took their hands off of their weapons, stepping backwards and dropping to their knees.

They were no fools. They knew their minor House had nothing the House of Blood could possibly want. Moreover, they knew that they would simply die if they resisted, and that would change nothing.

Good. Step two, completed successfully. If someone of prominence was here, or if they had a strong backer, those two would have tried to resist. Their compliance is a good indicator of what lies within.

Now that the assault group from the House of Blood was firmly within the hold, Be-thric spread his arms wide, and his armor distorted into existence around him.

Tala saw him begin to glow within the armor as the protection of light covered him below the gear. He then appeared to catch fire before that fire condensed into what seemed merely to be a heat haze around him.

Tala could no longer feel the heat, even while walking beside him, but she knew that her improved biology wouldn’t be able to withstand the extreme temperature if she tried to strike at him through the defense.

His wearing of the armor was already an attack on the resources of this minor House. The damage to the integrity of the hold from the strain of so many founts, moving in close proximity to each other, would cost a lot of power to repair.

It wouldn’t be something that drained their assets, but it would strain the fount that they had powering the hold and limit their ability to raise the density of magic within, as they needed to divert power toward the reinforcement and repair.

A lesson in the cost of hosting opponents of the House of Blood.

Tala was both pleased with herself for having come up with the idea and a bit sickened at how much she enjoyed the puzzle of gaining so much from a single, decisive action.

I really do need to get out of here, soon, or I’m going to start to like it here. She very pointedly did not glance toward Be-thric. She knew that, at the moment, she would have difficulty restraining her hostility toward him, and it would be foolish to give up the game.

Ce-annaire had a map of the hold, and he directed them on the most direct route, allowing them to move through the passageways with quick efficiency.

When the group from the House of Blood encountered servants, the soldiers moved them aside and allowed them to recognize the situation for what it was.

None resisted in the slightest.

Good. These people are just in a bad place at the wrong time. No reason for them to die.

Even so, the soldiers had their magics at the ready, and it was an odd thing, seeing the various powers that the soldiers employed.

Two stood out more than the others. One somehow used shadows like a living part of himself. The other had cut herself and was coated in a thin layer of her own blood. That blood was seemingly completely under her control, and she used it both offensively and defensively.

It wasn’t as strong as armor or as penetrative as a standard weapon, but it was flexible. Her use of the Way of Flowing Blood was the closest to the true combat style, among the soldiers, but hers had been modified to compensate for the relative weakness of her tools.

They continued, not needing to kill or harm anyone, and reached the dining hall with little issue. The shadow wielder opened the door with a flourish, bowing toward his Pillar to hide his amused smile from those in the dining hall.

The rest of them swept in amidst gasps of surprise, their entrance even causing one scream of startlement.

Tala’s gaze immediately found the candidate Eskau sitting at the head table.

Flow snapped into Tala’s hand even as she strode forward, in front of the others, just as they’d planned.

An act of will suppressed her through-spike, allowing Tala’s truly inhuman visage to be displayed before all those present.

The intricate cage of powerful inscriptions, seemingly carved into reality itself with light, hugged her iron-painted skin.

With a heavy channeling of power into her weapon, Tala pushed Flow into its void-sword form and pointed the weapon at the not-ever-going-to-be Eskau. She knew that the act also caused her eyes to appear as irregular tears in the world, adding to the visual effect. “Surrender your protian weapon or die.”

Please just surrender. There’s no need to die here. Tala would kill her without hesitation, if necessary—it was already decided—but she would prefer a simpler, more peaceful, outcome.

The hue-folk woman paled slightly, the reaction looking odd on her ash-gray skin. Her eyes looked almost human as they widened at the threat, though the glowing orange irises weren’t natural. An artifact of her power?

Around the room, the House of Raven guards stepped backward and knelt, clearly signaling that they would not interfere.

The target of Tala’s threat stood, brushing her black braid back over her shoulder. “I am Tin-talun, candidate Eskau of the House of the Eternal Fires Within. What reason does the House of Blood have for so assaulting the House of Ravens? Or for seeking to deprive me of what is mine?”

Tala saw the head of the House of Ravens, predictably a raven beast-man, shrink in his chair just a bit.

He was mostly human in appearance, simply having dark gray skin, black feathers in place of his hair, and incredibly sharp features. Though, to be fair, Tala could only see him from the shoulders up.

His hunching made complete sense as well; no one with even half a brain would want to be a focal point in a contest between two major Houses.

Tin-talun was trying to draw the minor House into the conflict, and the poor man just wanted to stay out of it and not offend the winner, whoever that would be.

Tala smirked. “I am Tali, Eskau of the House of Blood. No assault has taken place on the House of Ravens. We are gathering the protian weapons required for Pillar Be-thric of the House of Blood. Such is the way of Houses, as I am sure you are aware.” Hey! I didn’t have to pull from Tali for that one.

-Nicely done.-

Tin-talun nodded once.

“Good. We understand one another. Now, I can kill you and take the weapon from your corpse, or you can hand it over and live. Either way, we will leave with the protian weapon, and this celebration can continue in peace. Your choice will simply determine if you are around to enjoy the festivities or if your hosts have a body to dispose of.”

The woman seemed to straighten for a moment, then deflate. “Very well.”

She’s going to attack me.

-Yeah, that’s pretty obvious.-

Tin-talun whipped her hand up and forward. A dagger flew toward Tala, seemingly made of rough stone, run through with molten, glowing cracks. “Then have it!”

Hey, she attacked before she yelled. Good choice, that.

-Not every enemy can be trusted to be a fool.-

Thank the stars for that. Can you imagine how boring a world that would be?

The woman vaulted over the table just behind her weapon.

Tala grimaced, changing Flow to its non-void-sword form and striking the lava-knife out of the air.

A void-form would have worked better, but using void magics very likely could have just consumed the thing, and they needed it intact. First we finish Be-thric’s set, then we can all go home.

As Flow hit the knife, the thrown weapon exploded in a shower of burning rock and molten metal.

The magic defense on Tala’s elk leathers entirely stopped the portion of the attack that reached her, keeping her from even minor injury.

Huh, that was incredibly weak. No one else had been close enough to be caught in the minor explosion.

Be-thric was largely unnecessary for this venture, but he had come just in case their intelligence had been faulty once again.

They didn’t want a repeat of the bakery incident, with a more hostile person this time.

The guards had accompanied them to deal with the minor House, if necessary.

It didn’t seem like they would be necessary beyond what they had already done.

Tin-talun was still advancing on Tala quickly, but Tala was hardly concerned.

The woman reached out, and the fragments of stone and metal came back together in her hand, forming a greatsword.

What a foolish choice for a weapon form. We’re practically already too close for it to be an effective shape to fight me. Not that there was really a good choice.

Tala reached out with her will and her magic to switch targets for a pair of spheres, and a familiar crack filled the air as they shot for the ashen woman.

Tin-talun responded incredibly quickly, somehow deflecting both spheres with a single movement.

Huh, she’s good with a greatsword, even in close quarters? It still wasn’t as versatile in such tight confines. She’s not half as good as Rane.

-You’ve not seen her fight. Isn’t that a bit of a premature assessment?-

Tala grunted. I can tell. She’ll lose almost immediately.

-If you say so.-

Tala shifted her focus back to the matter at hand. You know, Io deflected my spheres, too. They might be more predictable than I thought? Maybe, I should ramp them up higher in the future…

They had slammed into the ceiling above the combatants.

Tala smiled.

She nodded and calmly spoke. “Fair warning, Tin-talun. Those were more than a single strike projectile.”

Tin-talun frowned, watching her warily but not attacking for the moment.

Tala helpfully pointed up as some dust trickled out of the two broken holes.

The other woman glanced toward the ceiling, seemingly on reflex, and Tala lunged, extending Flow into the form of a glaive. She also willed for her elk leathers to grow a helmet at the same time.

I do not want to be covered in ‘her.’

Tin-talun jerked her head back down and blocked with a somewhat clumsy sweep of her large weapon. Even so, Tala hadn’t tried to be overly fast or hard to block, allowing Tin-talun to easily deflect the glaive thrust.

The ashen woman looked thoroughly confused as Tala sprang backward once more. “What was the point of that silly misdirection?”

Then the tungsten spheres worked themselves free of the ceiling, and the air cracked once again.

Tin-talun’s head burst from a dual impact before the woman could react.

Tala was blessedly protected from the splatter by her helmet. Just as I planned.

She quirked a smile, speaking to the corpse but loudly enough that everyone present would hear. “Since you asked, I find that the truth is often a convenient distraction.”

After Tin-talun had been ‘tricked’ to look up once, she had been slower to respond to potential feints or distractions from above her again.

Tala stepped forward and caught the greatsword, pulling it from the dead hands, even as Tin-talun’s headless body fell limply to one side.

Tala released her hold on her through-spike, and the illusion snapped back in place, leaving the appearance of a rather unassuming, small, human woman.

Without another word, Tala turned, strode to Be-thric, and presented the sword to him. He smiled and accepted the proffered weapon.

Without any acknowledgment or gesture to the members of the House of Ravens surrounding them in the dining hall, the group from the House of Blood departed, their goal accomplished.


Chapter: 40
Preparations for Departure

Tala accompanied Be-thric through the gate of the City Lord’s estate, Thron and Gallof each walking at a measured distance behind the one they served.

The day had finally arrived, and they were to leave for Croi in just a few hours. It had been a week since their raid on the House of Ravens, and the city was abuzz with talk and rumors about the House of Blood.

Some thought they had taken the Game of Houses too far, but most seemed to see the lack of casualties within the minor House as a sign of both the power and the restraint of the House of Blood.

After this last acquisition, it would be difficult to get more protian weapons in Platoiri. Every candidate Eskau of every House was seemingly on edge.

Even so, Be-thric was overjoyed by the results, and even Sanguis was pleased. The elder Pillar had even officially delegated his vote to Be-thric for the upcoming conclave of the Pillars of the House of Blood.

Which brought them back to this day.

If Tala was to leave the city, the City Lord would need to either remove or modify the saorsa-collar.

If he removed it, Tala would have to seriously consider escaping sooner than she planned.

Doing so would mean being hunted more quickly and likely having to fight, run, and hide the whole way back to the human lands.

While that wasn’t ideal, if it got her home sooner, it might be worth it.

Tala didn’t actually know how they would be traveling, and every time she’d asked, Be-thric had been rather cryptic, simply smiling and saying, “You’ll see soon enough.”

Because that’s not unnecessarily ominous or anything.

-He’s been fine lately. It’s probably some sort of pleasant surprise.-

Yeah, all he did was kidnap us and brainwash us into being his loyal servant and slave. No reason to doubt the guy.

-You know that’s not what I meant…-

The sun was not yet up, but the guard at the gate had been expecting them.

The Pillar, Eskau, and two adjuncts climbed the tower and found the City Lord exactly as Tala had found him each time that she’d attended him.

“So, you’ve come about the human’s collar?” The City Lord’s voice sounded almost lazy, but it was heavily laced with power, regardless.

Thron and Gallof dropped to their knees and bowed. Tala and Be-thric each bowed their heads in acknowledgment.

It was Be-thric who responded, “We have.”

“Are you going by mundane routes or through Doman-Imithe?”

“I had planned a route through Doman-Imithe, but recent reports show a shift in the paths. Do you know of a safe way to Croi?”

The City Lord cocked his head, and Tala could imagine his self-satisfied smile. “You could not afford my guidance.”

He still had not turned around.

“Is that where your conclave will take place?”

Be-thric nodded. “All from the House of Blood eventually flows through Croi.”

The City Lord snorted. “That may once have been true, but Corinis is not as he once was.”

Be-thric sucked in a breath, anger flickering across his face. Still, his response was measured. “Pillar Corinis mourns his brother still, City Lord. That is not weakness.”

The City Lord finally turned around then, his eyes hard. “We all mourn the passing of the Mind Flayer. I counseled war in response, but I was in the minority. Even so, eternity is unending and all valleys indistinguishable by the metrics of infinity.”

“Save the valley of death.”

“For those who enter it? Yes. But for those who simply pass by?” He shook his head. “It is but another ripple.”

Be-thric was clenching his jaw, clearly furious.

The Mind Flayer is dead? That… is actually a relief.

-Not that we knew much about him.-

Except that he ripped the knowledge of how to make the Black Legion from the mind of every human and arcane alike.

-Any idea what Doman-Imithe is?-

No, and by the look on Gallof and Thron’s reactions, neither do they. She was keeping a close eye on everything with her aspect-mirrored perspectives. It was somewhat hard to read the two arcanes, given that they were still kneeling with their faces to the floor, but she thought she could detect confusion and curiosity from them both. Something to research later, I suppose.

-Be-thric might just tell us.-

She sighed internally. You are probably right…

She didn’t really want to talk to him more than necessary, but it would be foolish to not engage with such an obvious source of information on the topic.

Be-thric seemed to have gotten himself under control when he spoke again. “Regardless, City Lord, it seems that we will take a more mundane route.”

“Very well.” The City Lord snapped his fingers, and Tala froze.

She was utterly unable to move as a metal spear appeared, floating beside her, pointing at her neck.

He then gestured, and the spear plunged into her collar. By all rights it should have gone through into her throat, but just like the other time the collar had been adjusted, the item simply sank in, shifting the magics within.

“I have allowed the collar to remain untriggered between here and Croi, within that city, and for a return trip. I have allowed three weeks for that venture. If more time is needed, seek a modification from the City Lord of Croi. I’m sure that she would have no trouble altering a collar of my creation.”

The sparkle of malice within the City Lord’s eyes made Tala doubt the assertion. It seemed that this City Lord did not particularly like the City Lord of Croi and thought her abilities lacking.

Be-thric bowed his head once more. “Thank you, City Lord.”

Again, the City Lord waved the comment away. “Eskau Tali, you will attend me promptly after your return, be it in three weeks or a day.”

Tala nodded. “Yes, City Lord.”

“Good.” He simply turned back to his writing table, clearly dismissing them with the action.

The four left without a word, the silence of the City Lord setting that expectation.

After they once again were out of the City Lord’s estate, Thron and Gallof each breathed a sigh of relief.

Gallof glanced at his former candidate Eskau with a smile. “For all we missed out on, I am not sad that interacting with him is among that which is no longer expected of us.”

Thron grunted and nodded.

Gallof then turned toward the estate that they just left and bowed. “No offense meant, City Lord.”

Tala almost questioned the arcane’s actions but then realized that it was not unreasonable to assume they had been overheard, and in either case, the placation was likely wise.

Be-thric shook his head slightly. “He does not listen to every comment about him within Platoiri, and if he did, and reacted, he would wipe us all out and be done with it. There is not a person in this city who hasn’t complained about something relating to him or how this city is run. Such is natural. No one and nothing can please even a single individual all the time, let alone a population of this size.”

Gallof bowed toward Be-thric. “Thank you for the wisdom, my Pillar.”

Be-thric waved him off. “Tis nothing much besides the truth.”

Tala thought the time was right, so she asked, “Pillar Be-thric?”

“Yes, my Eskau?”

She was proud that she didn’t flinch in the slightest at his response. “What is the Doman-Imithe?”

Thron and Gallof both perked up, clearly interested in the answer as well.

Be-thric seemed to consider. “I had hoped to show you.” He looked between the three. “Show all of you, actually, but it was not to be. I cannot say much, save that it is a place of dangerous magics but little of intelligence. For those of power, it is a simpler, often safer, means of traveling between known points.”

“For those without power?”

Be-thric smiled humorlessly. “Any not at least part-way through the Maturation of their power wouldn’t survive to take a breath. Those fully Mature can survive if they are careful. More power, as stands to reason, increases one’s ability to come through unscathed.”

A place that is nearly instantly lethal to anyone below Orange, below Fused?

-Now, I’m interested.-

Yeah, me, too. “How do you enter it?”

Be-thric grimaced slightly. “I cannot say, not yet. Hopefully, the conclave will open that information as well.”

They were walking back toward the House of Blood’s hold in the District of Doors.

Gallof cleared his throat. “My Pillar, with the… less conventional means of travel unavailable, whatever it may have been, what needs doing for our venture?”

Be-thric sighed. “That is an excellent question. Please procure a permit and appointment for ballista travel.”

“Very good. Four hours?”

“If you would, yes.”

Thron was nodding, but Tala frowned. A quick, virtually unnecessary check with Tali’s memories showed that Tali didn’t know what it was either. “Ballista travel? I assume you don’t mean ballistic?”

Gallof shook his head. “No, no, Eskau Tali. A small, expanded space is attached to a ballista bolt, then fired from a heavily enhanced and incredibly accurate siege engine. Such a projectile can obviously not land within our destination city, but it can get us within about ten miles, compared to the four hundred we would have to cross otherwise.”

Four hundred? Alat… if that takes us south.

-That will be out of range of even our section of the Archive.-

Thron nodded. “It is incredibly expensive, but we should be in the city just after sunset. With the conclave in two days, any other method would be cutting it close.”

That’s… That’s sort of genius, depending on how it’s done. She was trying to look past her sudden concern.

-Could such things be implemented to augment or replace caravans?-

Possibly? “Are there no dangers to such a method?”

Be-thric nodded. “Of course. The magic-resonance from the flight will likely call beasts to the point of launch, the point of landing, and draw them after us all along the flight path. We will have a battle on our hands when we exit, but it should not be too great a trial.”

Tala found herself nodding. “And that’s why a permit is needed on this end.” And likely why such things aren’t used between human cities.

“Precisely.”

Tala cleared her throat and tried to act casually. “Which direction is Croi in?”

Thron grunted. “Southeast, but mostly east.”

She nodded, keeping her relief from showing. “Huh.” Should still be in range, then.

That was a blessing and a half.

Gallof bowed. “I will head to the administrative offices, then to the local ballista travel specialist most in favor with the House of Blood at the moment.”

Be-thric nodded. “I leave it in your hands, my adjunct.”

With that, the tall, gray-skinned, white-bearded arcane departed, a smile on his lips.

The Pillar didn’t look at the others as they continued to walk, and he addressed them, “Make your own preparations for departure.”

Thron bowed, and Tala grinned. There was an experiment that she’d been hoping to try. “As you say. Where shall we meet?”

“The exit of the House of Blood’s hold in three hours.”

Thron bowed and thanked the Pillar for his guidance.

They arrived and parted ways.

Tala immediately tossed Kit against the nearest wall.

Thron noted the placement and went to get them a large breakfast.

Good man.

Be-thric went deeper into the hold to do… whatever it was he had to do. Tala didn’t really care.

-I’m so glad we have time to keep trying this!-

I know, right? Tala had had the idea late the previous night and had spent the last hours before the trip to see the City Lord in final preparations.

The door into Kit opened on her testing area, deep in the heart of Kit.

She closed the door, and it vanished, revealing the hall that had been behind it. A purple glow now came from that end of the hall.

Tala had been checking on the automaton’s growth over the last week or so, and it was coming along nicely. It already looked much more human in proportion, and the power within was amazing.

There were still no signs of a mind, consciousness, or any magics of animation. So, that was a relief.

But that was a different project, and her time was limited.

Before her, a simple ten-foot cube was hollowed out in the surrounding dirt and stone.

It extended before, above, and to either side of her, the entrance she stood at being in the bottom center of one of the sides.

With a grin, Tala targeted all of it. One thousand cubic feet.

That wasn’t a part of the target-lock, obviously, but it was good for her to remember, to ensure her math had been correct.

The target was a combination of specifying this exact subset of air and a consideration of it as being useful compressed as ‘Tala’s first air sphere.’

She’d found that applying a label to her targeting was the easiest way to break the working, because all that breaking the working required, if so labeled, was firmly and unequivocally deciding to label the target something else.

But that was beside the point.

Join. She aimed the amplification at itself and began ramping up the gravitational attraction of the air to other parts of the locked-onto particles.

She’d initially tried variations of the ‘all air within this space’ amplification, but she’d found that that made the latter steps impossible.

The air began to compress inward, drawing more air in to fill the now vacant space. This moved air was not affected by the working directly, simply filling in the space that the affected air had vacated. Long tubes up to the surface allowed that air to be drawn down from the main area of the sanctum.

The distortion of light through the air became easier to see the more the air compressed.

At first, the large sphere pulled up, off of the edge of reality that was the floor. But it soon lost most semblances of buoyancy and floated down, settling into place on the hard surface.

Tala was taking it slowly with the amplification, checking the magics and verifying the integrity of the working throughout. This was more amplification than she’d ever applied to one working, at least to her memory.

Near the end, the distorted transparency of the air began to cloud, replaced by a mainly blue-green matte color, shot through with red, black, and true-blue.

The colors became more and more distinct until it seemed that the entirety of the result was made of the colored material.

Then, the black and blue faded toward red and were wholly subsumed, leaving red and blue-green that both became more and more reflective, taking on a metallic appearance.

It had taken right around six minutes, and the new creation of compressed air reached almost precisely one-cubic-inch.

A little faster than I calculated, even going much slower than I had to. Nice. But what in zeme happened to it? She walked forward and placed her hand on the small sphere.

It felt hard. She was able to pick it up but just barely. The round surface and the small size made getting a grip on the thing trickier than she’d expected. Plus, the surface was oddly low-friction.

In the end, she was only able to lift it by getting her fingers around the sides and under, not relying on friction at all.

By her calculations, and the feel in her hand, she would place the weight at just about eighty-three pounds. Around nineteen pounds heavier than a tungsten sphere of the same size.

She hadn’t really accounted for the air being slightly cooler underground, so it ended up heavier than she’d planned for but not too much. Not that that’s a problem.

It felt warm, too. Not hot, because she’d moved slowly and allowed it to equalize as it compressed, but it was definitely quite a bit warmer than room temperature. So, it should shrink, just a bit, as it cools off.

She laughed, tossing up and catching the highly compressed, solidified air.

Alat suddenly communicated confusion. -Wait… Tala?-

Yeah?

-How heavy is tungsten?-

If I remember correctly, it’s around fifty-four pounds per cubic inch. Why?

Alat pulled up their notes, which appeared like pages in front of Tala that were invisible and intangible to anyone else.

See, right… here… Oh…

Alat began laughing as they both rechecked all their work. They had meticulously calculated how much ‘air’ they would need to compress and what level of compression that would require.

The one problem?

Tala had missed a decimal point when copying over the weight of tungsten, which they were aiming to mimic.

-A cubic inch of tungsten only weighs about half a pound.- Alat’s laugh became a bit of a manic cackle. -We overshot the density we were aiming for by nearly a factor of one hundred fifty!-

Tala sighed. “Well, that’s embarrassing. How did we miss that?”

-We never rechecked the input numbers, themselves, just the equations and the math.- Alat’s mirth had quickly subsided to giggles. -That sphere is… Well, it’s much more than we were aiming for.-

That’s for sure. Tala sighed. Should I disperse it?

-No! That is like a siege stone next to a pebble. Save it. It’s for an emergency.-

I suppose you’re right. Even a passing consideration made it clear that having this as an ‘emergency measure’ could only be useful.

-On the plus side, it worked.-

Well, we knew it would. Tala was still feeling pretty embarrassed.

-It’s pretty interesting to learn that it seems air isn’t transparent when solid.-

Yeah, who would have thought?

-Mages who study this kind of thing, I suppose.-

Tala shook her head, chuckling. Well, if this is going to be an emergency tool, I should probably make it actually useful. Seems like now is time for the next steps.

She targeted ‘Tala’s first air sphere’ and reduced its gravity with regard to the ground below.

That was accomplished with ease, and that let the ball stay basically wherever she placed it.

With a grin, she made a second one, basically identical to the first, this time labeling it ‘Tala’s second air sphere.’ If I’m bringing a siege weapon, I might as well bring two.

Also, she couldn’t really ramp up the targeted gravity of her sphere without a second one.

With that second sphere the proper size, and its gravity attraction downward basically removed, she took the two spheres and amplified their gravitation toward each other, just as she did for her tungsten spheres.

It worked perfectly.

Soon, they were pinched tight on either side of a piece of leather extending from her elk leathers, held close to her side, near her hip.

Tala laughed again. “This is amazing!”

-Congratulations, Tala. Masterfully done.-

Tala turned and felt an odd resistance. Oh… rust. I just added around a hundred-sixty pounds of inertial resistance to all of my movements. That’s going to get me killed.

Her stomach gurgled.

Right. I can decide what to do about it later.

With a thought, she moved herself to her dining room just in time to see the last servant stepping out through Kit’s exit, and the door swinging shut.

Thron saw her and smiled. “Perfect timing, Eskau Tali!”

She sighed but had to acknowledge that the servants might have heard him, so she didn’t correct his usage of the formal language.

“Thank you for placing the entrance in here. That made things much easier.”

Tala shrugged. “Of course.”

She looked at the spread of food laid out before her, most of the ingredients originating from her own sanctum as more and more of the food production had come into full swing.

“Thorn, this is amazing. Thank you.”

He smiled and bowed. “It is my pleasure to serve.”

His eyes flicked to her side and widened slightly.

“So… it worked? Or… what are those?”

She grinned triumphantly. “It worked perfectly. Apparently, solidified air isn’t clear?”

Thron grunted. “Well, glass can be made from sand, so it’s not like things that can be clear always are.”

“That’s true enough.”

“It sounds like we will get to field-test them soon enough.” He tilted his head to one side, clearly still looking at the insanely compressed air. “They almost look like metal marbles, all polished and smooth. Though, I’ve never really seen metals exactly that color before. May I touch them?”

“Sure.”

He reached forward and poked the spheres. “Amazing. They seem harder than almost anything I’ve ever felt. May I try to corrode one?”

She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Later. If it works, somehow, it might cause rapid expansion, and that would ruin this food.”

“Ah, of course. That was thoughtless of me.” He looked a bit ashamed but still incredibly curious. Finally, he shook his head and turned toward the table. “Let us eat.”

Tala didn’t need to be told twice.


Chapter: 41
An Excellent Plan

Tala and Thron finished their larger-than-usual meal, chatting about small things.

As Tala finished up her portion, and Thron nursed his third tankard of acid, they finally came back around to more serious topics.

The dwarf started, “I did finally find an artificer who was able to give me more than platitudes and generalities about the white metal from that guild’s hold.”

“So, you finally got an appointment with Cerdai?” Tala grinned. That was the artificer who’d helped combine the void sword with Flow.

Thron quirked a smile in return. “Yeah. He really does seem to be the best.”

“So, what did you learn?”

“It’s an unknown alloy that responds to magic and willpower to change state and shape without the need for heat or outside force.”

He pulled out the bar that she had given him. As he held it, Tala saw his magic move through it, and it changed form, lengthening into that of a crude sword.

“It acts like an infused item, but without any spell-lines either forced or naturally imbued. It simply works this way by nature. It can be made harder or more durable. It can’t really be flexible without joints, and I don’t have the mastery to make something articulated. It seems to be its own skill, similar to aura, power, or will control, while being distinct from them.”

“Fascinating.” Tala reached out and pulled a bar of the metal from the air. Thanks, Kit.

“If integrated into items, it can theoretically have preset states that it will return to, allowing for self-repair without the need of a will to guide the shaping.”

Huh, I don’t suppose I ever left one of the automata alone with an injury long enough for it to heal.

-Yeah, you pretty much destroyed them once you engaged them. Except Io.-

Except Io, but Io was so different in all regards that I thought that its self-repair was a feature of the more advanced model rather than the metal itself.

Tala focused on the bar in her hand and tried to push power into it. She felt meta-physical pathways within the metal that were similar to those in her elk leathers and in Flow, but they seemed… less defined? Rather than forest paths, each leading off in a different direction, they seemed like a prairie after the passage of a herd.

The paths crisscrossed back and forth in seemingly random patterns, while all generally moving in a similar direction.

Fascinating.

-Well, we can begin experimenting with it. It would be good for our overall control.-

I knew you hated the magic-nest as much as I did!

Alat grumbled slightly. -Fine. Yes. That thing is devilishly difficult.-

“Cerdai also made an interesting claim.”

That got Tala’s attention. “Oh?”

“He said that the void magics in your equipment should allow the absorption of this material directly into any item it is present in. He warned that it would likely do nothing for your weapon, except maybe change its color when not in void-form, but your clothing? He was quite sure that it should be able to be integrated.”

Her eyes widened. With expectant hands, she pressed the ingot to the sleeve of her left arm.

Nothing happened.

Thron cleared his throat. “He did say that you would have to will the integration, specifically focusing on the void-power within the garments.”

Tala grunted and did so. I suppose I shouldn’t have expected it to just take in anything that touched it. I really wouldn’t want that to begin with.

The metal seemed to liquify, being drawn down into her elk leathers, where it vanished.

Does this mean…? She tried to manipulate the clothing, to make armor, starting with a left vambrace.

White armor blossomed into existence around her left arm, but no more came.

So, I’m limited by the mass of metal I’ve absorbed? She felt like she could stretch it out some more, but she’d specifically focused on it being armor, and so it wouldn’t become too thin.

-It seems so.-

The armor itself was a bit odd. It seemed to retain some of its liquid properties.

Tala felt like she could force it into the form of standard plate armor, but the elk leather’s direct connection to her soul, to her will, allowed for something far more… flexible.

As she focused on the garments, she could feel the metal that was a part of it like a reserve of material, all being utilized at the moment.

So, I can’t grow more like I do with the leather. Good to know. She thought for a moment. Seven or eight of these ingots should be enough to make a full set of armor.

Thankfully, Thron knew she had more than that. I think I told him that I have twelve?

-Yes, yes you did. How do you not know that? You have perfect memory.-

Perfect memory doesn’t mean I remember everything all the time. It means I can remember everything, and that is what I was doing when you supplied the answer and made it unnecessary.

-Rust me, I’m spoiling you.-

No, you’re helping.

She quickly pulled out seven more bars and willed them to meld with the elk leathers.

They melted into the material with ease.

Tala then followed her connection with the elk leathers and flexed her power and her desire, causing her outfit to change, metal flowing over the surface of her clothing as well as her previously bare skin to cover her completely, even coating her head.

From the outside, she could see through her mirrored perspective. She looked like she had been dipped in metal, fully coated.

She knew it hugged her closely on the inside, but it seemed that her desire for ‘armor’ had influenced the shape, and the exterior was much more uniform, being thicker around her vital areas, leading to a much less nuanced visage.

“That’s… disconcerting.” Thron was staring at her, wide-eyed.

It felt odd to move in it, and she was forced to maintain a constant connection and funnel of power into the armor.

She also couldn’t breathe, but that wasn’t too much of a problem. If she needed to, she could make air holes or retract it from around her nose or mouth entirely. All the better to exhale destruction with, my dear.

-You’re talking to yourself again.-

I’m talking to you.

-So, I’m your dear?-

…Yes, my dear Alat.

Alat snorted within Tala’s head. -Fine. Have your fun.-

When she tried to withdraw her will, the metal locked into place. It was a terrifying moment before she reestablished control.

Well, that’s irritating.

-It’s nice that it can allow you to move, though.-

Yeah, one more thing to train my endurance in, I suppose.

She altered her connection, forcing the armor into a more traditional shape.

It wasn’t nearly as covering, but it didn’t require constant input in this form.

It also uses a lot less of the material.

Thron grinned. “Seems like you should test it out. Want to spar?”

She quirked a smile. “Sure, I think we have time.”

***

Tala, Thron, and Be-thric arrived at the exit to the House of Blood’s hold at nearly the same time.

Tala and Thron exited Kit, allowing Tala to pull the dimensional storage off the wall and hang it from her belt.

Be-thric came from deeper in the hold, sturdy boots in evidence on his normally slippered feet.

Tala had left her siege-spheres within Kit, deciding that having to pull them from the pouch was better than allowing their inertia to slow each of her movements.

She had chosen to only manifest the white metal as bracers for the time being, not really wanting to walk around in full armor.

Be-thric looked to her bracers and smiled. “Well, those are quite lovely, my dear Eskau.”

“Thank you.” She pasted on a smile that was convincing enough, blessedly.

Gallof entered the hold a minute later. “Good, good, you’re all here.”

Tala frowned. “How did you arrive right about when we did?”

“I’ve been checking every so often. I had some tasks in the neighboring holds, so it was easy enough to do.”

She grunted. That made sense, she supposed.

The gray man smiled. “Shall we?”

There were no objections, so off they went.

Gallof led them through the relatively busy streets to the southeastern edge of the city.

Both Tala and Tali had stayed mostly in the core of Platoiri, so the sights were relatively new.

The outer portions were actually very mundane, though the buildings looked much older than Tala was used to. I suppose that’s the result of human cities having such a short lifecycle. The oldest building I’ve ever seen was less than three hundred years old.

She hesitated. Wait, Makinaven was older, right? But those aren’t really buildings. I doubt they re-hollow out the tree every cycle.

They soon reached a large work yard, in the center of which rested a massive ballista.

Though, if it’s shooting four hundred miles, it’s smaller than I’d have expected.

The four of them crossed the yard and found a squad of five Elders, decked out for war, surrounding the siege weapon.

They shouldn’t be needed as the magical resonance should clearly be moving away from the city, but the guards are likely wise.

In addition to the Elders, there were a dozen workmen, adding last-minute bits of magic to the machine and the projectile.

Incongruously, a door was set hard up against the side of the ballista, connected to the bolt by strings of power.

Thron spoke under his breath so that Tala could just barely hear him with her enhanced ears. “The door will vanish once we are inside, and we will be ejected from the pocket-space when the bolt shatters on impact at the far end.”

“Thanks.” Her response was a bit louder than his but not much. She’d learned that his hearing was insanely good. Apparently, all dwarves had super-human sense. Not very fair, that.

She supposed that she had a limitless source of power in her back, so she likely won out on that one.

Gallof talked to a workman, and the four of them were ushered through the door.

The entrance was closed behind them, and the door vanished, leaving only a singular hole about the size of Tala’s finger. The link with reality.

The space inside was incredibly sparse.

The walls were entirely edges of reality, with a bench made up of the same running around the outside.

There was just enough room for each of them to sit, legs pointing toward the middle. It was just enough that they didn’t feel terribly cramped.

Be-thric looked to Gallof and cocked an eyebrow.

Gallof reddened. “My apologies, my lord Pillar. This was the only one available before the conclave.”

Be-thric just sighed. “I would have loved for my Eskau to see outside as we flew, but this will do, I suppose.”

“See outside?” Tala hadn’t expected that possibility.

Gallof turned and awkwardly bowed to her in the small space. “The more luxurious bolts are designed to allow the passengers to see outside in all directions. It feels very much like flying but without the wind or danger.”

“Interesting.” She bit the side of her lip in thought. “If I may, how much did this cost?”

“This one?”

“Yes.”

Gallof quoted a price that caused her to pale. It was equivalent to around a hundred ounces of gold, back in the human cities.

“And a luxury one?”

“About three times that.”

“Well. That is certainly good to know.” There is no way I will ever be getting one of these on my own.

The sound from outside was coming through the small hole, muffled and a bit distorted.

It sounded like a countdown, but even with her enhanced hearing, Tala was only mostly certain.

There was a surge of power, the backwash also traveling through the opening, then the light coming through the opening changed, and a low, melodic whistling began.

It was a soothing, deep note. Deeper than any human mouth could generate with a whistle.

Gallof leaned back. “And we’re off.”

Tala nodded appreciatively. “Fantastic inertial isolation. I didn’t feel even a hint of movement.”

Thron grinned. “We’d be in a bad way if it wasn’t. We hit full speed in under a second.”

“What is full speed?”

“About four hundred miles per hour.”

So, just more than eighteen times gravity? That wouldn’t have been pleasant, but I don’t think I’d have died.

-You would probably have died. You would have come back, but it would have been at least a low-level healing across your entire body, and I’d bet I’d have had to rebuild your mind from nearly scratch. Your brain would definitely have fared the worst.-

“Well, I’m grateful for the isolation, then.” Tala smiled genially.

“Indeed.” Thron leaned back, pulling out a book.

Gallof and Be-thric did the same, so Tala decided to, as well.

What she really wanted to read was Automata, but doing that in front of the three other passengers would have been… unwise, to say the least.

So, instead, she pulled out a random book, and had Alat super-impose Automata overtop of it, based on her memory of scanning through the entire thing.

The no-longer-Io body seemed to be nearing maturation, and Tala wanted to know what she could do with the automaton.

As they flew, Tala felt the reverberation of power coming through the opening and could only imagine the level of magical resonance they were creating outside.

This would be an insane way to travel in the human lands. Can you even imagine?

-Well, if there were squads ready to defend the occupants and cargo upon landing…- Alat conveyed uncertainty. -I suppose it would depend on how it looks when we land. Here isn’t exactly analogous to home, but it isn’t that far off.-

Tala grinned, playing it off like she’d read something entertaining. You know, it might be a good way to clear out a region.

-I do think the City Builders lure in all the magical beasts of an area before they start building; purge the lot of them to avoid issues later on.-

Yeah, I remember reading that. How do they make the purging permanent?

-We were going to find out when we visited the city construction sites…-

We’ll get around to that. Tala put a bright spin on her thoughts. She needed to stay positive. This very trip was to arrange for the return to a human city. So, so soon.

-I know. It’ll be fun to see.-

The rest of the flight passed rather uneventfully.

After nearly an hour, Be-thric looked up. “Be ready. We should be impacting in less than five minutes.”

They all put away their books, and Tala cleared her throat. “I have a plan for our landing, based on what I understand of the situation and our capabilities.”

The other three regarded her in silence, clearly interested in her opinion and plan.

“Gallof will make a defensive structure in which Pillar Be-thric will wait out the fight in comfort with Gallof at his side. Thorn should provide a layer of protection overtop the creation; from inside, naturally. I will deal with the magical creatures.”

Gallof shrugged and began building a working.

The gray man’s specialty was larger workings, specifically with rock.

Thron cocked his head to the side. “Yeah, that seems like a fine plan to me. There really shouldn’t be anything above Elder, right?”

Be-thric seemed to consider. “No, there shouldn’t be. Are you sure, my Eskau? We could all deal with the attacking beasts together.”

“I am sure. This is what I am here for.” After a moment’s thought, Tala added, “That said, you all will be locked under stone. Thorn should leave an opening in his defense on the far side of the first enemies we spot. If I get into trouble, I’ll come around and cut into the stone. If you sense that, come out and support me.”

Assuming I can get enough time to do that… sure.

-Hey! That means Terry can fight with us. I think he’s been getting bored.-

Be-thric nodded and grinned. “That sounds like an excellent plan.”

Less than two minutes later, a wave of power washed over them, and Tala found herself standing near the top of a rise in a relatively flat plain, surrounded by splintered wood.

There’s not even a crater from the impact. Fascinating.

A city was partially visible in the distance. And, we’re just over ten miles from the city, I’d guess.

That was some pretty accurate targeting.

Thron, Gallof, and Be-thric stepped over to the side and Gallof released his working, causing a bowl to be hollowed out below them, and a thick dome of stone to grow over top.

It looked almost like a great hemisphere of stone, slowly rotating up out of the ground until it finally met new stone on the other side.

From Tala’s brief glance, she would bet that it was at least three or four feet thick.

Nicely done, Gallof.

A moment later, Tala saw power that was distinctly Thron’s wash over the surface, stabilizing and forming a barrier of corrosion.

She walked around the new, mini-fortification and found the gap in the acidic protection on the south-eastern side.

That makes sense. Most of the creatures should come from the opposite direction.

In retrospect, assuming that they’d wait until the first creatures were spotted, in order to position the gap, had been a bit silly.

I’ll learn and have a better plan next time.

-Progress, not perfection. That’s the goal.-

Tala just smiled.

After a deep breath, she walked the dozen or so feet up to the top of the rise and looked around.

I don’t detect any far-seeing magics or anything else indicating observers.

-Neither do I.-

Tala saw the first magical beasts approaching from the surrounding lands. They’ll be here in less than a minute.

Most were coming from the northwest, along their flightpath.

With a smile, Tala opened Kit, looking down into it as she spoke. “Hey, Terry! Want to do some hunting?”


Chapter: 42
Not the Best Plan

Tala screamed internally as she cut down a wolf the size of a pony, the last remaining one of a pack of twelve.

Okay. This was not the best plan.

-I don’t know what you’re complaining about. Things are going just fine.-

Tala spun toward her next foe. Unable to get Flow around in time, she punched her armored fist into the side of the head of a charging thing.

It looked like a unicorn but wrong. It was much, much bigger. Its head was forward, instead of up like a horse, and it actually had two horns on its nose, instead of one on its forehead. One was much more massive, curved, and vicious-looking, while the other was closer to a nub of bone.

It’s like the hulking, armored knight of unicorn-kind.

-It is pretty outrageous.-

Aside from its mundane features, the magic about it was overbearing.

Even though Tala’s fist connected solidly, and she felt the crunch of breaking bone, she lost out in both mass and magics.

The thing easily weighed three thousand pounds, with a magical weight of an Elder.

She was physically thrown back as the front horn struck her shoulder, and the wave of kinetic energy sent into her with the hit flung her away at even greater speed to skip across the ground, back toward the dome of stone that housed Be-thric, Thron, and Gallof.

She was able to catch the ground briefly as she skipped along and flipped up to land on her feet, skidding to a stop. That avoided too much concussive damage, but it was still highly unpleasant.

Terry was, as usual, a blur of teleportation and blood. They’d already been fighting for close to five minutes, and things were going well so far, but she had a growing headache.

How are there so many creatures?!

More continued to arrive, almost all coming from the northwest.

Following our trail… No wonder this isn’t a commonly used form of travel. Tala understood why a mandate on those traveling like this was to deal with the truly magical creatures that followed in their wake. She couldn’t imagine the sort of devastation these creatures could have caused if they simply fell upon the nearest city. Even if defenders were close at hand, quite a few normal people would still die.

-Still common enough to be able to depart with a few hours’ notice.-

That’s… fair.

The battle unicorn—bicorn?—was still coming, though it was looking a little worse for wear with half of its head caved in and one horn missing. Hey, it’s a unicorn, now.

-You’re ridiculous. You’re a biped, even if someone rips off your leg. You’re just an injured or crippled biped.-

It didn’t heal. Maybe it couldn’t heal quickly for some reason, but it seemed like it didn’t need to despite what should have been a lethal wound.

Tala was coated in the white-steel armor, her will and power flowing into the material to keep it flexible and moving with her.

On the positive side, she had yet to take anything save whiplash-like or concussive damage because of her combination of magical and material defenses.

On the negative side, her head felt like she’d been doing complex calculations, to the tenth decimal place, for hours.

This is rusting awful.

Most of the creatures she and Terry had killed were in the red and orange to her magesight, so it was more akin to stomping out endless streams of bugs than fighting off a pack of wolves.

Though, she had killed at least two packs of wolves.

This bicorn—now one-horned bicorn—was one of the only yellows they’d seen so far.

Blessedly, the stream of new opponents seemed to be lessening, and this thing was surprisingly tough. Well, I am fighting up a rank in this conflict. I’d say I’m doing pretty well, all things considered.

Speaking of the bicorn, it was almost upon her, charging once more, and she’d had time to prepare this time.

Flow, as a glaive, was ready.

At the last moment, Tala stepped to one side and thrust forward, ramming Flow through the thick, magically reinforced beast between its neck and shoulder.

Traditionally, the maneuver would be used on a charging boar, with the spear braced against the ground or something else equally immoveable, but this thing was much bigger than a boar, and Tala knew that that tactic would never have worked.

Additionally, this was a magical creature; so, of course, the glaive thrust wasn’t nearly enough to finish it off. Even so, Tala’s attack did disable one of its front legs.

As it continued forward, that leg buckled, dropping the beast down to a grinding slide on its face as it moved past her.

A flick of magic and Flow shifted to a sword. Tala used the beast’s own momentum to drag Flow’s blade along to cut down its side, laying it open.

Tala’s head-covering pulled back from around her mouth just as she exhaled into the open wound, her breath filled with dissolution power.

That ate away a good half of the beast, and Tala rammed Flow in the form of a void-knife into the beast’s side, ripping out its remaining power for good measure.

She sighed at her own inefficiency. I could have used the void-sword to cut it open.

-Ironically, the void-forms don’t cut as well, so you might have been dragged back or knocked off your feet. The void consumes more than cuts. I think you made the right call.-

Tala smiled, turning to face northwest.

The smile faded, and a frown pulled at her hidden features.

The creatures she could still see, which had been continuing to come her way, were now dispersing, running northeast or southwest, perpendicular to the path that they’d been on moments before.

What’s that about?

It wasn’t like she’d shown new abilities or anything that might have scared them off.

She had used most of her magics in the first couple of minutes of the fight, and everything since had just been a remix of those methods of killing. Though, she’d only used one pair of tungsten spheres, and she still had the siege spheres in reserve.

Terry, of course, had no issue showing off how easily he could hurt these creatures, which should have been more powerful than him.

He wasn’t able to instantly kill them as he did with most everything they had encountered around the human cities, but his every fight was a foregone conclusion when it began.

You know, I might have killed more of these things than Terry has.

-You have, but not by much. The endingberry-like dissolution is a great equalizer for keeping these tough, regenerating opponents down.-

That made Tala rather proud, actually. She was dealing a bit more death than even Terry. He’d still dominate in his ability to kill weaker opponents quickly, but that just makes sense. It’s what he’s been doing for most of his life.

She, on the other hand, almost always fought against things stronger than herself, at least theoretically so. She felt like some sort of hunter. The killing of stronger beasts a primal part of who she was.

No. Hunter isn’t correct. While I do enjoy fighting, I don’t really seek out the kills. If these things leave me alone, I’d be happy to let them be.

Another minute of killing later, and no more enemies remained near at hand.

Terry took the moment of calm to eat the carcasses that he hadn’t eaten before. Strangely enough, he kept glancing toward the horizon between each little meal. Finally, he flickered over to her and bumped Kit with his beak.

“You want to go inside?”

He bobbed an affirmation, trilling softly, then bumped her in the chest.

“You want me to go inside, too?”

He bobbed again.

“I can’t, Terry. I have to stay out here and finish things up.”

He gave her a long look, then tilted his head questioningly.

“What’s bothering you?”

He bumped Kit, then her chest again.

“I’m not getting in.”

He trilled, seeming a bit irritated now.

“Terry.”

He trilled over her, then turned his back on her, facing the northwest.

“Terry, if you think it isn’t safe, get into Kit.”

Terry glanced back at her, tilting his head again.

“I’ll be fine, my friend. You couldn’t kill me, after all.”

He waggled his head back and forth, then squawked.

“Don’t lie to me. You tried. You didn’t put your all in, but you definitely tried.”

After a moment, he bobbed another time.

“So, if you think it’ll be dangerous, go in.” Tala opened Kit for the terror bird. “There is a lot that I can survive that you couldn’t.”

She smiled.

Terry glanced back toward the horizon, then to her.

He gave a mournful trill and then vanished back into Kit.

After he left, Tala turned to look back to the northwest. What is happening over there?

The zeme, the flow of magic, in the air was… odd.

There had been quite a few currents caused by their arrival, but those had largely settled down.

Her headache was growing, and she was tempted to retract the armor, but something felt off.

Alat? Do you know what’s going on? Can you tell?

-No, but I agree. There’s something going on.-

She turned toward the rock dome. What she was seeing, feeling, and sensing, along with Terry’s reaction, had made her quite uneasy. I think we should get the others.

-Yeah. That’s probably wise. I’m glad you aren’t letting your guard—-

Something streaked past Tala, and she staggered to the left.

Her right arm, which had been holding Flow, was gone.

In its place was the golden outline of the limb, the always active spell-lines burning with power even as her flesh began to regrow around them.

She could sense Flow behind her, and her mirrored perspective saw the creature still holding her arm in its jaws, the prize still coated in white metal.

What? She couldn’t process what she was seeing.

The lizard-like creature was blue to her magesight, at least in power density.

She would have thought it was a mythical dragon, but it didn’t have wings. Is that…

-A drake.-

Its form was unexpected to say the least, but something else dominated her mind as she took an infinite second to examine the newly arrived threat in her mirrored vision.

The material it seemed to be made of was hauntingly familiar.

She felt herself go cold, and for the first time in a very long time, she had no idea how to handle the enemy that had set upon her.

The drake’s claws, its teeth, its skin, its every scale was made of the same indiscernible, indistinct nothingness that marked the edge of every dimensional space that Tala had ever seen.

This massive lizard was somehow composed of the edge of reality.

No, that’s not right. It is somehow… reality itself? Or composed of it like a statue is made of stone.

-Or the sword that was made of void?-

A counter-magic to void, you think?

-It makes sense.-

Its eyes were the only things that seemed different, glowing with a fierce, white light that somehow made Tala want to make things.

As a whole, the creature reminded Tala of nothing so much as the way reality itself had acted to help force Io’s fount into Flow.

-Hey, at least we know why everything else was getting the rust away.-

Yeah… and it outweighs us, magically, by two-and-a-half ranks…

-Yeah, it’s time for backup.-

How, exactly, are we going to do that?

The reality-drake was between her and the stone dome which housed her potential allies for this fight.

Well, talking has worked sometimes in the past. Her right arm was back, and as she turned to face the reptile, she called Flow back to her waiting hand.

Thankfully, she hadn’t used all the metal that she’d absorbed to make her armor, so she had enough to reform the protection on the regrown arm. But I can’t do that again…

“Nice lizard. We don’t need to fight.”

The lizard threw its head back and ate her arm with an awkward glug-glug that reminded Tala of Thron downing a tankard of acid way too fast.

“See? I’m not all bad. Can we talk this out?” She started circling to one side to get around to the—

The drake vanished from her sight, and the world tipped as Tala fell sideways.

It rusting took my leg?

-This isn’t good, Tala.-

You think?

Tala quickly crouched, gritting her teeth through the pain as she tried to regain her balance rather than falling.

Even as she struggled to do that, her armor opened up across her back, and five sets of tungsten spheres cracked the air as they streaked toward the drake.

She turned around to see the aftermath of her attack with her own eyes and saw… nothing. The spheres had splintered on the drake’s scales, and then pulled back together in piles as close to their individual targeted parts of the drake as they could get.

The two that she’d aimed at the eyes seemed to just be gone.

The drake threw back its head and jerked its body a bit to fully consume her leg.

It was as big as the bicorn but lower to the ground.

Okay, move to the stone mound.

She tucked and lunged that way, diving into a roll just as the reptile vanished again.

It missed her this time.

Just straight lines, then?

She came back to her feet, her leg restored, and sprinted perpendicular to her attacker, making for the dome.

She briefly considered retracting her armor but felt like the drake would have been ripping away much larger sections without the support that the armor offered around her.

Tala was closing in on the dome.

Almost—

It took both legs, sending her spinning end over end, screaming in agony.

Alat helped clamp down on the pain, even as Tala slammed into the ground, the normally innocuous impact sending shivers of pain through her.

It felt like the two legs that she no longer had were broken.

That’s awful in just about every way.

She wasn’t going to make it to the dome.

She only had one choice.

In desperation, she jammed her hand down into Kit and pulled out the set of siege spheres.

Untested, untried… my last hope. She really didn’t like the sound of that. Nothing this powerful should be anywhere around here. How am I this unlucky?

Without delay, she moved the targets of the spheres to the center of the drake’s chest, and they boomed away through the air.

The beast had been about to charge once more, and its mouth had been open and aligned just right for one of the two to shoot straight down its throat.

The second one missed the open maw by a hair, slamming into the side of its neck and dragging across the scales before it struck the drake hard in the shoulder, the first telling blow Tala had managed.

The beast flinched back from the hit, and when the deflected ball of compressed air quickly came back to strike again, albeit quite a bit slower, the drake tried unsuccessfully to dodge.

The one it had swallowed seemed to have done some damage, as glowing, white blood was leaking out of the drake’s mouth.

After the third, now far weaker, hit from the sphere on the outside, Tala decided it wasn’t going to be enough.

My second air sphere is sphere B and nothing else.

A flicker went through the sphere now pressing to the drake’s side, and the gravitational affects vanished.

BOOM!

Tala was flung backwards as a thousand cubic feet of air expanded outward in a freezing flash.

The drake was tossed aside like a ragdoll, its entire left side now encrusted with ice, but as it came back to its feet, clearly a bit disoriented, there didn’t seem to be any actual damage done.

You have got to be kidding me! Tala came back to her own feet, still trying her utmost to get to the dome, which housed her salvation from this nightmare of a fight.

The drake rolled to its feet, eyes locked on her as it growled.

Fine. My first air sphere is sphere A and nothing else.

A WHOOMP resounded through the surrounding landscape, a wave of dust radiating out from the drake even as the ice on its side broke loose and fell free.

Tala felt the concussion resonate in her chest, and the ground buzzed beneath her feet as she ran.

The drake staggered and fell to its belly, its eyes closing in obvious pain before a gout of white liquid shot from between its teeth.

Tala gasped in relief, stumbling to her knees and forcing her armor to take a more static shape, finally allowing her mind rest.

I did it. I killed a —

The drake’s eyes opened, the powerful white glow now tinged with obvious rage and just a bit of pain.

Nope, not dead. Up, Tala. GET UP!

She staggered to her feet, even as the drake did the same, clearly at least somewhat injured but not actually in danger of death.

What is that thing made of?

-Magic, Tala. Maybe even reality itself… whatever that means.-

Oh… right.

She hobbled toward the hemisphere of rock that contained her backup.

This was not the best plan…

The drake didn’t immediately streak past her. It didn’t take another chunk from her, so that was a blessing.

In her mirrored perspective, she saw it limping after her, each stride more stable and sure than the last.

Tala healed faster, but she’d been less damaged.

The drake, for its part, was slowly slipping from blue toward green to Tala’s magesight.

The dome was just ahead, and she was finally able to sprint at full speed. Even so, she wasn’t going to be fast enough, she could tell.

Rust this. She wrapped each hand around one of a pair of tungsten spheres attached near her stomach.

She gripped as hard as she could, bracing herself as she altered the targets of the spheres to the ground just beyond the rock dome, on the side that she needed to get to.

Her mind felt like it shattered—she had never intended for the magics to work that way—but the effect lasted long enough to jerk her off the ground and through the air before it tore the spheres free.

The drake hadn’t seemed to move, but it was now far ahead of where she’d been, clearly having just missed her.

Tala had a lot of trouble focusing her vision as she landed in a roll right beside her destination.

She turned Flow into a glaive and fell toward the dome, one hand extended to stab the unprotected patch of stone.

Her other arm had been turned up as she fell, and the drake now feasted on it at a safe distance.

Rust me.

But the small cut she’d managed in the stone was enough.

The entire defensive structure burst like a soap bubble, and Be-thric strode out, his aura blazing a true blue.

He has been increasing in magical density since his elevation… Tala felt a little delirious from the repeated extreme pain.

Be-thric saw her, saw the splashes of blood around the battlefield, then focused on the drake, extending a hand.

The creature staggered, confusion replacing the focus and rage in its eyes.

Tala took a few steadying breaths.

Thron and Gallof came to stand on either side of her.

Thron knelt. “Are you alright?”

She nodded, accepting his help to stand.

Be-thric turned away from the drake, which was still standing, though unsteadily now. Panic was clearly beginning to fill its features, but it didn’t move. “It was quite injured, Eskau Tali. I’m impressed with your performance. There shouldn’t have been anything nearly this powerful to contend with, and it seems that you hurt it quite badly.”

“Thank you.” She felt a bit of happiness at the compliment but squashed it. “What did you do?”

“Oh, that?” He motioned back to the beast as it fell over. “First, I erased its innate knowledge of how to move using its legs. Then, I obliterated the portion of its mind responsible for the involuntary beating of its heart. It can heal all it wants, but it won’t be able to move, nor circulate its blood. It’ll die in time.”

Her mouth dropped open. That’s an awful way to die.

“Tali?”

Tala came back to the moment, Be-thric’s use of just her name catching her off guard. “Yes?”

“Where are all the other bodies?”

What? Oh… Oh, no…

-Don’t panic, think for a moment. You’ve got this.-

And she did, too. The reasonable answer came almost instantly. “There was a lull before that drake arrived, and I took the opportunity to put all the corpses into my storage.”

“Oh, that was a good use of resources. I imagine your sanctum will have devoured them by now. Wise of you to continue to offer such gifts to your hungry companion. It is likely actions like that which have allowed you to attain the relatively stable relationship you have with the void-beast.”

I… didn’t think of that. She glanced down at Kit. I’ll feed you some more tasty things soon.

She looked up at the drake. “Could I have that one?”

Be-thric shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Improving the reliability of your sanctum is worth more than any mere harvest, even from such a beast.”

“Thank you, Pillar Be-thric.” She walked toward the drake warily. It was still alive but clearly in a bad state. It was rapidly dropping through the color spectrum to her magesight as it desperately threw power at any number of unknown attempts at recovery.

Tala occasionally saw flickers of power from Be-thric as the arcane reinforced or redid his working, preventing any attempt on the drake’s part from succeeding.

Tala guessed that every subsequent working that Be-thric did was easier as his opponent’s magical weight continued to drop.

She nodded, drawing Flow to her, changing its form to that of a sword, and severing the drake’s head with a single, quick slash.

She then moved the head away from the body, preventing the weakening tendrils of power from being able to draw it back.

That sealed the monster’s fate utterly, and it was dead less than a minute later. Its head and body went into Kit a moment after that. With the other three still quite a way away, Tala patted her pouch. “Eat up, buddy. Thank you for all that you’ve been doing for me.”

The pouch did not respond.

With that done, Tala returned to the other three, and together, they turned toward the nearby city and set off.

It was time to secure permission for the mission that would allow her to return home.

Finally.


Chapter: 43
Croi

Tala, Thron, Gallof, and Be-thric reached the edge of the city of Croi after an uneventful trek across the ten miles of plains.

After their magically noticeable method of travel, Tala’s fight with the magical beasts had been a bit lengthier than planned, but not by much.

Besides that fight, they’d only stopped for a moment so that Tala could duck into her sanctum to be reinscribed and repaint her limbs with iron. Tala tried not to think too long on why those limbs needed to be repainted.

As such, it was barely after sunset when their feet found paved streets.

Just like in the human lands, there were no dedicated roads between arcane cities.

This was true even though magical creatures were far less hostile toward arcanes than they were to humans, and arcanous creatures were much rarer.

The entire set of differences and distinctions was something that Tala still didn’t fully understand, honestly.

There were arcanous creatures that had gone through founts. Those were mundane beasts with a bit of magic added on the top. Sometimes they could become powerful enough to be considered magical beasts, but they were always aspected like the fount from which they’d gained their power.

Tala was unsure how they continued to get power to use, but from what she understood, it just became a natural thing for them to generate power as part of their bodily functions. It was an incredibly finite supply, and if they didn’t eat or sleep, they wouldn’t continue to produce it.

Though, I suppose no one actually has told me that for certain.

-And that doesn’t really make sense from what we know about magic and where it comes from…-

From what Tala could tell, arcanous animals didn’t really exist in the arcane lands, as confusing as that was, so she couldn’t see if the arcanes had any better information or theories.

Truly magical magical beasts were common to both the human and arcane areas of the continent and likely found all over the world.

These beasts got their power from a bond with something. That bond wasn’t unlike a soul-bond, but it wasn’t with a human.

To her knowledge, no one had ever witnessed the birth or creation of a truly magical creature, so a lot was speculation. Humanity wasn’t even sure if magical creatures were altered mundane creatures, jumping straight from mundane to magical, or if they were created as fully magical with or without the necessity of parentage or some form of egg or birth.

Arcanes simply saw truly magical creatures as reality’s response to improper or reckless usage of magic. That predicted the appearance and behavior of the creatures, so most didn’t care further. Tala hadn’t been able to find research materials beyond that.

In either case, truly magical creatures gained power from that which they were bound to. The most common was from the land or reality itself. They were brought into being, or made into what they were, to defend the area or drive out something unnatural.

All this to say, roads were not possible when the land itself might somehow spawn a creature of power to wipe out the constructed, or traveler-worn, thoroughfare—and anyone unlucky enough to be upon it at the time.

So, the feel of fitted stone under Tala’s bare feet, and the sound of the boots of the other three on the same, was a welcome statement that they were back in civilization.

True, it was a human-enslaving civilization, but Tala would take what she could get at the moment. She was still feeling a bit strained, and her head was still pounding from the fight with the minor horde of creatures, capped by the ‘reality drake’—or whatever the rust that thing had been.

Arcane city defenses were much more nebulous than human ones, but that made sense given that, in general, arcane cities were left alone, where human cities were forced to move every few centuries or be destroyed.

Overall, the differences were many and compounding.

Croi was a truly ancient city.

Tala had learned a bit about it in preparation for this trip. It had been more than ten thousand years since its founding, and the very feel of the place was heavy with history.

There was a cold nip in the evening air, but that made sense as it was getting close to the shortest day of the year. Even so, as far south as they were, snow had yet to stick on the ground.

That lack alone made Tala rarely really contemplate the fact that it was mid-winter, closing in on the end of the year. It’s right around a month until my twenty-first birthday.

It was an odd, disconnected thought among all the internal observations of the magnificent city, but it sat heavily within her.

This time last year, she was taking trips back and forth between Bandfast and Marliweather, trying to get in as much time with her siblings as possible before Nalac and Illie left for the academy.

Unless I lost more time than I realized. Be-thric could have been mucking about in my head, trying to create and perfect Tali for decades, for all I know.

-I don’t think so, and you don’t either. Don’t let fear make you jump to conclusions.-

…I suppose so. I hope they are doing well.

-Nalac and Illie? Yeah… I bet they took the disappearance pretty hard.-

If they even know.

-They know, Tala. They would have been told. Most students read the letters they were sent, and your siblings would do the same.-

Yeah… Imagine how surprised everyone will be when I show up. That lifted her spirits a bit, and she smiled.

Gallof sighed. “It is good to be back in a city, is it not? Back here, in particular.”

That’s right. Gallof and Thron were based out of Croi until the opening for a new Pillar came available in Platoiri. Tala glanced toward the man. “Has it changed?”

“No, it’s only been a few months. Croi hasn’t really changed in centuries. A few months are meaningless to such a place.” He was clearly enamored with the place, and Tala could somewhat understand.

Even the outer edge was interesting.

They were still coming in from the outskirts. Another difference between human and arcane cities was very obvious as they slowly made their way inward.

Human cities had most of the residences in the center as they shrank over time. Arcane cities built outward, and most of the time, the outermost structures were homes.

As such, they only started passing other people after they were a few blocks in.

Tala immediately saw the difference in populations between Croi and Platoiri.

In Platoiri, Thron had been an outlier. He wasn’t the only dwarf by a long shot, but his kinsmen were few and far between.

In Croi, it seemed like every other person was a dwarf.

Their skin ranged from Thron’s emerald-green through the other jewel tones: ruby red, sapphire blue, even amethyst purple, among others. For those dwarves, their hair was always some sort of metallic color: silver, gold, copper, or some derivation thereof. Then, there seemed to be another set of dwarves with metallic skin and gem-like hair.

Tala had a hard time not gawking when a dark-gray metal-skinned dwarf with practically glowing ruby hair and beard walked past.

Wait… his skin looks like mine with the iron paint. She suddenly wanted gem-like hair. That is amazing.

She really wanted to touch their hair but realized it would be anything but appropriate even to ask.

Ahh, the burdens of being civilized.

-Civilized? You’re the Eskau of the House that practically runs this city. You tell them to come here and let you feel their hair. No one’s going to say anything.-

That is an abuse of power right there.

-Eh, take the perks while you can.-

You’re terrible sometimes, Alat.

The variation in citizenry was more than just due to a larger number of dwarves. There were very few beast-folk of any kind. Hue-folk were slightly less common as well, and in their place, statistically speaking, were other races that Tala hadn’t really seen before.

She almost had a heart attack, and only Alat’s help kept her from showing overt panic, when a humanoid plant passed them by.

Leshkin! But no, somehow, Tala could tell that it wasn’t. There was more… intellect behind the movements of the being, and the body seemed much more… functional? Leshkin were effectively animated plants, like statues forced to move via magic but made of vegetative matter. The beings that Tala saw were complete creatures, seeming to eat and drink and have internal organs, simply of a more plant-derived form.

Fascinating.

There were also lizard people, which Tala knew enough about to not think of as lizard beast-kin. They did not see themselves as beast-folk. They claimed to be dragonlings. They also claimed that they were the descendants of humans and dragons, while beast-folk were the descendants of experiments gone wrong. So, in general, everyone was offended and angry over the distinctions, and Tala knew to stay clear of the subject with either sub-group of races.

The dragonlings, for their part, looked like oddly proportioned humans with variously colored and textured scales. Well, that and draconic heads, which were just a bit disturbing after Tala’s recent one-sided fight with the drake.

She definitely tried not to stare at those, no matter how lovely and fascinating the patterns of their scales may have been.

Through all of this, Gallof was guiding them through the streets, and Tala was following mainly without thought, simply moving with those that she’d already been traveling with while she tried to take in all the sights that surrounded her.

Aside from the citizenry, her eyes took in the soaring architecture and the incredible artistic embellishments on many of the buildings.

There was no District of Doors in Croi, at least not like that in Platoiri.

The House of Blood was nearly without rival within this city. The City Lord was rumored to be a daughter of the House of Blood in ages past, but if so, she’d long ago severed official ties with the House to rise to the position of City Lord.

In considering that rumor, the Platoiri City Lord’s belittling of her abilities might have been another jab at them, like his comments regarding the Mind Flayer.

Who knows with that madman. Tala was not looking forward to returning to Platoiri and resuming her shifts with the City Lord, but that was a problem for another day.

Gallof wasn’t leading them to the center of the city and the House of Blood’s main hold here. No, that would be a walk of nearly an hour if there were no delays or detours. Instead, he took them down into an underground passage labeled, ‘Compression Lanes.’

Tala had obviously read about these in reading about the city, and she was excited to see them.

They came down a set of stairs into a nexus of sorts, where large hallways led in every direction. Gallof led them unerringly down one of the passages.

Tala felt the magic around them, and it was almost purely dimensional compression.

The air became thicker, but not unbearably so, and they soon exited the hall into another nexus, the air returning to normal.

Each passage was a straight shot to another nexus, and the space between was compressed, a mile down to a hundred feet or so. That level of compression was tolerable even for Child-level arcanes, but Tala suspected that it would be painful, if not lethal, for a mundane human to pass through the oddly compressed air.

It was odd because it wasn’t actually compressed air; instead, it was as if each step took her through the space containing vast quantities of air. It was hard to describe, but she could decidedly feel the odd stresses on her body from the magics.

Gallof seemed quite familiar with the system of travel and easily navigated the needed passage in each nexus.

Finally, as they came up another set of stairs to street level, close to their destination, Tala was able to see for herself what Croi offered in place of the District of Doors.

Directly across the street from the entrance to the City Lord’s estate, a nearly equally magnificent gateway led into the hold of the House of Blood.

Around those paired monoliths of power, other Houses and groups vied for prevalence.

To Tala’s fascination, the doors of every other hold in the area seemed to be mounted on a series of locks in the ground. From her understanding, it was trivial to move a hold entrance and that happened regularly.

In this city, no House or guild could buy, or even rent, a particular space. The location of their hold on any given day was purely at the whim and will of the City Lord and the House of Blood.

Though, in truth, the order and placement didn’t change anywhere near that often.

I cannot fathom trying to find where you needed to go if it did change even every few days.

Tala instinctively stood up straighter as they neared. She forced her will and her magic through her garments, reshaping them into immaculate clothing befitting her station and displaying the emblem of the House of Blood. She’d retracted the white-metal armor before the trek toward the city for two reasons. First, walking in armor was never a fun time. Second, the drake had eaten a lot of her armor, and she’d not taken the time to absorb more metal into her elk leathers to replenish that finite resource.

I’m going to have to be careful of that, aren’t I?

-Yeah… I foresee it becoming a problem if we aren’t careful.-

The guild’s notes on how they made the metal should be in the information we acquired somewhere.

-Yeah, we can hope. It seems like useful stuff.-

Be-thric noticed her change and smiled, giving her an approving nod. “Well thought, my Eskau.”

Tala pasted on a smile. “You are too kind, Pillar Be-thric.”

“Nonsense. You are the pivotal reason we are here. It is to acquire more power for you, and through you, me and the House of Blood. The impression you make will mean everything.”

Great… no pressure. This wasn’t new information, of course, but it was still a bit nerve-wracking to be reminded. “I will do my utmost to make a good impression, then.”

Another difference between Platoiri and Croi was that here, guards stood outside the House of Blood’s hold, and the doors were flung wide.

That provided an interesting picture, actually, as it was clearly day within the hold, while full night had fallen even as they were just entering the city, and the four of them were at its heart, now.

The guards saw them and were either expecting them or noticed Tala’s livery.

One was a dwarf, and the other stepped forward and addressed them. “Greetings, great ones of the House of Blood.”

The few others who were in the area turned to regard the four.

The guard continued. “Be welcomed, brothers and sisters of the House. Welcome, Pillar who is our strength against the weight of the world. Welcome, Eskau who slays those who would oppose our interest. Be welcomed, one and all!”

His pronouncement echoed through the streets, and several of those near Tala and her group fell to their knees, bowing as they passed.

I suppose that makes sense in a city controlled by the House of Blood.

The guard’s voice had also echoed through the open doorway, and some of those inside were looking out.

The most prominent to Tala’s eye was a shorter woman, about her own height, wearing well-fitted, dark plate mail. She moved like it weighed nothing and didn’t seem to restrict her in the least.

There was no helmet in evidence, so Tala assumed the armor was magical and would grow the helmet at need. It appeared expertly made with no gaps that Tala could see. Where there would normally be gaps, smaller, more flexible configurations of plates were in evidence.

The only item that seemed odd was the woman’s left gauntlet, which seemed too big to be standard. Her protian weapon? She’s an Eskau?

That would make sense if the protian weapon was overlaying an existing gauntlet.

Tala suspected that this woman was as well-guarded in her plate mail as Tala was inside her white metal armor, while maintaining direct control over it.

The woman almost looked human at first glance, and she had no gate. In fact, she had no color or obvious feature or magical flow about her at all that Tala could see with her magesight. Very good aura control.

As Tala looked closer, she almost froze in her steps.

The woman’s skin was as fair as a newborn babe’s. Her hair was as dark as pitch. Around her eyes and across her forehead, inscriptions were evident, composed of some dark metal, only seeming to add to the woman’s beauty.

Tala couldn’t see any power flowing through the spellform, but she didn’t expect she would, given the other parts of the woman’s aura control.

Even so, the most striking feature, the one that had almost tripped Tala up when it was noticed, was her pointed ears, poking out from among the dark hair.

There are rusting elves? Fair-skinned, almost otherworldly beauty, pointy ears. That checked all the boxes Tala knew of. She’s an elf…

-Well, you’ve met dwarves. Why didn’t you expect elves? They are often part of the same tales in mythology.-

The elven woman in question strode toward their group, meeting them just inside the hold.

Her voice was as melodic as it was soothing, yet there was no weakness or frailty to the sound. “Greetings. I am Eskau Meallain, true servant to Pillar Cruas.”

Tala gave a nod of acknowledgment. Ostensibly, she and Meallain were equals, but Cruas was second only to Corinis in the House of Blood as a whole. Tala did not want to be on this woman’s bad side. “Thank you for greeting us personally, Eskau Meallain. I am Tali, Eskau to Pillar Be-thric.”

She gestured to Be-thric, and he nodded in respect to the woman as well.

“Be welcome, Pillar. Be welcome, Eskau.” As Meallain gestured for them to enter, her eyes met Tala’s, and Tala saw the elf’s control loosen just slightly, allowing Tala’s magesight a spark of insight.

Blue… The woman is rusting Revered. Tala was more and more glad that she didn’t need to fight her way free of the House of Blood because every bit of information she learned served to convince her more fully that she would fail.


Chapter: 44
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Tala nodded a bit lower to Eskau Meallain. “We thank you for the welcome.”

The elven woman gave a half-smile in return. “Come, we have many here worthy of conversation.”

She turned and led Tala, Thron, Gallof, and Be-thric deeper into the hold.

Her stride was purposeful and steady, with only a slight sway between steps. The result was akin to a predator, comfortably sauntering through their own den.

Do not anger that woman, Tala.

-Seconded. Tala, let’s be on your best behavior.-

Tala seriously considered giving Tali the reins but dismissed the idea. There were a growing number of things that the ‘other’ woman would not have a good reason for, and a mental breakdown wouldn’t help anyone.

-I’ll… work on that. Hopefully, within an hour or two?-

I thought you were keeping things up to date…

-We’ve been doing a lot of ancillary things, Tala. My focus was elsewhere. I’m just glad we’re still within range for a personal Archive connection.-

Tala came back to the moment as she continued to follow Meallain and frowned. Her magesight was picking up… something. The zeme, the ambient magical currents, of this hold was oddly placid, unnaturally calm, as if the space were abandoned and no magic had moved through it in a long time. Though, obviously, they were all moving through the space as Tala looked around. What is going on?

Additionally, there was a growing, odd feeling around her gate. It wasn’t a constriction, a pain, nor a limiting. It felt like… Like gate-breaking but without the increased pull, nor the marginal offset. It feels like something is reinforcing the edges of my gate, locking it in place.

-What does that mean?-

I have no idea, but keep on guard. Something is odd here.

They rounded a corner, coming out onto an exterior terrace walkway.

Tala stopped mid-step, in unmitigated awe.

She didn’t even notice her three traveling companions and guide staring her way expectantly. She obviously saw it with her mirrored perspectives, but she didn’t really register it.

No, her eyes were fixed on what lay before her.

A vista of expansive beauty stretched out before her. She saw rolling hills with a flock of some type of white birds just taking wing, the sunlight sparkling off of their feathers.

There were scattered trees, leading into whole forests, and in the distance, she saw mountains.

What the rust?

-What the rust?-

Meallain’s smile grew. “Magnificent, isn’t it? House lore contends that it’s a fragment of the old world, snatched from the Doman-Imithe as it crumbled. It is the greatest pride and worst-kept secret of the House of Blood.”

Be-thric was grinning. “And before you ask, this is why I didn’t tell you. It must be experienced without preamble, or the experience is lesser.”

Tala just found herself nodding as she walked toward the railing. She couldn’t see the edge of reality here.

She briefly flickered Flow into the form of a void-knife so that she could see with her voidsight, but still, there was no evidence of the edge of the space before her, above her, or below.

There were no illusions. There was no end. It’s another world?

-That shouldn’t be possible.-

You’re telling me.

She turned around and looked back, but the hold extended beyond the entrance as well, just like her own standard entrance into Kit was not at an edge.

“I…” She closed her mouth and shook her head. Instead of speaking, she turned back to look out upon the world that lay within the hold.

They stood there for a few long moments.

Finally, Tala ordered her thoughts sufficiently to ask a question. “How is it this big? This shouldn’t be possible.”

Meallain nodded. “Excellent question. It actually isn’t.”

Tala frowned. “I see no illusion, no edge of reality.”

The elven woman quirked a smile. “What you see, beyond the middle distance, is echoes of reality. This is a truly massive hold, a rough sphere, twenty-five miles in radius.”

Tala did quick math. More than sixty-five thousand cubic miles of space? That is insane! “How…? I mean… Why?”

“To preserve what is lost. The anchors claw back more and more from Doman-Imithe, but it is a slow process. This hold began a mere mile in diameter at the foundation of our House. Through the millennia, we have rebuilt this much of our lost home.” The pride was evident.

“This… How has the House of Blood not dominated the world?”

“Hmm? Oh. I think you misunderstand. This is not a resource; this is a treasure and an investment. Other holds exist to create raw materials, to fuel economic advancement. Some are created to house food production or personnel. This hold”—she shook her head—”is too precious to soil or exploit. While we do use an underground portion for research into the nature of magic, we ensure that the sanctity of this place is preserved.”

Tala frowned at that. Then, she and Alat focused on her magesight once again, instead of her eyesight, recalling the oddity she’d noticed when she first arrived.

Now that she could see so much open space, her sight and mind were able to truly perceive what was going on, and she gaped anew.

Meallain chuckled. “And there it is. The true wonder of this place.”

“How is the power so still, so stable?”

“There is no zeme, here. Apparently, the currents of magic that are so pervasive on our world only exist because of the weakness in the fabric of reality.”

“So, this fragment…?”

“Shows how things were meant to be. There is no magical resonance here. There are no ether holds, no magical creatures, no disruptions to the majesty of magic.”

“How? It’s a broken piece, right?”

“Ahh, shattering a properly tempered piece of armor doesn’t ruin the temper on the fragments, does it? To do that, one has to attempt a reforging and do it… wrong. Our world, our precious Zeme, was rebuilt from fragments such as this, but it was rebuilt by amateurs. Well-meaning amateurs to be sure, and they had more skill than any alive now possess, but they were still woefully inadequate to the task of reality reconstruction. The very fact that Doman-Imithe exists, a step further away from the next world, the source of magic, than Zeme, is a perfect demonstration that it wasn’t put back quite right.” She barked a laugh. “The fact that there is a Doman-Imithe at all means they didn’t even use all the pieces in the reconstruction.”

Tala was hanging on every word. This actually lines up with much of what I was told at my Raising. A great calamity broke the world, and everything that has happened since was purely a reaction to that.

“Ahh, but I am rambling, and this isn’t a class. Please forgive me.” The woman smiled warmly. “I just came from teaching a lesson on the history of this place, and I fell back into that role.”

Tala shook her head. “No, I appreciate learning what you know.”

She looked Meallain up and down.

“You taught a class in full armor?”

“Of course! It’s just so comfortable, why would I ever take it off?”

“I suppose.” Tala didn’t really know how to reply to that. Instead, she turned to look out at the vista once more.

Out of her mirrored perspective, Tala saw Be-thric lean closer to Thron, and she heard him whisper a question, “I’ve not known Tali to be so interested in holds. Is this normal for her?”

Tala almost froze at that. Rust… Rust! She hadn’t been thinking about maintaining a ‘Tali-like’ attitude in the slightest.

Thron leaned a bit closer to Be-thric and shrugged. “After the work on her sanctum, she dove into research on the workings of holds. Since her venture into the ether hold and the one owned by the crafter’s guild, she has only been more intrigued, my lord Pillar.”

Be-thric nodded in response, scratching his chin. “Fascinating. I never—” He seemed to freeze for a moment before seeming to change what he had been about to say. “I suppose it is only natural for her to develop interests outside of her duties.”

Thron bowed his head slightly. “Begging your pardon, Pillar Be-thric, but I don’t think she sees the nature of holds as outside the realm of her duties.”

The Pillar nodded again. “Yes, I can see how that might be true.”

His smile grew.

“How wonderful. A masterpiece indeed.”

Thron frowned, clearly confused, but he didn’t seem to want to question Be-thric on the comment.

Meallain sighed. “We really should get you all to the dining hall. Dinner will have started by now, so your entrance will be sufficiently dramatic.”

She gave Be-thric a meaningful look, and to Tala’s nearly horrified shock, the Pillar blushed, muttering under his breath.

The look was odd as it somehow appeared like Be-thric’s skin became dark red, which actually required a lightening of his skin. Does that mean he had an emotional reaction akin to me paling and blushing at the same time?

She didn’t know.

The elf turned, leading them away. As they walked, she leaned closer to Tala and spoke in a stage whisper, clearly intending for Be-thric to hear what she said. “I used to watch your Pillar, Eskau. He was quite the dramatic child. Things only got worse when he found a master with a similar bent to himself.”

She grinned conspiratorially.

Be-thric cleared his throat, face set in a stone expression. “I would appreciate it if you maintain the proper decorum when speaking of a Pillar of the House, Eskau.”

Meallain glanced back and huffed a laugh. “You’ve grown a lot, little Be, but not so much as to order me about in my own hold.”

Be-thric grimaced but didn’t reply.

Against Tala’s better judgment, she found herself liking Meallain.

It would be a shame to be killed by her.

-Yeah, death at her hand would be so much worse than regular, run of the mill death.- Alat’s sarcasm was palpable.

Hush you. I was going to say, ‘It would be a shame to have to kill her.’ But that is obviously not going to happen.

Alat projected the sound of a gasp. -What? Tala? Have you learned humility?-

You’re really rusting annoying sometimes, you know that?

-I offer what you need… when you need it.-

Tala only sent a feeling of grumpy grumbling as a response.

Their path through the hold—world-fragment?— took them back inside the building, and before they re-entered, Tala took one last sweeping look over the vista.

She’s right. There is no sign of meddling in view from here. This building is the only thing on the surface within view, and the results are… stunning.

She wasn’t sure why the view settled into her heart more than a similar vista would in the ‘real’ world.

Rust, back in Makinaven, she’d seen vistas at least this expansive, if not more so.

This somehow feels… peaceful.

-Like before, somewhere deep inside, we knew that there were the skeletons of millions buried below the ground we saw.-

That’s a bit… dark, she considered. But I think you’re right. There is something wrong with our world, Alat. And now we’ve seen how it should be.

Her heart ached, a feeling like a constriction in her chest, and her eyes watered.

Our world is broken. She felt a firming within her innermost being. It should be fixed.

Tala felt her steps gain a firmness and a confidence as she turned and followed the others inside.

A smile tugged at her lips even so. Let’s get free and back to our people first, though.

-Yeah, that’s probably a wise order of operation.- Even though her words were teasing, there was a solidity to Alat’s response. She clearly agreed with Tala’s desire.

We can give a record of this memory to others. When they see this… We won’t have to do it alone.

-Tala… the sovereigns. If it were possible, wouldn’t they have done it?-

If they didn’t cause it? Maybe. Who knows.

Back in the building proper, Meallain led them down a wide hallway, the sound of a subdued meal echoing down the corridor around them.

They turned a corner and stopped before two great doors.

Servants stood to either side. One was a dragonling with mother of pearl scales, and the other was a red-gold-skinned dwarf. His hair was almost pearlescent, each strand having a distinct luster and shine, and the braiding in his hair and beard showed it off in spectacular fashion.

Tala couldn’t help but assume that they’d been picked as a complementary set for aesthetic purposes.

Meallain’s friendly demeanor had been replaced once again with stoic professionalism. “Announce us, if you please.”

The servants bowed and pushed the doors open in unison. As soon as the way was fully clear, the Eskau strode forward, those she was leading following closely behind.

The dwarven servant’s voice resonated through the room, announcing their arrival, “Eskau Meallain, Titan of the Plains.”

The dragonling’s voice was similarly basso as he spoke in counterpoint, “Pillar Be-thric, Grand-Apprentice of the Mind Flayer.”

And there it was. Tala had suspected that Be-thric had some connection to the Mind Flayer, but he’d never told Tali and even seemed to have purposely avoided the subject of his master and his training. Now? Now, Tala knew.

Not that it changes anything?

-Still, good to know. Not a direct apprentice as I’d have guessed. But still, the apprentice of the apprentice of such a notable figure is no small thing.-

The dwarf continued the announcing, “With Eskau Tali, Blade of the Void.”

Blade of the Void, eh? Isn’t that giving away a bit too much of my capabilities?

-Not really? Also, these are ostensibly your allies.-

Right…

The dragonling finished on a relatively anticlimactic note, “And retinue.”

The two then bowed to the room and departed, closing the door behind them.

The entire dining hall seemed to have paused at their arrival, the occupants turning to see who had entered, to put faces with the announced names and titles.

There were only around two dozen people in the roomy space. Quite a few were Eskau and Pillars, but there seemed to be a few others like Gallof and Thron in attendance as well.

All of the Pillars were in the green to blue range to her magesight. The Eskau were generally between yellow and green, with Meallain being an obvious exception. The others seemed to be at least yellow, making Thron and Tala the exceptions. Both were unusual because they were solidly between orange and yellow.

It’s been a long time since I was the weakest person in the room.

-Maybe we should ask the servants to come back?-

Tala kept a smile from her face and changed the subject. This is likely no more than half of the Pillars of the House of Blood. She suppressed a shiver. How powerful are the arcanes?

-Xeel did say they were overwhelmingly powerful but ununified. It seems that human information is correct in that regard.-

At least in vague terms, yeah… Is it bad that I almost feel like I like the House of Blood? They’ve been at least half-way decent people overall. If they’d approached me, instead of kidnapping me, I might have even been happy here, for the most part.

-Yeah, but they did kidnap you.-

Oh, yeah, no doubt about that. We’re burning as much of this House to the ground as we can. The nicest cannibal still isn’t ever really your friend.

-That… that is a horrifying analogy, Tala.-

I aim to please.

She leaned close to Thron in the brief pause and whispered, “Just retinue, eh? Sad you didn’t get a title?”

He eyed her out of the corner of his eyes, then his lips twitched toward a smile as he responded even more quietly, “I used to have a title, but it was gradually undermined. It’s fully gone now.”

Tala turned to look at him. “Was that a corrosion joke?”

He turned toward her as well. “It’s not a joke if it has to be explained.”

Meallain cleared her throat. “Right this way. Servants will meet us at our table and bring us what we want from this meal’s selection.”

She led them across the hall, greeting many of those they passed.

Everyone, even the Pillars, gave her nods of respect as she passed. Apparently, neither her Pillar nor Pillar Corinis were in the hall at the moment, making Eskau Meallain the highest-ranked member of the House of Blood in attendance.

Tala and Be-thric were also acknowledged, but no one tried to strike up a conversation.

The five of them sat at a corner table, and a servant came to let them know what food was prepared. Of course, the servant assured them, if they required something else, they would be happy to accommodate, but it might take a bit longer.

That proved unnecessary as they all found something that sounded good.

As they were waiting for their meal, Meallain turned to them with a grin. “Now, how are we going to get you those last five protian weapons?”

Be-thric nodded. “Yes, your advice would be good in this case.”

Tala cleared her throat. “I actually have some ideas.”

The other four turned toward her.

Thron smiled. He’d heard her ideas and helped her refine them, working together to throw out some of the more… outlandish ones.

Meallain simply nodded. “As is proper for an Eskau. What have you come up with?”

“Well, we are obviously not the only House with a new Pillar, or with a Pillar about to be raised. Could we negotiate with one of our own House’s candidate Eskau for their weapon, then trade that to another House for one of theirs?”

Meallain leaned back, frowning in consideration.

Be-thric huffed a laugh. “That’s an idea. If we can entice candidate Eskau from other Houses, why not one of our own?”

Meallain nodded but seemed conflicted. “I’m not sure I like the precedent it would set, though. We’d effectively be incentivizing them to give up.”

Tala shrugged. “Anyone who would give up for personal gain wouldn’t be a good Eskau, but they might still be a good member of the House. Better to keep them within our House than to lose them to another, just as former Eskau candidate Cuan was lost to his former House, to our benefit.”

That made the older Eskau pause. “That is true enough. It also gives future generations a reason to form protian weapons beyond an attempt to become a Pillar or as a ticket out of the House altogether.”

Wait… What? No. I don’t want to incentivize the creation of more vestiges. But it was too late.

“I like it. I’ll see what I can find. There are few potential Pillars and candidate Eskau that chose to pass up the opportunity for advancement that you seized. They might be open to… other paths.”

Be-thric was clearly very pleased. “What else have you come up with?”

Tala now felt… off. She didn’t want to create more reasons for humans to be hunted down. But she’d already told these to Thron, so he would pass them on if she didn’t. In for a copper… “Why not negotiate directly with another major House? See if they would simply trade one to us?”

“A common tactic.” Be-thric nodded.

Gallof continued. “We are actually in talks with several. One that we’ve been speaking with is here, and their local leadership seems to be hoping to use the trade to gain a greater foothold and closer working relationship with the House of Blood within this city.”

Tala nodded. “Are there any minor Houses that could be joined with the House of Blood, rather than struggling to attain status as a major House? Bring them in as a full part in exchange for the protian weapon or weapons that they’ve managed to forge?”

Be-thric nodded. “That is also done. It is a common way to expand the House when a new Pillar is raised. There are several such minor Houses attempting to court us in that manner. One looks promising but not definite. The others either have subpar protian weapons, which shows that they are not of quality to join our House, or other factors make them unsuitable.”

Well, good. No more poor incentives.

-None that you’ve been made aware of.-

Tala sent an internal glare toward Alat.

“The last is simple.”

They all leaned in a bit.

“Why not just go take one from inside another major House’s hold? Their candidates are wary of going out in the cities near us, for fear we’ll waylay them. Why not get them where they are?”

Meallain laughed loudly, pushing herself back. “Oh, I like her! That couldn’t be done, here, but in Platoiri, when you’re back?” She laughed again. “That would be excellent. Can I come?”

Tala shrugged. “If you can? Sure.”

The elven woman waved her off. “I can get where I need to be. That sounds amazing. There’s a large branch of the House of the Rising Sun in Platoiri, right?”

Gallof nodded. “There is, Eskau.”

“Then, I’ll seek approval for such a raid. That hasn’t been done in centuries. It will serve those beasts right.”

Tala shrugged. “Well, those are the ideas I had, which seemed to hold up under scrutiny.”

Meallain was smiling. “I like this one, Be. Where did you find her again?”

Be-thric hesitated. “You’ve read the tale, right? You know already.”

She glanced his way, some of her mirth leaving her features. “Right, right. Silly of me.”

That might have spoiled the mood of the conversation, but they were spared any awkwardness by the arrival of their food.


Chapter: 45
Ask an Expert

Tala had to call back the servants four times to get more food. After all, the fight, specifically with the drake, had left her reserves in dire need of a refill.

In truth, the only reason it was limited to four requests for more was that Meallain had intervened, simply telling the servants to keep Tala’s portion of the table filled with a variety of foods until Tala requested a stop to the meal.

Tala’s gratitude toward the woman grew, as did her mixed feelings. Yeah, I really don’t want to fight her.

-And that has nothing to do with her power.-

Of course it has to do with her power. No one wants someone they like to punch them in the face. It ruins the otherwise genial feelings.

Alat snorted a laugh within Tala’s head. -Truer words have rarely been spoken.-

Once the others had finished, despite eating much more slowly, Tala decided to ask an expert about something that had been unclear to her. “Eskau Meallain?”

“Yes?” The elven woman was enjoying a cup of tea and seeming to have been lost in internal contemplation.

“How does the Doman-Imithe, Zeme, and the next world, the source of magic, work? I must admit, even the existence of the Doman-Imithe is new to me, and so I’m not really clear on”—she gestured around herself, indicating the world-fragment they sat within—“how all this works.”

Gallof’s eyes widened, then looked back and forth between Tala and Meallain, but he didn’t say anything.

Meallain simply smiled. “I would be forced to give young Be quite the thrashing if you had known, so don’t feel bad for asking.”

Thron and Gallof both seemed to be almost holding their breaths.

The older Eskau quirked a smile. “Stop trying to act small, you two. It’s embarrassing. You can listen as adjuncts to a Pillar and Eskau. Everyone in this dining hall already knows this, if they’ve ever cared to ask, so there’s no concern about that either.”

“What of the servants?”

“They are all irreconcilably bound to the House and to discretion.”

Tala had no idea exactly how that would be accomplished, but she really didn’t want to change the subject. Because of that, she simply picked up another bit of food and began eating it as the elf gave the explanation.

“The long and short of it is rather simple. Our planet was broken, and all was thrown toward the next world in a very literal sense. The very planet dying. Some very powerful workings were cobbled together in the last moments, and Zeme was formed from the fragments, at least most of them. But, Zeme wasn’t… right. It had been dead. Our entire world could be considered undead, by the loosest definitions, but that’s beside the point.”

What now?

-Say what?-

“The point being, the physicality of our planet was scattered through the dimensions of magic. The greatest concentration is here.” She hesitated, then laughed. “Well, not here. Outside of this hold, the world we call Zeme.”

Okay… I think I follow that at least.

“The world your gate and our founts access, the ‘source of magic’ as you called it, is underneath Zeme, underpinning it. It is stable and the literal foundation of reality everywhere. It is the source of stability in the physical world, which is why magic attempts to act as a stabilizing force, generally speaking, but that is also tangential to the current topic.”

-Alright, this tracks so far.-

Shush, you. I’m trying to listen.

“As the source is underneath, Doman-Imithe is on top of Zeme, for lack of a better description. It is a wasteland of planetary fragments, wild magics—some of which could make a Hallowed quail—and beasts older than Zeme itself.”

“Void beasts?”

“Hmmm? Oh, no. The void is…” Meallain scrunched up her face. “The void isn’t part of this discussion, but I will say that, to continue this analogy, the void is above Doman-Imithe, though that is a nearly entirely deceptive analogy. When our world broke apart, part fell toward the next world, dying, and part was pulled toward the void, also dying but in a different way.”

“So, Zeme is closer to the source of magic than it should be, and Doman-Imithe is closer to the void?”

“As a high-level concept? Sure. It’s more like an odd triangle projected into a fourth dimension of randomly alternatingly compressed and expanded existence, but I could also make any string of words into a relevant analogy to the void because it is chaos, just as the ‘next world’ is order.” She grimaced again. “Incredibly loosely speaking, but not actually. But you’ve gotten me off-topic.”

“I apologize.” Tala felt a bit of a headache building as she tried to grasp what the woman was saying.

Meallain waved her off. “No apologies are needed for curiosity. So, the final part of this, which is the real skull twister, is: which is ‘reality?’”

“What do you mean?”

“Is the Doman-Imithe real? Or is Zeme?”

Tala frowned. “I don’t understand. Aren’t they both real?”

“Well, yes, in most senses. I suppose a better question, which I did try to ask, would be: which is aligned with reality?”

“Oh. Um… Wouldn’t it be Zeme?”

“We’d hope so, but no.”

She blinked. “What?”

-What?-

“If you leave our planet, even only traveling as far as the moon, you pass out of disrupted reality and beyond the patchwork creation that we call Zeme. Out there, there is only one existence.” The elf laughed. “Ironically, it is real, it has magic, and it is a void, all at the same time, but each of those have different connotations out there, and I’m getting off-topic again.”

Tala shook her head, trying to clear it as she frowned. “I… I don’t think I understand.”

“It’s a little joke, and I’m not going to explain it. You might discover for yourself one day. Then, you can look back on this conversation and chuckle.” She shrugged. “But that’s beside the point. Once you get out that far, if you turn back, what do you think you see?”

“I have absolutely no idea.”

“Wise answer. You see the Doman-Imithe: a broken planet that has been decimated by magic, time, the void, and creatures outside of our comprehension.”

Tala’s eyes widened as something clicked into place for her. No human who has left the solar system has ever come back. “What if you try to return?”

“Then, you are in the Doman-Imithe. Unless you know how to travel through it and leave it to enter Zeme, you will never come back to what we know as our world.”

And there it was. Someone has to know this.

-Among humanity? Maybe, maybe not. I’ll add it to the list of things we’ll ask about first.-

Something else is wrong, too. She’s talking like leaving the planet would get you stuck, but Master Jevin implied that it took leaving the solar system.

-There’s not really a way to bring it up with her. We’ll just have to ask Master Jevin, or someone else, when we get back.-

Even beyond the obvious questions, Tala knew that the implications were uncountable, but at the moment, she was in a state of information overload. “Umm… thank you… Thank you for telling me all of this.”

“Of course. It is something that must be known at some point, though it doesn’t really affect us very often.”

“So… How does one get back from Doman-Imithe?”

Meallain frowned. “Why would you need to know that?”

“I deal with gravity, and so there’s a non-zero chance that I will eventually, somehow, end up flung beyond our planet.”

Thron choked a laugh into his tankard and started coughing.

Tala closed her eyes and took a calming breath, suppressing her mix of mirth and irritation. I’m the one who said it. Him agreeing shouldn’t be that insulting…

When Tala opened her eyes again, she saw that Meallain was suppressing a smile.

“It seems like you and I might need to spar some time, Eskau. As to your question? That’s not for me to say. Not yet at any rate.”

Spar… her? Tala felt a bit of a thrill. She could wipe the floor with me, normally. I wonder how she’ll handicap herself for the fight.

Tala learned the answer less than half an hour later. Meallain didn’t.

Be-thric and Thron had gone off to take care of various tasks, and Gallof had come with the two Eskau to the training arena. Apparently, he had to call the start to their first fight, then he would be on his way as well.

He had done just that.

Tala groaned as she lay on the ground, waiting for all four of her limbs to regrow. She apparently did that more slowly when they all needed to be regenerated at the same time. Her toughened body had meant nothing before the Eskau’s power.

I didn’t even see her move.

-Well… you actually did. See?-

Alat replayed the memory from less than ten seconds earlier.

Gallof called, “Fight!”

Meallain’s hand lifted, seemingly in slow motion, while Tala was frozen.

In reality, the elf had moved so quickly that it was less than one of Tala’s racing heartbeats between the call to begin the fight and the attack landing.

As for the attack, Meallain’s gauntlet, or more accurately the protian weapon overlaying the gauntlet, sprouted four blade-whips, each moving independently but in tandem.

The cuts had been so clean that Tala had not even felt a twinge of pain until her limbless torso hit the ground.

The replay of memory ended, and Tala grimaced, though that was more at the shocking pain than the unpleasant memory. Yeah, I didn’t need to see that.

-Really? I think it was quite informative. Additionally, it distracted you for a bit from the agony, didn’t it?-

Tala just grit her teeth before opening her eyes again as someone approached.

Meallain stood over her, smiling down in sympathy. “Apologies, Eskau. Ranking and betting is only allowed upon the first fight between Eskau, unless they both agree otherwise, or the previous loser has advanced significantly. If I were to have leveled the playing field our first time around, it could have had… implications.”

Tala managed to respond around the pain and tingling of regrowing limbs, “So you said.”

“We can have a… productive match, now.” As she stood over Tala, Meallain shed her armor, the plates simply seeming to fade away.

That sharpened Tala’s focus. “What? How did you do that?”

Meallain grinned. “Magics to allow my armor to become insubstantial at will. Costly to use, when not in our hold, but useful in allowing me to be battle ready at all times without the encumbrance if I so wish.”

“Then, why eat in the armor?” Tala sat up, her arms and legs back in place and her clothing regrown atop them. They still itched and tingled. And my reserves are down again.

-You could always eat the limbs? Recover the reserves directly.-

Tala fought the urge to gag, even though she knew that she couldn’t actually vomit.

Meallain shrugged, helping Tala stand. “It is a good habit to show strength at all times, and it builds familiarity and dexterity. Every edge is useful. There are Eskau of other Houses that I’d not like to fall behind.”

That… was a terrifying thought.

-Yeah… let’s avoid them.-

Agreed.

Tala took a moment to take in the woman’s outfit, the clothing that she’d been wearing under the armor.

Meallain wore quilted, form-fitting pants of a ruby-red linen.

On her torso was a similarly quilted, black gambeson that hung down to just above her knees. It fit her perfectly, not in the sense of hugging her curves, but in fitting her so that it wouldn’t pull or bunch in ways that restricted her movements.

Like a Mage’s clothing.

-Like the clothing of anyone who has to move, and where perfection is the goal.-

That’s fair.

-And, she obviously will have magics, probably even inscriptions.-

You’re probably right. Those are less common among arcanes as they don’t seem to need them the way humans do, but they are still pervasive.

Still, Tala had questions. “Wouldn’t the armor just slow you down? I understand it’s protective, but is it protective enough to justify the increased hits you certainly take because you wear it?”

The elf grinned. “It has no inertia in respect to me and my movements, nor a transfer of any force to me from its own movements, unless I so allow.”

Tala’s eyes widened. As she thought about it, there would be few magics more useful on heavy armor for an agility-based fighter.

“I see you understand the utility. I do quite like it. Plus, it throws people off. They expect me to be slow, or at least slower.” She shrugged. “It’s fun to disabuse the onlookers of that notion.”

“Not the person themselves?”

“The dead can’t change their point of view.”

Oh… right.

-She’s just a bit terrifying, but in an utterly different way than Pallaun. Huh. Do you think…?-

No. Pallaun would wipe the floor with her.

-Yeah, that was my impression, too.- Alat seemed to consider. -Why is he serving Sanguis, then? Or, more to the point, why isn’t Sanguis more prominent or powerful?-

Politics?

-Must be…-

Or something else. It’s not like we understand the inner workings of the House, even though we’re ostensibly part of the governing structure.

-Eh, they seem to like to educate us when it’s important, and not before.-

So, it seems. Though, some of that likely depends on when we ask.

-True enough.-

“So, Eskau Tali. Are you ready?”

Tala looked her way and froze. To her magesight, Meallain now matched her in power exactly, meaning the elven woman now sat halfway between orange and yellow. At the same time, a ring on her finger that hadn’t been there before radiated blue power.

Wait… Tala looked closer.

There was no ring, at least not physically. Instead, it was simply a tightly controlled loop of power, held outside the arcane, around her finger.

-That… that is impressive control.-

To say the least.

Tala swallowed. “I suppose so, yeah.”

Meallain moved.

Tala couldn’t think, she couldn’t really register the woman’s attacks, she could only let her instinct take control.

An oddly resonant gong sounded with each clash of the protian weapon against Flow.

Tala used her weapon more fluidly than she ever had before.

After exchanging an uncounted number of strikes and counterstrikes without any solid hits landed, Meallain began to move toward her, causing Tala to realize that the woman hadn’t been moving her feet. Oh… that’s not good.

Tala strove to keep her back, Flow clashing with the protian weapon as each took various forms.

Glaive countered spear, then greatsword.

Sword countered longsword, then shortsword.

Knife countered dirk, then chain.

That failed spectacularly.

The blocked chain simply continued its trajectory, wrapping around Tala, seeking to entangle her.

Tala growled, Flow becoming a void-knife that severed the protian weapon.

The entire length of chain beyond the cut fell to the ground in a splash of blood.

Meallain struck out, hitting Tala in the chest and driving her backwards.

“There it is! Now, let’s get serious.”

On the positive side, Tala found that she was both stronger and faster than the elf, at least with their internal powers roughly equivalent. Additionally, Tala never lost another limb, though she took an alarming number of wounds.

It had been a long time since her healing had been so thoroughly strained.

The number became a bit embarrassing as Tala knew that her armor had actually stopped the majority of the strikes which got past her guard.

Needless to say, Tala lost every bout. She wasn’t able to even land a hit on the woman.

True, she didn’t use her tungsten spheres, but Meallain didn’t use any other magics either, and Tala was losing badly enough as it was. She didn’t wish to add another aspect in which she could be overcome.

The sun was setting when Meallain helped Tala up for the last time. “Well done!”

Tala laughed humorlessly. “Hardly. You utterly outclass me.”

“I should, with millennia of experience.”

She paused at that. Yeah, that makes sense. Her movements were perfect. Every action exactly what it needed to be.

“For a youngling? You’re fantastic. In a couple of hundred years, you’re going to be a terror to the other Houses.”

“And until then, I’m going to be rather easy to kill for anyone of note.”

“What? No. No one of worth or power would stoop to killing younglings.”

Tala grunted. That makes sense, I suppose.

As she considered, she was of three minds. On one hand, that seemed like so long. On the other, it was really no time at all in the grand scheme of things. And regardless of both of those, she wouldn’t be here then.

She found that the thought of it made her a bit sad.

These people strove for excellence, just as she did.

They did what they believed was right, even though she fundamentally disagreed with that definition.

The House of Blood was actually quite well arranged, with members and even servants benefitting from the setup.

Doesn’t change the fact that they kidnapped me.

-Yeah… that’ll never be great. All of this is built on that foundation.-

Yeah… But I can’t help but feel that if I could shift their understanding, just a bit, they could be stalwart allies to humanity.

-And if you could change the perspective of a wolf, he would be a great boon to the sheep.-

That’s why sheep dogs are so fantastic, right?

-And that took millennia of directed and selective breeding.- Alat paused for a moment, seeming to consider. -That’s an interesting idea, actually.-

Tala sent a glare toward the alternate interface.

Meallain clapped her on the shoulder. “Don’t look so down. While the Pillars spend all day tomorrow in their stuffy meetings, you and I will train.”

There was a mischievous glint in the elf’s eye.

“And if my understanding of your magics is accurate, you are in need of much food once again. Yes?”

“That’s true.”

“Is your sanctum producing yet?”

“It is.”

“Good! Good. We’ll find a place to set up your entrance, and I’ll procure a few cooks for you.” She hesitated. “You do have a kitchen up and running, right?”

“I do.”

“Good, good.” She nodded to herself, seemingly already lost in thought.

Tala glanced toward the setting sun, then frowned. “That’s not a magical construct.”

“Hmm? Oh, no, it’s not.”

“Then… what is it?”

“It’s the sun.”

Tala frowned. “But it was night outside when we arrived.”

“It was.”

“So… if that’s the sun, how?”

“Oh, why are the time-zones not aligned?”

“Yes.”

“Well, because this fragment comes from a different place on the original world. What you see up there is an echo of how things should be. It is the sun, but it’s not really there. If you tried to fly to it by any means, you would simply be cast into the Doman-Imithe…” She frowned. “Probably. There’s actually a reasonable chance that you’d end up in the void…”

The woman grunted.

“Don’t try to leave the world-fragment, except via the door.”

“Understood.”

“Come on. Let’s find your adjunct and a place for your sanctum.”

Tala sighed, considering. “He’s probably in the library if you have one.”

“If we have one?” The elf gave her a bemused look. “You’re joking, right?”

“No. I just thought you all might have it elsewhere to not take up space in the fragment.”

“Oh, I suppose that makes sense. So, he’ll be there?”

“Probably. He’s a rather voracious reader.”

“Ahh, one of those? I thought I liked him.”

She laughed. “He is pretty knowledgeable, yeah.”

“Well, then. Shall we head to the library? We’ll have to be careful crossing the sand.”

Tala frowned. “What?” What on zeme do they keep in the sand that we need to be careful of?

“Sand.” Meallain pointed. “The sand training yard is between us and the library, and you’re a bit… sweaty. We wouldn’t want to track in sand.”

“Oh… right.” She stepped to the side. “One moment.”

Tala aspect-mirrored the elk leather’s self-cleaning and hopped in place.

Sweat and grime fell off of her in a wave, splashing just a bit when it hit the hard ground. Tala had chosen the stone training area because it was what she was used to of late. Maybe we’ll use the sand next time.

Meallain cocked her head to the side. “That was… effective. A bit odd? But effective.”

“Yeah.” Tala kept herself from apologizing but only just. Tali wouldn’t have apologized…

The elf huffed a laugh, clearly seeing at least some of Tala’s feelings. “It’s fine, Eskau Tali. This is a training arena. No one’s going to complain about a bit of grime.”

Tala nodded, sighing. “True enough. Shall we go?”

“Yes. After you.”


Chapter: 46
Attrition

Tala leaned back in her bath, luxuriating in the near-boiling heat.

She’d enjoyed one feast, and a team of chefs was methodically working toward the creation of a second, using her sanctum’s ingredients.

Gotta refill those reserves.

She’d stripped off her iron paint and had been reinscribed before the bath as well. Losing her arms had lost the majority of her rings, and she couldn’t let that stand, after all.

Be as prepared to fight as possible.

She stayed in the bath despite being clean already, and her body didn’t really need to be relaxed by outside heat, but it just felt so good.

Glorious. This is simply glorious.

-Ahh, yes. What wonders can be achieved via tyrannical rule.-

When one is on the side of the tyrant, things do seem a lot rosier, don’t they? Tala sighed. Now, don’t ruin my bath. I fought reality itself, today, then sparred with a crazy elf that somehow made the previous fight seem easy.

-I don’t think that a drake made up of fragments of reality is actually reality.-

If I break off a bit of rock and throw it at a pig, has the pig been hit by a rock or not?

-Fair enough.- After a moment, Alat sent the impression of a wide grin. -Tormenting pigs, eh? Is Terry rubbing off on you?-

Tala ignored the alternate interface, letting her mind wander once more.

She maintained her mirrored perspective, along with those for Alat, and at this point, it was a subconscious action that took almost no effort.

With her mirrored sight, and the little bit of magesight that had become naturally a part of that vision, Tala occasionally saw subtle warping in the tub around herself.

There was apparently a large vat of hot water, somewhere, and Kit was exchanging the cooler water in her tub with the hot water in that other source.

I do want my bath to stay hot. The things that Kit was accomplishing were truly spectacular. “Kit? Do you want to chat sometime? I feel like you display some intelligence.”

The room around her did not respond.

“Well, let me know if you change your mind.”

Terry lifted his head from where he lay on the bed and trilled questioningly.

“Just trying to talk to our benevolent world-maker.”

He trilled again in a series of descending notes before curling back up and closing his eyes once more.

“Love you too, buddy.”

That got his attention. He looked her way once again and tilted his head.

“It’s an expression. I like having you around. I definitely didn’t like our time apart.”

He slowly bobbed his head before letting loose a soft, mournful cry. Without further sounds, he settled back down.

Tala had kept her eyes closed, relying on the bloodstars orbiting above the tub to see her friend.

As such, she saw the door to her bedroom open slightly before closing.

That wasn’t hard, they were well-hung and opened with the lightest touch, if they weren’t locked.

She hadn’t bothered to lock them.

In any case, she easily saw the intruder.

It was a black cat with purple eyes.

Tala sat up, turning to face the cat.

The feline hesitated, mid-step, when Tala moved.

“Hey there, kitty.”

The cat purred slightly.

“Are you hungry?”

A miaow came in response.

Tala smiled and willed for a bit of bacon to appear before the cat. She thought that she might have heard a startled exclamation from the kitchens next door, but Tala was probably imagining it.

The cat scarfed down the bacon, then came a bit closer, seeming quite hesitant.

Everything that Tala could see indicated that it was just a normal cat.

With very pretty eyes.

-They are quite unusual, aren’t they?-

Her bath forgotten for the most part, Tala carefully got out and dried off, allowing her clothing to re-grow over herself as she bent down, holding out her hand.

Another piece of bacon came into her hand as she held it out.

The cat came forward and ate it from her fingers without issue.

Tala tentatively reached out and began to pet the kitty.

“Soft kitty, warm kitty.” She smiled. “Little ball of fur.”

The cat began to purr.

“You’re not some eldritch abomination, are you? A void creature in disguise?” She kept the same tone to her words as with the first cooing.

If this is a manifestation of Kit, I wish my book to appear beside me. She wished that very hard. Her book didn’t appear. “So, you aren’t Kit, are you.” Or Kit can selectively ignore my wishes, which would be… terrifying.

-Or it can’t process ‘if’ logic?-

Well, that would be less terrifying, then. ‘If’ logic is really simple, after all. Anything that can’t understand it isn’t very intelligent.

-Yeah, and we’d rather fight a tide of beasts than a few hyper intelligent creatures.-

But when have we ever had the choice?

Terry flickered into being beside Tala, and the cat stiffened.

The terror bird tilted his head to the side, examining the other predator.

The cat arched its back, hunching its head low.

When neither animal made another move, Tala sighed. “Terry, be nice to the kitty. It was clever enough to make its way in here. Let’s let it stay.”

Terry flickered to the cat’s other side, but from the feline’s perspective, the bird simply vanished.

The cat seemed to hesitate, straightening a bit and looking around Tala.

Terry patted the cat on the head with one taloned foot.

The cat sprang away with a startled cry and hiss.

“That wasn’t very nice, Terry.”

The terror bird was looking after the cat as it sprinted from the room, pushing out through her double-hung doors. He looked contemplative.

“What? Were you testing it?”

He looked her way and squawked noncommittally.

“Sometimes you’re impossible, Terry.”

He chuffed in obvious amusement before flickering back to her bed and curling up to resume his nap.

Tala stood, feeling quite a bit sad that the cat had left so soon. “I’m going to get more food. Enjoy the nap!”

Terry lifted one talon and waggled it back and forth absently as Tala let her door close behind herself.

It was a quick stroll from her bedroom to her dining room, where the House of Blood chefs were ready for her.

Another glorious meal really showed the depth of diversity her sanctum had to offer.

Each dish was a harmony of flavors and magics, each perfectly attuned to her, helping deepen her connection to her own power with every bite.

Oh, my… rust… I might need to take these cooks with me.

-What if they don’t want to go?-

Tala hesitated. Does it make me a bad person if I considered kidnapping, however briefly?

-Hey! You can joke about it now. That means you’re getting over the trauma. Right?-

Yes… joking.

The food was so delicious.

The cooks finally left after her third distinct feast, promising to return to prepare breakfast for sunup.

It was an odd thing, actually. The entire House of Blood within Croi operated on world-fragment-time. Most holds that Tala had encountered simply mirrored the time of the outside world, but obviously the House of Blood’s hold, this world-fragment, didn’t.

Thus, it would be a solid few hours before she could have breakfast.

With the chefs gone and Thron retired to his room for the night, Tala was alone as she looked out on the nightscape of her sanctum.

False stars showed overhead, though there was no moon.

Her enhanced sight could see well enough by starlight, and she was once again struck by the beauty of her home.

As it turned out, Kit matched the time of the House of Blood’s hold, rather than that of Croi, outside.

So, it monitors where it is directly. Good to know, I suppose.

She somehow knew that she could force a change, make it any time of day that she wished, but she didn’t want to.

It was better to honor the natural cycles, to live life in tune with the wider world.

Or at least the local fragment of it.

She read late into the night, slept as much as she needed, and still had time to stretch, exercise, bathe, and reapply her iron-paint before breakfast.

I do love my enhanced self.

-We’re pretty great, yeah.-

Humble as the day is long.

Her breakfast was as glorious as her dinners had been. She poured out praise on the chefs even as she ate every bit of food they could throw together for her.

Her reserves had taken quite a few large hits the day before, and it was going to take a mountain of food to replenish them.

Thankfully for their newest Eskau, the House of Blood was ready and willing to provide.

Meallain had apparently taken a great interest in Tala, for one reason or another.

Tala was pretty sure it was a combination of her history with Be-thric, the fact that Tala was the first human Eskau of any House, and that she was someone new, who was ostensibly on an equal footing with the elf.

Regardless of the actual reason, Meallain had decided that she wanted to help Tala train.

The next days were… instructive.

The elf, being the uncontested leader of the House of Blood’s Eskau in this city, had wielded that authority to get Tala plenty of sparring partners of various levels.

Apparently, Pillar Corinis had a relatively new Eskau who was powerful but still inexperienced.

There had been a… disagreement between the elf and the previous Eskau roughly a hundred years ago, but that was all the information that Tala was able to glean from mild inquiry.

Apparently, it was still a sore subject for most everyone involved, and she was advised not to ask further.

Needless to say, the newer Eskau did not join in the sparring.

Every single Eskau was better than Tala in martial combat.

She could still beat most of them, due to her endurance, strength, weight, and ability to heal, but it was a war of attrition.

Meallain likened it to a tree winning because it blunted the ax.

Tala did not like being the tree.

Aside from Meallain, Tala sparred against two other Eskau more than any others.

Reidh was an Eskau in a city on the southern shores of the continent. He was a dragonling with burnt-orange scales and pleasant, almost human-seeming brown eyes. Fighting him was a strange sort of nightmare.

Reidh wore no armor, but every one of his scales was inscribed in interlinking spellforms that Tala learned made them sturdier than anything she’d ever tried to break. She had to learn that the long way around because with the combination of the new medium—dragonling scales—and a new material—some sort of metallic blue substance—she had no basis for her magesight to try to guess at what they did.

Add to that the facts that his concept seemed to be related to friction and he was devilishly clever at its utilization, and Tala ended up with rather… educational fights.

Every time their weapons met, Tala had to harden her will and control or she’d find Flow would suddenly twist in her grip or slip from her hand.

Strikes she deflected into the ground would suddenly make her footing unsure, robbing her blocks or strikes of much of their power.

He was obviously more skilled than her in martial combat, but he was a cautious fellow by nature, usually standing his ground and allowing her to attack.

Tala whipped past Reidh, again and again, trying to rely on her footing when near the dragonling as little as possible.

Flow was in the form of a glaive, and she struck with the haft more than she ever had before as that didn’t depend on proper alignment, and she simply couldn’t trust that she’d be able to maintain that needed alignment.

Reidh’s grin grew with each exchange, his protian weapon taking the simple form of an enlarged draconic hand most of the time.

“Good, good! You are adapting to my idiosyncrasies.” He chuckled, both his words and his laugh sounding clean and clear, likely the result of having to perfect pronunciation with a less than ideal mouth for the language. “But don’t get too complacent.”

That was his only warning.

Tala slid past him, closer than usual, Flow thrusting forward in the form of a sword. Her aura was hardened against long-range intrusion, and she was focused on the strike. He’s mine, now.

The blood-hand of the protian weapon caught her blade and seemed to break apart like a popped water-skin. The blood flowed down Flow’s length, locking it in place and forming around her hand.

There was no chance for escape.

Reidh was already pulling back toward himself, moving her bodily. He easily turned Flow’s blade to the side just enough for it to skitter off his reinforced scaled side.

His other hand came to rest with his natural claws pierced through her elk leathers and into her abdomen, drawing blood without fully breaching her abdominal cavity.

He was careful not to strike her too deeply, his precision utterly obvious, and the result was clear. He had a clean path up to her heart, and she couldn’t have stopped him.

The power looping through the inscriptions in his claws clearly enhanced their cutting ability along with their durability.

Tala sighed, shutting out the pain and uncomfortable sense of vulnerability garnered by the wounds. “Victory to you, again.”

Reidh shrugged lightly. “We do not spar to find the victor, young Tali.”

She grinned in return, forcing a jovial tone to her voice. “Oh? So, I can state that I have won because I am learning more?”

The dragonling laughed with genuine mirth. “You may say whatever you wish, but I’d advise against claims that many would misunderstand.”

She found herself nodding. “As you say.”

“Again?”

Tala nodded. “Again.”

The third that she fought most often through those days of training was an incredibly diminutive figure, one of the few beast-folk that Tala had seen within Croi.

De-arg seemed to be related to some animal that she’d never seen before, with large, round ears, a fluffy tail, and standing barely taller than her mid-thigh.

He kept his protian weapon in an odd form much of the time. It was a long staff, nearly twice his own height, capped by a ‘C’ shape that was affixed to the end of the stave about a third of the way around the curve.

De-arg used the weapon to trap, deflect, and redirect Tala’s limbs and weapons, while he mainly attacked using his small hands and feet.

Each blow seemed to radiate through her like every ounce of power behind the strike transmitted perfectly through everything it encountered.

The little creature was so light that he shouldn’t have been able to do anything to her, but he constantly stole her balance and redirected her own actions to devastating effect.

Even when she did hit him, it was akin to striking a bit of dandelion fluff and didn’t seem to harm him in the least.

The result was that she felt like she was fighting with herself more often than the fluffy fellow. It was excellent for the refinement of her techniques because every weakness in her stances and balance was highlighted and exploited more thoroughly than ever before.

So, she fought, watched, learned, and adapted. Her movements were refined, her reactions quickened, and finally, on the third day, they bore fruit.

Tala froze, her chest inches off the ground, balanced on one leg while the other was out behind her in counterbalance to her thrust.

Flow, in the form of a glaive, was embedded through the meat of Meallain’s upper arm.

Blood was already flowing from the wound and down the shaft. The elf’s weapon, in the form of a swordbreaker, was pressed against that same shaft, having deflected the blow as it came in.

The elf gave a pained laugh, even as Tala pulled free her weapon and stood.

“Fantastic! Well done, Tali.”

“I was aiming for your heart.”

“As you should have, but you had more stabilization behind such an unconventional thrust than I imagined. I failed to fully deflect the attack.”

Tala felt herself smile at the compliment and the accomplishment. I finally hit her!

-Hey! Good job. She’d still have killed you, but nice job drawing some blood.-

Oh, I’m aware.

The woman had never even used her magical abilities against Tala. Though, Tala had seen them used in demonstrations against other Eskau.

It was rude to delve into someone else’s concepts, and Thron had only told her because he was to serve her, and she needed to know because of that.

Even so, the results spoke for themselves.

From what Tala saw and felt, it seemed that Meallain wielded a concept similar to feinting.

Meaning she was capable of instantaneously convincing even experienced warriors that she was about to do something that she never actually did.

Tala would have thought it was some sort of mind-magic, but the power coming from the woman never seemed to directly act on her opponents.

When used sparingly, it caused those same opponents to make what seemed to be masterful reactions to attacks that never came.

And when Meallain used whatever the magic was freely, it meant that her opponent was fighting their own innate reactions and experience more than they were fighting her.

That was, in the end, why Meallain had refused to use the ability on Tala, after all. “I want you to develop deeper, quicker, and more intuitive fighting, not force doubt upon you for the same.”

In any case, Meallain was practically grinning from ear to ear. “That was impressive. What’s more impressive was that it was deliberate. Looking back, I can see how you maneuvered me and allowed me to deflect your previous strikes a bit more easily.”

Tala chuckled. “Yeah, I thought that using the blocks to help build my own momentum would aid the strike as well.”

“That it did. The final thrust was fast and more stable, while coming from an unexpected angle. Truly, well done. I only wish that your—” She stopped for a moment, her gaze moving to somewhere behind Tala. “Well, speaking of which, Be!”

Tala saw Be-thric coming out of the nearby building through her mirrored perspective. So, she turned to see him with her own eyes, studying the mixed emotions that were playing across his face.

Meallain frowned as the Pillar joined them. “Are you alright? Did the other Pillars need a break?”

He shook his head. “No, no. Nothing so mundane. The conference is over. We came to an agreement.”

“Oh?” Meallain looked back and forth between Tala and the Pillar. “So? You don’t look happy. Did they deny you?”

A thrill of fear ran through Tala. What? No… That’s the plan? Alat? Alat!

-Calm, Tala. Listen to the answer. We don’t know yet.-

But, how can we—?

Blessedly, Be-thric was shaking his head. “We unanimously agreed that the attempt is in the best interest of the House. I would not let them deny me in that, and in the end, I swayed every Pillar to my way of thinking.”

Tala swallowed, feeling a wave of relief. “Well, that is good.”

She smiled toward the elf, hoping to get some positive response, but Meallain didn’t return it. She was still focused on Be-thric.

The older Eskau’s frown was deepening. “Then, what’s wrong? Why do you look like someone took away your dog?”

Be-thric grimaced. “You always were too good at reading me. There was a condition set upon the venture. I must complete it alone.”

As she processed his words, Tala felt like her entire body began to freefall, even as the weight of worlds crushed her chest, and a dull, ringing reverberation filled her head, fuzzing her thoughts.

She barely managed to whisper a single word. “What?”


Chapter: 47
Despair

Tala’s world was filled with a buzzing that was as much visual as auditory.

She vaguely felt Alat guiding her in her choice of words and actions, briefly expressing shock that she wouldn’t be allowed to protect Pillar Be-thric on the venture and requesting time to process the news.

It was granted, and Tala retreated into her sanctum.

No…

No.

No.

No…

This can’t be happening.

That was my way out. My way home.

No.

No.

No.

-Tala?-

No.

No.

No.

-Tala.-

No. No, no.

-Tala!-

Tala snapped her head up, looking around in confusion, trying to find the person who had dared interrupt her. “What?”

-Tala. Pull yourself together. I’m in your mind.-

She groaned, lowering her head back down onto her knees.

In her brief moment of outward examination, she saw that she was sitting on her bed, curled up beside the massive window, and the sun was setting. She’d either been there for an hour or so, or more than a day.

-Just an hour. You’re not that far gone.-

I’m nearly a thousand miles gone, Tala snapped back, desperation and fear tingeing her response.

-So? What now?-

Now? I adjust to a life in a gilded cage, bowing and scraping to a monster who stole everything from me in a fit of childish stubbornness.

-Sure, you could do that. Or…?- Alat left it hanging, the unanswered question grating on Tala.

Or? Or! I can’t do anything! She paused. I can’t do anything.

-Yeah, you said that. I don’t think that—-

No, no. You aren’t listening. I can’t do anything. But the Pillars could be convinced. She sat up, taking her overwhelming despair and pushing it aside.

It was not overcome. It was not banished, but the flickers of hope kept it from suffocating her once again.

I need to speak to Meallain. I’m out of my depth here, and she might know what we can do.

She called up some water and ensured her face was clean and clear. She used her mirrored perspectives to check her physical state and fixed what was awry.

“Thanks, Kit.”

The source of water did not respond.

Tala straightened herself, hardened her resolve, and summoned the exit to her sanctum.

Tala would have a feast awaiting her return in her own sanctum, so she would be fast.

It was easy to find Meallain once Tala was back in the House of Blood’s hold. She was in her office of sorts, dealing with petitions of one kind or other.

The elf looked up from her writing desk as Tala entered. “Ahh, Eskau Tali. What brings you here this evening? Are you well?”

Tala shook her head. “Honestly, no, Eskau Meallain, I’m not doing well. I am to let Pillar Be-thric go into hostile territory, alone. This goes against everything I have worked for, everything I am.”

The truth and fervor of Tala’s words thrummed through the room, though that truth was not as the elf would interpret.

“I will not stand idly by while he goes on such a mission. I should be with him. It is my duty. It is required.”

Meallain gave her a sad smile and nodded. “I can understand the sentiment, truly I can, but the council has spoken. There is nothing you can do about it without their permission.”

“Then how can I change the ruling? How can I gain their permission?” She spoke firmly, resolved in her goal.

“What do you mean?”

“It is my duty to be beside Pillar Be-thric. If I cannot accompany him on this mission, I don’t know what I will do.” Her voice and demeanor wavered on the edge of cracking as she spoke the last. Still, she hardened herself and continued, “Is there anything that I could do to sufficiently impress the other Pillars, that they might change their minds? Is there anything that I can do to convince them? Anything.”

Meallain looked troubled by that. “While I commend your fervor, especially with regard to little Be, the word of the council is sacrosanct. It is not for us to question or seek to change.”

“I’m not seeking to force a change. I am seeking for them to make a change, and I just want to know what I can do to make that attempt. Surely such has happened before.”

“Well… yes. The council does occasionally alter its rulings on an issue.”

“That is what I seek. How can I attempt to accomplish that?”

“You can’t, Eskau Tali. The conclave has come to an end, the decision has been made, and the Pillars are already on to other business. None have departed, but the motion is closed. Only a member of the deciding council could bring it back up, and none would be open to discussing their decision with you. They might even penalize you, or Be, if you tried. Please, don’t let your ardor make things worse.”

Tala closed her eyes and groaned quietly, flopping into a nearby chair. That’s a dead end then.

-What next?-

If I can’t change the council’s decision, there must be ways of going around the council’s decision. Things have to be flexible under certain circumstances, else the House would have fallen due to unforeseen happenings.

-And if that doesn’t work?-

Tala grit her teeth. Then, I can ask Be-thric if he can put any pressure on the others. He said he tried before, but maybe he can try again.

-That sounds like an unpleasant option.-

Hence, why it’s the last one I’d choose.

-Fair enough.-

“Tali?”

Tala’s eyes snapped open, and she beheld Meallain’s concerned expression. The elf had set her paperwork aside and was turned fully toward Tala.

“Are you alright?”

Tala shook her head. “Honestly, no. I… I don’t know how to handle this result, this decision. I never even considered the possibility, if I’m being honest.”

“How is your head? Do you feel… like yourself?”

She frowned. “What? Of course I do.” What is she— Oh. Tala barely kept from reacting. She knows about the mind alteration. She’s concerned that this is threatening the integrity of my false mind.

-That’s an interesting angle. But I believe that if we suggest that to Be-thric, he’s more likely to try to ‘fix’ us than to work toward a change in the decision.-

Yeah, we should nip that in the bud. “I am just frustrated that I won’t be allowed to do my job.”

The elf seemed to examine her closely, leaning forward just a bit. Finally, she smiled, nodding to herself as she leaned back. “That is laudable, Tali. It truly is. I wish I had better options for you.”

“I appreciate your time, regardless. I apologize for bothering you unnecessarily.” Tala stood and bowed.

“It was no bother at all. It is my pleasure to help younger Eskau.”

“Until tomorrow, Eskau Meallain.”

“Until tomorrow.”

Tala returned to her sanctum and to dinner.

She was still shaken, teetering on the edge of emotional collapse, but she actually had some ideas on how she could proceed.

-We really did stake our hopes on this mission, didn’t we.-

You think?

-Yeah. A back-up plan would have been wise.-

I’ll remember that for the next time we’re kidnapped.

-You’d better.-

She was careful to keep her emotions hidden and to thank the chefs profusely for each course, even though she barely tasted the food. Can’t let them see…

When they were finished for the night, well after dinnertime for less voracious eaters, they left her with a huge pile of extras.

Tala called the exit into the kitchen so they could leave more easily and thanked them once again.

Then, in silence and isolation, Tala ate, not really tasting the food, and contemplated what was to come.

***

Tala woke early the next morning, having stayed up well into the night the night before thinking and restoring her reserves.

She moved through her morning routine with unthinking efficiency, only pausing at a prearranged time to allow the chefs direct access to her kitchen once again.

She stretched and exercised physically, magically, and spiritually.

As the chefs had arrived early, they had time to make rather more complex creations than she had expected.

Thus, after her bath and refreshment of her inscriptions and iron paint, Tala was able to enjoy baked eggs and bacon nestled within many layered pastries.

Though, for some reason, they didn’t taste quite as good as she’d have expected. It’s fine. I’m sure it’s just me.

She was also provided with a wonderfully dark tea, mixed with near-caramelized milk. This, this is what I needed… right?

Alongside the savory repast, a large spread of fruits and berries provided by her sanctum were laid out for her. A well-balanced breakfast. Yeah, this will help.

The food and beverage combination was an ideal way to greet the day, and so Tala did just that, watching the sun rise upon her own private sanctum.

The chefs, having done all the requisite work quite early, were ready to depart to let her eat in peace. “Pardon, Eskau Tali.”

“Hmm?”

“Would you be able to summon the exit for us?”

“Oh!” She was grateful for her iron paint, which covered her blush of embarrassment. “Of course, yes.”

She called the door out, and the chefs departed.

“Thank you!” she called out after them as the door closed. “Smooth… Really smooth.”

With a sigh and a self-reproaching shake of her head, she turned back to her breakfast.

As she contemplated her situation, she decided that she felt much better after a night’s sleep, which for her was only a couple hours.

She was still a hair’s breadth from panicking, but that hair was much sturdier now.

I can do this. I can find another way home.

-That’s the spirit! Enjoy your slavery pastries and dreams of freedom.-

Tala looked down at her breakfast, then rolled her eyes, shaking her head. Sometimes, I hate you.

Even so, a smile was pulling at her lips.

You are really, really odd sometimes.

-Oh, I know. I feel like it’s because of our divergent natures. What seems an obvious solution to me, makes no sense to you—and vice versa. Thus, what I feel is a perfectly good joke elicits an ‘I hate you’ rather than laughter.-

Tala took a long draft of her dark tea, choosing to change the subject rather than address such an esoteric topic at the moment. This is so good. It reminds me of coffee, in a way.

-Yeah, I was going to ask you about that. Is it really wise to take up a drink that so closely resembles your previous addiction?-

Tala shrugged, taking another long pull. Probably not.

-Ahh, comedy gold. I see it now. You truly are the joke master of this mind.-

She found herself smiling. I am glad you’re with me, Alat. If I’d been alone…

-Yeah…-

If I’d been alone, I’d never have been at all. This body would belong to Tali, and Tala—I—would be gone forever, worse than dead. My flesh and soul to be puppeted by a sycophantic murder slave.

-That… that sounds like the title to a fun book.-

What? Sycophantic murder slave?

-Yeah.-

Seems really one note. I feel like it wouldn’t be that interesting for very long.

-Probably true. Though, the title would be to draw people in. There’d have to be nuance within the pages.-

Yeah, but Tali didn’t really have nuance. She had a veneer of personality over pure utility.

-True enough. Tali is… She isn’t a complete person, not really.-

Speaking of our own little sycophantic murder slave, we might need her in the coming days.

-I assumed as much. I’ve finished restructuring her memories to remove inconsistencies and level out her mind. It isn’t perfect, but I assume you aren’t planning on turning over control for extended periods?-

Not too long, no, but I do want her to be coherent when she is in charge.

-Then, perfect. We’re good to go.-

Thank you. Tala munched into another pastry, kept magically hot on a plate provided by the House of Blood chefs. I am getting spoiled in so many ways, aren’t I?

-I find it better to avoid pointing such things out to you… but yes.-

Tala snorted a laugh, turning her attention back to the stunning vista arrayed before her. Take joy where it can be found.

-And conquer sorrow as it comes.-

It was going to be a busy day, but she still had a couple hours. Siege orbs?

-Siege orbs.-

They weren’t as convenient as the tungsten because their greater mass meant they dragged on her if she had them outside of Kit.

Wait a moment… Her eyes widened, then she started laughing. Oh, I’ve missed an obvious application, haven’t I?

-That… That’s pretty interesting, actually.-

I’ll make siege orbs later.

Less than five minutes later, she found Thron reading a book in one of the gardens of her sanctum.

“Tali! Good morning to you.” He seemed a bit tentative in his greeting as if trying to gauge her mood.

Why? Oh… She felt herself sadden. No. I am moving forward. “Thorn, I have a commission I want you to work on for me.”

“Oh?” He perked up, seeming to have noticed her momentary dip in mood but not focusing on it.

“What is the strongest, most durable metal we have available?”

“Honestly? The white metal from the guild-hold.”

Tala blinked a few times. “Wow… I didn’t think of that, and I should have.” She chuckled, shaking her head.

Alat started laughing. -I didn’t think of that either.-

Thron frowned. “Tali? Is everything okay?”

“Well, no, but I think what I want will be easier than I’d hoped.” She grinned. “Thank you for pointing out the obvious!”

He grinned back at her. “I am happy to assist.”

Tala gave a little wave, then willed herself down into the underbelly of her sanctum.

Io’s body was nearly finished growing, and the purple tank filled the space with a marbled, ever-shifting light. Thankfully, the automaton body hadn’t moved or shown any impetus to do so.

“I’m not here for you. Not yet.” She patted the side of the tank distractedly.

Tala called one of the ingots of white metal to her and pushed her will and power into the material to begin reshaping it.

I need to deal with the armor recovered from the drake at some point. It seemed that Kit had consumed the reality drake—and her limbs, oddly enough—but left the white metal for her to recover. She just needed to reshape it. Another time.

Tala focused on the ingot in her hands and formed it into a bar with a nearly triangular cross-section but with two sides bowed outward.

More than anything, it looked like a stupidly thick scale.

That was, in fact, exactly what it was.

With an act of will and power, Tala shaved off one scale, barely a fifth of an inch thick.

-I think that’s a bit too thick, given the strength of this material.-

Tala grimaced. “You’re probably right.”

With a sigh, she slumped just a bit. Another failure…

-Hey, now. Not a failure at all. Nothing’s broken; nothing’s done.-

Tala hesitated, collecting herself to a degree.

“You know. We’re going to be using this against really powerful opponents. This is a bit thicker than what my elk leathers had covering me.”

-Would a bit more thickness actually help?-

“That’s… fair.” She sighed. “I can probably get these impressed with durability or defensive magics, but not here, not now. Plus, that would be a bit frustrating to maintain.”

-Let’s try the base premise of your idea before we over-complicate it. I think about a tenth of an inch should be plenty thick, honestly.-

Tala shrugged, recombining the metal before severing a thinner scale.

She held the scale up to the bottom of her tunic and began amplifying the gravity of the scale toward that section of leather. It wasn’t fast, but it did work.

After just a couple of minutes, she was able to remove her hand and the scale stayed in place. She would ramp it up further, and while she did that, her hands were free.

I have more capacity than this.

She severed a few more scales, having to remake one or two because of her still-distracted mind, and began amplifying them all, carefully placing each.

-It looks like it’s working.-

Tala found herself grinning. Yes. Yes, it does.

Two hours later, she had covered most of the front of her top with small white scales.

She peeled off the vest she’d formed of elk leather and broke the leather’s connection to her outfit. That will now be a good base for the scales that I can doff and don at need.

The scales clattered to the floor, and Tala let out a yelp of surprise.

She covered her mouth and closed her eyes. Get it together, Tala.

Tala shook her head, banishing the tears from her eyes before they could start to gather.

-Tala?-

I’m okay. Just give me a moment.

After a deep breath, she lowered her hand, opened her eyes, and stared down at the pile, regarding the mess before her. Then, she groaned. “Oh, that was foolish of me. I just substantially changed the nature of their ‘target.’”

-Well, at least you have a place to work from, now. You proved the premise.-

That I do.

As each of the scales would be gravitationally attracted to a single, discrete part of the leather, they wouldn’t press on her, nor harm the leather, but they would contain the amplified gravity she needed for a quick re-targeting and attack.

Rather than running around with a couple of dozen orbs affixed to her clothing, she would have a hauberk of scale-mail, ready for each scale to be a deadly projectile.

If I don’t make another foolish mistake. She sighed. She didn’t have time to start again. Not right then.

She had an appointment to keep with Be-thric.

I’m going to need your help, Alat. I don’t want to be near him right now. He was a means of escape, but now he’s just the source of my captivity, no matter how opulent.

-I’m here, Tala. I’m not going anywhere.-

Tala took a few long breaths. It probably would have been wise to take some time to level myself earlier, eh?

-Probably, but you’re coping pretty well, honestly.-

She snorted a laugh.

She didn’t want to go, not now.

Be-thric was going to negotiate with one of the few other major Houses in the city for a protian weapon, and the presence of his Eskau was critical for proper presentation.

I’m a symbol of power for my kidnappers. I am the mighty right hand of the one who tried to take everything I am.

-And you will smack him down with that power soon enough.-

Tala took another deep breath, nodding. I will watch for an opening. With the collar in place, I don’t foresee one coming, but my eyes will be open. We will find a way to be free.

-That’s right, we will.-

No one will keep me. No one will dictate my future but me.

She felt her back straighten, her stance solidify, and her head lift.

She knew it was a hollow confidence, born more of desperation than certainty, but she didn’t care. She would find a way to fill the void and concoct a remedy to this disaster.

Alright. Let’s do this.


Chapter: 48
Grueling, If Profitable

Tala was completely incidental in the short negotiations, though she did have the utterly fascinating duty of standing beside an Eskau from the House of the Dark Abyss.

The man was, ironically, a white-skinned hue-folk of such pure coloring that it extended to his hair, irises, and pupils.

Moreover, he leaned into his coloration… hard.

His name was White.

If Tala hadn’t been forewarned, she’d have thought he was joking, and that would have been an awkward way to begin negotiations.

White’s gear was all equally colorless. The only item that broke the monotony was a nearly void-black bracelet that seemed to almost suck in the light around him, though it left his own whiteness alone.

He didn’t talk as he stood beside Tala, and something about his aura allowed him to utterly hide it from Tala’s magesight. Though, something about him made her believe that she was nearly equal to him in power ranking.

He’s somehow even made his aura white.

-Well, you have to appreciate his dedication to the theme.-

I guess so, yeah.

The Pillar of the House of the Dark Abyss had come with only two other people. The first was obviously White, his Eskau, but the second was a deeply dejected-looking young dragonling with steel-gray scales.

As Tala listened, she was able to determine that, somehow, the boy had allowed his potential Pillar to be killed.

She had winced in sympathy when she’d learned that.

An Eskau surviving the death of his Pillar meant either death or banishment, depending on the circumstances, where death was the rule, and banishment was only offered as an option in truly extraordinary circumstances.

The kid seemed to be the favorite nephew of this particular Pillar.

Nepotism apparently counts as extraordinary circumstances. Good to know.

-Well, it’s not like he’s getting off with a warning. He’s losing his weapon and being banished.-

I’d think this was a way out for us…

-But they’d never take off the collar and just let us walk free. It would be death, even if we could engineer ‘extraordinary circumstances.’-

Yeah.

-The best-case scenario would have us sent to a different city, put under the authority of others, likely in a far worse situation than we find ourselves now.-

Too true.

The potential Pillar’s death and the pronouncement of banishment on the no-longer-candidate-Eskau had created a set of circumstances where the House of the Dark Abyss had a protian weapon available for trade, and Be-thric was capitalizing on it.

Tala didn’t listen to the details, as they really didn’t matter.

A minor functionary from the House of Blood in Croi sat with Be-thric, advising him on some of the specifics that could be offered or granted by the local House of Blood, as well as providing insight into the House of the Dark Abyss as needed.

All in all, it was boring, but Tala did her part, which meant standing stoically as a show of force near Be-thric. As that didn’t require action or much of anything, really, she took the time to think.

No matter how I make my escape, more power and competency will be a boon. It will help in escaping, making my way home, and once I arrive.

-So, we should reach back out to Meallain?-

Yes, Meallain. She should be willing to continue training us, and I really want to figure out more about Doman-Imithe.

-We’ll have to be circumspect with regard to Doman-Imithe.-

Of course. We should probably build up some knowledge about it on our own if we can find anything. I also want to pursue a different angle in regard to the council’s decision. We should talk to Gallof and Thron.

-Yeah, that makes sense. Thron makes the most sense to me. He should be able to gather more information for us more easily, and he likely already has insight into other options.-

That’s what I was thinking, yeah.

In the end, Tala wished that she’d paid a bit more attention because the ‘price’ that Be-thric ended up paying was fairly simple. First, the House of the Dark Abyss would be able to have first bid on a couple of long-term trade contracts with the House of Blood coming up for option in the coming months, and the boy—Ganog—would be coming with Tala, Thron, Gallof, and Be-thric back to Platoiri, forever banished from any city in which the House of the Dark Abyss was present.

Oh… great. We’ll have another hanger-on for the trip back. Tala sighed internally, keeping her face carefully neutral.

Ganog removed his own light-sucking bracelet—his protian weapon—and presented it to Be-thric.

The Pillar of the House of Blood accepted it graciously, even as the Pillar and Eskau of the House of the Dark Abyss left without a backward glance.

They apparently took the boy’s banishment quite seriously, even if they had gone out of their way to see him reasonably situated in exile from their House.

Their departure seemed to be a signal of sorts because Gallof came from an alcove to the side, greeting the boy and leading him away so that Be-thric could be about more important matters.

Speaking of which, Be-thric, for his part, came over to Tala, while the room cleared around them. “Eskau Tali.”

“Pillar Be-thric.”

“I know you are less than pleased by the decision of the Council.”

“That is… accurate.” She couldn’t keep emotion entirely from her response, though she wasn’t sure if what came through was anger, despair, or something else.

“Your devotion to duty is admirable, my Eskau. If you wish to talk through this, I will listen as I did after your accident. I don’t want this shock to harm you.”

“I will remember that.” You mean you don’t want this to harm my mental state…

-Yes, he’s not a nice person, Tala. Focus. He’s standing right in front of you.-

Be-thric gave a small smile and nodded once. “Very well. I won’t belabor the point, and I’ve things to be about.”

“Good day, Pillar.”

“Eskau.”

Without another word, Be-thric departed.

Tala stayed behind, standing in silence.

She remained alone in the meeting room, fighting back rising despondence.

Don’t cry, Tala. Keep your emotions in check.

-Tala?-

I’m fine. I’ll be fine. This is fine. She didn’t allow herself to consider what was around her, simply focusing on getting herself under control.

-You’d say that even in a burning room.-

Well, to be fair, if it was a normal fire, I probably would be fine.

-That’s not really the point.-

I know… Tala took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I hear you. I promise.

-We’ll get through this. Together.-

Tala felt a smile tug at her lips. Thank you.

Only shortly after that, she was able to wrangle herself back under control. Finally, with a nod of assurance for herself, she straightened and departed.

Tala grabbed the attention of a passing servant and ordered them to carry a message to Meallain.

There. She said that she’d planned on working with me until we depart, and that isn’t for quite a bit yet. We’ll reestablish a schedule, and I’ll get to train. If nothing else, improving herself would better her odds, no matter what plan she came up with and what means she utilized to finally get free.

Tala was pulled a bit out of her dark mood as she walked across an exterior passage, the majesty of the world-fragment captivating her, making her feel small and insignificant, along with her problems.

The world already died. We’re all living on borrowed time, and every second is a gift.

-That’s a good way to look at it.-

Too bad my gift was soured by a— She cut off her own thoughts. Enough of that.

-Yeah, that wasn’t going anywhere productive.-

She followed the passage back into the building, quickly returning to Kit.

The entrance to her sanctum had actually been set up in quite an interesting area of the hold.

It was in an alcove in a purpose-built circular room with a half-dozen such alcoves, each labeled with the occupant of the hold set up within.

This seemed to be one of many, as Tala’s was the only door present at the moment, and she knew for a fact that there were other visitors who’d brought their own extra-dimensional lodging.

Tala took a moment to admire the artistry in the skylight, central to the round space, before she strode the rest of the way to her door.

With a firm grasp on her own desire, Tala opened the entrance to her sanctum, right beside Thron.

The dwarf took in a startled breath, head jerking up so he could look at her as she opened the door, but otherwise, he didn’t react to the sudden nature of her appearance.

He was in her library, a rather large room, filled with bookshelves save for the three-foot-wide walkways, snaking throughout.

The shelves were absolutely packed.

The only exception to the shelves and aisles was a single, large chair situated right beside the entrance. It was in that chair that the dwarf sat, his legs swinging freely above the ground, a large tome open across his lap. “Eskau Tali. To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit? I assume that your entrance, here, is not a coincidence.”

“It is not.” She pulled the door closed behind her, blocking sight and sound, but she didn’t dismiss it. “Thron, I need help.” She used his real name as he’d called her ‘Eskau.’

The dwarf frowned, knowing full well what she had done and why. “Tali.”

She smiled, feeling a bit of mirth. “Thorn.”

He sighed. “Well, I’m glad that you’re feeling a bit better, at least.”

“Just a bit. Especially if you can help me.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

“Is there any way that we can go around the ruling of the council? Any nuance in the House’s laws or conditions that could make it reasonable to ignore the ruling?”

To Tala’s surprise, Thron didn’t argue or dismiss the idea out of hand.

She had prepared arguments to use if he had done that, but instead, he simply nodded slowly. “Ahh, yes. I see what you’re getting at. There are some circumstances where that might be acceptable, even laudable.”

Tala grinned. “Wonderful. What are they?”

“That’s the issue. If you force the circumstances, they generally aren’t valid.”

She sighed. “I’ll trigger that spellform when it’s needed. Tell me anyway.”

He shrugged. “Very well. If the obedience to the ruling would cause substantial, unforeseen harm to the House, it can be ignored, but the consequences must still be borne by the actor.”

The loss of an Eskau?

-They would lose you either way.-

Right… “Anything else?”

“If members of the deciding council die and the votes of those remaining would have supplied a different outcome.”

Tala’s eyebrows rose, and she tilted her head to the side, an idea quickly forming. It was a bloody idea, but that was fine by her.

Before the plan could fully bloom, however, Thron dashed her hopes. “But that only holds if not a single one of the Pillars’ deaths can be even loosely tied back to a party affected by the ruling.”

She grimaced.

“By the Pillars”—he shook his head—“you would have tried to kill one, wouldn’t you?”

She sighed, sliding down the door to sit cross-legged on the floor. “Probably not. No.” They’d probably be too powerful for me to kill out right, regardless. But it would have been nice to have the option available for consideration…

“I’m not sure I believe you…” He shook his head again. “Regardless, that wouldn’t change the outcome even if you succeeded, as you’d be responsible.”

“I got that, thank you.”

Thron grunted. “Just making sure.”

She leaned back, knocking her head against the door behind her and groaning.

“There is one other way.”

“What is it.” She didn’t even make her tone questioning. It’s not like this one will be any more workable.

“If those affected really don’t like the decision, they can ignore it and act with their best judgment.”

She sat up straight, her eyes snapping open. “Really? That’s—”

Thron was shaking his head, fighting a smile.

“That was quite rude, Adjunct.”

“Oh, I am terribly sorry, Eskau.” He lost the fight and cracked a smile.

Tala huffed a chuckle, then found herself continuing to laugh.

“Oh, the look on your face.” He smoothed his beard. “You’re right desperate, aren’t you?”

She pulled up her knees and put her head down on them, fighting down the laughter, and fighting even harder to keep it from turning into sobs. I’ll get home.

I’ll get home.

This is just a setback.

I’ll get home.

Thron waited for a long couple of minutes before Tala lifted her head and nodded. “Yes, Thron, I am desperate.”

He opened his mouth, seemingly to rebuke her for using that name, but hesitated. Finally, he shook his head. “Why?”

“Why?”

“Yeah. Why? Why is it so rusting critical to you?”

Tala cocked her head. “Does that curse even make sense for you? Your spellforms use a material that doesn’t rust.”

“So do yours. The worst gold and silver do is tarnish.” He grinned back at her.

She snorted a chuckle. “Fine, fine.”

“So?”

She gave a long-winded sigh. “I need to accompany Be-thric.”

“I got that part. Why?” He wasn’t leaning forward, but Tala could feel the intensity of his gaze and his interest in the question.

She growled in frustration. “Nothing will go right if he goes without me. I cannot help but feel that it will be a colossal failure if he leaves me behind.”

Thron grunted in a sort of understanding. “An Eskau’s place is between her Pillar and danger. There’s no doubt about that. I won’t lie and say it makes sense to me, sending a Pillar off on his own.”

The dwarf shook his head, finally closing his book and setting it on the side table beside the chair.

“But he’s a powerful one is Pillar Be-thric. I don’t see him dying, even without you.”

“But the mission won’t succeed without me.”

“Why do you think that?”

She stood, beginning to pace in frustration. “I can’t express how, but I just know.”

“A feeling? A premonition?”

Tala stopped. “Yes? Would that matter?”

He scrunched up his face. “Under other circumstances, maybe, but I happen to know that the more superstitious of the Pillars voted with Be-thric on this one. The ones that you actually want to alter their vote wouldn’t be swayed by such a thing.”

She threw up her hands, turning away. “What’s to become of me when he goes?”

“Become of you? You’ll do your normal duties in Platoiri until he gets back.”

“And if he doesn’t come back?”

“Then…” Thron frowned. “Hmm.”

She stopped her pacing again. When did I restart that? “Well?”

“That’s a good question, actually. Any other Eskau, at the death of their Pillar, would be in one of two positions. If they could have or should have prevented it, they would face death or banishment. If they couldn’t or shouldn’t have prevented it, then they would most likely be stripped of their title and protian weapon and be incorporated into the House as a member of standing, even if not one of high standing.”

“And in this case?”

“In your case, you mean?”

She nodded.

“I have no idea. There is no precedent.”

Another grimace stole across her face. “Great. My fate is being thrown to the wind.”

“I wish I had better news for you, but you really aren’t wrong.”

A thought crossed Tala’s mind, and she seized it. “You know…”

The dwarf paused, narrowing his eyes as he regarded her. “Yes?”

“A distraction might help.”

“Why do I feel like you’re about to ask me to do something questionable?”

“Because you are wise.”

He snorted. “Flattery is wasted on me, girl. What can I do for you, Tali?”

“I want to know about the Doman-Imithe.”

He sighed. “That isn’t really freely available knowledge. You were there, same as I, when Eskau Meallain explained that to us.”

“I’m aware, but certainly you could… acquire some books on the subject?”

He regarded her skeptically.

“You can’t tell me that you aren’t curious, yourself.”

“You’re right, I can’t.” He frowned. “Are you sure?”

“I’m not asking you to do anything against the House. Eskau Meallain said it herself, we’re entitled to the information, the appropriate time for conveyance simply hasn’t occurred yet. I just wish to speed up the timeline.”

Thron shook his head, but he was smiling. “I’ll see what I can do, but no promises.”

“Thank you, Thorn. That is all I can ask.”

They sat in companionable silence for a minute more before a loud knock resounded on the sanctum’s main door, which Tala had maintained in the library with them.

When Thron opened it, a servant delivered a message to him and departed.

It was from Meallain; she was available for training.

Let’s get back to it then.

***

The next week passed in monotonous repetition.

Tala trained with any Eskau who had the time, always with Meallain overseeing and guiding the work.

She ate feasts that slowly seemed to regain their flavor, so long as she didn’t dwell on the future too much.

In the off times, she studied with Thron, digging through the books he was able to find that mentioned the Doman-Imithe and piecing together a more accurate picture of what it was, what it was not, and how it related to Zeme as a whole.

Their hope was that if they put together enough of the mystery, it would open the door to the information directly.

Otherwise, she spent the time making siege orbs and amplifying the gravity on her scale-mail.

The white metal scales now formed a protective, cohesive layer on a hauberk that she could doff and don at will, giving her a truly massive number of projectiles along with some solid protection.

As for siege orbs, Tala realized that there was no reason to have a limited number, so she made them whenever she had the chance and nothing better to do.

She was getting more skilled at their formation and could easily read or exercise while creating one, so long as she was in the underbelly of her sanctum.

Even with the progress she made on the orbs and scales, she didn’t use either as projectiles in training, instead focusing on improving her martial abilities and instincts.

It was a grueling, if profitable, week.


Chapter: 49
De-arg

De-arg swayed ever so slightly as the wind shifted.

With the barest of efforts, he tensed his body just so and realigned himself atop his perch. It was a constant thing, these subtle shifts.

As the wind was ever changing, so must he be.

He sat within the ‘C’ shape of the protian weapon, which balanced on the very pinnacle of the building at the center of his House’s hold in this city.

There was nothing higher in the hold than he, himself, at that moment.

The world-fragment spread out below and around him, and he basked in the feel of ancient stability.

A solidity and reality that existed nowhere else he could find.

Stability.

The basis of who he was.

He could grant it or take it away, but that was such a paltry explanation.

Many saw it as balance, but it was so, so much more than that. He had mastered the simple manipulation of balance as he’d learned to walk, the two obviously intricately interconnected.

His family had been servants of this House, his growing years within this place likely heavily contributing to his understanding.

For the majority of his aging, he had sought strength by exerting his power on chemicals, gaining nuance and control while facilitating or preventing their reactions.

As he had neared his current age, he had enjoyed affecting groups of people and their interpersonal cohesion.

He was no mind-mage—he shuddered at even the thought of being mistaken for one of those—but it was easy to tip the stability of a group dynamic one way or another.

The skill and true test in it was in the specifics of how the people stayed together or split apart.

It was always entertaining to watch groups of travelers decide to investigate dangerous locations, only to split up and look around separately rather than as a unified group.

The nudge barely took any effort, though it was a delicate thing, and each time it showed different aspects of the concept of stability, highlighted by its very lack.

But that had lost its luster after a few decades of entertainment.

Now? Now, he focused on something deeper: the stability of the spirit. Specifically, his own.

A truly centered, stable spirit, when coupled with a similarly stalwart body, was untouchable and virtually impervious to harm of any kind.

He had used favors earned from nearly every Pillar of the House of Blood, as well as many of the Eskau, by requesting that they might strike him a single time with all of their strength.

His foundation had been unmoved, his being unassailable.

He did not have the arrogance to believe that he could harm those above his ranking, but he was utterly confident that they could not harm him, either.

Even time had lost its ability to shift him.

That was the oddest thing of all.

As he’d become unmoored from the passage of time, he’d found much in life had lost meaning.

What did it matter if lesser beings came and went, were birthed and died? They were but flickers in existence.

Thus, he had passed centuries with barely a care in this world.

His own Pillar had long since found others to fulfill the day-to-day duties which De-arg had once performed, but despite that inconvenience, the turtle-folk man had only been encouraging in De-arg’s quest for true, inner peace.

Only Meallain really disturbed him anymore, though he made it a point to deal with threats to his Pillar swiftly and harshly. Kindness deserves kindness in return, after all.

But the elf… older than he, himself, and from a naturally much longer-lived race.

Ahh, the blessings of birth. Still, he had surpassed his birth; he had become more.

Meallain’s latest request surrounded a human girl, and unlike he’d expected, she wasn’t simply an interesting candidate to serve the House as a fount of power.

No, she was an Eskau in her own right, supposedly equal to himself and Meallain in rank—as silly as that notion was.

Still, she had a spark to her.

Her physical stability was admirable for one so young, and there was a power behind her mental stability, which didn’t seem to extend to her emotions or her spirit.

Her spirit seemed to be utterly united with her soul, with her gate, and was thus both stable and in constant turmoil. He found that portion of the child grating to examine, so he simply didn’t.

As to her mind? If he were honest, he would pity the mind-mage who tried to sway her thoughts or consciousness.

He smiled at the thought, having to shift slightly to account for the movement and rebalance. He did not bother to exert his power for something so paltry.

Even were I to gain dominion in her head and do my utmost to undercut her mental stability, I would still bet on her against any save the Mind-Flayer, may his power never be seen again, may his like raise us all to be better versions of ourselves.

After a moment of reverence for the fallen, he turned his thoughts back to the girl.

It had an odd feeling, too, her mind. It wasn’t that it was an immovable mountain. Instead, it felt like a children’s toy he’d seen ages ago. No matter how one threw it, or pushed it, or turned it, it always righted itself in the end.

Truly a fascinating approach. Almost no thought to resistance, only recovering. The experience of analyzing her stability of mind had reminded him of his youth, when he was still discovering new aspects of his power.

If he were honest, it made him like the girl just a bit and almost made it worth the trouble of working with her. Too bad she’ll be dead in a few hundred years. Likely not worth any emotional investment.

Speaking of emotions: in contrast to her mind, the girl’s emotions were a pile of cooked noodles, oddly inert for all their lack of stability, but what Meallain had requested was that he aid Tali’s physical and martial solidity.

De-arg had complied. After all, Meallain usually left him be for at least a year or so if he agreed to her requests without complaint.

The last time he’d fought back, she’d pestered him monthly for a decade.

Awful in the extreme.

His thoughts continued to return to the girl, however, to Tali.

A gated human of surprising magical density, and not one of the wild humans from the north.

Who knew our own stock had such strength in them? He shook his head, moving unconsciously to maintain stability throughout the practiced motion.

The use of founts was a necessary ill, a sacrifice of the few for the good of the many.

That Tali held to her own power, rather than allowing it to increase the magic density around herself, was a testament to the fact that gated humans couldn’t be allowed to advance.

If they did, magic would die out from the world, and the few humans that survived would be gods among children. That was if the world survived at all. Gated humans had an odd ability to undercut the stability of reality; the more powerful they were, the more that was in evidence.

True, regardless of what happened to the humans, or others of higher races, he would be as he was, his stability unshakable, but many others would suffer or die.

The sovereigns would interfere long before that happened, ambivalent or no. The diminishment of magic would affect them all, even if only obliquely.

With a minor shifting, his perch began to slowly swivel, giving him a beautifully sweeping view of his surroundings without the need to turn himself.

It was nearly the time for his next match with the human, and Meallain would be insufferable if he were late.

His turning view of the hold tilted sideways, and he fell, unconcerned about the long drop.

He took a moment to enjoy the pull of the wind against his clothing and fur as he fell, over far too soon.

The barest flexing of his will kept the stones he landed upon from breaking, as well as his own legs from giving way.

With the smallest of smiles, he strolled through the garden toward the training yard, already hearing the oddly resonant crack of weapon upon weapon and the firm, powerful exhales of battling Eskau.

So, the dragonling is with the child, then? The distinct intonation of Reidh’s breathing made the answer clear. His obsession with each of the younger Eskau that visit is inspiring to witness.

It didn’t hurt that Reidh’s efforts usually resulted in De-arg being left alone. Truly inspiring, how much his good work aids me.

Tali was, as usual, a flailing mess of limbs and weapons, though her movements were slightly more refined each day.

He held himself from breathing too hard, lest he knock her over. After all, it was rude to interfere in another’s fight.

Soon enough, the dragonling was done with his antics.

Still, De-arg refrained from thinking ill of his compatriot. After all, not everyone could have their power rooted in true stability.

The girl thanked Reidh before turning to De-arg. “Eskau De-arg.”

“Eskau Tali.” There it is again. A shimmering in her mind and spirit at her own name. The young were so odd. Some were named after their forebears, and after those died, the name became a reminder, undercutting their mental state with sadness. It must be something like that.

He could ask, of course, but he didn’t honestly care that much. After all, he’d decided not to invest emotionally in the girl. I am required to train her martially, nothing more.

“I am ready when you are.” She was standing in a relaxed state, feet shoulder-width apart, hands at her sides, back straight.

He couldn’t help but smile. “Are you now?”

He moved to the side, making a thrusting motion with his hand to throw off her perception of things.

With a slight flexing of his power, he slipped through the cracks in her aura control, and exploited a slight over-bending in her right knee.

It had been minute, a fraction of a fraction, but it was still there.

Tali’s eyes widened as, from her perspective, a slight gust of wind from his thrusting palm had caused her to lose strength in her leg and tip to the side.

To the human’s credit, she took that for the beginning of their fight, which it was.

Her weapon whipped into her hands as she used her own fall to add power to her attack.

It was a glaive that came down toward De-arg. Wise use of reach.

He didn’t bother moving, simply breaking the weapon’s stability as it tried to cut him.

Protian weapons are inherently morphic, weakening their foundation. His own wasn’t an exception, though he had long since worked toward fixing the flaw.

He had mostly succeeded.

The girl’s weapon reformed on the other side of him, a benefit of morphic weapons: they came back together after being disrupted.

That was a boon worth the price.

To her sight, it would have looked like he moved out of the way and back so quickly he seemed to stay still.

Even enhanced eyes are easily fooled.

He smiled. Now, the fun part. He hesitated. For me, at least.

He seized the world with his will and stabilized the moment.

Sadly, he did not have the power to stop time utterly, nor did he put his full effort forth. Instead, he simply caused himself to drag, a rock rolled along by the river of time, but much more slowly than the water passed.

He stepped forward at well below his top speed, arriving in front of her before she’d finished that first swing.

He had to hold the stability of the air around himself as he moved to keep it from being disturbed by his passage, but that was a nearly unconscious action and had been for a very long time.

The young are so slow. To be fair, he was required to hide his true ranking, so this girl had no idea that she faced a Revered.

After all, all Eskau of the House of Blood were required to hold the appearance of being a full rank lower than they actually were, after they exceeded Honored.

Except Pallaun. De-arg kept himself from shuddering, if barely. That avalanche-cursed man never displays anything at all.

But that was neither here nor there. The poor girl thought she was fighting a mere Honored at the moment as she had been when faced by Reidh, though that was a true picture of the dragonling’s power.

She will learn in time.

But they were sparring. He looked up and saw her eyes widening. Oh, she’s noticed me, then? Good.

With an exaggeratedly slow movement, he poked the hip of her still-planted leg, introducing a backwards spin to her fall.

To her credit, Tali kept good head control and even maintained her eyes on him as she twisted away, only allowing her head to turn when it could twist all the way around with her motion, only losing direct sight of him for an instant.

She still has her mirrored perspectives, too. A wise use of power. He simply walked around her as she fell in what seemed to be glacially slow motion to him.

Early in his life, he’d had to fight against the tyranny of gravity, mainly that it pulled him downward too slowly.

That had been a problem solved ages ago. Now he moved at whatever pace he wished, within reason.

When Tali sprawled out on the ground, spinning to her feet with somewhat remarkable grace and quickness for her rank, he was in place to tap her on the back of the head with his staff, causing her to begin to crumple forward and down.

He spoke evenly as he moved around her, weaving stability of meaning into his words so that he didn’t have to slow his speech to be understood by the human.

“You seek advantage, you seek momentum, but you do not have a proper foundation.”

She tucked and rolled, reorienting on where he had last been.

He tapped her back foot with his own, knocking it from beneath her. “How can I teach you to move, when you do not even know how to stand?”

He was being a bit… overly critical, and he knew this, but something about the girl was intriguing. He wanted to see if she could do it, if she could actually grasp the concepts behind true balance, even if just briefly.

And thus, his afternoon progressed.

He occasionally let her strikes come nearer to him, some even touched him at his allowance.

To his consternation, he still could not disrupt the stability of her flesh and bones. That was reinforced and locked down to the point that he would have to break her before he could break her in that way.

That, he was not willing to do.

He spoke in idioms and axioms and mixed in some things that were just plain nonsense to alleviate his own untaxed mind.

Yet somehow, the girl improved, if fractionally, and when the elf came to take over teaching Tali, the girl thanked him for his lessons, even having the audacity to question some of his more… creative fictions.

“Eskau De-arg? How can one be as stable as the rain and as fluid as a frozen moment?”

He kept the smile from his face, simply fixing her with a level gaze. “You will know when the time is right.”

Without another word, he departed, ignoring Meallain’s inquiring look.


Chapter: 50
No Power in Zeme

Tala slid under the thrust of a bloody spear, grabbing onto it with her off hand even as she slashed at her opponent’s legs with Flow, in the form of a glaive.

Such a move would normally lack power—a polearm was designed for use with two hands, after all—but her prodigious strength and long practice let the strike hit home with vicious efficiency.

She wasn’t basing her strength off of the ground, nor even off of her grip on her enemy’s spear, thus, when everything around her suddenly became slick, lacking virtually all friction, Flow still bit deeply into Reidh’s boot.

His scales, of course, weren’t even scratched.

Even so, the dragonling laughed, stepping back and bowing. “Well done, young Eskau Tali. Truly, you are a wonder to spar against.”

The properties of the ground had returned to normal, allowing Tala to stand with ease before she bowed in turn. “Thank you, Eskau Reidh, but I feel you are being too kind. I didn’t even scratch you.”

“Yes, but you ruined my favorite boots.” His eyes were twinkling with mirth.

“I’m… sorry?”

He waved her off. “Even that which is ruined can be restored.” He gave her a searching look. “But you truly do not understand, do you.”

“I suppose I don’t.”

He nodded, sinking into a seated position, his tail curling around his legs. “Where do I sit on the path of advancement?”

“Honored.”

“Yes, and yourself?”

Refining, so yellow-orange, that’s, “Mature Elder.”

He smiled. “Yes, precisely. You are more than a full step behind me in power.”

“Exactly. That is why I couldn’t even scratch your scales.”

He shook his head. “No, child. That is why even you laying a weapon upon me is impressive.”

She hesitated at that. Tala hadn’t thought of it in that light. “Well, you were holding back.”

He lifted one hand and waggled it back and forth. “In part, yes, but mostly, no. I am not fighting below my level of skill, and I am treating your hits as if they would harm me. The only thing that I really could do, which I am not, is to force your aura back to your own body and affect everything with my power.”

“Which you could.”

“Probably. I also could simply ignore your attacks and overwhelm you, but neither of us would learn or grow from that.”

“So?”

“So, this is not a test of magical weight, Eskau. It was a test of martial skill, and you are the warrior who landed a hit.”

She felt a smile tug at her lips and responded from her heart. “And if it were a test of honor, convincing your opponent of their victory would be the deciding action.”

Reidh laughed, seeming genuinely pleased by her comment. “You have a bit of a flatterer in you, eh?”

“I try to speak the truth. If the truth is flattering… well, that has more to do with you than me.”

He snorted in response. “If you keep at it, I may think you want something from me.”

“Another match?”

With a broad, tooth-filled smile, he stood. “That, young Eskau, I can do.”

Meallain had begun leaving Tala to train with Reidh or De-arg, though the elf stayed nearby when Tala fought any of the others. This allowed Tala to train even more as Meallain did have other duties to attend to as well.

Before her trip to Croi, Tala would have said that she’d mastered the Way of Flowing Blood, but she’d been greatly mistaken. Even the short time that she’d spent under the tutelage of the senior Eskau had caused her to improve by leaps and bounds, though she definitely wasn’t leaping or bounding.

At least all the old masters agree on that: going ballistic is rarely wise in a fight.

Reidh helped her learn how to move and leverage her strength without having to rely on a sure footing or a sure grip.

De-arg forced her to perfect her stances, weight distribution, balance, and movement. The small bear-like man was utterly ruthless in his exploitation of her every flaw.

She had yet to land anything close to a solid blow on the small Eskau.

He would be an utter nightmare to fight if anything important were on the line.

-Indeed.-

When the day of sparring was done, and the other Eskau had bid them goodbye, Meallain came to sit beside Tala as she stretched. “How are you?”

Tala shrugged. “I’ve been better, but I’m getting by.” She narrowed her eyes, examining the other woman. “Why?”

“Well, your time here in Croi is more than half through, and Be is almost done negotiating for two other protian weapons.”

Tala stiffened, then nodded. “I see.”

“If it helps, they are both based upon your ideas—whether or not he had those thoughts earlier.”

“Oh?” She was almost afraid to ask.

“Yes. There was a candidate Eskau of our House who was… not up to snuff, combat-wise, and his potential Pillar was similarly realizing that she didn’t really like the politics involved in ever becoming a Pillar. They’d passed up three potential raisings, which isn’t a good precedent.”

“I see.”

“So, clever Be bought them out of their rank, securing their protian weapon, and he is nearly finished negotiating to trade it with another major House in the city for one of theirs. I don’t know how they have one to trade, but it does happen on occasion.”

“That’s one.”

“Yes, it is. The second comes from a minor House in this city that has been pursuing majority for nearly five centuries. They only just managed to forge a protian weapon.”

I wonder how many humans died needlessly to their failed attempts. But she kept her face carefully neutral. “Oh?”

“Yes. Unfortunately for them, they don’t really have many warriors who could wield it well, nor the structures or culture in place to make good use of it. They have devoted their resources toward magical research rather than combat, after all.”

“So, they’ll trade it away?”

“Oh, no. They’d never do that.”

Tala cocked her head to the side as she turned to regard the elf.

“No, Be offered to allow their minor House to join with the House of Blood, in a place of honor, in exchange for the weapon. It’s apparently a good one, nearly entirely based upon kinetic manipulation.”

Great… “I see.”

Meallain smiled comfortingly. “You seem… less than pleased at the progress. Your ideas were sound, and you do your duty well.”

That is truly comforting in her eyes, isn’t it. “It means that I will be abandoned in Platoiri all the sooner.”

The elf’s hand fell on her shoulder. “I’d thought that was still weighing on you.”

Tala scoffed. “How could it not? He is to leave me behind and go into danger without me.”

Meallain sighed. “We need to distract you from that. Can I get you experts on holds and pocket dimensions? Books, treatises? Items of power to let you delve more deeply into that hobby?”

“That would be a boon, if you are willing, but I have another curiosity that weighs more heavily.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Well, the books are simple enough to get, at the very least. What else pulls at your mind?”

Tala seized the opportunity. “What of polar synchronicity between the worlds?”

The elf stiffened slightly, then smiled, shaking her head. “You’ve been digging into the Doman-Imithe?”

“Nothing forbidden, but yes.”

She sighed. “The council would not be pleased if they knew.”

“At the moment, that doesn’t seem like a negative.”

Meallain raised an eyebrow, seeming taken aback, but then she shook her head. “That is fair, I suppose. I will admit that I don’t understand their decision any more than you do, but it isn’t ours to question. Even so, that is a hard lesson to learn, especially for the young.”

She hesitated.

“In this I do have some discretion, and what they don’t know won’t hurt them.” She bit the side of her lip in thought. “Be, though, if he knew, he might…”

Tala thought quickly, then put on her most open, honest face. Ahh, yes, honesty worn as a mask. “It would be a wonderful surprise for him upon his return if I were to be an aid to him in regard to the Doman-Imithe?”

“Yes… I can see that.” She shrugged. “He need not know all the specifics of your training, and this is something he’s previously expressed interest in having you learn. I see no issue with teaching you the basics, but only the basics, yes?”

“That would be wonderful. Thank you, Eskau Meallain.”

“Just Meallain. It seems that I have much to teach you, directly, and using honorifics in such intricate dialogues will become tedious quickly.”

“As you wish, Meallain.”

Thus, Tala’s time with Thron was expanded by Meallain’s presence, along with the books she procured for them.

Each book was only offered for a short time, with specific passages intended, but Tala was always able to find a moment to flip through so that Alat could copy it in full. Though, that sometimes required setting the book behind a barrier off to the side and looking through it with one of her mirrored perspectives.

Thus, while Meallain focused on giving her a solid foundation on the Doman-Imithe, Tala built the scaffold for learning so, so much more.

A week later, Be-thric finally secured his two deals, and a celebration rang out through the House of Blood. Their new Pillar had almost completed his regalia and would be departing for his home city soon.

The first negotiation had culminated in a minor House shedding its own identity and joining with the House of Blood, both gaining and growing in power.

This was an additional cause for celebration.

The second had allowed those who might have brought dishonor to the House of Blood to step from their path honorably and join their fellows as assets, rather than failed, potential leaders.

It was a truly joyous occasion, and the celebrations spilled out into much of Croi, though most were not made aware of all of the exact reasons for celebration.

Only two more protian weapons are needed, Alat.

-And preparations are already underway in Platoiri for a raid on a major House to get the second to last one.-

We need to act soon. Be-thric’s departure might be the best time to flee, but we still need a reason to be allowed out, a way to deal with the collar in one way or another.

-Yes; otherwise, it will end us.-

They had pored over ideas of how to deal with the collar, but the truth was, she simply lacked the power to do anything effective against a half-Hallowed-level construct. She had plans, though.

When she returned to Platoiri, she was to attend the City Lord, and there were potential paths she could investigate on that front.

-You seem more hopeful.-

I think less despairing is more accurate. I have nothing I can actually hope will work, but I refuse to believe that I won’t find something.

-That works for me.-

Their next idea involved talking with Be-thric at length, which Tala really, really didn’t want to do. Blessedly, Alat had fully prepped Tali, so the plan was to turn control over to her for the first time in quite a while and see if she could sway Be-thric in one way or another.

The celebration was the perfect setting as well, and after a full day of feasting, with a night and another day planned, it was the perfect time.

Alright. Let’s go find the Pillar.

-Let’s do this.-

***

Tali knocked on the door to her Master’s suite within the House of Blood’s hold.

Be-thric had retired for a few hours, to enjoy some peace before he was to rejoin the festivities below and out in the city.

It felt like ages since she’d seen him, though she knew that they’d crossed paths quite a few times earlier that very day.

+I have been avoiding him, I suppose.+

-You think? It’s a blessing that we don’t really need her to be in command very much, if at all, or there would be so, so many issues I’d have to iron out.-

+Right, right. I do apologize for that.+

-No, you don’t. You’re not sorry at all for the choices you’ve made.-

+…That’s true enough.+

A servant of the hold answered the door and stepped back to allow her entry. The dwarven woman’s somehow deeply thrumming, yet still relatively high-pitched, voice rang out, “Announcing, Eskau Tali.”

Be-thric’s voice floated through a pair of doors that were thrown wide leading out onto a balcony, “My Eskau has torn herself away from the celebration to visit me? Come, come! I am just enjoying a moment of quiet on this auspicious day.”

Tali walked through the lush, if not opulent, entry and sitting room and out those same doors.

She stopped in wonder as the view captivated her once again.

This suite of rooms was up near the top of the large building at the heart of the hold that was a world-fragment, and her Master had been given a truly spectacular view.

Interestingly, it was a view in the opposite direction of the one she’d first beheld upon entering the hold.

Rather than forests and plains leading toward distant mountains, Tali now beheld hills and dunes of sand leading down to the shore of the sea in the middle-distance.

As if brought on by the sight, she could suddenly smell the salt in the air and hear the far-off call of seabirds with her enhanced senses.

From Meallain’s lessons with regard to the Doman-Imithe, Tali knew that those things weren’t actually there and simply manifested as echoes of the reality that once was.

The world-fragment ended well before the shore of the sea.

In the past, when she’d looked in this direction, her perspective had been too low to see past the near hills to the water beyond.

“Do you like it?” His voice pulled her attention from the vista.

She turned and bowed without thought, freezing halfway through the motion and straightening. “My apologies, Pillar Be-thric. I was distracted by the majesty of it all.”

A smile was playing across his lips. “It is wonderful, that is true. Sometimes, you are so like a child in how you view the world.”

She felt herself coloring, but he waved a hand placatingly.

“I do not mean that as an insult. To the contrary, it is refreshing. I, myself, spent a good deal of time in this hold in my youth, before the death of my parents. It is beautiful but not truly special to me anymore, and it evokes memories of sadness.” He shook his head. “But you? Your enjoyment of it brings joy back to me. Thank you for that.”

+That’s interesting. He’s never spoken of his family before.+

-No, he hasn’t… Let’s see what else he says.-

She looked down and nodded. “It is my pleasure to serve.”

“None of that, none of that, my Eskau. The House is celebrating, and much of that is on your account. Come! Eat and drink if you wish.” He motioned to the food arrayed on the table beside himself.

She stepped forward and poured herself a glass of water. “I… You never speak of them, you know.”

“Hmm?”

“Your family, your parents.”

His smile faded slightly. “Ahh, that is true enough. They were an odd set, my parents. My mother was a Pillar, my father her Eskau. She was the daughter of the founder of the House of Blood, the last of her siblings—as I am the last of mine.”

Tali didn’t interrupt, letting him take his time.

Be-thric took a long drink of what seemed to be wine. “Our House is not loved by most other major Houses. We accept all, regardless of race or lineage, and that has allowed us to grow strong quickly—on the scale of such things.”

He huffed a laugh, then, shaking his head.

“Our enemies sought to bring us down in the same way they would another House: they targeted the founding family.” His grin became vicious. “But my family was never our true strength. As my aunts and uncles fell to the machinations of our enemies, they were replaced, one by one, with stronger Pillars, and our power grew.”

Tali took another drink, hoping he would continue, and he did.

“Nepotism has always been a bane of the strong, and we were no exception. But our opponents, by the very acts they intended to destroy us with, forged us into something stronger, tearing out that weakness before it could become rot. My family may be all but gone, but what they stood for, the core of what they are, will live on forever.”

She knew the right response, felt it resonating within herself. “For all have Blood, and that unites us. For all have Blood, and that is our strength.”

“Indeed.” He sighed.

+Well, rust…+

-This isn’t exactly news, Tala.-

+I know, but it still makes me want to like him, even while I still hate him irrevocably.+

-The House of Blood is likely the best means for humanity to connect with the arcane world, if it ever happens.-

+Yeah.+

-We could do a lot of good if we stayed and pushed for that connection.-

+Oh, I am aware.+

-…So?-

+We break free and try not to harm the House too badly. I’m going home.+

-That’s what I thought.-

Be-thric seemed to come back to himself. “Now, you must have come for a purpose, and I doubt it is to listen to me ramble. I hear that Eskau Meallain has taken you under her wing for martial training. Is that bearing fruit?”

“It is, yes. She is an excellent teacher and a… trying sparring partner.”

“As she should be. She was master of my grandfather’s guard before we became a major House. She’s almost as old as Pallaun is rumored to be.” He chuckled at that. “How Sanguis convinced that old beast to join our House, I may never know.”

So, even Be-thric sees Pallaun as a beast?

+That’s interesting. I guess I just assumed he’d know more or have a different view.+

-Well, we could have asked, but that would have required being around the man more.-

+Yeah, not worth it.+

“But I am controlling the conversation again. What can I do for you, my Eskau?”

Tali glanced toward the servants who waited off to one side.

Be-thric noticed the glance and dismissed them. A moment later they were alone, Pillar and Eskau.

“Is this space private from listening ears?”

The Pillar nodded.

Alright, then. No excuses. She took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. “I… I cannot stomach the idea of you going on the venture without me. The purpose of the trip is for my growth; it will be dangerous, and it will take quite a bit of time.”

He nodded, seeming unsurprised by the topic. “I understand how you feel, but the decision is made.”

“Is it final, though? The other Pillars are still here. Can’t you change their minds? Aren’t I your Eskau? Can’t you insist that I come with you? Can we trade favors or otherwise influence them?”

“I tried, Tali, I truly did. There are… extenuating factors that you aren’t aware of. Those change how Pillars perceive… the venture, and make those opposed staunchly against changing their minds.”

“Then tell me, and I will see those factors overcome.”

He sighed. “I wish I could. Truly, I do, but it isn’t possible.”

+What? He almost sounds genuine.+

-Yeah. That’s really odd. Does he want to tell her that she’s fake?-

+Probably not. Maybe, it’s something else?+

-Could be, I suppose.-

“What could there be that you can’t tell me?”

He smiled at that. “I obviously can’t tell you that.”

Tali grimaced.

“Do you trust me?”

-No.-

+Only to pursue your own interests.+

“Unequivocally.”

His smile wavered a hair at that, but he maintained it. “Then trust this: I have done everything I can to change the council’s decision.”

Tali closed her eyes, fighting back frustration. She took several long, deep breaths, letting them out slowly.

Be-thric, for his part, let her take the time that she needed.

Finally, Tali opened her eyes and nodded. “Very well, the decision stands.”

+And there goes that option… I knew we shouldn’t have bothered approaching Be-thric.+

-Hold on a moment. I don’t think she’s done.-

Tali did, indeed, continue, “So, how can we go around the council’s decision with the least consequences?”

Be-thric blinked at her a few times, then burst out laughing. “That!” He laughed again. “That I did not expect. Oh, Tali, you are somehow full of surprises.”

Tali waited for him to finish chuckling before she squared her shoulders. “So? What are our options? I assume that if we simply ignore the decision, we would face censure when returning.”

“Censure? At the very least. They might simply execute us both on the spot.”

She frowned. “Is that likely?”

“No. It really isn’t, actually. If we returned, which we should, it would be in triumph, and that would prevent execution from being a serious option.”

“So, it is possible, then? We could defy them?”

“Could we? Possibly. Pallaun would likely enforce their ruling; he might even stop the venture all together if he thought we intended such a thing. Meallain definitely would.”

Tali bit the side of her lip in thought. “Could we keep it from him?”

“In theory? Yes. In practice? Unlikely.”

“I would rather not advance if it means you go into danger alone.”

Be-thric leaned forward. “Take that from your mind, my Eskau. You will not stagnate while I can help it. I am going, that is not up for debate. And it seems like you will not be coming with me.”

Tali grit her teeth in frustration. “There is nothing that can be done?”

“Nothing.”

With a wave of irritation and frustration, Tali bowed. “Very well, then. Good day, Pillar.”

Without another word, she turned and departed.

Be-thric didn’t stop her, nor did he respond.

In her mirrored perspective, Tali saw him lean back, seeming troubled.

Good. Maybe, he’ll get this sorted.

+Well, hopefully, that doesn’t come back to bite us.+

-It shouldn’t, but yeah.-

Tali barely kept from slamming the doors on her way out of the suite. The servants of the hold were waiting in the hallway, and she sent them back in.

I will come with you, my Master. There is no power on Zeme that can stop me.

+And on that note, back to me.+

-Agreed.-


Chapter: 51
Return to Platoiri

Tala felt a bit of sadness as she took Kit from the intricate, dedicated alcove that the sanctum had rested in for the last weeks.

She had learned all she could in her time in the city of Croi, though she’d basically never gone out into the city itself. Her time had been dominated by tasks and training within the hold, within the world-fragment.

There were so many things that felt subtly different within this place, and she’d gotten the impression that most higher-level magics functioned better within a world-fragment.

Magic was both easier and harder. It was more work for her willpower to enact the magics, but it seemed to linger longer, more stable after being formed.

Not that I used much magic within the world-fragment. It did seem like Kit was a bit more stable, but that was likely due to the sanctum being located off the hold.

One of the Eskau she had worked with most, De-arg, had occasionally made comments that implied his power was uniquely suited to the world-fragment. Though, she’d not really seen him use his power.

He was really, really fast and accurate, though. His training had been incredibly fruitful in improving her grounding and stability. I do wonder what concept he wields. Maybe accuracy?

-I don’t think that’s a concept that can be wielded.-

It’s no more esoteric than ‘corrosion.’

-Fair point.-

Terry had stayed within her sanctum for the duration of the stay in Croi. So, for his sake if nothing else, she was glad to be heading back to Platoiri.

And back to the acquisition of protian weapons. They had intel on a prime target for the eighth one and were seeking leads on the ninth and final weapon after that.

Then, Be-thric leaves—with or without me.

-It’ll be without if we don’t do something about it.-

Yeah. She still had ideas, and she was running them down as best as she was able.

As she moved toward the exit of the hold, she looked down at her white, scale mail armor. She was quite used to it by this point, and it moved with her excellently.

The scales, themselves, were less potent projectiles than her siege orbs, but that was to be expected. They were intended for lesser targets. Even so, their blade-like nature gave them superior penetration to the tungsten orbs she had been using.

And the siege orbs are for things that could kill me with ease.

-For now.-

True. Things that could kill me with ease, for now. Tala found herself grinning. Even without a solid plan, she could almost taste her freedom, and she felt like every improvement to herself moved her that much closer.

-Soon.-

Kit and Flow sat as wonderful counterbalances to one another on her belt, while most of her bloodstar tools rested in the sheath on the back of the belt.

Only four bloodstars were out as she strode through the heart of the House of Blood’s power.

Three circled her head, and one rested near the base of her skull, just far enough out to not interfere with her braid. Together, the four gave her and Alat three-hundred-and-sixty-degree perspectives of the world at all times.

Always wary.

-For we are in the belly of the beast.-

And it thinks we are of its flesh.

-That… is apt. Gross, but apt.-

She was pulled from her inner conversation as she reached the entry hall.

Gallof and Thron were already waiting near the open entrance to the hold, and Tala took a moment to greet them before glancing out into the city outside.

Directly across from the entrance to this hold were the gates to the City Lord’s manor. City Lady?

-CL? That would work either way.-

I think City Lord is better.

-Longer to say than CL.-

Yeah, but I can see it being confusing, and that’s beside the point. I figured we’d meet her on this trip.

Alat sent over the impression of a shrug.

I suppose we didn’t need to. We still have two days to get back to Platoiri before the collar triggers, after all.

-I think it’s tomorrow at sunset, actually?-

Oh… She did some quick calculations. You’re right. That’s less ideal.

They were going to leave nearly a week earlier, in order to allow plenty of time for a less hurried return trip, but Meallain had been insistent on Tala staying longer, even going so far as to procure the services of a specialized dimensional mage for a quicker return at her own expense.

The process was apparently painful, and even more expensive than ballistic travel, but it had quite a few other benefits.

The quickways in the underbelly of Croi were modeled on the same concept, so Tala was quite curious to see how it worked.

Meallain, Reidh, and De-arg had bid her goodbye the evening before, each giving her parting advice.

Reidh had implored her to focus on drawing strength from within herself, rather than from external sources or points of leverage.

Meallain had reminded her that the appearance of strength was often more potent than true, but unknown, strength. The elf also emphasized that the council had reasons for its decisions and that they should be honored.

De-arg had told her to be as stalwart as the sand.

That guy has so much wisdom he’s come back around to being obtuse again.

-Sand does endure. Sure, it shifts, but it is always sand. It gets everywhere, never-ending.-

Huh. I suppose I can see that. Do you suppose that’s what he meant?

-I have literally no idea.-

Tala grinned, shaking her head.

“Eskau Tali?” Thron came to stand beside her. “Is everything alright?”

“Yes, just trying to parse what Eskau De-arg told me last night.”

Thron grunted. “I’ve never met the man, but I hear his advice is… odd.”

“That is a fair assessment.”

Shortly thereafter, Be-thric arrived with the former candidate Eskau from the House of the Dark Abyss.

Oh, right. I forgot about him.

-What? How could you have forgotten? You were literally in the room when they decided he would come with us back to Platoiri.-

I didn’t say I didn’t know. I had to have known in order to have forgotten.

-Huh. I’ve never really thought of it that way. Okay.-

Tala grinned to herself as she greeted the boy, “It was Ganog, right?”

The young dragonling jerked slightly, clearly startled to be addressed. “Oh, um. Yes. Eskau Tali?”

“That’s right.”

He scratched the steel-gray scales on the side of his neck. “I appreciate the opportunity to leave with you all.”

The others greeted the boy, and they departed as a group.

There was no fanfare, no farewells. They’d each said goodbye to everyone they wished to say such to.

It was a cool, if not cold, day, but it was in stark contrast to the weather within the hold. Apparently, the world-fragment had been from closer to the equator than Croi was.

Huh, I didn’t really focus on the temperature when we arrived.

-You treated it like entering a building, and after you learned of world-fragments, that dominated your mind. Plus, you know, the weather doesn’t really bother you.-

That was true enough. Most of the arcanes around them were of a rank to be unaffected by the weather, but they did seem to be wearing clothing a bit thicker than usual.

Tala, Thron, Gallof, Ganog, and Be-thric didn’t stay on the streets near the city center for long. They had too far to go. Instead, they descended back to the quickway nexus nearest the hold.

With a short jaunt through the quickways, they arrived at the northeastern part of the city, near the edge. They came back up the well-traveled stairs into bustling streets.

The pedestrians made way for them, given that they all wore House of Blood colors, and Tala and Be-thric were obvious by their demarcations of office.

There weren’t many vehicles, either magical or beast-drawn, but those that there were made way, too.

It was a short walk to a middling-sized tower; Tala only really noticed its height because it was the tallest thing in any direction toward the near edge of the city, like a lighthouse on a prominence.

I bet that factors into its functionality.

Their group made their way inside, where a servant greeted them and led the way to the top.

At the top of the tower was a large chamber. Centered within the space was a truly massive ring of metal, the body of which was more than ten feet thick all the way around. The enormous magical construction was set in what looked like nothing so much as a gyroscope.

A strange arcane, the likes of which Tala had never seen before, was scurrying around, quite literally dumping power from himself and a bundle of six founts that he carried with him. The magic was pouring very specifically into various parts of the contraption at his direction.

“Ahh! The House of Blood travelers, good, good. You are right on time. Early, as you should be.”

Gallof called back up. “Where do you need us?”

“You are going to Platoiri, correct? If not, we might have a problem…” He muttered the last.

“Yes. Yes, we are going to Platoiri.”

“Wonderful! Your payment was received, and we are almost ready. Go up those stairs. The walkway should extend shortly.”

Tala, Thron, Gallof, Ganog, and Be-thric walked up a set of sturdy metal stairs off to one side, and paused on a wide platform, level with the small, six-foot-wide opening in the center of the massive ring.

The power in the room positively thrummed.

Ganog, for his part, stuck to the center of the platform, clearly a bit overwhelmed by the level of power around them.

It was so thick and complex that Tala felt utterly lost when she attempted to parse it.

The little arcane resembled a three-foot-tall, bald, old man, with huge tufts of white hair on either side of his head. Are those coming out of his ears?

-I think from behind them?-

It seemed to be both when she looked more closely.

He paused near them, examining them before muttering to himself as he continued his work. “Good, all Mature at least. Children can’t survive more than a couple dozen miles. Nothing fragile of mundane make. Only a few founts, but enough that I’ll have to submit the path as compromised for the next few months.”

Tala frowned, not truly understanding what he meant, but she supposed it wasn’t meant for her, so that was fine.

He paused, however, staring at Kit. “You have anyone in that dimensional storage, Eskau of Blood?”

Tala frowned, glancing down. “Oh! Yes, I have a pet terror bird. There is also some livestock within the storage.”

“The livestock will be fine, even if they are magically imbued. That’s fairly standard for personal holds or extensive dimensional storages. The terror bird sounds interesting, though.” The arcane scratched his chin. “Mundane or arcanous?”

“Arcanous.”

Be-thric cocked his head to the side, then nodded. Tala heard him mutter, “Right, she said that he can teleport a bit.”

The small man twirled one of his tufts of white hair, muttering, “Animalist, not mundane…” He nodded, looking back to her. “What type of power?”

“Dimensional, I believe.”

“Really? That’s fascinating. I wish we had time for me to examine him. Unfortunately, this isn’t relevant. Unless you have a lot of founts that I can’t detect, or a few gated humans in there, there isn’t cause for concern.”

“Oh. Well, thank you then.” She wanted to ask why, but the arcane was clearly busy and not interested in talking further.

And that settled that.

Tala returned her gaze to their surroundings.

The air was positively filled with dimensional magic.

She leaned over toward Thron. “Am I right in assuming that this utilizes dimensional compression, just like the quickways but to a much greater degree?”

The dwarf nodded. “Yes. The device makes a straight-line compression. It’s murder to walk through—literally, if it’s too much for your rank—but it’s fast.”

Gallof huffed. “Ludicrously expensive. The practitioners are quite wealthy, even with their services only used a few times a year. Even so, there’s no magical resonance via this method, and it seems we need to be extra careful in that regard. That last monster…”

Tala shuddered and nodded, even as the hue-folk man shook his head. Yeah, I don’t want to fight another reality drake—or whatever that was. I may have improved during my time here, but that would still be beyond me.

-Well, you do have the siege orbs.-

She paused, then grinned. That’s true. I could coat the world in explosive ice.

After another moment’s consideration, she nodded. You’re right. I could take one. It would be a pain to rebuild my stock after, though, so avoiding the possibility is preferable.

A couple of minutes later, all was ready.

Ganog was shifting from foot to foot, seemingly trying to make himself smaller.

This kid was a candidate Eskau?

-Maybe a newer one? Clearly, he wasn’t that good at it, given how things shook out.-

That’s fair.

A metal walkway grew out toward the opening, and the magics around them came to a crescendo.

Light coming through the ring intensified, and the large room became uncomfortably warm, the temperature continuing to climb.

“Have a nice trip!” The little arcane waved, even as his entire body seemed to be straining, magic being wrung from him like water from a rag.

They didn’t delay.

Tala went first—as was her duty.

As she stepped through the opening, it felt like trying to step through a brick wall that wasn’t overly well mortared.

She pushed with all her strength, and she felt the metal beneath her back foot tremble slightly as she slid through the thick air.

The experience was awful.

She closed her eyes and tried to suppress her hearing to bear through the overstimulation of her senses.

It felt like she was being compressed and stretched in one. Hey! It’s sort of like my dimensional anchor.

That was only true in the sense that a needle prick was sort of like a dagger to the heart.

She kind of missed that thing. It had been somewhat useful a time or two. I wonder what happened to it?

-Be-thric likely disposed of it, sold it, or took it off of you and left it behind?-

Yeah… it’s not like we can ask him. It was obviously magical and obviously not bound to me because of the inscriptions on it. I could understand him not wanting to risk it. She was distracting herself from the slow-as-molasses progress.

Finally, she pushed all the way through, her leading foot coming down on springy soil.

Her progress was still slow, but now she was pulling herself out.

At long last, she felt like she won through.

Her eyes snapped open, and she stepped to the side, so as to not be in the way of those following her.

Before her, the familiar skyline of Platoiri dominated the near view.

Behind her, she could see an oddly hard-to-perceive cylinder of dimensional power stretching off toward the horizon.

She was panting, drawing in air like she’d been underwater for a long while.

That was uniquely awful.

-We traveled a really long way, though.-

Yeah, I suppose… She felt something and glanced down, remembering what Thron had told her. Rust!

She slapped her hand onto Kit and dumped power into the pouch.

The short trip had highly strained Kit, even though she’d topped off its power as they were approaching the tower. It was almost empty when she began to refill it.

Now that she focused on it, all of her items felt… worn, like they had been dragged across some sort of magical sandpaper. That’s an awful metaphor.

She looked closer, the world-fragment and her studies into the Doman-Imithe making her think of the integrity of reality a bit more than usual.

With a pulse of power, she transformed Flow into void-form so that she could see the fabric of reality more clearly with her voidsight, and what she saw made her eyes widen.

There was a single, sizable gouge in the surface of reality beside a few much smaller ones, leading off into the distance, from the way that she’d come. That was the only way she could describe what she was seeing.

Be-thric began to appear, his foot first, then coming together just as she must have.

As he arrived, Tala saw four little scratches appear within the skin of the world near the gouges that she suspected came from her own gate and the founts she’d stolen from the guild-hold. The four founts he carries?

It was no wonder this wasn’t a common form of travel. And I stress it more than a handful of founts.

It was a sobering thought.

She let the void-form drop as Be-thric stepped to the side, fully reformed and grimacing. “That is highly unpleasant.”

“Well, we shouldn’t use that method very often then.” She smiled slightly, leaning on how Tali would have responded.

“True enough. In either case, we can’t, as it is highly straining on… well, everything. It is ill-advised to use such methods more than once a year or so. Though, emergencies do happen.”

In less than five minutes, the other three had come through, and the column of power had broken apart.

Tala cocked her head, considering. “What would happen if it deactivated while someone was inside it?”

Thron huffed. “Eskau Tali, it would spread them across all the intervening space because that is where they would be without the magic holding the working together.”

“Ahh, yes. That does… make sense.”

Ganog seemed to somehow pale as he heard that, and he swallowed visibly.

I guess he didn’t know it was that dangerous?

Without further delay or discussion, they made their way into and through Platoiri without incident, coming to the District of Doors barely before noon.

To their surprise, a messenger from the City Lord was waiting outside the hold’s main entrance.

Gallof scurried forward. “My apologies, messenger. One such as you should not have been made to wait outside of the hold. I swear that those responsible will be—”

The messenger held up his hand, silencing Gallof. “There is no need, Adjunct. I am right where I wished to be.”

He bowed and presented a slip of paper to Tala.

Tala took it with a muttered thank you.

The note on the page was simple.

The City Lord commanded her attendance of his person that afternoon, or if she could not be pulled away from the duties of her House, the following day could be acceptable.

The messenger did not wait for her reply, and he was already gone by the time Tala looked up.

Be-thric gave her an inquiring look. “What do you wish, my Eskau?”

She sighed. “I will go now. It is almost noon, and I don’t wish to be late.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. We have much to do in the next few days, and a half-day’s duty is lighter than a full one.”

He nodded appreciatively to that.

She turned to Thron. “Do you need me to place my sanctum before I depart?”

The dwarf smiled and gave a bow. “That would make my tasks easier; yes, Eskau Tali.”

That determined, they entered the hold, and Tala placed Kit’s entrance in a garden quite near the hold’s main gate.

Gallof and Be-thric quickly disappeared with Ganog into another part of the hold.

Thron thanked her and entered Kit.

Tala, for her part, stopped for a long moment, just feeling the hold around her.

Her budding knowledge of Doman-Imithe, alongside spending so long within the world-fragment, caused the fragility of reality in the hold to stand out starkly.

Now that she was looking for it, she could feel that Zeme lay somewhere between the two, closer to the world-fragment than the hold in solidity.

Why didn’t Kit feel this weak?

-It was likely because it was attached to the world-fragment, pulling stability from that anchor.-

She bit the side of her lip in thought. Maybe…

-Are you intending to start a new habit?-

Hmm?

-Biting your lip.-

She stopped. I’ve done that before. It’s not new.

-Yes, but recently, you seem to be doing it more.-

Huh. Might be so. She shook her head and set off.

Stepping out of the House of Blood’s hold and back into Zeme let her feel the solidifying of reality yet again. It wasn’t as precise as using her voidsight, but she was growing in her ability to sense what that form of vision showed.

It’s exactly like the books say. She’d not had time to review all the advanced texts she’d copied into her personal portion of the Archive, via Alat’s incredible perception and ability to grab the pages nearly instantly.

What she had gleaned made it clear that the feel of reality was the easiest means of determining where one was in the worlds.

The world-fragment felt like a sheet of steel.

Zeme was wood. In the most stable places, it was a hardwood that could almost be mistaken for metal; in the weakest, it was softwood, easily marred.

Holds were generally as paper, mere shavings of reality, shaped by cunning hands.

And the Doman-Imithe is a tight net; cords of flexible strength riddled with holes.

She shuddered.

Even her limited understanding of reality made the very idea… disconcerting. Not that I’ll get a chance to explore it.

She was waved through the City Lord’s gates and followed the same path up to his tower that she’d used previously.

Nothing seemed to have changed in her time away.

He even seemed to be wearing the same clothing, though she couldn’t actually remember him wearing anything else, so it was possibly magical clothing. Or he has multiple, identical sets.

“Eskau Tali. So, you decided an afternoon in my company is better than a full day?”

“When I have many demands on my time, City Lord? Yes, reducing my tasks is a boon.”

He huffed a laugh. “Still confrontational with your betters?”

Tala didn’t like the way the conversation was starting out, so she tried to change tack. “Are there any assassins you wish brought low? The bat-gargoyle, perhaps?”

“You mean Bruce?”

Tala hesitated, uncertain if he was joking. “You named your gargoyle?”

“Of course not. Don’t be silly, child. The sculptor tried to name it ‘Fear,’ but that was ridiculous, and so I decreed that another name be chosen.”

“So… Bruce.”

“Would you have preferred man-bat?”

“I suppose not.” Why are we talking about this?

Before she could rethink her conversational choices, he reached to take a drink from a cup that wasn’t there.

With a barely contained sigh, Tala went to get his food and tea. It was going to be a long afternoon.

The time passed as she would have expected.

She attended the City Lord, and he largely ignored her.

Finally, when her service was nearly at an end, he turned to face her. “So, Eskau Tali. Your very being is resonating with a desire to ask something. It is getting… distracting.”

“My apologies, City Lord.”

He waved that off. “Don’t apologize. Ask.”

She swallowed. She had, in fact, been trying to find a way of bringing up her question. Well, this is as good a time as any. “My House is going to send m… Pillar Be-thric off on a dangerous venture without me.”

“That is not a question.”

She swallowed, straightening her spine and hardening her resolve. “Will you remove my collar when he is sent so that I might follow him?”

The City Lord leaned forward, steepling his fingers. “Against the wishes of your own House?”

“Yes, City Lord.”

He tilted his head to the side. “Fascinating. Tell me why.”

Here goes nothing.


Chapter: 52
Risks and Liabilities

Tala took a deep breath, centering herself.

The City Lord was leaning toward her, clearly interested in her explanation.

She had just asked him to remove her collar, allowing her to violate the ruling of the House of Blood, and he didn’t reject her outright.

We might be able to do this. He just wants to know ‘why.’ I can give him a good ‘why.’ “He’s the Pillar; I’m the Eskau; what more can I say? I cannot allow him to go into danger without me.”

He scrunched his nose. “That is why your House’s council should have approved your participation. They said no. Why should I allow you to go around their decision?”

She hesitated, then reworded this first reason. “Pillar Be-thric will die if I don’t go with him. I cannot let him go alone.”

“Why would that sway me in the slightest?” He looked genuinely confused. “As I’ve said, the safety of a House’s Pillars is their business. I trust that isn’t the only reason you have?”

Well… that was negated more quickly than ideal.

-Next idea?-

Obviously. “Because this shouldn’t involve you at all.”

His head tilted slightly to one side. “Interesting. Go on.”

“If I weren’t human, I would follow him on this venture, and it wouldn’t involve you or a collar or anything. I might be reprimanded, but that would be my choice, the consequences solely mine to bear.”

“Ahh, but if you weren’t human, this venture would be unnecessary.”

“That is hardly the point.”

“I disagree, but go on.”

She took another breath, finding her balance before continuing, “The only reason you are involved at all is this stupid collar.”

“The collar that you want me to remove.”

“Precisely.”

“The collar that is meant to prevent you from acting in ways counter to your sponsoring House.”

“…Yes?” She was not aware that that was the supposed purpose. I thought it was a mandate by the City Lord.

-Yeah, that’s what we were told.-

“The collar which is currently preventing you from acting against the express ruling of your House.”

“…Yes.” She grimaced. Well, when you say it like that…

“So, you see the problem? Your argument is that I should remove your restriction because you want to do the very thing the restriction is meant to guard against.”

“I… I thought the collar was a requirement required by you, at your will, and by your discretion.”

He shrugged. “That is both true and false.”

She cocked her head to the side, a slight frown creasing her features. “Explain.”

The room suddenly warped, and Tala was on her knees with no memory of falling, breath driven from her lungs, heart stuttering in her chest.

Her aura control, and authority over anything, her own body included, was utterly gone.

Her gate was held in a vice-grip, her flow of power cut off as completely as if she were born without one.

The City Lord hadn’t moved, but his face was stony, utterly without mercy.

Anger or fury would have been less terrifying.

“You do not command me, human child. I’d thought you understood that.” The pressure vanished, the crumbling walls and half-caved-in roof pulling back together under the City Lord’s power.

When did that break? The sound of dripping drew her perspective back to herself, and she was able to see streams of blood running down her face from the corners of her eyes and out of her ears. The dark, crimson liquid was dripping onto the floor from where it gathered on her chin.

“I will not tell you again.” His voice was perfectly level, perfectly controlled.

Tala nodded, barely keeping a rein on her panic. Pull it together, Tala.

-Are you alright?-

Not in the slightest, but… but I need to try this avenue. She slowly stood, giving a deeper bow than usual. “My apologies, City Lord. If you would be willing, can you explain what you mean?”

He smiled, all traces of displeasure gone. “Well, every City Lord forbids human advancement, unequivocally, as it sets a bad precedent, and it never ends well. If a House is willing to take on liability and risk, a prerequisite is that collar.” He pointed to her unnecessarily. “That eliminates the problem once their gamble fails.”

“If I may, what sort of risk?” She was still fighting to keep her emotions under control. She was not used to being faced with such overwhelming power, and it was rattling to say the least.

“It depends. Ten times the worth of any damages owed due to unlawful actions of the elevated human. That part is the most commonly invoked. If the human does something so heinous that they execute her, the House owes the city ten founts for every rank the human was allowed to advance before their fall to inevitable failing. If the human is banished into the wilds, it’s twenty founts because someone has to be sent after her to kill her properly.”

Tala frowned. “Forgive me, City Lord, but wouldn’t the collar kill me, were I to be banished?”

“That’s the interesting quirk of the relationships between the Houses and the City Lords. If their act of banishment killed you, that wouldn’t be banishment, now would it? As such, to honor their ruling on their own members, we remove the collar. But”—he held up a finger—“we don’t want an uncollared, advanced human out and about, so she has to be hunted down.”

Could that work?

-Do you really want this guy or one of his enforcers hunting you down?-

No, but it is a possibility… Let’s call this the worst-case scenario, but it could work.

“Now, it basically never happens because the cost is so prohibitive to the House.”

Tala blinked. “Excuse me… It seems that you are speaking about this like there are quite a few humans that are, or have been, in my position.”

“Am I? I suppose after millennia it seems that way. You are the only such in this city.”

“Oh… Alright.”

“But as I was saying, banishment to the wilds basically doesn’t happen. Banishment to another House or city doesn’t happen, because there would have to be another House or City Lord willing to take responsibility for you, and you’d have just proven yourself to be a horrid burden.”

She grimaced, remaining silent.

“Now, for you, as an Eskau of all things, they’d never banish or kill you while your Pillar lives, not with the particularities of your specific arrangement, but that is precisely your concern.”

Tala nodded but didn’t interject.

“If he were to die, I could see that as grounds for your death or banishment. As a former Eskau, at that point, they might opt for banishment if you’d been a good little Eskau up until then. That would also make them look much better to the other major Houses. It’s never a good look when you have to execute your own Eskau.” He clapped his hands, smiling magnanimously. “That’s your solution! If your Pillar dies, you can be banished to go save him, so long as you can avoid my hunters long enough to succeed.”

She gave him a non-amused look that bordered on disrespectful, but the City Lord just waved it off.

“You just need to learn necromancy and avoid those hunters, too. Your Pillar would never be the same, of course, but you’d have him back.”

Tala scrunched her face but moderated her tone to respond. “I do not believe that would work for me, but thank you for the suggestion.”

“No one likes a groveler, child.” His tone was jovial, but it had a hard edge. “I was mocking you. Use that spine, which makes you so interesting. Don’t pretend it was anything else.”

“Yes, City Lord.” She grit her teeth, her tumultuous emotions joining together as irritated anger.

“That’s more like it.” He quirked a half-smile. “Now, what if the collar kills you? They just have to pay for the replacement of the collar. It is a simple and relatively cheap solution.”

“Then, why would any House ever execute the human any other way? If I may ask.” She added the last hastily despite her continued anger.

“You may. The answer is, they really don’t. Generally, the collar is triggered, and the matter is over. The body is utilized very specifically toward the benefit of the City Lord as a peace offering and apology for wasting everyone’s time. But even if that weren’t the case, we would dispose of the corpse, because we can’t allow the whole process to have any positive incentives.”

“Utilized?”

“Yes, gated humans who have died with their gate intact keep a remnant of connection from their body to the next world.”

“So, you somehow use the corpse to make another fount?” Tala couldn’t keep the disgust off of her features.

“What? No. Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not that type of connection. A gate is a pipe through which magic can flow. The connection that remains after the human’s death is more like a solid cable. No power will ever flow through it again, at least not in the way you are meaning.”

Tala frowned, uncertain of the utility of such a thing.

He sighed and shook his head. “I suppose I shouldn’t expect you to understand the implications. It isn’t like you’d have been given extensive lessons on the Doman-Imithe.”

Her eyes widened, but she held her tongue.

“Yes, the Doman-Imithe, the broken world. The backside of the coin on which Zeme exists, balancing on the border between the void and power. Now, a dead, gated human deposited in the Doman-Imithe increases the cohesion of reality in that location for both the Doman-Imithe and Zeme. A body from Zeme, tied to the next world, and decomposed in the Doman-Imithe. It draws the three together.”

“Wait, but if that’s true… if I may ask, why wouldn’t there be a massive program to give gated humans amazing lives, encourage lots of children, and then put their bodies in the Doman-Imithe when they die of old age?”

“An excellent question. The first reason is very simple. The stabilizing effect from a single, unranked, gated human corpse is less than the damage done by opening a door to the Doman-Imithe. Higher-ranked humans? Now, that is worth it.”

So… If I fail, I’ll be killed and dumped into the Doman-Imithe…

-I hear it’s lovely this time of year, all that snow.-

I suppose the seasons are aligned with Zeme, yeah? What’s your point?

-No point, I just like snow.-

The City Lord sighed, bringing Tala’s focus back to him. “Now, is there anything else?”

“I suppose there is nothing I can do for you to get you to remove the collar?”

“Of course there is. I will happily remove it pre-execution, for your banishment, or off of your corpse.”

Her eye twitched. “I meant that you remove it so that I can follow Pillar Be-thric on his mission?”

“Not a single thing.”

She hesitated. “If my House had approved my going along with him…?”

“I’d have changed the parameters of the collar. It wouldn’t have come off.”

She nodded. “I expected as much. Thank you, City Lord.”

“Now, stop being so… jittery, and let me work in peace.” He spun back around and reached for a non-existent cup.

With a silent sigh, she bowed slightly and departed to get him another drink.

As she walked, she felt a frown grow across her features. Wait… I know a cup was there… Does he just obliterate them when they’re empty?

-I don’t think I saw it go anywhere else.- After a moment’s pause, Alat continued. -No, it was there until a bit ago, then it simply vanished when he knocked you to the floor.-

Now that she considered it, she’d never taken any dirty cups down to the kitchen. She’d only gotten new ones.

-He might just stick them in a dimensional storage?-

Yes, he’s so wealthy that he has a pocket dimension for singly used, dirty cups.

-Now, that’s flexing your wealth.-

Tala grinned, feeling a bit more emotionally level. The City Lord hadn’t been the solution, but he had given her a lot of information.

The remainder of her time attending the City Lord passed uneventfully, and she departed as the sun set.

She’d taken the remaining time to think, and she had come to a decision.

I’m going to have to kill Be-thric without being implicated or setting off the collar. They would banish me, and I can make a break for the human lands.

-Oh, yes. That should be quite easy. Once we succeed, we’d only need to cover a few hundred miles, avoiding a pursuing Revered, more than likely.-

Or more than one.

-True, or more than one.-

Is there a better option? She quirked a smile as she waved to the gate guard on her way out. I could take a reality drake, now. I should be able to mess up an arcane Revered if I absolutely have to.

-That might be a bit optimistic, but it sure would be interesting to see what an over-abundance of siege orbs could do.-

And in the worst case, I die free and fighting. Tala nodded to herself. I’ll keep looking for other solutions, but this is the plan until I find something better.

There was a long silence as she made her way back to the District of Doors and the House of Blood’s hold.

Finally, Alat sent an affirmation to Tala. -It’s not a sure thing, but it is a fighting chance.-

Maybe even literally.

Alat chuckled. -Well, we should make more siege orbs, then. If our last line of defense is ludicrously over the top applications of power, we might as well shoot for the moon.-

Ahh, yes. More little bundles of death. After all, we have a raid tomorrow. If this gambit is to succeed, we need to gather enough worth and wealth for the House that we can argue for banishment over execution by collar.

-To be useful!-

And win our freedom or die trying.

***

Tala took a deep breath, opened her eyes, and grinned.

This is it.

She pulled out a pair of siege orbs. She had been amplifying them to the point that the spheres almost distorted toward one another. I didn’t actually consider that I’d be using them for something this close to their intended purpose so soon.

-Breaching, sieging, same difference.-

She grinned. One only lays siege to that which one cannot breach.

Alat chuckled in response.

Before her were the heavily fortified and magically reinforced front gates of the House of the Rising Sun.

Soldiers of the House of Blood were already subduing messengers, minor members of the House, and common folk who had been near at hand when they arrived, moving them away from the doors in question.

Be-thric stood beside her in nearly complete armor, radiating power and deadly focus. Besides the squads of soldiers, they were on their own.

Well… that wasn’t precisely true or really true at all.

Meallain stepped up beside Tala, her thick armor not hampering her in the slightest. “Let’s get this show on the road. I’ve been wanting an excuse to kick these idiots’ beaks in for decades.”

The elf had arranged for her own arrival, by some means, after insisting that she wouldn’t miss this raid for the world.

It was to be a precision strike.

There were at least two candidate Eskau for the House of the Rising Sun who were in residence at the moment. One of their protian weapons would soon be in hand.

Just this one and one more, and we’re done.

Ironically, the House of Blood in Platoiri was unusual for only having had one potential Pillar and candidate Eskau. Tala had come to learn that there were quite a few who could have participated in the contest for the position that Be-thric now held, but they chose not to for one reason or other.

But all of this was beside the point.

The plan was simple: Tala would breach the front gates, and the soldiers would sweep into the hold. They would kill if necessary, but avoid it where possible.

Tala, Meallain, and Be-thric would follow close behind, dealing with any major threats.

They would all be searching for one of the candidate Eskau, and when they were found, the strike force would converge, acquire the weapon, and retreat as a group.

They weren’t going to obliterate the hold, nor kill enough to start a true inter-House war.

What they were doing was technically within the bounds of the regular conflicts between major Houses, but it hadn’t been done in recent memory.

That’s what makes it unexpected. Tala’s smile grew.

One of their soldiers called out. “Clear!”

She had insisted that they clear the area around the entrance before she did this.

“Brace, one!” Tala called out, and they all hunkered down just slightly. White metal expanded over Tala, completely covering her, though flowing and resolving below her scale mail hauberk.

With an increasingly easy flex of her will, the two orbs changed the target of their gravitational amplification and moved.

The air tore, and the area around the gate heated up a few degrees.

An explosive boom followed instantly on the heels of the colossal crack that was really innumerable cracks and rumbles all overlaying one another so close together as to be impossible to parse.

Dust and shards of various materials ballooned outward, only to be cleared a moment later by a working of one of their soldiers.

Meallain whistled appreciatively, and Be-thric cursed.

The defenses had held, but that was to be expected from the purely kinetic strike.

What caught everyone off guard was three-fold.

First, the wall on which the hold rested, the very structure of the District of Doors that had stood for millennia, was cracked, shattered, and utterly dislocated.

The entrance to the hold had been moved backwards by a full foot. The doors were somewhat bent and buckled around the two orbs, one embedded in each side, but they still held, entirely sealing the hold against them.

“That shouldn’t be possible.” Be-thric was aghast.

Honestly, Tala was, too. The anchors for holds weren’t generally moveable without specialized magics. Yet, Tala’s attack had done just that. Moreover, the District of Doors was built with magically reinforced materials, which were designed to stand up to the secondary effects of the City Lord’s wrath, so that he’d have less to rebuild.

Good to know; my direct assault is a bit more powerful than the reverberations put off by the City Lord’s magics. As interesting as that was, she needed to focus.

Tala looked to Meallain. “Is it safe to do the secondary attack?”

The elf frowned, clearly examining the magic and fabric of reality around the door for a moment. “Yes, do it.”

You are now orbs Bill and Ted.

Their labels, which tied them to the workings that had created them, were altered and the effects undone.

If the sound of their flight had been the slapping of a sovereign, the explosion that followed was her scream of utter and absolute rage.

Even braced, Tala, Meallain, and Be-thric were thrown back. Blessedly, they all maintained their feet, sliding more than flying back dozens of yards.

The entire area was cold extremely quickly, the radical temperature change alone cracking stone in the thoroughfare. Everything was coated in a thin layer of ice as the moisture was ripped from the air by the sudden cold.

The less magically, and physically, dense people around them were less lucky, and a good number were thrown, screaming, in all directions.

Blessedly, none had been very close, and they were all of sufficient rank that no one seemed to have been too badly injured, at least not on the outside of the hold.

The inside was a different story, entirely.

Through the clearing air, their soldier working his magics once again, around the now breached entrance, Tala saw at least half a dozen House of the Rising Sun soldiers scattershot through with debris from the now-decimated, previously-heavily-reinforced door.

At least a few were obviously already dead.

Few can survive decapitation by doorknob…

The soldiers of the House of Blood had been rather well prepared and off to the sides, away from the direct pressure wave, unlike Tala, Meallain, and Be-thric.

Thus, they were able to change direction and charge forward just a bit earlier, crying out encouragement to one another.

There was only the sound of groaning in response from the House of the Rising Sun as fifty men and women of various races poured into the enemy hold.

Let’s get this done.


Chapter: 53
In the House of the Rising Sun

Tala followed in the wake of her soldiers, her feet easily cracking through the thin layer of ice to find purchase, even with the increased surface area of her steps.

She heard the sounds of brief clashes but rarely any screams of pain. They’d brought true professionals.

Tala took the main corridor to the left, toward the more elite common areas.

Be-thric was heading toward the more guest-centric section of the hold, as one of the candidate Eskau who was supposed to be inside was supposedly a guest from another city.

Meallain took the path straight ahead. That way led to the main services for the average guild member. That way was also the audience hall. If anyone encountered a full Eskau or Pillar, it would be her.

Tala was the next most likely, but as they were striking during the middle of the day, the upper echelon shouldn’t be taking advantage of the facilities, leaving them to be utilized by the candidates. Or, at least, that was what Tala hoped.

She strode down immaculately cleaned, wide corridors, done in beautiful motifs of sunlit vistas and beast-folk cavorting in the wilderness.

She passed servants bundled to the sides of the hallway, wrapped in one-use magical restraints. The net of metal formed to the target and held them comfortable but immobile for the span of two hours or until released.

They couldn’t be used again after that.

Tala had a dozen with her as well, though she shouldn’t need to use them. The House of Blood soldiers were clearing out the innocents and bystanders.

A cry came from up ahead, “Banner!” The call agreed upon to indicate a significant threat.

Tala launched forward, cracking the stunning floorboards beneath her heavy, rapid tread as she followed the echoes of the voice and the brief sound of the clash of arms. Moments after the shout, she burst into a room in chaos.

Four House of Blood soldiers were backing away, their weapons raised, and various magics flickering.

On the other side of the room stood a man in simple clothing, framed by light coming through the doorway behind him.

He had a badge of office, indicating he was a master servant for the House of the Rising Sun. Even so, he was Honored. A gardener?

As she entered, magics struck out from the gardener, none aimed at her as she’d only just arrived.

Her soldiers were able to block, but even so, great, jagged rents were torn through the room, and one of her soldiers cried out, bleeding from a savage cut.

“Ma’am!” the soldiers acknowledged her.

The gardener straightened, seeing her as a true threat and taking a moment to pause and assess her properly.

Tala kept her focus on the opponent. “We are here for one thing only: a candidate’s protian weapon. Will you stand aside and let us pass, or must we continue with the violence?”

He scoffed, his furry skin becoming more apparent as he stepped forward. “You have invaded my home, the home of my master, and the hold of my House. It is you who have chosen violence, white devil, or whoever you are. Death is the only result for such a crime.”

A mole-man? Interesting choice for a gardener.

She didn’t have time to contemplate that at the moment. “I’m Eskau Tali, of the House of Blood.” With a flick of will, she changed the target of one of her scales to the man’s head.

With a whisper-crack, the leading edge of her scale drove through his forehead, dropping the gardener in an instant.

“If death is required, it will be yours.” She smiled ruefully. I would have liked to say that to him, but you don’t warn your enemies with a line like that.

-Yeah, solid choice of timing.-

The soldiers goggled at her for a moment, but she snapped them back into action. “Wounded, retreat. Remainder, press on. We need to be in and out fast. Time’s wasting.”

They snapped into action, obeying her without question or hesitation. Two went past the downed enemy and into the rooms beyond.

As for Tala, she walked over to the dead gardener and placed her hand over the wound.

With a rather greater effort of will, she reached out to the scale of metal and changed its target to the metal on her palm.

It cracked into her armored palm, breaking several of the bones in her hand. She let out an uncontrollable whimper at the pain that caused.

Still, it had worked just like in practice.

I never practiced with one amplified to this extent, though…

She moved her hand to where the scale had come from and did another transfer, grunting at the pain of it striking her side, even from the short distance away.

Oh, that rusting hurt.

-It is a weapon.-

She stood, ignoring Alat. Her body had already healed from the self-inflicted damage.

Onward!

As she stepped past the gardener, she noticed the room he had been in. It was a small sitting room with a fireplace, a bookshelf, and a chair.

That’s a nice-looking chair. She didn’t have time to test it out, but it looked incredibly comfortable.

She glanced around, not finding anyone watching.

After all, why not? Why shouldn’t I keep it?

-Tala?-

Tala tossed Kit on the floor, the pouch opening to a hole large enough for Tala to quickly drop the chair through.

I have time. I can take some things.

Then, it was as if the whole world paused. I’m planning on getting banished. They’ll have no use for Kit, but they will want some of the other things back. If I want to ensure I come away with a bounty, I shouldn’t just take some things…

Tala’s face broke into the biggest grin that she’d had in quite some time.

I can take everything.

She knew just what to do. With quick motions, she snatched up Kit, and the pouch reformed as she stepped up to the bookshelf.

With a quick motion, Tala swept all the books from each shelf, dumping them straight into Kit. The shelf was built into the wall, so it stayed, but the side table and the gardener’s body went in next.

I won’t take any of the living. She didn’t want to deal with prisoners, after all. But the dead? They might have things of use on them. Some might even have dimensional storages or magical items of other varieties.

She now had a new goal, even as she continued the hunt for a candidate Eskau.

Tala swept through any empty room she found, cleaning it out with the finesse of a tornado. If it wasn’t nailed down, she dumped it into Kit.

Ironically, this utter lack of discretion made it take way less time than if she took only select things.

Paintings came off the wall as she passed.

Every book was taken.

Silly little statues of precious metals or even just stone were dropped into Kit.

And throughout, her smile only grew.

She was gaining a bounty that might be useless, or it might hold unknown treasures.

She couldn’t expect to be able to raid the House of Blood, but she could raid this hold, and if she was really lucky, it might just incense the House of the Rising Sun enough that they took vengeance on the House of Blood, after she’d left.

She even found quite a few training aids ranging from magic nests to what seemed to be a deactivated sparring golem. Even Tali had only gotten access to one of those on rare occasions. Magically expensive to operate.

She moved deeper into the hold, responding to several other calls for aid.

Most surrendered, some didn’t, and those she killed were dropped into Kit along with the first master gardener. All in all, only one opponent put up a true fight.

Frustratingly, it was in the garden right outside the library that she met the problem servant.

Tala dove into a low roll while she cut two large thorns from the air. The soldiers who had called for her help had already moved on, searching deeper elsewhere while she dealt with this issue.

They were fighting around an artificial pond. What is with these gardeners?

This one was a sort of green snake-woman, and she was also a master gardener like the unnamed mole-man from earlier.

The House of Blood forces had only been in this hold for less than a quarter-hour, but it was already pushing on too long.

Tala’s initial attack, the willing forward of two scales, had been thwarted somehow.

The woman’s concept had washed over the scales as they’d approached, and they’d simply fallen to the ground.

Now, Tala was fighting her way forward as the creature used the flora around them to assault her.

She’s like that big bear I fought to become an Eskau… Ogi? Yeah, but she’s way more powerful than he was.

As if to emphasize the point, a vine burst from the ground, wrapping around Tala’s leg and tripping her up.

It didn’t stop her as Flow severed the offending plant with little difficulty, but it did slow her.

The snake woman was retreating but not leaving the courtyard beneath the fake sky. She’s trying to hold me here… and it’s working.

Tala growled. You know what? Rust these plants.

She pulled in a huge lungful of air and filled it with power to an extreme level. She manipulated the spellform, flipping it to dissolution magics as she exhaled, spinning in a circle.

The very air broke apart under the assault, along with the plants which had surrounded her.

The powdered plant mixed with the temporarily divided air, before it all reacted, blossoms of fire rolling out, away from Tala and across the garden, carrying more of her dissolution magic with it.

She felt the familiar sizzling within her mouth as those same magics obliterated anything not protected by inscriptions within her as well.

Hmm, refreshing. The heat radiating back toward her was a nice counterpoint to the tingling across her throat, teeth, tongue, lips, and gums.

-You’re kind of scary sometimes.-

I aim to obliterate.

Alat snorted a chuckle… somehow.

The snake-woman let out a hissing screech. The fire hadn’t reached her directly, but this garden had clearly meant something to her.

Tala took the moment of distraction to sprint forward.

Great, I’m resorting to destroying someone’s life work for an edge.

-And that’s worse than killing them… how?-

Fair point.

She thrust with Flow as a knife, forcing it to transform at the last instant into a glaive.

As the blade came within a handsbreadth of the woman, a powerful force tried to take ahold of Flow’s form, somehow.

Tala locked her will in a vise-like grip and tripled the power going into maintaining Flow’s current form.

But the power had never tried to actually stop Flow, just change it.

Thus, the glaive took the woman in the center of her chest, punching through her sternum and into her heart.

She died instantly.

Rusting finally.

Tala quickly gathered up the white scales that had failed to harm the woman. They were completely without gravitational amplification. I’ll fix that, later.

She dropped them into Kit, followed by the woman herself.

With glee, she then turned to the library.

This was not the public library of the sanctum. No, this was the more exclusive library for the Pillars, Eskau, up-and-comers, and high officials.

Tala kicked in the door and found the spacious interior empty of people.

It was massive, honestly. There were two stories packed tightly with shelves full of books.

With a manic chuckle, she began.

The shelves around the outside of the space were fixed to the walls, but with quick, powerful jerks, she broke them free, dumping the mostly intact shelves and all their contents into Kit.

In less than three minutes, she’d cleared the first floor.

Gotta go faster.

Two minutes later, she’d cleared the second floor, and she was practically giggling with glee. Yes!

The books would be added to her secret library in the underbelly of her Sanctum.

She was about to leave when she noticed an oddity to the flows of power around a seeming random part of one wall.

She moved closer to investigate. Something is… hidden? Yeah. Something is hidden here.

-I don’t think we can breach that, Tala. Not without using a siege orb, and that will call far too much attention to us.-

Well, no reason not to try something. She pulled Flow to her hand, altering it to a void-sword.

With powerful cuts, she struck the wall all around the odd magics, severing the connections of power, before she drove Flow, now in the form of a void-knife, into the wall.

Her weapon ate the power, gobbling it up with abandon.

Less than thirty seconds later, the illusion and security scripts were broken. That wasn’t designed to keep out intruders. It was meant to hide it, to keep such methods from being needed.

-Good thing we have such amazing magesight, then.-

Oh, absolutely.

There was even a divot that served as a nice little handle. Be careful, Tala. Someone might have decided to take shelter in here.

She pulled it open, eyes searching for anyone hiding inside.

There wasn’t anyone in there, but she gasped at what she did find: more books.

-Unexpected! Books in a library!-

Hush you, this is clearly their equivalent of a restricted section.

As she moved to step inside, she heard an echoing chorus of voices. “Forward!”

It was a silly subterfuge. The command for a retreat sounding like the opposite only gained the smallest of hesitations and most minimal of confusion.

That was enough.

She had apparently missed the call for gathering to claim the weapon, or the protian weapon had been gained before such could be issued. In either case, ‘forward’ was an indication of success.

Tala echoed the call even as she ignored the command.

She lunged into the secret library and took everything.

Just as she had been.

A few titles grabbed her eyes as they fell into Kit.

Some would likely be worthless to her; archival ledgers and records for the house.

Those will be a perfect ‘find’ to turn over to the House of Blood.

-Continuing to build your worth to them? Fantastic idea indeed.-

While many were interesting, some… some made her shake with anticipation and long to sit down and start reading immediately.

She couldn’t do that, however, no matter how much she wanted to read ‘Advancement and the Unbroken Road to Sovereignty.’

There’s no way it’s accurate, but it likely contains some truth.

-All of these are likely just partial truths—if that. This is but a minor city for this House, so there won’t be anything world-shattering, but it will still be useful.-

The only other text that grabbed her attention in the moment was a simple one. ‘A Primer on the Creation of Risen Sun Protian Weaponry.’

And with that alone, we’ve struck gold.

But it was beyond time for her to be gone.

Tala turned and sprinted from the secret room, making straight for the exit.

Tala wasn’t the last one out, but she was near the back.

A few of the soldiers were being carried by their fellows, but when she checked with a captain who was helping hold the retreat, she was greeted with pleasant news. No fatalities on their side, and no one left behind.

The last of the soldiers were counted, and as a group, they executed a jogging retreat.

As soon as she was free of the enemy hold, she used her will and power to retract the metal from over her head.

She blinked her eyes as they adjusted to the light. She was getting more and more used to seeing with only her mirrored perspective. Eye slits are a weakness I can avoid.

Meallain was holding a bracer that positively blazed with light and power. “Victory to me, little Be.”

Be-thric was shaking his head. “With that? We all won.”

The elf laughed. “So we did; so we did.”

They called out a greeting to Tala as she joined them, and it was a triumphant, if slightly bedraggled, group that made it to the House of Blood’s hold a short while later.

There, they debriefed, and Tala turned in three of her binding constructs. No one even questioned her. It was simply assumed that she’d used the other nine.

More bounty for us.

She did turn over the ledgers, claiming to have come across them in a locked room while searching the hold.

That had the benefit of being utterly true. The best lies are true.

-I feel like I should be concerned by that line of thought, but I also can’t find fault with the logic.-

Tala grinned, turning toward Meallain to cover the expression’s true cause. “Thank you, Eskau Meallain. Without your assistance, that operation would have taken longer, and with a longer timeframe, we would surely have suffered greater casualties.”

It was still odd to her that casualties meant both hurt and killed.

The elf grinned languidly in return.

“Oh, Eskau Tali, it was a pleasure. Those beast-folk have been getting uppity all across the continent. It’s nice to strike a blow against them. And this?” She held up the ledgers and accounting books. “These aren’t recent, but they will give amazing insight into the workings of the House. We’ll take them down a peg or two.”

Be-thric joined them, even as the soldiers were dispersing to receive healing and be fully debriefed by their commanders. “Meallain, you clinched the victory, but I think those documents will be more valuable to the House as a whole in the long run. Incredibly well done, Tali. You prove your worth yet again.”

Tala felt a genuine smile at her lips. “That was my genuine hope, Pillar Be-thric. I wish to be invaluable to the House of Blood.”

Until the moment I make my move.

Be-thric shivered and looked toward the gate. “Lock down the entrance. I feel something in the air. If they retaliate, let’s make them work for it.”

“Yes, Pillar!” The gate guards engaged the more extensive defenses, and the air positively hummed with power.

Meallain frowned. “Be? Is everything alright?”

He frowned. “It’s gone now, but I felt… I don’t know. Like someone was digging my grave.”

Tala stepped forward. She carefully held her thoughts neutral toward Be-thric, instead pulling conviction from her desire for freedom. “If so, I’ll be there when they try, Pillar Be-thric. I think underestimating me will be the last mistake my opponent ever makes.”

-You walk a fine line, Tala. Don’t let your arrogance ruin us, now.-

Be-thric shivered, glanced toward the gate, then shook his head, turning to smile her way. Even so, there was still a tension in his gaze. “Thank you, my Eskau. That is a comfort.”


Chapter: 54
That Girl

Tala leaned back, wiping her mouth with a napkin as she looked at those around her in the lunch meeting.

I am so glad that I ate before coming. Because of that, she’d finished first, as opposed to usual, where she was used to eating way more, and for way longer, than those around her.

She didn’t really mind, but it was an interesting contrast, now that things were reversed.

While waiting for the others to finish, she pulled out a simple ledger, and Alat projected one of the texts on the Doman-Imithe over the top of it.

Some light reading after lunch.

It had been a few days since the raid on the hold of the House of the Rising Sun, and the city had been abuzz with gossip and rumors about the attack.

The House of the Rising Sun was reeling.

They’d lost quite a few key members and servants, and a large number of their lesser affiliates had scaled back their relationships with the House or sought work or trading partners elsewhere.

The House of the Rising Sun was balancing on the edge of total collapse in the city of Platoiri, and Tala was being hailed, internally, as a hero of the House of Blood, because it was her suggestion that had fostered the raid, and she had been one of the principal instruments in its success.

Meallain had taken her aside after the fact and asked about Tala’s siege orbs. They took a lot of preparation and weren’t universally usable, but they hit way above her rank.

Apparently, the City Lord had left his manor to personally inspect the damage done to the District of Doors and even refused to levy a fine against the House of Blood for ‘excessive use of force.’

In truth, the very fact that the House of the Rising Sun had acknowledged the crushing power of Tala’s assault on their entrance was a major win for the House of Blood.

With regard to the City Lord, word was, he spent five minutes walking around the broken wall and shattered entrance to the House of the Rising Sun’s hold, then simply grunted and said, ‘That girl,’ with a shake of his head before departing.

The House of the Rising Sun received the denial to their request for punitive action against the House of Blood shortly after.

Now, every time Tala came out of her sanctum, she was greeted by well-wishes and raucous shouts from members and servants of the House of Blood.

“Hey, it’s ‘that girl!’” followed by a jovial laugh, was the most common among those.

She bore it with good cheer. Part of the point of her participation in the raid had been to foster exactly that type of response. She wanted to be seen as a valuable asset. Banishment, not death. I need banishment, not execution.

Even so, she was still investigating other options.

She’d contemplated some truly insane options.

Tala had even briefly considered disabling the scripts that kept her body at its current size and shape.

Maybe if I balloon up sufficiently, my neck will get bigger than my head, and I can just pull the collar off?

They’d been able to determine that the collar wouldn’t resize, and they both knew that the City Lord wouldn’t give her a bigger collar just because she got fat.

Needless to say, the long-shot of Be-thric’s death without her implication, ideally without her involvement, was still her best bet at freedom.

Sooner would actually be better at that point, because right then? If the House of Blood were to order her execution, it would turn all the honor and prestige she’d earned for the House into shame, her fame becoming notoriety overnight.

Banishment would do that to a degree, depending on how it was handled, but not nearly to the same extent.

She returned her mind to the book in hand, and only a few minutes later, everyone was sufficiently done for the discussion to begin.

Sanguis stood. “As you all know, Pillar Be-thric will be leaving for the human lands within the month. After all, with Eskau Tali by his side, the final protian weapon is as good as acquired.”

There were nods and laughter around the table, and quite a few smiling faces briefly turned her way in acknowledgment.

Drawing their attention back, Sanguis continued, “We need to determine the best city for him to enter.”

Makinaven would be hilarious. Jevin would obliterate him, outranked or not.

Gallof stood. “In my research, I’ve found a few human cities with good intelligence about their defenses and defenders. Pillar Be-thric himself was able to confirm roughly at what point they are in their great cycle, so we have a good idea which cities will be occupied at this time.”

Appreciative murmurs went around the large room.

“Now, the forest cities are problematic, as each is known to have at least one powerful protector.”

Thron cleared his throat. “Pardon, Honored Gallof, but doesn’t every human city have powerful protectors?”

“Ahh, yes. But the forest cities have something more. It is estimated that each of those cities are watched over by someone equivalent to a City Lord, at least while fighting within the human settlement itself.”

There were widened eyes and a few startled intakes of breath.

Way to go, Master Jevin. I knew you were powerful, but on par with the City Lord? She kept her smile suppressed, shaking her head instead.

Gallof frowned when he looked her way, clearly misinterpreting her feelings exactly as she’d intended. “We are aware of your feelings, Eskau Tali. But we hope that you will put them aside to help us ensure your Pillar against a deadly fate.”

“His fate would be better ensured by my presence.”

Pallaun huffed a laugh. “She’s right, but we aren’t going to change the council’s mind soon enough for it to matter.”

Meallain stood. “To get back on topic, I would recommend the city site currently called Clevenhold. It is on the fringe, hard up against the sea, and in past cycles, it has been less well protected from land-based threats and infiltration. After all, they have to devote a great portion of their magics toward warding away the beasts of the ocean.”

She sat back down, and once again, mutters of agreement rippled around the room.

Clevenhold? Never been there. It was on my interrupted route, but so was every other city, so that isn’t saying much.

-Hey! We can tour the cities when we get back. That would be a good way to level-set. A good way to get back into the feel of human society.-

Yeah, that sounds nice. She thought for a moment. I wonder what they’ll do about my contract with the caravan guild. I suppose I’m technically in violation, but I can’t imagine them being a stickler about it when I was Magenapped.

Gallof snorted, drawing Tala back to the conversation at hand. “Clevenhold. As in Cleave-and-hold? Really? Who names these cities?”

Meallain gave a half-smile. “They have a set of names that they use. It seems that the old ones in power got tired of coming up with names, so they stopped even trying.”

Thron grunted. “Efficient.”

Be-thric chuckled. “Leave it to the dwarf to focus on that aspect.”

The dwarf gave a seated bow. “Why do the work any way but the best way? Efficiency makes everything better.”

The Pillar smiled in return.

Sanguis tapped the table firmly, sending reverberations through the room. “So, do we agree?”

Those around the table gave a chorus of agreement.

“Alright. Then, let’s get down to the specifics.”

Tala added her thoughts here and there to the planning, keeping her insights and statements to things that Tali would have knowledge of.

For the arcanes’ part, the older members of the planning group seemed to have a concerning level of knowledge about the methodologies and practices of human Mages and city defenses.

We’re going to want to make sure they know about this…

-I suppose this was bound to happen when we keep doing ‘what works’ and don’t really have any feedback from our dormant enemies.-

I guess so.

Suddenly, the light in the hold flipped to a vibrant purple, casting everything in amethyst hues. Tala got the distinct feel of the City Lord from the light.

Tala felt a power seize everyone and everything within the entire hold, locking them into immobility.

Pallaun quirked a smile and took a drink, and while Tala didn’t see Sanguis move, she got the feeling that he could have. He was just respectful enough to maintain the fiction.

The City Lord’s own voice followed, seeming to come from right beside her ear, not too loud while still being easy to understand, “Attention, House of Blood. A hold-breach dispensation has been paid against this dimensional dwelling.” There was an almost malicious mirth behind the words. “You have one hour.”

The City Lord’s grip, along with the odd lighting, vanished without a trace.

Tala blinked, looking around. “What?”

All around the room, and indeed throughout the hold if Tala’s enhanced hearing was any indication, people were on the verge of panic.

Thankfully, cooler, older, wiser heads prevailed.

Thron leaned over. “Another major House wished to attack us, but didn’t feel confident in breaking through the defenses on our entrance. So, they’ve paid the City Lord to breach our defenses. The City Lord seems to have included our forewarning as part of whatever ludicrous sum was paid for the action.”

“That’s possible?”

“Oh, of course. He won’t kill anyone without cause, but kicking in a door, so to speak? Sure. It’s good revenue, though it usually involves his underlings and only involves minor Houses.”

Similar conversations were happening all throughout the room, and likely throughout the hold, as those who knew of this part of the law conveyed it to those who didn’t.

The dwarf grinned. “I think he was laughing because you kicked their teeth in, and they don’t have any confidence in returning the favor on their own.”

She frowned. “Or they don’t want to waste themselves on the opening attack.”

Thron shook his head. “Doubtful. The amount they would have gained by a surprise attack would greatly outweigh the cost if they could have managed it.”

Sanguis stood back up, commanding the attention of everyone present. “As you all heard, we have an attack to prepare for. Common law dictates that any defense within thirty feet of the entrance is subject to breach by the City Lord, along with any bottleneck or dead-end within a further hundred yards. Let’s get the appropriate defenses online and clear out those that won’t be useful in this action. Move non-combatants to the fortified positions at the rear of the hold, along with any valuables.”

Tala fought down a grin. If I get the chance in the chaos, I can raid some stuff from here, too… if I’m careful.

Nods went around the room, and people began dispersing.

Tala looked around, incredulous. “Really? That’s it?”

Meallain clapped Tala on the shoulder. “We know what we’re about. Your adjunct will have been informed on protocols for an imminent breach. You should follow those. The name of the action will be fighting retreat. We won’t be able to hold them, so we make them bleed for every inch until they cut their losses and leave.”

“Can’t hold them? But you’re here, and so is Eskau Pallaun.”

She gave Tala a serious look. “My presence here is no secret, Eskau Tali. They wouldn’t have gone to this expense if they didn’t have a plan for each of us. They’ll be under-prepared, as we’re not idiotic enough to let our true capabilities be known, but we’d be foolish to assume that our most famous combatants can keep them back.”

“I… I didn’t consider that.”

The elf smiled. “Go.”

Thron motioned for Tala to follow him, and she did. “See you in the fray.”

Meallain called after her, making sure that everyone still nearby could hear her clearly. “We are the House of Blood, and today? Today, their blood will flow through our House.”

Tala nodded once in acknowledgment before following Thron once more.

She is a scary lady.

-Yeah… The City Lord wouldn’t send her after us… right?-

I can’t imagine they’d send members of a House after their own banished.

-Yeah. That makes sense.- Alat only sounded somewhat mollified.

Servants were already carrying various valuables away. Well, there goes that idea… But it’s possible some stuff will be missed.

The dwarf began speaking as Tala joined him, walking quickly through the hallways. “Since the action has been declared, it can’t be changed, and they knew that we’d know. They are going to be coming in hard. It really seems like you rusting kicked a hornets’ nest, Eskau Tali.”

She frowned, considering. “Do we know that it’s the House of the Rising Sun?”

“No. But I would bet my teeth that they’re involved. They likely called in members from other cities. In fact, I’d be surprised if it was only that one House. Whoever they are, they’re attacking us, knowing we’ll be forewarned. As Eskau Meallain said, they likely know we have Eskau Pallaun and her in residence. That’s either rusting stupid or we have an army coming through our gates.”

“It seems so… Where are we going?”

“To move your sanctum, of course. It’s within the range of violability.”

“Ahh, yes. Moving the sanctum would be wise, then.” Kit will also be useful to have with me.

“I’d recommend keeping it with you.”

“I was just thinking that.”

He smiled and continued, “Your siege orbs could be useful.”

Tala blanched. “In our own hold? Isn’t that… unwise?”

“Not at all. Anything destroyed can be rebuilt easily enough. We’ll make them bleed, and that is all that matters in the end.” He hesitated. “You likely know this, but expect them to have someone specifically to counter you. I’d count on a few, if not a few teams, specifically chosen to capture or kill you.”

“Capture?”

“Of course. The ransom they could get for you would go a long way to flipping the trajectory of power that your raid set into motion.”

She hesitated. “What do you think the chances are that they have someone watching our entrance?”

“Their assault force is probably already outside, awaiting the City Lord.”

She sighed. “Then no sneaking out to counterstrike their hold?”

He laughed. “Sadly, no. I’d bet that there will be a few squads hidden near the entrance to try to get out behind the assault force, but they probably won’t succeed.”

Tala grunted. “Understood.”

They arrived at where she’d left Kit, and she grabbed the doorframe.

It came away from the wall easily, the entire doorway distorting and reforming into a pouch that she hung from her belt.

Thron scrunched up his face in a grimace, seeming to be working himself up to mention something difficult. “Eskau Tali… The concept sword—”

Tala turned on him with fervor, cutting him off. “Is for when Pillar Be-thric’s venture is over. Not before.”

“But the assault—”

“I will not let my enemies force my hand. It stays our secret.”

“Yes, Eskau.” His tone was stiff and perfectly formal.

She softened her own tone and placed a hand on his shoulder. “We won’t need it, and I won’t have such a perfect surprise wasted.”

Thron relaxed slightly and nodded. “As you say, Tali.”

She quirked a smile. “Now, where can we set up?”

The next three-quarters of an hour passed in a blur as Tala used her prodigious strength to help move mobile defenses around within the hold.

Aside from the bit of manual labor, Tala reviewed a list that had been given to her by Thron. He told her it was a list of ‘who I’d hire if I needed to kill you.’

She was torn between being impressed by his due diligence and a bit concerned that he had such a thing ready to hand.

In either case, she flipped through and let Alat take in their descriptions and powersets.

By that point, Tala was in her position, standing behind a weighted, reinforced barricade.

The hold had been radically changed in a short time.

A large swath had been cleared around the entrance, and only a few walls and other defensive emplacements had been left standing.

No traps or other similar defenses would survive the City Lord’s incursion, so they weren’t wasted.

Finally, all there was to do was wait.

One hour on the dot from the beginning of the City Lord’s warning, the hold entrance opened, the gates swinging wide without any resistance.

The City Lord’s voice carried through. “I thank the House of Blood for making my duties light. Those of you who survive, come to my manor, and I may have something for you.”

He stood in the center of the now open gates, and Tala could see armed and armored warriors pressing close behind him, without daring to pass him by. Even so, his eyes swept across their preparations and settled on her.

“You become more interesting, girl. Should you survive, make your request again.”

Tala froze. What? Is he saying…?

-I think he might be.-

He smiled ruefully. “I’ll still probably say no, but I think the conversation might be more… entertaining than last time.”

Even with the probable no, there was a new candle of hope lit within her.

-Tala, he’s playing with you.-

She grimaced in return. You’re right. I know you are.

-I think he doesn’t know what to make of you. He’s trying to suss out what makes you tick.-

Great…

Someone behind the City Lord cleared their throat. “Pardon, City Lord, but…?”

The City Lord glanced back as if just noticing the horde of arcanes, ready for the assault. He then looked back into the hold at the defensive positions and battlelines. “Hmm? Oh, by all means.”

With the barest wisps of power, he was gone.

Tala thought that she caught something, though she didn’t think it was magic, at least not mostly. Is he just that fast?

Regardless, she didn’t have time to contemplate.

The assaulting force charged.


Chapter: 55
Down, Boy

Tala’s magesight strained to pick out details as a dozen blazing lines of power lanced out in defense of the House of Blood’s hold.

Each was countered before it was halfway to the attackers.

Tala assessed the defensive reactions. Weaker members up front, with some specialized in direct cancellation of different types of long-range attacks.

A wave of arrows was launched from several large apparatuses, specific defenses designed to threaten those with counters to magical attacks.

A kinetic disruption swept through the clouds of arrows, dropping them to the ground harmlessly.

Alright, I’m up. She grinned.

She wanted to blast straight into the oncoming tide, but she now knew that someone would have a counter of one kind or other. She and Thron had planned ahead for that eventuality.

Their defenses are responsive, so I simply need to misdirect.

She flipped the targets of three pairs of her siege orbs to large sacks, placed equidistantly in an arc before the oncoming foes.

With a concurrent crack that made her ears ring, the orbs tore across the battlefield.

Time seemed to slow as Tala brought her enhanced mind and senses to bear.

Several very odd-looking barriers shot up and surrounded her enemies, exactly as she knew they would.

Cold redirection? Kinetic absorption and redirection, and… what’s that last one?

-Doesn’t matter. Focus. The misdirection worked as planned.-

Each of the siege orbs had struck true, obliterating the sacks laid out for her and beginning to scatter their contents, scrap metal from the hold’s smithy.

In the fraction of an instant after the six all-but-simultaneous impacts, she changed her labeling of the orbs, breaking the effects that kept them gravitationally compressed.

The orbs exploded in a deafening boom.

The basic effects were as she’d seen before, a pressure wave followed by an incredible cold that iced everything nearby.

That was countered rather effectively by the overlapping defenses, though some parts of the blast got through each portion, leaving some reeling backwards and others coated in frost.

That wasn’t the only effect, however.

This time, fragments of enhanced metal were carried along with the blast wave.

The shards that encountered the kinetic redirection were shunted off to the sides, but the rest flew true, shredding through the enemy lines.

Even those that were redirected still crashed into the enemies.

Most who were struck staggered, a new hitch in their steps even though their armor took the brunt of the impacts, but a few fell and some of those never rose.

A cheer went up from the defenders.

First blood had been spilt, and it was their attackers who bled.

Tala sent another set of siege orbs forward hoping to capitalize on the confusion her successful attack had wrought, aiming for one of the sides. Unfortunately, the enemy was not as distracted as she’d hoped.

Even as her attack tore across the intervening space, she saw dimensional distortions, and the orbs vanished.

What?

-Pocket dimensions. Opened specifically to swallow your orbs.-

What rusting cheaters!

-Says the girl with lethal air balls.-

…That’s fair. She broke the workings regardless of the lack of effect. No reason to give them more information.

Finally, the assault force utilized their own magics.

The House of Blood was not without competent defenders, however.

Just as the defensive magics had been negated so, too, were the assaults of the aggressors.

As expected, this would become a close-range battle soon enough.

Unfortunately, no singular arcane on either side could simply overwhelm all opposition, so it was not in the best interest of either side to highlight their powerhouses, especially not this early in the conflict when their enemies could more easily bring greater force to bear on anyone revealed.

Tala was somewhat unique in that her siege orbs simply moved too fast to easily track their origin. Unless I use too many.

-They were able to intercept them, however.-

I think that was more static defense in the way than actively pinpointing the orbs’ exact locations.

-That’s probably true.-

Even so, that will mean that they have a better idea of my location than ideal… She bit the side of her lip, then stopped, glaring internally.

Alat just laughed.

Okay. I’m shifting to my secondary position.

Magics were flying back and forth, now, along with flights of mundane arrows.

Others were trying subterfuge on both sides, but her attack had been a brutal reminder of that possibility.

As the attackers drew closer, the defensive magics on both sides had to react more quickly. They couldn’t be static because no defense was perfect, and it was easy for the right attack to be implemented to bypass any particular defense.

Tala dropped back and moved around the defensive ring to another location prepared for her. The soldiers hiding nearby nodded in her direction, but then time was up, and the enemy was upon them.

She lost focus on the bigger picture as lightning, fire, and something that seemed to be the concept of acid shot toward her position.

Hey, Thron has company in his power.

Even so, she heard members of the House of Blood scream out in pain, and her enhanced senses told her that at least one or two of the defenders near her died.

Rusting seriously? Stay behind your defenses!

She had ducked behind her own barrier, using her aura control to break the direction on the incoming powers.

She’d even extended herself to break the authority of the attacking arcanes firing on the soldiers near her. It wouldn’t stop the attacks from landing, but it would spoil any attempt at accuracy.

Even so, lightning tore up stone and threw chips in every direction, fire greatly heated the space around her to an almost painful degree, and she could hear sizzling as her stone barricade was eaten away from the other side.

Well, rust you, too! She took in a deep breath, filling her lungs with power.

A now-familiar twist and it was ready.

She waited a heartbeat until she heard the expected call, “Counter!”

No doublespeak this time. She wondered if the enemy had expected that. Does that mean they think we’re retreating?

She really didn’t have time to contemplate it, and her opponents probably didn’t either.

She jumped up and to the side.

Her eyes locked on six attackers closing on her position.

She contracted her entire torso, using her enhanced strength to add force to her exhale.

With an act of will, her aura control shaped, funneled, and accelerated the dissolution power forward, turning a strong breeze into a torrent.

Fire, lightning, and acid responded but were eaten away before they could come close.

Sadly, the magics had virtually perfectly equaled out.

She thought she saw some dissolution effect the fringes of their armor, and she felt static, heat, and some burning spice in the air around her.

Hey, I just countered six arcanes at once. They were even all near her in rank, being perfectly split with three orange and three yellow. Three Mature and three Elders.

-I agree. That was quite impressive.-

Cries of alarm went up from those before her even as she closed on them with great loping strides.

She hunched as close to the ground as she could get while maintaining a stable form. De-arg would knock me flat, but these don’t have a chance.

Flow flashed into her hand, taking on the void-glaive form as she struck out.

Five heads popped upward, freed from their bodies even as their defenses and bodies were drained of power in that single swing.

The sixth arcane had fallen backwards, out of the line of the incredibly powerful swing.

Lucky slag.

The lucky arcane took a deep breath, and Tala braced for a breath weapon or something of the like.

She should have struck him down instead.

“She’s here! That human girl is here!”

Rusting seriously? She growled. Unlucky me.

A flick of will put one of her scales into the frog-man’s head, crumpling his helmet like it wasn’t even there. Though, the squealing crunch likely highlighted her position as much as his shout had.

The screeching sound penetrated the din of battle and other screams even more clearly than the frog-man’s oddly powerful voice.

Tala’s enhanced hearing immediately began picking out shouts among the oncoming force, relaying her location to her enemies.

Great. I guess we’ll get to see what they brought for me now.

-Better to know for sure than fear in uncertainty?-

Tala grimaced, using the moment’s respite to sweep Kit across the six bodies, taking them all from the ground before her, where they might have gotten beneath her feet in the fight to come.

Let’s do this.

***

Rust, rust. Rust!

Tala sprinted down a hallway, diving below a bolt of black lightning, even while she took two ice spikes to her back.

You can combine void with lightning?

-Apparently, you can do a lot of insane things…-

Thankfully, her armor protected her from the piercing, though she still felt the blunt force distort her insides.

Three Mature mercenaries were on her tail, and if their coordination was any indication, they’d worked as a team for a long time.

Thron had listed this group as highly favorable, despite being a half-rank below her, because of their particular combination of ability coupled with their excellent teamwork, filling in for each other’s weaknesses.

She shot scales from her back as she rolled back to her feet, using her mirrored-perspectives to pick targets.

She no longer tried to target them directly as they could somehow sense that, or were at least very ready for it.

Now, she targeted the floor, walls, or ceiling, trusting in the incredibly acute angle to reflect the scales into her attackers.

She also made sure to break the targeting when the scales hit, so they wouldn’t lose momentum by having their gravitation pull them backwards.

As a result, she’d been able to make a few clean hits.

This time was no exception.

The hawk-man screeched and stumbled, clutching his arm, even as he shot another pair of black lightning bolts from his eyes.

Tala dove around a corner at the last instant. The corner of the wall behind her didn’t explode so much as simply cease to exist.

Thankfully, it wasn’t loadbearing, so nothing came down on her, but it was still too close.

I need to keep distance and wear them down.

Of course, that was when the second one caught her.

A massive bull-man shattered the wall beside her, hitting her and slamming her bodily into and through the wall opposite.

Tala yelled in surprise and rage, even as she plunged Flow at the man in the form of a knife, her motions so quick that it brought to mind a sewing machine.

Each stab came away bloody, and each wound closed immediately after she’d pulled the blade free.

After a dozen knife stabs, she pushed power and Flow flickered into a void-blade.

Her eyes must have given away that something had changed because the bull caught her thrust, when he’d ignored the others.

I guess the through-spike’s illusion doesn’t fully hide my void-eyes from those who know to look?

-Is that really important right now?-

Not really. She exhaled in the attacker’s face, causing his flesh and bone to melt backwards in a wave.

In a turn of events that again reminded herself of fighting… well… herself, the dissolution left behind an intricate set of purple inscriptions hanging in the air, highlighting where his flesh had been.

Those magics sparked and spat power as the dissolution tried to work on them as well.

The light began to dim just fractionally before the bull-man’s healing kicked into high gear, and the front of his head regrew, overpowering and overcoming the remains of dissolution magics.

Rusting slag. That should have been enough power to powder his whole body.

-You survived the same power.-

Not this much!

-Hyperspecialization is no joke, Tala, and these were selected specifically to counter you, it seems. It’s no wonder the one who closed in is a self-regeneration specialist. No one else could really keep up with you. He doesn’t even have anything dedicated specifically to stopping damage, just healing it.-

But he’s harder to hurt than a mundane. His concept maybe?

-That could track.-

Tala fired off an insane barrage of scales into the front of the man, blasting straight through him, leaving only quickly healing punctures before coming back to hit him again, lacking the momentum to push through again.

Unfortunately, those that she’d aimed for his spine somehow didn’t cut off his control of his body.

Can’t use the ‘griffon method’ then.

Even so, the dozens of heavy impacts gave her the opportunity to plunge void-knife Flow into his chest.

He roared, his power dropping noticeably, though he remained well within the Mature rank still.

His well of power is surprisingly deep. I wonder what’s keeping him from advancing?

He also lashed out, connecting a solid punch into her guts, which blasted her backwards through a half-dozen walls.

They were stone walls, and that had hurt.

She felt her bones reknitting, but she was momentarily unable to rise or even breathe.

Alat?

-Yeah?-

Remind me not to do this again…

-Noted.-

She frowned. Now, where did that stupid ice badger get— Gah!

A lance of ice grew from the wall she was leaning against, trying to thrust through her from behind.

Instead, it was spoiled by the defenses in her elk leathers, both magical and metal.

She was thrown aside, and Tala saw the little pile of slag duck back out of sight.

The badger-man was the size of a normal badger but with more human-like features and an upright posture.

Void-lightning hawk-man, regenerating bull-man, and stealth-obsessed, ice-throwing badger-man. She growled through the pain, getting up enough to stumble into the next room before the previous one imploded with a forest of ice.

She didn’t really know how long she’d been engaged in a running battle with these three, but it felt like hours.

-Less than half an hour.-

Rust… She hated reacting. They’re tracking me, somehow.

With an effort of will, she suppressed her through-spike.

That will change my look to any sort of magically sensitive sight.

Mostly healed, she tossed a set of siege orbs into the ice-filled room and began circling around.

When she felt she was a safe distance, she altered her label for the orbs, breaking their compression.

A massive whoomp blew apart the whole section of the hold.

The bull bellowed another roar of pain from near the blast, and Tala grinned.

She knew that wouldn’t have killed that pursuer, but it would have hurt.

Alright. If their pattern holds, the bull will be stomping around, trying to find me; the hawk will be closing in slowly, and the badger will be…

While carefully looking around a corner, toward the devastation she’d just wrought, her magesight picked up a distortion in the air. Unfortunately, it wasn’t detailed enough to determine which way the little badger was looking.

Found you.

Being as careful as she could be, she snuck forward, keeping at least one of her mirrored perspectives locked on the form she was all but certain was the badger.

The nearly invisible figure did seem to be looking toward where the blast had gone off.

Almost… there…

Flow was sheathed at her waist, and she carefully reached into Kit to get another set of siege spheres.

She still didn’t know how they were spoiling her targeting, but if she had to, she’d find a way to strap the orbs to the frustrating little badger.

-Tala, wait. Something’s wrong. That shape isn’t right for the badger.-

Almost as Alat spoke, the badger became visible, and it had a hostage.

A child was huddled on the ground, one of the badger’s feet was on his head, and an ice-spike spun lazily, hovering over his chest, point toward the boy’s heart.

“That’s far enough, Tali. You—”

Tala launched forward immediately.

The badger’s eyes widened, clearly taken aback by her complete lack of hesitation.

Her left hand caught the small menace by the throat and slammed him into the nearby wall. Her aura crashed into his, and with her surprise on her side, she broke his hold over the ice spike before she kicked it from the air, shattering it into uselessness.

“Go!”

The boy rolled to his feet and took off at a dead run.

What was he doing here? Why wasn’t he evacuated? She didn’t have time to investigate that thought, however.

The bull and hawk stepped around nearby partially broken walls.

Blessedly, they ignored the boy.

A trap then? It made some sense. She’d not seen any sort of distortion before.

The badger-man snapped his jaws at her, and she slammed him casually against the wall again, cracking something in his shoulder. “Down, boy.”

The badger whimpered.

The hawk-folk man lifted his uninjured arm and pointed it at her, void-lightning dancing along the limb. “Let him go, Tali. You are outmatched here.”

She laughed, her eyes flicking back and forth between the two free opponents facing her. The whole while she was watching all three of them with her mirrored perspective.

A bluff of lack of perception was a slim advantage, but it was something, and she was in a pretty bad place, tactically.

The badger’s will was scrambling against her own, and he was slowly winning, his experience and desperation slowly winning out in the space just around his own body.

If they notice his efforts and help, they’ll break my sovereignty in an instant.

The bull’s voice was surprisingly deep. “We have nothing against you, but we will bring you in. We’re paid better if you’re alive.”

“So your employers can ransom me back to my own house?”

The hawk shrugged. “Everyone lives; we get paid; seems like a good plan.”

“Yeah.” The badger’s voice was as slimy and annoying as she’d expected it to be. “Let me go, you human bi—”

Tala didn’t think, she just struck out, ramming her right hand, siege orbs and all, through the badger’s open mouth and down his throat.

She knew the little creature was convulsing around the intrusion, but his teeth couldn’t even penetrate her armor.

The bull and hawk exclaimed in disgust, surprise, and anger.

Tala didn’t really care. “You should have learned when to shut up.”

She ripped her empty hand from the smaller being’s mouth, ignoring the ick on her armored arm, and threw him toward his friends.

She mentally changed the labels on her siege orbs. You are orbs Death and Decay. The working broke, and the room was painted with blood, guts, and viscera.

Worse, it was flash frozen, after coating everything.

Tala heard both of her remaining attackers begin gagging and sent a couple of scales their way as she took the momentary distraction to duck away.

The scales were foiled, as they had been for the entire time these three—now two—had been pursuing her.

Okay. That was really gross. I’m not doing that again.

-I second that… But, hey! One down.-

An instant later, the bull roared, and she heard the concussive sound of breaking walls.

Rust…

She turned to face the oncoming bull only to be struck by void-lightning from the side.

Her entire body locked up even as she felt her power bleed away.

She grit her teeth. How did the hawk get around the side so fast?

Her body wasn’t responding as her muscles spasmed, and the magic that could normally overcome such things was bled away.

Her aura couldn’t break the directing power of the attack. The attacker was simply too focused and too strong.

Oddly, she no longer heard the bull breaking through walls.

Where is he?

She writhed on the ground uncontrollably, utterly helpless as the hawk came forward. “You will pay for that. He was a useful asset, and now he’s gone.”

Around the electrical shocks, she managed to get out, “You didn’t like… him either, eh?”

He grimaced, and the lightning increased, evidently no response coming.

She managed enough mental cohesion to send a couple of scales at the hawk, but the nearly continuous lightning branched and struck them from the air before they could hit.

Tala screamed internally. What can I do? What am I not seeing?

An obsidian finger reached out, seeming from nowhere and tapped the side of the hawk’s temple.

The avian-like head distorted, then popped in a puff of blood, bone, brains, and feathers.

It took another few seconds for the lightning to stop, and when it did, Tala was suddenly able to perceive someone looming over her.

“Eskau Tali. We need to find your Pillar. He was singled out, as you were, and I fear he is fighting alone somewhere.”

“Pallaun?” Tala gasped, accepting his hand up. “You killed them?”

The Eskau frowned. “I killed this one but no others near here. Pillar Be-thric is missing, and the battle is far from over. Seek him out in that direction.” He pointed. “I will go the other way. Are you well?”

She nodded, her body healing quickly, though her muscles still spasmed.

“My gate feels… raw.”

Pallaun nodded. “That can happen when assaulted by the void, though normally, it is stress upon one’s founts.”

Tala gave a mirthless smile. “The perks of being my own power source.”

He shook his head with a snort. “Go. We are pushing them back, and they’ve lost far more than we have, but there is still potential for disaster.”

She nodded. “Thank you. He had me dead to rights.”

“For the glory of the House of Blood…”

“…Their blood will flow,” she finished ritualistically.

Without another word, they moved off in opposite directions.

I’ll still need to watch for that stupid bull.

Even so, one thought was pushing to crowd out all else.

Be-thric is in danger, and I have been sent to tip the scales.

A determined smile pulled at her lips.

This. This might be the perfect opportunity.


Chapter: 56
Acidic Tide

Tala jogged through the rather beaten-down complex.

The battle had not been kind to the architecture.

She was able to snag some things of value but not many. Unfortunate, that.

-No kidding.-

She and Pallaun had parted ways nearly a quarter-hour ago, and she felt like she could sense Be-thric’s power nearby.

She occasionally caught sight of the bull-man following her at a hesitant distance. I need to deal with him before I find Be-thric and whatever is going on there, or I’m going to be killed.

The bull-man might tip the scales against Be-thric, but Tala thought it more likely that he’d ignore the Pillar and simply dispatch her.

That would be just the perfect way to die…

So, she had a problem to deal with. It was a smaller problem than when there had been three pursuers, but it was still a problem.

She saw a relatively intact room off to one side, and an idea came to her, causing a malicious grin to spread across her face.

That’s perfect.

Her mirrored perspectives ensured that the bull-man couldn’t see her at the moment.

She pulled Kit from her belt and threw the pouch against the wall beside the door.

Kit grew over the doorway, filling it in with an exact replica of the door that had stood open a moment before, per her desire.

Now, if he came this way before, nothing should seem amiss. These people had seemed far too well-informed so far. She suspected a traitor within the House of Blood. Well, another traitor.

-A more active traitor?-

For now.

A small smile tugged at her lips, but she suppressed it.

With her plan ready to be enacted, she leaned against the doorframe that was Kit and took an all-too-real moment to catch her breath.

When the bull-man came into view, she jerked her face toward him and gasped.

A small smile pulled at the man’s inhuman face.

Tala grabbed the door and shoved it open, diving inside and moving off to one side. She ‘tried’ to close the door, but it caught on a bit of rubble that she’d kicked in the way as she dove through.

The bull reached the door a moment later, kicking it open and rushing through.

He was halfway across the room before he spun on his hooves and faced her, back near the door.

“So, you decided to stop running?”

“Of course. You should surrender, you know.”

He laughed, an almost braying sound that was just too much like a ‘moo’ to sound like a donkey. “You’re all alone, human girl. No nightmarish Eskau is nearby. I made sure he went the other way. There’s no one here to save you this time.”

She smiled. “Funny that you say that.”

At her words, the walls melted, the illusion built by Kit shattering, revealing that they stood in the midst of rolling hills.

The bull looked around in confusion. “What?”

“Welcome to my sanctum.” Her smile widened. “I’d like you to meet Terry.”

Terry flickered into being behind the bull-man, talons ripping through the remains of the man’s shirt and lightly scoring into the bovine’s back.

The man screamed in surprise more than agony, even while he healed, turning in a rage before stopping in horror.

He looked up.

And up.

And up.

Terry towered over the invader, easily double the large man’s height.

Tala cleared her throat. “Please don’t play with your food, Terry. He’s rather robust.”

Terry trilled absently, then stomped down on the bull.

The man had attempted to dodge, resulting in all but his head being crushed.

He couldn’t even cry out in pain, at least not until Terry lifted his foot, and the bull’s magic dumped power into a full-body healing.

Huh, he doesn’t rely on internal reserves for his healing. He could probably have his head cut off and grow a new body.

-Yeah, but that means his healing takes a lot more power because he’s also calling the material into existence.-

Everything’s a tradeoff.

-He also seems overly protective of his head. I bet he doesn’t have an easy way to recover from brain damage.-

You’re probably right. It did seem like he might have had some specific protections around there.

What followed was eerily similar to how Terry had fought Tala, herself, and Tala had a front-row seat to how that would turn out if Terry ever turned on her.

The bull-man didn’t even have the advantage of magical weaponry or other workings to call on.

His concept did seem to be around bodily strength and sovereignty of everything within his own flesh, but it wasn’t sufficient to overcome what seemed to be a nearly eight-fold weight disadvantage.

His magic did make Terry’s claws pretty useless when Terry was smaller than a wagon.

So, that’s how he was able to counter my scales, even when they stuck within him. Once they were in his body, he was able to break their working and move them out.

It was a terrifying combination with his obviously healing-focused inscriptions.

But Tala had two clear advantages over the bull when it came to a fight against Terry.

First, her magical power was limitless, her healing effectively only constrained by what she’d been able to consume and store within herself.

Second, Terry liked her and had never done too much damage at any one time.

Tala watched the bull-man’s power drain at an insane rate. With no ambient power available to draw upon, the conflict was a foregone conclusion.

The bull tried to grapple with Terry or hit him, but it was pointless.

“I have to go, Terry. Please finish him quickly. I don’t want him in here or coming after me.”

Terry flickered around the man in a storm, showering the ground with bovine blood.

He trilled in contented, if reluctant, agreement. He’d see it done.

“Thank you, my friend.”

With that, she stepped back through the door and pulled Kit free of the wall once more.

She knew that, in the sanctum, Terry was finishing off the bull-man in the middle of unbroken, rolling grassland.

There was no way that he’d escape. Unless Terry plays with him too much.

She’d just have to trust her avian friend.

Now, where is Be-thric? She needed to find him. She could imagine no better time to facilitate his death.

It was time to make her bid for freedom.

Less than five minutes later, Tala came to the edge of the structured part of the House of Blood’s hold and ran out of the building complex and into the open land on the northside of the hold.

She’d found Be-thric.

The Pillar stood facing a group of nine arcanes.

One was in armor reminiscent of Sanguis and Be-thric’s own, bearing a crest that appeared to be a bubbling, sickly green wave. From her memory, that was from the House of the Acidic Tide.

Well, she now knew what other House had joined that of the Rising Sun to assault their hold.

Beside the one Pillar was clearly her Eskau, and they were utterly fixed on Be-thric.

The other seven were a little further away, apparently on guard against any House of Blood reinforcements, and they all seemed to be mercenaries rather than Pillars, Eskau, or even House soldiers.

The mercenaries were scattered through the range of rank between yellow and green, except one, who was fully blue to her magesight.

Six warriors between Elder and Honored, and a Revered mercenary, along with a Pillar and Eskau who are also Revered? That was quite the strike force.

But why were there so many mercenaries? Tala knew that there had to be at least a few other Eskau and Pillars from the two attacking Houses. Where are they?

The obvious answer came to her instantly. Fighting Sanguis or at least attempting to engage him. Maybe part of the delaying forces who were after Meallain and Pallaun.

After all, while harming the House of Blood was a core objective, it was Tala and Be-thric who had been responsible for the recent attack on the House of the Rising Sun.

As for Be-thric, several other arcanes already lay broken around his feet, and the hue-man looked winded.

If Tala had to guess based on what she saw, there was at least one candidate Eskau among those bodies, having attempted to help bring down a Pillar of a rival House to gain favor.

Be-thric had proven too enduring for that to work, however.

More’s the pity.

Unfortunately, Tala had burst from the buildings directly between the two groups.

When Be-thric saw her, his eyes brightened, and he smiled triumphantly.

Well, he’s confident.

As for the others, a woman’s voice came from within the most ornate set of armor. “Good, I was about to send these seven after you within that sprawling hovel you people somehow live within. You’ve saved us the trouble and them the time searching. Kill her. I’d hate to lower myself to the killing of an Eskau myself, and the time for capture is long past. Let us finish this.”

She hesitated for a moment, then added one addendum.

“Except you, Sandor. You fight with us against the Pillar. The girl is not even an Elder; your men will be fine.”

The Revered warrior moved from the others to take up a position beside the Pillar and her Eskau.

The other six mercenaries shouted their acknowledgments and rushed Tala. Their charge was highlighted by the magics of the three more powerful arcanes unleashing a renewed assault behind them, magics streaking toward Be-thric.

Alright. He’s going to lose. I just need to survive and make sure no one else comes to his aid. I’m glad I came, else he’d only be facing two.

-Yeah, kill these and then get out.-

Yeah, that was implied by ‘survive.’

She was fairly sick of having her scales rendered useless, so she decided to save them for close-quarters surprises. They hadn’t been utterly useless when used in that way against the bull-man, after all.

Tala danced among the lesser warriors, bought by Houses of the Rising Sun and Acidic Tide.

Clearly the best that these two Houses had brought—their other Eskau and Pillars—had been sent after Pallaun and Meallain in one way or another.

So, they’re probably dead already or driven off. Tala did grin at that thought. She genuinely saw the two Eskau of the House of Blood as her teachers, and she knew they were far more lethal than most would realize.

There were reasons that the House of Blood had remained so powerful despite most other Houses being biased against them, and two of their best Eskau were a big one.

The six continued their assault, magical weapons rending the air around her, but she was never where they thought she should be.

Flow flickered between its six forms too quickly for anyone without enhanced senses to track.

Tala kept it in each form less than an eyeblink, timing the changes to allow for more efficient movements and precisely the required reach.

A part of her, deep within, reveled in the strain she could feel in the vestiges within their weapons as she cut deeply into those weapons, again and again, with Flow’s void-forms.

Soon you will be free, trapped souls. A little discomfort and then freedom.

Flow’s more mundane forms were perfect for deflecting their attacks into their fellows, otherwise spoiling the attacks, or blocking when the potential of passing her weapon through theirs would be to her detriment.

And she used far more than just Flow.

White scales flicked out when the enemy least expected them.

Her opponents were far from weak, though they seemed to be on the younger side. They took some damage from the scales, but most of the bits of white metal were obliterated by one form of magic or other.

They really did do their research on me. After all, each of the attackers had a magical device somewhere on their person that empowered their workings with a nullifying effect when directed at her scales.

Unfortunately, none of the white projectiles were simply deflected, so she didn’t get to take advantage of their secondary impacts.

Her feet, hands, elbows, and knees struck her opponents as well, whenever the opportunity presented itself.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t perfectly successful. How could she be, when she was against six seasoned combatants, used to working together?

They landed uncounted blows upon her.

Many were absorbed or deflected by her defenses, but quite a few got through.

Those that did healed slowly, due to how they seared or otherwise magically denatured the flesh around the wounds, but blessedly, none were debilitating to the point of slowing her down or inhibiting her combat abilities.

They were good at what they did, and they had been prepared for the general nature of her abilities. But even so, those that faced her were not up to the challenge.

She broke and bled her enemies, blood from seven sources commingling to muddy the ground.

After every exchange, she gained more new wounds than they, but she healed, and they didn’t.

After every exchange, they were just a bit more worn down.

They fought at a frenetic pace, the martial equivalent of sprinting. Even so, it was nearly three minutes before her endurance paid off, and they started making mistakes.

They dropped in quick succession after that, and soon, Tala was left gasping for air over half a dozen corpses.

She allowed her attention to move back outward.

Somehow, Be-thric had stood toe to toe with the three attackers arrayed against him.

More than that, two of the three were dead—the mercenary and the Eskau.

Only a single hue-folk woman, the Pillar, stood facing the newest Pillar of the House of Blood.

Be-thric hadn’t come away cleanly, however.

His armor was broken and battered, though it was slowly repairing itself.

One arm hung limp, and his light and fire protections were utterly overcome. Tala could see the magics for them reaching out, attempting to reestablish those defenses.

How did he defeat all three? She couldn’t understand for a moment, then she saw it. Lingering magics around the heads of the downed warriors.

He overwhelmed their auras sufficiently to manipulate their minds directly. She felt a flash of fear. He shouldn’t have been able to pierce their auras at all.

After all, it wasn’t like he’d have caught them unaware. They were in the middle of a battlefield!

They had been arcanes of an equivalent rank; what he’d done should have been impossible.

-It was another front to fight on. A front that he knows well, and they did not. With the proper tactics, it makes sense.-

She shivered. Be-thric was a terror. One that needed to die.

The Pillar of the House of Blood looked exhausted, and both Pillars were running incredibly low on power.

The ground around Be-thric bubbled and spat with corrosion and acidic power that somehow lingered and continued to assault everything around it.

Somehow, the Pillar’s helmet was almost entirely missing, and Tala could see remnants of it still affixed to his deformed breastplate.

Nevertheless, Be-thric was building magic around himself, eyes locked on his equally bedraggled and harried, final opponent.

No. No. No! She felt it in her bones. He was going to win; somehow, beyond all reason, he was going to survive.

In that moment, she saw a potential Eskau move on the ground on the far side of Be-thric. She seized on that.

“Be-thric, behind you!” She also sent a scale whipping for the fish-man’s head.

It struck with a crack that likely killed the enemy on the spot, but Be-thric turned anyway, following the sound and releasing his working on the corpse. After all, why would his Eskau bring his attention to a threat that was so easily dispatched?

As he enacted his magics, he shouted, “Delay her!”

Power slammed down on the mindless candidate Eskau’s head, preventing even the inactive, lifeless nerves from firing.

The ground quaked as spikes of hardened stone shredded the corpse before flares of light and heat seared the remains to ash.

-Rust! That would have ended this for sure.-

Tala didn’t know who might be watching; she didn’t have time to verify no one was observing them.

She had to obey the order.

Alat had been watching the battle at large, and so she was able to provide Tala with an effective plan of attack on the Pillar. Tala knew she could overcome her.

Even so, in battle, timing was everything.

Very deliberately, Tala hesitated the barest heartbeat before sending her last scales whipping toward the bloodied Pillar of the Acidic Tide.

A pair of siege orbs followed just behind, not targeted directly for the woman.

The enemy Pillar’s stark white hair whipped in a tangle around her as she acted.

In that brief moment’s delay, the Pillar managed to thrust her hand toward Be-thric, and a needle of power, so overwhelming that it briefly blinded Tala’s magesight, lanced across the distance.

It struck a breach in the armor of the newest Pillar of the House of Blood.

The woman didn’t even twitch as her defensive magics concentrated to vaporize Tala’s scales as they were incoming. Just as Alat had observed them doing each time the woman had defended against various attacks before.

The orbs slammed into the ground on either side of the Pillar, and Tala immediately changed her labels for them, breaking their compression and detonating them on either side of this last enemy.

The ancient muck-green woman didn’t have a chance to scream as her weakened body and broken armor were crushed between two tremendous explosions.

The woman would never have fallen for such a simple misdirect if she’d been fresh.

If she hadn’t been worn down by Be-thric, the Pillar would have been hurt but not outright killed by the blasts.

But she hadn’t been fresh, and her defenses had been worn down.

Tala’s gambit had succeeded.

She’d done it.

Tala pulled herself back together somewhat literally. Her body was broken and bloodied, but they’d won.

She’d won.

Be-thric knelt on the ground taking deep, ragged breaths. His body was filled with corrosive power that was slowly winning against his fortitude and overcoming all of his magics.

Even the inside of his protian-wrought armor was bubbling and distorting from the simple proximity to the powerful magics of destruction.

It was radiating so overwhelmingly from him that everything around him was being broken down before Tala’s very eyes.

She frowned. He’s losing but too slowly. If someone comes who can help, he’ll survive. Even if someone else comes and can go get help, they can likely save him, and my standing around while he dies will be incredibly suspicious.

Tala straightened her back, squaring her shoulders.

This is my best chance. Laying right beyond him is the protian weapon of a candidate Eskau, likely more than one. If he survives, his armor is done, and he will depart.

She hadn’t wanted to be so directly involved, but there would be no better time.

There would be no other time.

She’d thought the woman’s final attack would kill him quickly. That was why she finished off the rusting enemy Pillar.

She’d been wrong.

Well, I have to clean up my own messes, it seems.

She had made her choice; she would seize her freedom or die trying.

It was time to finish this.

***

Be-thric looked up at Tali, his breath coming in great gasps.

“Well done.” He coughed, forcing his mind to focus. “I don’t have the strength to call for aid. Go for help. There’s still plenty of time.”

She walked forward, her features warped with conflicting emotions.

“I’ll be fine”—he coughed up a wad of blood and spit it to the side, his protian weapons reinforcing him, battling the corrosive magics even as they tried to heal him—“if you go now.”

He could feel lethal intent from nearby, but that was to be expected. The entire hold was dripping with lethal intent, and some of the lessers that he’d killed might still have some life, some hate, left in them.

They would be dead soon enough, either way.

But Tali didn’t go. Instead, she moved toward him, uncertainly, as he knelt on the ground.

More the fool, me. I enforced within her the need to stay by my side if I am in danger. He let out a rueful, hacking cough. Am I to die because I didn’t give my puppet enough nuance?

He might survive, but he didn’t think it likely.

“At least”—cough—“at least call for help, my Eskau.”

She slowly nodded, taking in a deep breath.

He saw power building within her through the breaches in her iron paint beneath her armor. She must have taken heavy damage for that layer to be so riddled with perforations.

He frowned. The power he saw building wasn’t amplification magics, nor anything else that would help her call for aid. If he’d had his wits more about him, he’d have immediately known she didn’t have such workings regardless.

What is she doing? He opened his mouth to ask just that when she exhaled in a tight stream, dumping dissolution power over him.

Time seemed to slow as Be-thric realized the truth of his own fate.

Tali would never do this. There is no power on Zeme that could make her harm me. I ensured that.

His eyes widened at a glacial pace even as they began to melt away, the magnitude of his folly becoming clear. His mastery of the mind gave him far more time to process that realization than he had any right to.

So… Tali is gone, and that human somehow recovered herself. But how? That makes no sense? I utterly wiped her mind away… except, I had to leave her understanding of her own inscriptions. Did she somehow rebuild herself from that fragment? How—?

The power slammed into him, close enough to the working already embedded into his flesh that they worked together.

The balance was instantly tipped, and his death rushed at him like a falling star even with his perception slowed.

His last word was simply a garbled, “Oh.”

He knew he’d never take another breath.

He briefly contemplated simply slipping off into the next world and leaving her to whatever fate the House of Blood chose for a traitorous Eskau.

No. This rusting dog bit me.

With his last vestiges of willpower, he triggered her collar.

Be-thric, Pillar and last scion of the House of Blood, would pass from Zeme into the next world to the sweet accompaniment of the agonized screams of his greatest failure.

That would remove some of the shame of his failure, surely.

Even so, something still wasn’t right, and his last thought was one of confusion.

Why isn’t she screaming?


Chapter: 57
Wonderful

Tala looked at Be-thric, kneeling in his final moments, acidic power flowing off of him in waves.

She had made her choice; she would seize her freedom or die trying.

It was time to finish this.

He looked toward her, heaving great gasps of air.

The smallest smile, filled with pride and self-satisfaction, pulled at his lips despite his pain. “Well done.” He coughed, grimacing in an obvious attempt to focus. “I don’t have the strength to call for aid. Go for help. There’s still plenty of time.”

His voice was barely above a whisper. Without her enhanced hearing, she’d not have understood him at all. Even so, she walked forward.

Should I just let him die? Her mirrored perspective was sweeping the hold around herself. She was now certain no one was watching, and no one was observing.

-That’s too risky. Someone could arrive at any moment. We can’t leave this to chance.-

Anything I do will carry the signature of my magic. I can’t blow off his head or stab him with Flow… Dissolution. It’s close enough to acid that it should simply work together to end him.

His smile grew, even as his pain also multiplied. “I’ll be fine,”—he coughed up a wad of blood and spat it to the side—“if you go now.”

Tala could see the Pillar’s armor waging an all-out war against the corrosive magics even as it tried to heal him. But the Pillar of the House of the Acidic Tide had known her magics.

Be-thric was dying, his aura slowly sliding down the color scale to her magesight.

Do I risk his survival? The very act of asking herself that question solidified her choice. No. He dies now.

Be-thric frowned, glancing around in confusion.

Rust. He’s sensing my lethal intent.

But he wasn’t focused on her.

He’s too disoriented, and there are too many enemies nearby.

This really would be her last, best chance.

It was now or never.

Don’t be aggressive. Move close like I’m going to check on him.

Tala moved toward him, trying to project uncertainty as he knelt on the ground.

An almost rueful smile pulled at his onyx features, exposing blood-covered, too-white teeth. “At least”—cough—“at least call for help, my Eskau.”

Perfect. That lets me take a deep breath without being suspicious. She slowly nodded, taking in that deep breath.

-You are overthinking this and taking far, far too long.-

Confusion slowly built across Be-thric’s features.

Come on, come on! She pulled more power into her lungs, faster than she ever had before.

He frowned and opened his mouth, seeming to be about to ask something.

Now or never! She exhaled in a tight stream, dumping dissolution power over his exposed head and down into his armor, using her aura control and willpower to keep the power contained and directed.

His eyes widened even as they began to melt away.

Tala watched the magics mix within the mostly contained space around his flesh. They were close enough to one another to not clash too much.

The balance was instantly tipped, and his death became instantly inevitable.

Good. His death should be too fast for him to process what’s happening, let alone react.

She smiled, his eyes already unable to see her triumph.

His mouth moved but was too far gone for anything but a garbled grunt to escape.

At that moment, one of her mirrored perspectives picked Thron coming into view. He didn’t see, did he? What is he going to think is happening?

Then, as Be-thric’s body utterly turned to a homogenous gloop, Tala felt a wisp of will-power reach out through her aura.

What? No! The dissolution should have been fast enough. There was no reason he should have been able to react. It had been less than a heartbeat since she’d exhaled.

-He’s a master of mind magic.- Alat’s internal voice was filled with self-recrimination. -If we can think faster than average, imagine what is he capable of.-

The totality of Be-thric’s remaining magical weight, guided by long-honed skill, slammed through her attempts to deny him.

Even as the will-born command extended toward the collar, her hands shot upward, faster than thought, and she strained with all her might, mirroring void from Flow into the armor over her hands.

It did nothing.

Rust.

His will connected with the collar.

As the command connected, two spikes slammed into her neck, and she felt the briefest moment of wrongness even beyond the gaping wounds in her neck.

Then… nothing.

The spikes retracted, and her wounds healed over.

What? I’d thought that—

Agony like nothing she had ever experienced seized her entire body.

The first of her spell-lines was being subsumed, and that was how Tala learned a very interesting thing.

Dasgannach-controlled material was somehow different from the mundane variety.

Why did that matter?

Because different materials required different spellforms to perform the same function.

Her spell-lines, sweeping outward, away from the point of injection, were becoming wrong, and one by one, they were stuttering and failing. For some reason, the dasgannach seemed to be ignoring her back for the moment, but that was small comfort.

-Tala?- The panic in the alternate interface’s voice struck at Tala’s very core. -Tala! What’s—-

Alat’s voice cut off abruptly.

The inscriptions which formed her foundations were now wrong. The basis of her existence was gone.

Alat ceased.

Alat? Alat! Tala screamed internally, even as she felt more and more of her inscriptions going off-kilter.

Thankfully, she had no idea what they should do now, so she wasn’t firing off random magics; her intent wasn’t in alignment with the workings so they couldn’t activate.

What it did mean was that her magics were being obliterated one by one, her magesight stripped away, her enhancements gone.

There were some lingering remnants because her natural magics had become more and more imprinted with her particular workings, but it was nothing compared to what she was losing.

With that change, the armor generated by her elk leathers was too heavy, too stifling, so she dismissed it, feeling the acidic air tingling against her skin.

Blessedly, the magics had dissipated enough that it was uncomfortable rather than damaging.

Focus, Tala, focus!

She ground her teeth and focused outward.

When did I fall on the ground?

She was writhing, her hands locked around the collar that had already delivered its deadly load.

A moment later, it clicked open, falling into two halves.

She was free.

Free to die.

A scream finally tore free from her, and she spasmed, the collar halves being tossed aside in the uncontrolled motions.

No, I can’t die like this. That rusting bit of slag is finally dead. There is no way I’m joining him in death. She’d known this was a possibility, but she still refused to accept it.

Come on, Tala, don’t panic. You can solve this. What do I know about these things?

First of all, these weren’t normal. They’d been modified to be more lethal, faster acting.

But I don’t know how they’ve been modified. Focus on what I know about dasgannach in general.

Dasgannach were naturally-occurring, animate, slime-like creatures composed solely of a particular material that seemed to have no organic or distinct structures, nor any determinable magics about them, while still being able to move and act.

They would suffocate, surrounded by breathable air.

For iron dasgannach, their victims often felt invigorated until all their iron was claimed, after which it was stripped out of them, the only evidence being the complete lack of iron after the dasgannach has departed.

They supposedly don’t move or alter the material. They only claim it somehow to be removed at a later time.

Well, that was one difference, though her knowledge was sparse, and she could be mistaken. The gold dasgannach had altered the gold somehow.

To be fair, though, the iron within herself seemed unchanged despite feeling off, and her knowledge on the creatures was anything but complete.

She could still breathe; her blood was still doing its job.

I need to get a better sense of what is happening.

She dove into herself.

Due to the naturally imprinted remnant of her magesight, helping her see within, she was barely able to perceive the two dasgannach slowly subsuming their chosen elements from within her.

The gold one was obviously much faster, as she had far less gold in her body.

The iron one was still focused on her abdominal cavity and the iron on her skin.

Can I use that? Can I get it out before it gets into my blood or starts taking over the iron from the rest of me?

She tried to target her own organs. She needed to be fast because she needed the healing scripts to still be functional so that she could grow new organs.

They resisted the targeting as if they were entirely iron.

She tried again, imposing her will along with her knowledge that her anatomy was only partly iron.

Two words rang through her head, though they weren’t actually words.

Instead, it was as if a primal intent, utterly without a mind, had lashed back at her, and her consciousness had interpreted it as words.

NO. MINE.

She reeled. It was proof that, while the dasgannach didn’t have a will, they did have impetus, instincts, and drives.

Still, that was more than she’d ever heard of a dasgannach communicating.

It didn’t communicate, you idiot. It just didn’t let you stop it, and your mind interpreted the action as words. She was becoming loopy from the pain of having her magics slowly stripped away from her.

The gold dasgannach seemed to have saved the best for last, and that time had come.

The thing devoured her keystone, and everything went white as she was utterly overcome with sensations that she was unable to process.

She jerked back to awareness, twitching on the ground, someone propping her up.

Everything was hazy, and for the briefest instant, she forgot what was happening to her.

Alat, what’s going on? There was no reaction. Alat?

Her mind was strangely… vacant.

Her very brain felt like it was malfunctioning; though, she could somehow feel her weak, natural magics, which had been designed to facilitate and augment brain function, bridging the gap of something that should have been there.

Alat? Then, memory crashed through her, and she remembered.

Alat was gone. She was alone.

No, that’s not right.

Tala forced her eyes to focus and found Thron holding her up, propping her on one side.

Why is he doing—

She heaved, vomiting across the ground, thanks to his positioning. The bile joined several other disgorgements that she hadn’t even noticed spewing.

Oh… I hate that so, so much.

“Tali? What happened? There at the end… did you…?”

Tala frowned. There at the end… He saw Be-thric die, but he shouldn’t have seen my part in it… right?

If he had, it would have been the worst timing possible.

She’d been checking for anyone nearby, but her focus had been elsewhere. What if he’d come into view right as she had exhaled?

I have to say something.

She tried to spin a tale, but it was incredibly hard to talk. “He was… dying…”

She swallowed, trying to wet her mouth.

“Tried… couldn’t… He thought… collar.”

Thron cocked an eyebrow. “That’s the story you’re going with? You tried to help him, and his last act was to deactivate the collar? I watched you use void magics on the thing. Did that really work? What is happening to you? Why are you in pain?”

Tala screamed as something pulled, seeming to ooze from her back.

The dwarf must have felt something because he jerked away, letting her fall to the ground as the golden dasgannach peeled itself out of her.

It flopped to the ground, and Tala watched in her mirrored perspective as it steamed power. A moment later, it simply became a lump of inert gold.

It just died? It ate my inscriptions and died?

That was extra insulting.

Thron was wide-eyed. “The collar was triggered, not deactivated or disabled? Tali… Why did Be-thric trigger your collar?”

She grit her teeth against another scream.

Oddly, she wasn’t in pain. If anything, she felt suddenly good overall, like her body was ready to run a caravan route. However, her lack of magical enhancement and the recent horror of the gold dasgannach’s departure all colluded to make her want to scream uncontrollably.

She felt wrong.

She retained just enough awareness to feel the thing inside her, slowly claiming the iron within her body. It had saved her extremities for last, but the violation spread inexorably onward.

Thron knelt, now a safe distance away. Too close and the iron dasgannach could jump to him when it finished with her. “What can I do? Do you want me to give you a peaceful end?”

She shook her head vigorously. She was not giving up without a fight.

“As you say, then. I can’t burn it out of you; I don’t have the ability. I don’t think anyone has the ability to remove it, even if we had time to find someone.” He grimaced. “You’re dead, girl. Please, let me end your pain.”

Tala shook her head again.

“If he activated the collar… Did you…?” He hesitated. “No, don’t answer that. I don’t want to know…”

Even so, she could see him going over his own memory, parsing it for what had happened.

Not that it was very important to her, all things considered.

The iron in her legs had been claimed, and in her torso and head; it had even claimed all the iron that remained in the paint upon her skin. There, the iron remained locked in place, unmoved, but not allowed to escape the dasgannach’s sway.

It was slithering through her right arm at that moment, the feeling both nothing and nothing she could describe.

She shouldn’t have been able to feel it, but she could.

“Stay.” It hurt to force out that one word. Even that wasn’t right. “Please.”

Thron nodded, clear disgust and fear warring with compassion within the dwarf. “I’ll stay with you until the end.”

Tala closed her eyes and strove with all her being to focus. How much did they change these creatures? Noelle and Master Jevin swore up and down that it was impossible to feel them claiming the material within your body. That’s what made them so pernicious.

She could definitely feel this one.

That really wasn’t important, however. She needed to survive.

As soon as it claims all the iron in my body, it will leave, and we’ll both die.

Tala didn’t want to die.

She’d just killed her tormenter; she wanted to revel in that victory for a decade or two, at least.

It would be so convenient if I could just bond the stupid thing, but it won’t bond. What had Noelle said? It won’t bond even if the star is forged in its preferred material.

Tala froze, stiffening with realization.

The dasgannach was finished with her right arm and beginning to extend its influence down her left arm, its final conquest.

It won’t eat an Archon Star. Even if it’s in the right medium.

The influence reached her elbow.

It won’t leave until it’s claimed all of its preferred material.

Desperately, Tala fumbled, feeling like she was trying to thread a needle in the dark while wearing mittens.

Without her keystone, her magic was hard to control.

Without her magesight, it was difficult to tell what was going on.

That didn’t matter. She had to succeed.

The dasgannach’s authority passed her left wrist.

Come on.

Come on.

Come on!

She threw all that she had at the problem, desperation clawing at the bedrock of long practice, filling in the gaps where she’d always relied on her inscriptions.

Each of her fingers was subsumed, one by one.

There!

With two fingers’ worth of iron left, Tala formed the weakest Archon Star she could manage, continuing to add power to it as slowly as she could.

The dasgannach finished claiming all the iron in those last two fingers, in her entire body, except that within the Archon Star.

Victory!

For a long moment, nothing happened.

She honestly hadn’t expected anything to happen.

So, not victory, just a temporary stalemate… The horrible feeling of slowly being taken over had passed. The damage was done; there was nothing left to lose to the dasgannach’s authority.

Once again, Tala felt the primal, unthinking intent of the thing vibrate through her whole body.

STOP. MINE!

Tala did her best to growl back, No. Mine.

Her entire body began to shudder as the iron within her trembled.

She vomited again, heaving until her abdomen ached and her stomach was long since empty.

MINE! Again, it wasn’t a word, nor did it come from a mind, but it was utterly clear, nonetheless.

Then take it. I offer it to you freely.

There was no response.

Tala began to giggle maniacally. I thought not. You’re welcome to it, whenever you want.

Still, nothing happened.

After what seemed like an eternity, her star ever so slowly gaining in power, she was able to return her focus to the outside world.

I can’t keep this up forever. When the star reaches capacity, it will be ejected from my body, and then I will die.

Still, she’d bought herself at least a few days to find a better solution.

Unfortunately, while the Archon Star was taking up a small bit of power flowing through her gate, the majority had nothing to do and nowhere to go.

Thankfully, Kit was there, and so Tala directed all the excess into her sanctum.

She honestly didn’t know what she would do without Kit being there to take in her power. Just venting it outward would be… not ideal.

Still, the problem was solved for the moment, so she slowly opened her eyes.

She focused on her surroundings and stiffened.

Arcanes surrounded her, many holding clearly magical devices pointed her way, and they were discussing something among themselves.

They were the defenders of the hold, and they were likely examining her to determine what was wrong with her.

Or, more likely, how I’m alive.

Lacking her hearing enhancements, she had no way of knowing what they were saying.

Pallaun was frowning as he watched her, but as such, he noticed her move. “She’s awake.”

He stepped forward and gingerly placed a magical band over her head, careful to not touch any part of her.

The band immediately tightened down over her mouth.

“You will not speak until judgment is reached. If you give us cause, you will be immediately executed. You remember, that’s how these things are handled. It’s a formality. We’ll get this off of you as soon as we can. We will not bind your hands. Nod if you understand.”

She nodded, still having trouble focusing, and Pallaun seemed to have noticed that, if his overwrought explanations were any indication.

“Pull your bloodstars back in your belt.”

She did so, moving them all into their holsters held across the back of her hips.

“Good. You will stand and follow. You will not come within arm’s reach of anyone else, nor will you attempt to touch anyone else. Nod if you understand.”

She nodded. The dasgannach. They can somehow tell that it’s still in me, and they are concerned about it jumping into someone else.

Tala slowly got to her feet, feeling incredibly unsteady.

No one tried to help her.

No one dared come close.

Meallain was kneeling next to Be-thric’s armor, tears pouring down her face, muttering something that Tala had no hope of hearing without enhanced senses.

Thron was watching Tala with evident concern, his eyes occasionally flicking to the now empty armor, which had only recently held Be-thric, and the Eskau weeping over it.

I wonder what he’s thinking.

She’d likely find out soon enough. Pallaun had spoken of a judgment. That meant a trial.

Wonderful. I’m going to be put on trial. Well done, not implicating yourself in Be-thric’s death, Tala. Really, really well done.

She hesitated, and it took her a moment to realize that she was awaiting Alat’s response. It would have been a marginally insulting jab, meant to pull her out of her dour mood.

It never came.

As Tala followed the victors of the House of Blood, her eyes started to fill with tears.

Soon, her shoulders were shaking due to great, uncontrollable sobs.

She was alone, utterly and completely alone once again.

Tala, human Mage, captured, enslaved, raised up as Eskau, and slayer of her Pillar, walked alone among members of her former House, utterly oblivious of their attention.

She was dying, despite everything, and she likely wouldn’t be given an opportunity to find a solution.

Even so, all that she could do was mourn the loss of a snarky voice that should have been within her own mind.


Chapter: 58
Unpleasantness

Tala was able to mostly pull herself back together by the time that they reached the main audience hall, where Sanguis sat in his chair, listening to reports and directing the after-battle clean up.

From the snatches Tala had heard and processed on the relatively short walk, the two attacking Houses had been driven back with massive casualties. The House of Blood had lost some soldiers but far fewer than the Houses of the Rising Sun and Acidic Tide.

When the group loosely surrounding Tala entered the audience chamber, a hush fell over those present.

Sanguis stood, meeting his Eskau’s gaze. “Pillar Be-thric?”

“Dead. It looked like a Pillar of the House of the Acidic Tide managed to plant a working within his flesh before she was overcome.”

The Pillar of the House of Blood cursed. “Why is her mouth bound?”

Tala, for her part, sat in a chair that was off to one side, without being out of the way. She moved carefully, being sure not to make sudden movements as well as allowing the guards and others to keep a healthy distance as she took her seat.

She felt exhausted, and she just wanted to be alone in her grief.

Mostly, though, she just felt numb.

Sanguis’ eyes flicked to Tala. As he took in the large gap left around her, they widened.

Pallaun nodded. “Her collar was triggered, though the pieces have evidence of both void and acidic magics throughout their structure. My belief is that that shouldn’t have been enough to trigger the device.”

Sanguis growled. “But you said the Acidic Tide Pillar is dead?”

His Eskau nodded. “Her Eskau as well.”

“That’s something at least.” He huffed a laugh. “More than something. That makes six Eskau and Pillars of those two Houses lost, and we only lost one.”

Meallain growled.

Sanguis held up his hands. “Be-thric was a loss, and a frustrating one at that. His death hurts our House incredibly, but our two brazen adversaries have paid a phenomenally high price for their attack.”

That seemed to mollify the elf, if just barely.

“Clear the room, save Eskau, adjuncts, and myself.”

Everyone else departed, and the doors were closed after them.

Sanguis had four adjuncts with him at the moment. That was either the privilege or burden of being head Pillar for this city. He had more to manage, so he had more adjuncts to help with the management.

Gallof was there as well, and Thron stayed as befit his station.

All told, there were ten of them remaining in the room, including Tala.

Sanguis returned to his seat. “First, we address the unpleasantness in the room.”

Thron and Gallof stepped forward and knelt, speaking as one, in a clearly ceremonial fashion. “We swore our lives in service of a Pillar of the House of Blood, and he has passed to the next world. Our service is at an end.”

Tala’s eyes widened. What?

She felt an odd moment of disjointedness as she waited for agreement that would never come.

Tears returned to her eyes. Oh, Alat. I’m so, so sorry. If I’d been faster…

Meallain glanced her way, eyes softening slightly before she refocused on the Pillar.

Sanguis grimaced. “By right, tradition, and law, you are each given a choice. Simple, quick death to bring honor to your family within the House of Blood and to elevate their position, or exile for yourself and your family.”

Gallof spoke first. “I choose death, that my kith and kin would be allowed to serve and rise through the House of Blood.”

Sanguis nodded. “Let it be so. Once the other matters are settled, it will be done. Your service was honorable; may you depart our House with honor.”

“Thank you, Pillar Sanguis.”

The Pillar turned to Thron. “And you?”

“I’ve no family in the House of Blood, Pillar. I am grateful to the House of Blood and would part ways without enmity.”

Tala blinked. He was a slave, and if he had never served Be-thric and me, he’d have remained a slave to Gallof. This is an absolute win for him.

She hesitated, considering, the slow gears of her unenhanced mind struggling to continue the thought. Though his position as adjunct was arguably better than whatever he’ll have after exile.

Yet again, she felt the odd sinking feeling of expecting a familiar voice to chime in before remembering that that voice was gone. Alat is gone…

Tala had hope that she could get Alat back soon, but that didn’t fill the void that was present in the moment, nor quell the fear that she would die before Alat could be restored.

Sanguis nodded once again. “Your service was honorable; may you depart our House with honor.”

Gallof looked to Thron and smiled consolingly. “Thank you for your service, my friend.”

Thron smiled sadly in return. “Thank you for pulling me from the mines.”

There was a moment of silence before Sanguis sighed and looked to Pallaun. “Now, my Eskau, what is to be done with Eskau Tali?”

The obsidian man frowned. “That depends on the circumstances of Be-thric’s demise, my Pillar.”

Thron cleared his throat. “Begging your pardon, Eskau, Pillar.”

Sanguis raised an imperious eyebrow. “Yes?”

“As I am still an adjunct to an Eskau of the House of Blood until this matter is settled, I wish to speak.”

“I will listen.”

“I see no advantage to the House of Blood in determining Eskau Tali’s accountability or innocence in the death of her Pillar.”

Meallain nodded. “I agree, but I would hear his reasoning.”

Sanguis looked between them. “As you say, go on.”

Thron cleared his throat. “If she were to be found guilty, the House of Blood would be forced to execute her. That would require a fine be paid to the City Lord, and doing so would show weakness to the other Houses.”

The Pillar nodded slowly. “Yes, being forced to execute Eskau Tali would be… less than ideal.”

“And if she were to be found innocent, then we would be forced into two, far worse options. One, the collar failed in some manner, and we would need to pursue action against the City Lord that we can ill afford at this time. Two, we decide that our own Pillar Be-thric made an error in his last moments and killed the very woman who had brought so much honor to our House and to him in particular.”

Sanguis was frowning. “That is… true.”

The Pillar looked troubled.

“What say you, Eskau Meallain?”

Meallain cleared her throat, tears still in her eyes. “I mourn Be’s death, but if Eskau Tali is responsible, I have no hope of revenge. She was created by Be-thric, against the will of the council, and her actions are, therefore, on him.”

Tala’s eyes snapped wide, and she looked to Meallain with confusion. She’s just going to say it? Just like that?

Thron had stiffened, and his head jerked as he tried to look at everyone at once.

Ahh, so he didn’t know.

But the elf wasn’t done. “I choose, instead, to lay his death at the feet of the Houses of the Rising Sun and Acidic Tide. I will be taking my solace in their fall, or at least in their decimation locally. Too long have the other Houses looked down upon us, and too long has our founding family been whittled away. Now? Now, the last drop of that family’s blood has fallen. Be it my last act in Zeme, I will avenge them upon our enemies.”

Sanguis leaned back. “And how does my Eskau view these matters?”

Pallaun looked to Tala, grimacing. “The dasgannach infects her. Her survival is some quirk or oddity and cannot continue for long. No one survives. That is the guarantee of the City Lord.” He gave a rueful smile at that. “If she were to survive, we would, once again, be in the position of having to bring action against him whom we cannot afford to oppose at this time. Treat her as dead. Consider the matter closed.”

The Pillar looked to Meallain. “You’ve trained her most recently. Does she have knowledge of the Doman-Imithe?”

The elf shook her head. “I have given her basic lessons in its nature, but she has never learned how to enter or leave. Her inscriptions are lost, and without them, her magic is sufficient to do naught but die in the broken world.”

“Then, it is settled. She will be placed in the Doman-Imithe like all gated-human dead, per common law.”

Gallof spoke. “If that matter is settled, I request Eskau Pallaun perform my execution.”

Sanguis glanced to his Eskau before nodding. “Granted.”

Tala didn’t see Pallaun move, nor did she see Gallof die.

I hate being without my enhancements. The world seemed lifeless, and it felt like a cloth sack had been pulled over her head. It was comparatively hard to see and hear, and processing what she did perceive was difficult in the extreme.

Honestly, she’d barely followed what had been said.

Though, I would remain uninscripted and lesser, forever, if I could have Alat back… More tears built in her eyes. She knew she wasn’t being rational at the moment, but she was experiencing heavy emotional whiplash.

Blessedly, if she got Alat back, she’d have everything back, but she had a hard time focusing on that.

Even as she began to spiral once again, she felt an odd… pressure, reaching toward the magically worked steel band that sealed her mouth.

She shuddered, her attention violently drawn to the dasgannach within her. As before, her mind interpreted the instincts and intentions of the thing.

MINE?

It clearly didn’t have an intellect.

It could sense the iron within the steel, but there was no clean path to the metal.

As good as the seal was and as tightly as the metal was pulled against her flesh, there was still a layer of magic around the device that prevented direct contact with her skin, thus preventing the dasgannach from claiming it.

It clearly wanted to, but it would have to abandon her to do so, and it was unwilling to do that while some of her iron remained unclaimed.

That… That is a bit terrifying, actually.

Tala finally realized that people were speaking again, partway through the new conversation.

Sanguis was nodding again. “That is an excellent point. It would be the height of dishonor to strip an Eskau of our House of that which was bestowed upon her when she has not been convicted of a crime.”

So, they don’t want to rob me?

One of his adjuncts looked incredibly pleased, but another opened their mouth in clear frustration.

Before they could speak, however, Sanguis raised a hand. “That said, we would be fools to waste those resources. The solution is obvious.”

Pallaun nodded. “Someone will watch over her in the Doman-Imithe and bring back her equipment after she dies. An Eskau is the best choice for this role.”

She sighed internally. Ah, they won’t rob me, but they’re happy to take things from my corpse.

She honestly couldn’t blame them. In truth, she was a bit surprised. She’d have expected them to demand the disgorgement of all of Kit’s contents then and there, but she’d apparently misjudged them.

Meallain tsked. “I will not spend my time thus. As soon as this matter is settled, I intend to purge Platoiri of two Houses. If I am not sated, I will purge Tralnor and Yendith of those Houses as well. We will see how I feel at that time.”

The obsidian Eskau frowned. “Meallain, the other Houses are not children. Do not kill yourself on their blades in the name of revenge.”

She growled. “Fine.” She took a great breath. “Once this city is purged, I will bend Eskau De-arg to aid me. Half a century of promised solitude should be sufficient to secure his assistance.”

Pallaun didn’t look happy, but he nodded, nonetheless. “He would suffice, or you could call upon the Reserve.”

Meallain hesitated. “They… They might be the better choice. Thank you for your wisdom, Blessed Pallaun.”

Sanguis cleared his throat. “While I am glad to know that we will not be losing another Eskau in the near future, the problem remains. I will not be without Pallaun in times such as these.”

The Pillar frowned, clearly thinking.

Tala had no idea what to do. I can’t go to the Doman-Imithe. Certainly not under guard. I need to find a way to get this thing out of me!

Still, she wasn’t fool enough to interrupt. If she were them, she’d execute her and be done with it. That wasn’t confusing at all.

In any case, she didn’t want to tip them toward that seemingly sensible course of action.

Sanguis looked up, considering Thron. “Thorn. Would you do us one last service?”

“Pillar Sanguis?”

“If you escort Eskau Tali into the Doman-Imithe and watch over her until her final breath, securing her gear after the dasgannach has left her and perished, then we will grant you resources with which to start your new life, outside the House of Blood.”

Thron paled. “Revered Pillar, I do not have the ability to enter or leave the Doman-Imithe.”

“Of course you do not. We will place the two of you there, and all you must do is survive and be recovered. Items not near a sapient in the Doman-Imithe do not endure long, else we would simply recover them later.”

“How long would I need to endure in that place?”

“Three… no, four days to be safe?”

“I could die in that time.”

“You could, it is a risk, but we are willing to pay you for that risk.”

“If I succeed.” His tone was flat, clearly not pleased with the proposal.

“Of course. No job pays before the work is done.”

Thron glanced toward Tala, seeming to consider something. Finally, he turned back toward Sanguis, grimacing. “I… I will do this, but I want the right to claim any one item from her sanctum in addition to all other rewards, and I want assurances that my claim will be uncontested.”

He wants the concept sword. Clever.

Sanguis hesitated for only a moment before smiling. “Granted.”

He’d clearly decided that whatever trinket or treasure Thron wanted, it was a worthy price to pay.

More the fool him. She felt like giving Thron a congratulatory pat on the back if his fortune wouldn’t come about only after her death.

The dwarf and the Pillar discussed the actual amount and contents of the reward for a short time before they came to an agreement.

One of Sanguis’ adjuncts drew up the contract, and the Pillar and Thron each bound their power to the document. Pallaun and Meallain did likewise, acting as witnesses and additional weight behind the agreement.

“And so, it is done.”

Meallain clapped her hands, blood still splattered across her face and armor. “Am I needed?”

“Only for one last thing.” Sanguis gestured and another adjunct came forward. “We must all sign and attest to this. I will see that it is delivered to the City Lord.”

The Pillar, Eskau, and adjuncts all wove their magic into the simple document.

Then, one of the adjuncts received orders from Sanguis and departed with the paper in hand.

Tala barely caught a glimpse of it as it passed, and only its incredibly simple, large print made her able to see what it said, ‘Eskau Tali’s collar was triggered, and her body is to be deposited into the Doman-Imithe within the hour.’

Simple, to the point, and utterly true.

Clever.

Alat was not there to comment.

Meallain stopped near where Tala sat. “I am sorry things are ending this way, Tali. I’d have liked to have met you before…”

Tala frowned in confusion. What?

The elf shook her head. “But that was not meant to be. May your soul find peace.”

Without another word, the elf departed. Only then did Tala’s seemingly glacially slow mind provide answers. She was saying that she wished she could have met me before Be-thric mind-wiped me.

Tala had no idea how to process that, not really.

Sanguis was talking again. “Pallaun, Thorn, please see it done. Thorn, we will see you again in a few days.”

Thron bowed. “As you say, Pillar Sanguis. It was an honor to serve.”

Pallaun approached Tala. “Will you need to be led, or can you follow?”

Tala sighed, exhaling a puff through her nose, then she tiredly pointed at the band.

“Ahh, yes. That should no longer be needed, but I advise you to only speak when spoken to. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

He snapped, and the magics deactivated around the band.

At that moment, a fascinating, and horrifying, thing happened.

Tala felt the authority of the dasgannach reach out through her now direct skin-contact with the steel and seize all the iron within the device in an instant.

That action had no outward consequences, but as the band expanded, opening to fall away, Tala once again heard the screech of intent and instinct translated through her mind.

NO! MINE!

The collar puffed to dust, the carbon, and other elements falling free. The iron being jerked backward to pull hard against her skin, where it added to—and melded with—the iron paint still covering her.

Everyone in the room froze.

“What was that?” Sanguis had only seen what happened out of the corner of his eyes.

Pallaun frowned, taking a step back. “The dasgannach claimed and retained the iron from within the band of restriction.”

The Pillar stood, walking to stand by his Eskau. “That should not be possible.”

“I concur, but these creatures were designed to exceed their own existence and then to die.” The obsidian man scratched his chin. “We need to get her into the Doman-Imithe, now. If it has mutated somehow, we do not want it loose within our hold.”

“Wait, wait!” Thron caught their attention. “I don’t want to be near it if it’s acting unexpectedly.”

Sanguis glared for a brief moment, then sighed. “I can understand that, Elder dwarf. If you wish to simply depart, we will not stop you.”

Thron hesitated at that, seeming almost to shift from foot to foot, clearly weighing the danger with the suddenly increased potential risk. Finally, he shook his head. “No. I will do as you have asked.”

It seems that a chance at a concept sword lessens the fear from many potential dangers.

Pallaun grunted. “Then, we must hurry before things deviate beyond our understanding once again.”


Chapter: 59
Hole

Tala followed Pallaun and Thron through the broken hallways and rooms of the House of Blood’s hold.

Just before they went out into the city, Pallaun pointed toward her, and she almost felt magics wrap around her.

Thron jumped slightly, his gaze sliding off of her when he tried to look her way. “Invisibility?”

Pallaun quirked a smile. “Nothing so… crude. You can consider it a perception filter. No one will see her.”

The dwarf looked skeptical. “Is it a perception filter, though?”

“No.” The Eskau turned and walked away, Tala and Thron following without a word.

I could try to make a run for it, but I’d be insane if I thought I’d get away from Pallaun.

With nothing else she could really do, she stayed with the other two.

The walk through the city passed quickly, with Pallaun ensuring that she stayed a good distance from everyone they passed.

Yeah, let’s not let the dasgannach gain sovereignty over anything else. She still didn’t know what to think about its claiming of the iron in the band of restriction. This creature seems like it is modified far from a standard specimen of the species.

She almost laughed at that. What did she really know about them? Very, very little.

It wasn’t long before the Eskau of the House of Blood and the two former members arrived at a building that resembled nothing so much as a hexagonal gazebo, made entirely of obsidian, with solid sides.

It was situated near the center of a large park, and to Tala’s surprise, she thought she’d been to this park before, though she couldn’t remember exactly when.

Stupid broken brain, not able to remember such simple things…

Pallaun placed his hand on one side, and the volcanic glass folded away from him, revealing a doorway.

It was odd, seeing the man touch something so close to his own skin-tone. His hand almost seemed to vanish for a moment.

Or, he used magic that caused that effect. She was incredibly irritated that she didn’t actually know which it was.

The wall closed behind them, once they were all inside, and Thron’s slight jerking let her know that the magics around her were gone.

“Right this way.” Pallaun led them into the center of the open space to where a disk of the material was raised above the floor.

Thron examined it. “This is what it takes to go between Zeme and the Doman-Imithe?”

“No.”

The dwarf paused, clearly expecting more. When it didn’t come, he huffed. “Just ‘no?’”

“Yes.”

Thron quirked a smile, but then, the smile faded. “That’s a very small platform.”

“It is.”

“So… we’ll have to stand close together?”

Pallaun shrugged. “No. There will be a hole.”

Thron visibly relaxed, then stiffened. “We have to jump in?”

“It will be a horizontal hole.”

“So… a tunnel?”

“No, there will be no depth.”

Thron opened his mouth to argue further, then paused. A moment later, he closed his mouth and frowned. “Huh.”

The Eskau turned to Tala, his expression unreadable. “Tali?”

She lifted her gaze from the black disk to the man addressing her. “You know, it’s pretty hard to focus on you when you’re the exact same color as the stuff behind you.”

He grinned at that, his perfectly white teeth standing out in an incredibly creepy way.

Wait… were his teeth always white? She had no idea. But what other color would they have been?

“Good to see you aren’t utterly broken.”

That soured her mood. “Yes, it is good to be whole before I die.”

He nodded. “There is wisdom in that, yes. Had I known you’d become wiser as you closed in on death, I’d have pushed you harder.”

She chuckled lightly, but it faded to silence when his expression didn’t change. In the end, Tala just grimaced.

When she’d stopped making noise, he continued, “But I wanted to say something before you depart.”

Tala waited.

“What Be-thric did to you… you won’t understand this, but I want you to know, if we had known what he was going to try, we would have stopped him.”

“Who is we? And what would you have stopped?” She had to be careful, here. She couldn’t let her curiosity reveal her ‘not-Tali-ness.’ Yeah, that’s a good descriptor. Right?

She hitched at the lack of response from Alat.

“Tali?”

Tala jerked her focus back to Pallaun. “My apologies… my mind… I’m not thinking correctly.”

He sighed. “I was afraid there might be degradation now that Be-thric is dead, but that is no matter. I have said my piece, and I won’t be answering any questions. You will go through first, immediately, and Thron will follow after.”

The dwarf raised an eyebrow, likely at the use of his real name.

Pallaun smiled. “You’re no longer a member of the House of Blood. You don’t need to keep the ‘fiercer’ name.”

Thron huffed. “I suppose that’s true enough. Thron will do just fine for me, once again.” His eyes narrowed. “That doesn’t invalidate my contract.”

“Of course not. It was keyed to your magic and concept, nothing as transitory as a name.”

“Good, I thought not.”

Pallaun and Thron clasped hands. “I will reopen this hole in three days’ time.”

The dwarf hesitated. “Wait. If she dies too soon, her sanctum won’t hold out until then. It’ll break apart, and I won’t be able to fulfill my part of the deal.”

Pallaun waved that away. “The Doman-Imithe has already solved that issue. Simply bring the gear back, and all will be well.”

“But—”

Pallaun raised a hand. “No. I will not teach you on this subject; you can use your own eyes and mind.” The big man tossed a pack to Thron.

Tala hadn’t seen where it had come from, and that was surprising given its size. He had it in his own sanctum? Does he have his sanctum on him somewhere?

“Food, water, and diversion for both of you for a few days. No need for her to go hungry before the end.”

Tala found the sentiment oddly affecting and swallowed back some tears. “Thank you, Pallaun.”

He waved that off.

Wait… why would we need that? I have my sanctum.

Pallaun clapped his hands together and magic swirled.

Tala could just barely feel and see the edges of the power.

The world broke and opened.

There was no other description of it.

There was suddenly a hole in the world, just as Pallaun had stated, through which Tala could see… wrongness.

Yes, great description, Tala. ‘Wrongness.’ She grimaced at her own lack of descriptive ability.

The edges of the hole danced with what might have been void magics, but she couldn’t perceive well enough to tell.

The most prominent feature through the hole was a simple, black obsidian wall, looking almost identical to what actually lay on the other side of the space the hole occupied.

There was, however, something wrong with the space through that hole.

Tala took a step back. “What the rust?”

Pallaun shook his head. “You go through, or I have to kill you and throw your body through. Please don’t make me do that.”

She glanced to his face and had no doubt, whatsoever, that he was serious.

She swallowed, hesitating only a moment longer, and stepped through.

That first footfall felt off.

Like going down the stairs and finding one step just a bit closer or farther than expected.

She didn’t stumble, but it felt uncomfortable.

As she moved through the hole in the world fully, she began to feel every wrinkle and crease in her perfectly fitted clothes, every flake of iron paint, every fleck of sweat and dirt that she’d acquired through the day’s battle.

That was all today? It felt like at least two weeks ago that the other Houses had invaded the hold of the House of Blood.

The smooth, volcanic glass beneath her bare feet had a thousand, thousand variations, undulations, and minuscule ridges.

Even with her enhanced senses, she wouldn’t have been able to feel all of it, and yet, even without those senses, she somehow did feel every little bit.

The heaviness of her body, and her lack of active magical enhancement to her strength, hit her like a ton of bricks, and she grit her teeth as that physical strain came to the forefront of her thoughts.

Strangest of all, however, was her gate.

The throughput was still the same, dumping an uncomfortable amount of power into her body with nothing for it to be used on, but it felt like it was coming from a greater distance, like someone had added length to the faucet of power.

She had no idea how she could feel that, but she could.

A shiver ran through her, and she felt her skin contract to form goosebumps, the little hairs all over her body shifting in a cavalcade of senses that would have been overwhelming to her even before she lost her mental augmentations.

She stumbled then, catching herself on the obsidian wall with one hand.

She jerked that hand back as her palm began to burn while her fingers almost stuck to the frozen material.

Hot and cold at the same time? Just in slightly different locations? How haven’t they equalized?

She just felt grateful that the ground seemed to be a uniform, slightly uncomfortable cold. And now that I’ve noticed that, it won’t go away…

She turned back toward the hole, doing her best to force down the seemingly infinite, slightly-off sensations.

First, she noticed that on this side of the hole, there was only the raised round platform and the one wall of obsidian that seemed like the Zeme side. The rest of the space was open to the outside, but she didn’t really look that way… yet.

Next, she saw Thron stepping through and grimacing, presumably feeling similar disjointedness as Tala.

The hole vanished as soon as the dwarf was through, and Tala was confronted with what lay beyond.

Or, more accurately, she was confronted with what didn’t lie beyond, and what lay within that gap.

That makes no sense.

Some five feet beyond where the hole had been, the ground fell away.

Only once she’d taken that in did she look up.

Her blood ran cold.

Whatever chunk of ground they were standing on seemed to be spinning slowly because the vista beyond was falling away in an odd, slow sort of dance.

She could see uncountable fragments of rock and earth scattered around in a kaleidoscope of spinning, twirling, ever-moving, utterly silent madness.

Some were just plain material—crags of granite, mounds of dirt, spheres of water—but others were more.

One, briefly visible through the maelstrom, had trees growing out of every side of it, their roots intertwining to form a lattice-like cage.

In that small glance before it was hidden from view, Tala thought she saw that cage packed with skeletons, all looking in her direction.

Another seemed to have two fountains that were spraying outside of their own basin, the water arching oddly to land in the other, presumably in an endless cycle, which defied reason.

There were too many, and too varied, for her to comprehend, especially with her mundane mind.

Rusting, gold-eating slime.

The largest pieces she could see were only a few hundred feet in any dimension save one that was almost fully fallen out of sight.

That one seemed to be nearly a thousand feet long and had an oddly familiar shape, though she couldn’t place it.

It called to her, but she resisted the urge to take a running leap to reach it.

Even so, Tala found herself carefully walking to the edge, her every step sending oddly echoing resonant sounds through the space.

Feet on stone do not make that sound… Though, she couldn’t place what the sound actually should be from.

Leaning out, over the sheer drop, she examined the large mass once more.

When it was almost out of sight once again, she felt something stir, and a great eye opened upon its surface.

Tala jerked back before it could focus and orient on her.

She stumbled away from the edge, tripping over her own feet and falling to land on the raised obsidian. She kept herself from calling out in surprise but just barely.

Thron was beside her in an instant, though he kept out of reach. “What is it? What did you see?”

She swallowed. “Something massive.”

The dwarf looked incredibly uncomfortable. “We’re spinning fairly quickly. I’d rather we not still be here when it comes around again.”

“Agreed.” Tala instantly understood what he meant. We can discuss things in my sanctum.

Even so, she was shaking as she pulled at Kit on her belt.

The pouch’s strap didn’t dissolve as she was expecting. What?

She tried to open Kit, but the pouch remained sealed. “What?”

Thron had been watching. “That’s probably why Pallaun gave us this.”

He lifted the pack that he had slung onto his back before letting it fall back into place.

“It seems that dimensional storage items don’t work here.”

In a panic, Tala placed her hand on Kit, and found… stability? What is going on?

She couldn’t properly feel what was happening, but she could sense enough to feel that Kit was fine and in an odd way, dormant, at least with relationship to her.

Tala felt sure that the inside was untouched, and somehow stable, but Kit was using almost no power.

She didn’t understand why, but there it was.

I’m glad that Kit still has capacity for all the power I’m dumping into it.

That wouldn’t last forever, though.

A voice of an oft-forgotten passenger piped up in the momentary, awkward silence.

“What have you done to me?” Rob’s voice cracked out into the silence, seeming to shatter something.

Tala winced, but then, she was suddenly able to hear the distant chunks bumping or sloshing into one another, the grinding of stone on stone, the skittering of claws.

She looked around in a panic, but the sound seemed to be as nonsensical as everything else, changing without ever really revealing its source.

Thron had clapped his hand down over his pocket. “We’re in the Doman-Imithe, Rob. Shhh.”

“The broken world?” The orb’s voice dropped to a whisper. “What madness brought us here?”

“I thought you paid attention to what happened around you?”

“I was bored, so I was pretending to sleep. It seems that I did too good a job.”

Thron grumbled. “I wish you’d continue.”

Tala felt a small smile tug at her lips, but it faded as her own internal voice remained silent.

I’ll get you back, Alat.

“So, do we stay here, or…?”

The dwarf grimaced. “I’m supposed to be here, at this location, to bring out your gear after you die.” He gave her a searching look. “Care to share why that hasn’t happened yet?”

She shrugged. “I created a bonding spellform inside my finger, using my blood as a medium. The dasgannach doesn’t want to bond me, so it won’t eat the working, but it also doesn’t want to leave any iron unclaimed, so it won’t leave. We’re at an impasse.”

Thron blinked at her for a long moment, then barked a laugh before quickly covering his own mouth.

“Yeah, it’s a pretty… odd turn of events.”

The dwarf grunted. “I’d say so, yeah. I won’t claim to know much about bonding workings, but I didn’t think you could create them within yourself. Or”—he frowned—“isn’t it just a bad idea? I confess, I’ve likely no idea what I’m talking about.”

“You’re not supposed to? I think it has something to do with creating a protian weapon though, at least those for the House of Blood, but that’s just a guess.”

He grunted. “So, you’re not going to die?”

“Probably not in the short term? It’s a problem I’m working on.” She decided not to tell him that she was on a clock. No need to put the idea that my death is inevitable into his head.

“That puts a damper on my plans.”

“I noticed that. I can’t say I’m sorry.”

He quirked a smile. “I’d imagine you wouldn’t be, no.”

“You want the concept sword, right? That’s what you’re hoping to claim?”

Thron jerked his head to the side, glancing toward where the hole had been. “Quiet, girl. If they learn that’s on the table, they’ll kill me before the contract can be completed.”

She arched an eyebrow. “The contract that requires me to die?”

He hesitated. “Well… yes.”

“I can’t say I’m too worked up over it, then.”

He glowered at her. “It’s not like I want you to die. But if I can get that… item? I can’t say I’ll be sad about that part.”

“You know, you could just kill me now and be done with it.”

“What, and be alone in here for three days? That seems like a poor choice.”

She snorted. The conversation was helping her keep her mind off the wrongness of… well… everything.

Unfortunately, just realizing that reminded her, and she glanced up.

A moment later, she frowned. “Thron?”

“Yes, Tali?”

She hesitated. No, no reason to correct him on my name. Not now, if ever. “How fast do you think we’re spinning?”

“No idea. I have no idea how big this fragment is, so—”

“No, no. Look up. Tell me how fast you think we should do a full circuit.”

He looked up hesitantly, clearly not liking the oddity of their surroundings any more than she did. After a moment, he frowned. “Fast. As in, I would assume that we’re doing a full rotation every few minutes.”

“That’s what I thought, but we’ve been here more than a few minutes, and I haven’t seen any repetition.”

He nodded. “I’ve been trying not to look too closely, but some things definitely stood out, and I haven’t seen those again.”

Without really deciding to, they both stood, staring upward.

Neither really tracked the time, but it wasn’t short.

There was an odd lulling and pulling at their minds, like a nightmare that didn’t want to let them wake up.

The horrifyingly off scenery never repeated itself, and there was no indication that their chunk was moving relative to the rest, aside from their spin.

“That’s… disconcerting.”

Thron’s voice broke Tala’s almost hypnotized focus, and she jerked her eyes off the world above. “Yeah.”

They both lowered their gazes, shuddering and shaking themselves.

“So”—he scratched at his eyebrow—“what’s your plan? I have to believe you have one.”

She huffed a quiet laugh. “That would be wonderful, wouldn’t it?”

She shook her head.

“I… I need to do something. I have this thing imbedded all through me.”

The reminder seemed to make Thron take a step back, though he hadn’t been close to begin with.

“Yeah. I need to think.”

Thron grunted. “Very well. I’ll see what we have in the pack.”

With a smile, she sat down off to one side, closing her eyes and trying to shut out the oddities of the Doman-Imithe.

Alright, Tala. I need a plan.


Chapter: 60
Sight

Tala sat in the disjointed place known as the Doman-Imithe.

She’d been sent there to die, but she hadn’t complied, at least not yet.

A dasgannach was ready and willing to rip all the iron out of her, as soon as her Archon Star was no longer preventing that.

The only reason she wasn’t dead already was because there was iron in the blood that made up her slowly growing Archon Star, and the dasgannach wouldn’t leave until it had claimed all the iron.

It would have already claimed the iron in the star, too, but dasgannachs didn’t bond. This one was heavily magically modified, so she hadn’t known if that would hold true, but it definitely seemed to, at least so far.

That’s right, Tala, review where you are, so you can see where you’re going.

Kit was sealed to her; the Doman-Imithe apparently put at least dimensional storage items into an odd semi-stasis. With Terry in Kit, Tala was basically alone.

Well, Thron’s here, but he’s only here to await my death. Unless I can convince him otherwise. That was probably going to be required one way or another, regardless.

The dwarf sat a little way away, sorting through the pack that Pallaun had given him.

Tala had no inscriptions, and that lowered her capacities to an incredible degree.

But all those were medium- to long-term issues.

In the short term?

Kit was almost full of power, and when that happened, she’d have nowhere for her power to go.

Nothing she could think of would actually use up her magical energy.

She was purposely using as little as possible to pour into the creation of the Archon Star in her finger, because once that was full, her time was up.

Normally, she’d prided herself on an incredible flowrate through her gate, but this might be a situation where that would bite her, hard.

I wish I could see the magic around me clearly enough to determine if simply dumping my power into the environment would be detrimental.

She could see this place being fairly magically barren, and her power becoming like a beacon, summoning who knew what to kill her.

It could also be the case that the Doman-Imithe would distort and alter itself in unknowable ways in the presence of ambient magics.

She just had no way of knowing, and what little of her magesight remained, now impressed into her natural magics through repeated use, wasn’t nearly detailed enough to even let her take a guess.

And I didn’t research it because I didn’t expect to ever be without my inscriptions. She grimaced.

What she needed more than anything else was information.

Huh. Wait a minute… She grinned. That just might help.

She opened her eyes, placed a hand on Flow where it hung at her belt, and directed power into it, purposely not using any void-channels to amplify her flowrate.

Flow took basically all the magic coming through her gate to take on the form of a void-knife, only leaving the fraction that she was directing into her left ring finger.

The pressure within her body instantly lessened, and she let out a relieved breath. Well, that’s a nice fringe benefit.

She wouldn’t have to deal with excess magic, at least not in the short term. At least not until I need to sleep.

But that wasn’t the only reason she’d pushed Flow into a void-form.

She could feel something around her eyes as her voidsight opened.

She was greeted by a cacophony of sights so convoluted that she instantly snapped her eyes shut against the insanity.

It felt like she’d gotten two black eyes, and now some overly helpful person was trying to shove ice against them but was applying entirely too much pressure.

Tala took seven long, measured breaths.

Four count in.

Hold for four.

Four count out.

Hold for four.

And around it went.

Finally, she was able to master herself enough to try again.

She cracked her eyes open to a squint and was able to barely perceive through the gap.

It was… a lot.

Cords of reality crisscrossed everything.

The floating chunks, like the one she currently sat on, seemed to be knots manifested in the tangle of fragmented reality.

As to what lay between the strands?

Nothing.

Not the nothing in the sense of ‘there’s nothing there.’

Truly nothing.

Void magics and power clung to the strands of reality, hugging tightly over it all like a skin.

There wasn’t even void in the nothing, which made absolutely no sense at all.

Tala couldn’t look away for what felt like an incredibly long span of time. Though, whether it was an instant or a day she had no idea.

The fact that Thron didn’t speak to her, or throw something, meant it probably wasn’t actually that long, but the experience seemed to put that to lie.

Finally, she pulled her vision away from the nothingness and focused on the void-coated-reality threads.

Alright, so no jumping between fragments to search for another way out. Something deep within her was assured that anything entering the nothing would cease on the instant.

She followed one strand, which led within and down a small walking path that quickly passed from sight off to the side.

This path had been there from the beginning, along the edge of the sheer drop past the obsidian wall, but she’d not really focused on it because of… well, everything else.

Given what she’d seen of the other fragments, Tala would have expected such a path to go nowhere, and since she couldn’t see where it was going, any speculation was just that: speculation.

However, she could perceive the reality thread, and that continued.

I’ll have to actually move around to see if I can figure out how this place works…

Then, as she looked around with squinted eyes, she saw another oddity.

Floating over the obsidian disk, right where they’d come through into the Doman-Imithe, was a small… something, extending from the threads of reality.

Tala got up and walked closer, ignoring Thron’s grunt of surprise and questioning gaze.

She approached the something, which looked like nothing so much as a lump woven into the thread, and she examined it.

What are you?

Unlike most threads, this one didn’t have material wrapped around it and seemed to extend into nowhere, without ending.

She had a feeling that it continued a few hundred feet behind her, and when she glanced that way, she saw another strand that almost seemed to be coming out of nothing, while feeling like it connected to the one in front of her.

This place makes no sense at all…

Even so, she needed to learn.

Thus, she reached out to attempt to feel the odd nodule.

She could almost feel it as her hand came close, but she couldn’t quite touch it. In fact, it seemed to slip away from her fingers as they got close, the reality of her flesh repelling the outside of the void-skin on the thread.

Fascinating. Maybe, void magics?

Since she couldn’t touch it with her hands, she moved close, pressing her eye to the lump, and the void-magics flowing through that part of her seemed to snap into place.

After an odd sort of flash, she was looking into the obsidian gazebo from which they’d come with the eye she’d used to connect with the lump.

Pallaun had departed, and it was a simple, empty space.

She gasped, jerking back.

Thron jumped to his feet, looking around in alarm. “What is it?”

Tala ignored him for a moment longer, her eyes wide now, searching along the threads of reality, finding at first a few, then a few dozen, then hundreds, and finally, too many protuberances to count.

Touchpoints to Zeme. She sat heavily, wincing at the impact with the hard surface, but she couldn’t be deterred. She let Flow fall out of its void-form, and her eyes returned to normal.

“Tali?”

Tala looked to the dwarf. “We have some things to discuss. I’m pretty sure I can get out of here.”

Thron’s eyes widened. “Really?”

She hesitated. “Well, I’ve got the beginnings of an idea.”

He huffed at that but didn’t interrupt.

“I think if I can find a safe place to come through, I can test my theories. Now? Now, I can see into Zeme, so finding such a place should be possible.”

When she didn’t continue, Thron nodded. “I think I understand what you are saying. What I don’t understand is why I should allow you to try?”

Tala took a deep breath. First gamble, here I come. “Because you should come with me.”

He narrowed his eyes but didn’t interrupt.

“You obviously want the… item, but there are other things that I can offer.”

“Oh?” He leaned forward. “I’m listening.”

“Firstly, I would give you the item once we were free, obviously. While I’d like the opportunity to study it, it would be yours, free and clear.”

He grunted.

“In that regard, I am a superior supplier to the House of Blood, because if I give it to you, no one will know you have it. Even if they are sworn to not interfere with your possession of it, rumors get around.”

He grimaced but didn’t comment.

“Second, I stole a book on advancement from the House of the Rising Sun.”

His back straightened slightly. “If such a thing were just lying about, it was likely generalities or even misinformation.”

“I got it from a protected vault. The same place I got the logs and ledgers I handed over to you.”

He leaned back, then. Likely to give himself time to think, he pulled out a loaf of brown bread and stuffed butter into it before taking a big bite. Around the first mouthful, he prompted her, “Go on.”

She made a motion with her hands, and he rolled his eyes before starting to prepare some for her too. “Thank you. Well, I’d bring you with me, if you wanted to go.”

He swallowed. “Where?”

“The human cities.”

One bushy, silver eyebrow raised. “You’re going to the human cities?”

“That’s the plan.”

“A former Eskau of a major House.”

“Well, that wasn’t the plan, but it’s how it is.”

“They’ll kill you before you can get within a hundred miles.”

She pointed to herself. “Why would you assume that? I’m human, remember?”

He grunted and scratched his beard. “That’s true, I suppose. So, you’ll get within a dozen miles before they kill you. They aren’t a peaceful people, Tali. They kill and take, lay waste to the land, and just leave it to heal on its own without regard to the harm they’ve done.”

“Wait a minute.” She frowned. Nothing he’d said was wrong, per se, but it wasn’t really a fair representation, either. “That is a rather biased characterization.”

Thron hesitated, taking another bite. He tossed her her buttered bread and chewed in silence. After swallowing, he shrugged. “That may be so, but neither you nor I know different.”

“Well… That’s the thing. I do know different.”

The bread was halfway to his mouth for another bite, but it paused, slowly lowering. “Go on.”

She took a deep breath. “So, Be-thric kidnapped me from the human lands, mind-wiped me, and inserted a fake personality into my head to control my body, and I only just recovered myself right before the fight for our raising to the positions of Eskau and Pillar.”

The dwarf blinked at her a few times, then set the bread aside. His skin had paled, and there was a mix of confusion and anger in his eyes. “Come again?”

“Which part?”

Overall, he seemed rather ruffled as he responded, “All of it. You will tell it all to me again, but this time slower and with more detail, please.”

She grimaced but nodded. “It will be abridged, but when you agree, I’ll tell you more while we walk. Rust, I’ll throw in the answer to almost any question you want to ask to sweeten the deal.”

He simply grunted, waiting.

So, she gave him the five-minute version, which was very light on details.

At the end, Thron leaned back, scrubbing his face with his hands.

“That is a lot to parse.” A frown stole over his features. “So, you’re telling me that you never wanted to win? You whipped us all to… what? Pretend?”

“I had no idea about the dynamics of the situation. Be-thric could have erased me again on a whim for all I knew. I needed to be a prominent figure so he couldn’t make me disappear.”

The silver-bearded dwarf sighed at that but nodded. “I can understand that, I suppose.” He grimaced. “What he did to you… I don’t have words for that.”

She shrugged, feeling a bit awkward talking about it. “It wasn’t great, and I’ll not sign up for it again. I can’t even say that it doesn’t give me nightmares, but he’s dead.”

“He is at that…” Thron shook his head. “So, you’re a human from the ‘wild’ cities up north.” He huffed a cautious laugh. “That does explain quite a few things, if I’m being honest.”

“So, you see? I’ll be welcomed back with open arms to the human cities, and they are not how you describe them, at least not in the way you put it. You can make anything sound bad if you word it right.”

“That’s true enough, I suppose.” He grimaced. “I would like that book, though I don’t know if it will really be helpful.”

“It could be.” She smiled broadly in what she hoped was a convincing sort of way.

“Stop that. It’s creepy.”

She let her smile fall. “Sorry…”

“As fascinating as it would be to see the human cities, I’d stand out like a diminutive boulder, rolling through their streets.”

“We can get you a through-spike to make you look human. You’re only a little shorter than a short human. Sure, you’re built like a bull, but that just makes you look like you fight for a living, which is true. You’d be unusual, sure, but not instantly recognizable as nonhuman.”

He sighed. “What would I even do in the human cities? Sightseeing for a bit would be interesting and all, but that’s not a life.”

“What were you planning on doing away from the human cities?”

He glared at her. “Serving as your adjunct, until you went and mucked that up.”

Tala winced. “Ahh, yes.”

He sighed, shaking his head. “But what you’re really asking is: What would I do if I didn’t go with you? If I let you die, took the sword, and left?”

She nodded.

“I’m not sure. I don’t really have any connections here on this little continent. I’d probably try to cross the water to head back home. Returning with a concept weapon would gain me standing, and fighting well with one would net me power. If nothing else, the House of Blood has honed me as a fighter, though I’d still need to get used to a non-morphic weapon. Our practice has helped, but I have a lot of ingrained habits still to work through. Battle prowess reigns supreme on the other continent. It’s a brutal place over there, not like here.”

Tala snorted, but Thron didn’t look like he was joking.

“Here, the Houses follow the lead of City Lords and remain mostly civil. There? There are no City Lords, not really. Whichever House gains sway lords it over the others, trying to drive them out and usually succeeding in the end. It’s anarchy, or near enough. There is no consistency in the laws between cities, and changes in leadership often cause sweeping alterations, even within a given territory.”

“How is that sustainable?”

“It isn’t, not really. There is stability these days, in the sense that most cities are controlled by singular Houses, and they only wage war when they’re bored or there is some perceived slight. Even so, the foundation of the place is rickety at best.”

“How do they have protian weapons, away from the human lands? Or do they use a different method for the ruling and determining of major Houses?”

He gave her an odd look, then shook his head. “I suppose you’d have no way of knowing. Gated humans are bred and traded like prized steeds. There is an art to their… rearing, and most aren’t harvested until they are quite advanced in years or until their masters have a need for their gates.”

“Ahh… So, golden cages all around?”

“Some more golden than others, but yes, for the most part.”

She sighed. “Well, I’d be interested in seeing the other continent when I’m a bit more powerful.”

He laughed. “You’d need to be at least a few ranks higher before you’d be able to keep yourself out of too much trouble.”

“Or have a way of not seeming human?”

“That might work, if you were exceedingly careful.”

“Well, then. Come with me to the human cities. See what no arcane has been freely shown, then we’ll go back to your home in the next hundred years or so.”

He grimaced.

“What?”

“Arcane, as in ‘arcanous beast?’ That’s sort of a slur, Tali.” He hesitated. “But that’s not your name, is it?”

“Well, no. My name is Tala.” She frowned. “You know, I think I remember hearing that arcane was a slur. I apologize for that. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

He shrugged. “It’s a funny thing. You said I was built like a bull, and I took it for a compliment, but compare me to a magical creature, and suddenly it’s a slur?” He shook his head. “Cultures are odd like that, I suppose. I appreciate the apology.”

She perked up. “So?”

“I really have no interest in going to the human lands… Tala.” Her name seemed odd coming from him for the first time.

“Oh, I see.”

He hesitated. “One major issue is that, nothing you can offer me, long term, will matter if you die.”

She opened her mouth to object, but he raised his hand to forestall her.

He shrugged. “That said, you do offer a far more compelling option for me. If you can get us out of the Doman-Imithe, away from Platoiri without getting caught, I am in.” He held up a finger. “But you turn over the sword and book the instant we are out of here. Agreed?”

“Agreed.” She grinned. “Oh, thank you, Thron!”

He held up his hands, forestalling her joy. “Well, this works out much better for me. It costs me nothing to let you try. I’d be a fool to be unwilling to let you see if you can get out. If you can’t? Then, nothing has changed, and we only need to wait a few more days. If it does work? Then, that has the potential to give me great gains. All that said, what about you? I mean, honestly, how are you going to handle that… slime in your system?”

“I’m working on it. Since we’re parting ways after we’re out of here, you don’t really need to concern yourself.”

He frowned at that, then shook his head. “I don’t want you to die, Tala. I’ve still not fully processed what was done to you, but even without that, I’d rather you lived.”

“Well then, if I need to bounce around any ideas, I’ll be sure to talk with you.”

“That sounds reasonable.”

Now, I just need to actually come up with some ideas… Regardless, she put a smile on her face and stood back to her feet. “Alright, then! Let’s see what I can find.”


Chapter: 61
Voidsight

Tala stood, finishing off her buttered bread and smiling to her minder. “Ready?”

Thron quickly donned his pack with their supplies and nodded, keeping well out of arms’ reach.

She shook her head but didn’t comment. Instead, she directed her power into Flow once more, giving the weapon its void-knife form and herself voidsight.

Thron’s face twitched. “That’s never not terrifying, even now that I’m more used to it.”

“Used to it? Wait, you can see it?” Her through-spike should disguise her physical oddities and manifestations of power to most observers.

He shrugged. “Hints, yes, which honestly makes it creepier. It’s like seeing a monster out of the corner of your eye, but when you turn, there’s no trace of it. As to the other, you practice with your weapon’s void-forms enough that I get the sense of your eyes changing rather regularly.”

“Oh, umm, fair enough.” She turned away from the slightly awkward conversation and examined the world around her, getting her bearings.

A few long breath cycles later, she was able to process the deluge of information, and she was back in relative command of her faculties and ready to continue on.

“We’ll follow this path first.”

“Lead the way.”

Tala set off down the walking path, biasing herself toward the inside of the narrow way.

She was following a thread of reality, and as she walked, she continued to find a rock path running parallel to that thread.

That seemed normal enough; their chunk just seemed to be a lengthy one.

Then, as she continued to walk, she glanced upward, and she stumbled to the side, her hand finding the wall beside her for support.

“Tali!” Thron growled. “I mean Tala, what’s wrong?”

“Look up, Thron.”

He presumably did. “I don’t… Wait… What?”

“None of the chunks that were above us before are still there.”

“And we aren’t spinning. When did we slow? Did we slow?”

Tala shivered. This place continues to surprise. “More than that, watch above yourself and walk forward.”

She glanced back at him, and he was giving her a skeptical look. “Is this some half-baked plan to infect me with the dasgannach?”

“What? No! I’ll walk, too.”

He grunted. “Just making sure. I don’t know what they did to those things. Maybe it’s imbued you with a desire to spread it, somehow.”

“That’s… That’s actually pretty creepy, now that I think about it.”

“Exactly.”

“Fine, fine. I’ll be extra sure to keep my distance, but see what you can see. You can probably just look out over the edge, too.”

“I was trying to avoid that.”

“Yeah… I don’t blame you there.”

They moved forward a bit, and Thron made confused noises.

“So, you see it?”

“Yes, and no. It’s like we’re somehow moving around the other fragments much faster than we’re actually moving, and when we get to a new side, it’s an entirely different fragment, instead.”

“That makes no sense, but that is exactly what I’m seeing.”

“Do you have any guesses on what the rust is going on?”

Tala scrunched her face. “Guesses? Yes.”

He waited a moment before prompting, “Well?”

She smiled at that. It reminded her of all the times they’d studied various subjects, inquiring back and forth to tease out little tidbits of nuance. “From the basic lessons we received, and what I’ve put together, I think what we’re seeing isn’t actually there, not in the same way such a thing would be there in Zeme.”

He tilted his head in confusion but didn’t interject.

“I think we are seeing a manifestation of fragmented reality poking through. These are the pieces that were left out in the reconstruction of Zeme. They are like the back face of a cross-stitch.”

“I think I know what that is, but I can’t say I’ve ever examined the back of one.”

Tala grunted. “My family used to do them on occasion. They teach dexterity and persistence.” She felt a smile pull at her face. I’m going back to see my family again. She just needed to figure out this place so that she could leave.

“Alright? What does that have to do with anything?”

“Well, the point of a cross-stitch is to make a picture on one side with various colored thread. On the back, you have all the places where the thread had to move across the cloth from one part to another. It’s a tangled mess that never really looks the same as the front, though there are echoes.”

“So, we’re in the sub-structure of Zeme? The parts that were stretched and bent to lock the place we live on into a modicum of stability?”

“I think so. It might even help add to the stability, though I don’t have the faintest idea how.”

“So, the changing fragments?”

“Ahh! Yes. That is our minds, trying to interpret the fragments that we see and doing their best. Because all of this is a hodgepodge of nonsense, that’s what we’re seeing. Each discrete instant is understandable because otherwise, we’d go insane, and our minds have opted to show us this tableau instead. But as a whole? None of this will make sense to us.”

“That was a lot of words just to say we can’t understand it, and trying too hard might break our brains.”

Tala grunted. “Yeah… I suppose that would have been pithier.”

“So…?”

“So, I see another place I want to check out, right up ahead.”

They walked a little farther and were suddenly walking across a pathless plain of gently waving grass.

There was no breeze.

There was no sun.

And the grass was coated in cold, thick, red blood that had somehow already stained their lower legs.

Thron gasped at the sudden change, and Tala looked around in confusion.

The thread that she’d been following hadn’t changed or altered in any way.

Curious, she walked back the way they’d come, circling around Thron.

He followed, and once they’d walked a dozen feet or so, they were back on the narrow walkway, the blood utterly gone even from their clothing and shoes.

She turned around. “Alright, then. I don’t understand at all… Onward!”

He lifted an eyebrow at her.

“What? I can’t pass you without getting closer than you want me to.”

He groused a bit but finally just shook his head, turned, and walked back until they were in the grass meadow.

This time, however, instead of blood, the grass was covered in something that appeared to be snow but was amethyst and oddly warm.

It wasn’t hot, just warm like a chair right after someone else stood up from it.

Thron looked around and grimaced. “I think I preferred the blood.”

“Yeah…”

Only a short way into the grassy plane, Tala paused near another protuberance in the threads of reality.

It seemed like the closer she looked, the more threads she could see, but most were a lot fainter than the one she’d been following.

“Here goes nothing.”

She pressed her eye up against it while maintaining her voidsight.

As the two meshed, she could see out into Zeme.

She stared at an expansive lawn, with an obsidian building in the near distance.

Tala laughed, pulling back. “Alright, then! I think we can do this. I just need to find a place outside of the city, and we can go from there.”

She looked back toward Thron and hesitated.

As he drew close to the nodule, she could suddenly see strands of reality fading into view, which extended out from him, as well.

The strongest one led back the way they’d come.

She looked down at herself but saw nothing. No, that isn’t right.

She focused, using a similar technique to that which she’d used to perceive magic in the air with her magesight.

Show me what I’ve dismissed or tuned out.

Suddenly, she could see dozens, if not hundreds, of threads spreading out from herself as well.

Again, the brightest led back the way they’d come, but one also led to the node she’d just looked through.

Without perfect memory, she couldn’t be sure, but she thought that she’d walked through this exact spot on that lawn when Pallaun led them to the obsidian hut, while Thron hadn’t.

So, I have a tie to this location, but he doesn’t?

That might make sense, but it also might just be supposition.

I have to test it… but I doubt I’ll find a way in the near future.

The real question was, did she just happen to come across another nodule of a place that she’d been, or was it her having been there which allowed her to reach it?

I just don’t have enough information.

She examined the threads coming from herself, and as she looked closer, she felt like she should know where they led, but she couldn’t figure it out.

Looking between herself and Thron, she did think that many of the threads seemed to be leading to the same places.

Because we went to a lot of the same places?

Picking one of those shared points at random from among those more prominent that they shared, she turned to follow the pair of threads. “This way.”

She set off across the purple-dusted grass, and Thron followed behind.

Even though she wasn’t following one of the more substantial threads, there seemed to be a way forward. She didn’t come to an edge or anything of the sort.

A hundred or so steps later, the ground transformed again in an eyeblink, and they were walking on a well-cobbled street, flanked by buildings that she dismissed for the moment.

It should be… there! She placed one eye against the new node and found that she could see through once again.

Hah! It was a crossroads near the edge of the city. Why was this among the stronger threads? If we were both there when we got back from Croi, that was days ago.

Maybe it was because it was a crossroads, but they’d walked through dozens of those from the edge of the city to the House of Blood’s hold.

Why here?

She didn’t have an answer.

“Tala.” Thron’s voice had an urgency and an odd strain to it, that pulled her from her musings.

“What—” Words died on her lips as she pulled back, opening her other eye.

There were silhouettes standing in the windows of the buildings around them.

Every single window.

The silhouettes existed even when the windows were utterly clear glass, so the person or thing should have been easily visible.

There was nothing to them in her voidsight, and even the remnants of her magesight showed nothing.

Nothing.

Creatures of nothing? Is that a thing? She almost laughed, but the humor was overwhelmed by the cloying sensation that she’d seen these things before.

The nothing between the threads. Is this just another perception of them? Like the blood versus purple dust? Another way for our minds to attempt to make sense of what I’m seeing?

That made sense, but she really didn’t like what it implied.

What would have had to happen for her mind to decide that these things should be interpreted as vaguely humanoid creatures?

What did my subconscious catch that I didn’t? She missed Alat more than ever. The alternate interface would be able to comb through her memories and pick out exactly what it was.

Tala was at a loss.

She spoke quietly while continuing to look around herself. “Are they moving?”

“No. I don’t think so. I just noticed them, and they were all there. It feels like they’re watching.”

“Yeah, that’s how it feels to me, too.” She briefly considered, once again, pulling out a blood-star and mirroring her perspective so she could watch in all directions at once, but she dismissed the idea as she had before.

There was no way her unenhanced mind could handle that much input.

“So, where to now? I’ve no idea where we’re going.” Thron was looking around himself nervously, trying to watch every direction at once.

“Oh! Oh… I’m an idiot.”

“That’s what I like to hear from the woman I’m following through a twisted, nightmare land.”

“No, this is a good thing. I just didn’t think of it earlier.” She shook her head and flexed her will to grow gloves over her hands. Then, she strengthened the void magics in her elk leathers, specifically around her hands, via aspect-mirroring from Flow.

That accomplished, she tried to touch one of the reality threads.

Her fingers brushed it, and she felt feedback through the glove and her connection with the elk leathers.

It was faint, but she got a sense of where the thread would likely lead.

Quickly, she searched through the threads that seemed to be in common between her and Thron.

The more she worked with them, the more of them she saw, and by the time she thought she found the ones that she needed, she could perceive uncountable connections running off in every direction.

They almost seemed to be making up everything.

Honestly, it was straining her mind.

With a shake of her head, she dismissed Flow’s void-form, while keeping the void in her gloves and a light hold on the thread she wanted.

“Okay, I know where we need to go.”

He gave her a careful look. “Why do you sound hesitant?”

She swallowed and gave him an apologetic look. “Because we need to enter one of the buildings.” She looked toward the building they needed before looking at the figure in the window beside the door.

She jerked back gasping. “Thron? When did the mouths appear?”

The dwarf cursed as they both looked around. “I definitely didn’t see them before.”

Now, every single silhouette had a single, identical feature: a too-wide, bright-white smile.

The teeth were decidedly inhuman in both kind and number.

Thron visibly swallowed. “Still want to go into the building?”

“Definitely not, but that’s the way, I’m almost positive.”

He nodded. “If you say so, but I’m going to build a corrosion field around us.”

She shook her head. “No. I have no idea what using magic externally like that would do. It might call all of them down on us, and it might not even do anything to them. You can’t really corrode nothing.”

He grimaced but nodded. “Alright… So, you think they’re ‘nothing?’”

“I really don’t know, but that seems to fit what little I’ve seen.”

Tala walked toward the door, her left hand forming a loose hold around the threads that she could feel but no longer see.

She held Flow in her right hand for comfort’s sake and used that hand to push on the door before her.

There were no door handles.

Why is that worse? How is it creepy for a door to lack handles?

A part of her expected a creature to be standing on the other side when the door swung inward, but the way was clear as it led down a poorly lit hallway.

She glanced back and whispered. “Walk where I walk and don’t deviate. It should be safe if we follow this path.”

I really, really hope that’s true. But dubious platitudes were better than, ‘We might be about to die. Try not to.’

As she turned back, she knew that one of the things would be standing right in front of her, and her entire body tensed, telling her to sprint away in any direction.

She fought down the urge and looked forward once more.

There was nothing there, and not ‘nothing’ in the sense of a creature.

The way was clear.

She shuddered, her entire body overstimulated by her innate fight or flight responses.

The building was a human-style home, though it made no sense for such a building to be right on a main street with massive windows looking out at them.

Speaking of which, those windows had looked into a sitting room that was just off the hall they were in, to Tala’s right.

Against her better judgment, she looked that way.

The figure hadn’t moved, but it was still obviously oriented on her.

It hadn’t turned, the silhouette of its body was still pointed toward the window, but the smile had moved to the side of its head.

Yeah… that’s worse.

She once again had the perfect knowledge that looking forward would reveal a thing standing directly in front of her, and she growled as she fought down the urge to run.

Once again, she turned toward the too-dark hallway and found it empty.

Let’s do this.

You can do this.

Come on, Tala.

She didn’t run, she didn’t even jog, but she walked as quickly as she could.

Behind her, Thron made frustrated, unhappy noises but kept up easily enough.

The hallway went on for far, far too long, with dozens of closed doors to either side of the uncomfortably narrow corridor.

Behind each of them lay something that wanted to pop out and grab her.

She knew that to be true, but she fought down that knowledge and kept on, trembling at the strain.

Finally, the world was different, and they walked through a field once again.

Thron cursed, but it sounded relieved.

“Are you alright?”

“No, I’m absolutely not alright. What was that?”

“I don’t know. They weren’t creatures, though. At least, I don’t think so. They were… reactions to us, I think.”

“Like ripples in a pond?”

She hesitated. “Yeah, actually. That almost seems to fit.”

“Then, where are they now?”

Tala looked around. “I don’t know. This part of the Doman-Imithe might be more stable?

Just ahead she saw the next nodule that the thread she was following led to. “I think that might be our ticket out.”

“What? You’ve been looking at things I can’t see, girl.”

“Ahh, right. It’s right up ahead.” She shook her head. “Just let me verify.”

She quick-walked over to the nodule and pressed her face against it.

It slid away.

Right.

She remanifested void-Flow and her voidsight.

She yelped and stumbled backwards.

One of the things was standing right in front of her, only visible to her voidsight.

She almost lost her loose hold on the threads, and something told her that would be disastrous for both her and Thron.

He’s anchored to me in this place? That was the feeling she got, but she’d also had the feeling that she should sprint away, so she had no idea what was happening or what was true.

The thing hadn’t moved, and it waited just on the other side of the nodule.

This one was utterly massive, however.

It still seemed like it was the size of a man, but somehow, it felt like it was hundreds of cubic miles in volume.

Like Terry? A lot there but also compact?

She didn’t know.

Very carefully, she moved uncomfortably close to the thing and pressed her eye to the protuberance.

Once connected, she saw the place outside of Platoiri where they’d arrived back from Croi, the landing place for their dimensionally compressed travel.

“I found a safe place.”

Thron came closer than he had before but still stayed out of arm’s reach.

“Let me see what I can do with this.”

She sheathed Flow and made sure she had void surrounding both hands.

Thus prepared, she pushed her fingers into the nodule.

Power began flowing from her like a whirlwind, but she had it to spare as soon as she dropped Flow’s void-form.

I didn’t like looking at that thing anyway.

She pulled with all her will and magical might, and a hole slowly opened.

Thron’s voice once again had a hint of urgency and strain. “Tala.”

She spared a bit of attention to look away from what she was doing but couldn’t really see, only to notice black shapes bounding through the grass toward them from all directions.

She didn’t take the time to put words to their form, and she didn’t honestly know if she could.

With a last surge of will and magic and strength, she pulled the hole open wide. “Go!”

Thron overcame his desire to stay away from her as he dove nearly through her arms and out the hole.

Tala followed, turning to watch the hole close.

But it didn’t close.

“Well… that seems bad.”


Chapter: 62
Parting

Tala took a seemingly eternal instant to stare at the hole that still remained into the Doman-Imithe.

The hole that she’d opened for them to escape the approaching nightmare creatures.

The creatures that were still coming with alarming speed, though they were still a good distance away.

Well, that’s probably not good, but we likely have at least a minute or two.

Could the creatures, whatever they were, even come through into Zeme?

She had no idea.

An odd heaviness had begun to build in the air, a feeling that seemed familiar but she couldn’t place.

She shook off the feeling and reached into Kit, reveling in the fact that she had access to her storage once again, and she pulled out the sword and the book, tossing them to Thron.

The dwarf caught them with magically enhanced ease.

“Here, as we agreed. I’d appreciate if you stayed around and helped with this whole mess, but I won’t blame you if you leave.”

Thron looked at the sword in his hand, the black material taking on a green-ish sheen as he channeled his concept through the weapon. “I’ll stay.”

He tucked the book into his pack. Tala nodded, feeling immensely grateful that she didn’t have to face whatever was coming on her own. “I’ll be right back.”

Tala dropped Kit to the ground, willing for it to become a hole opening right above her dais.

She dropped, landing hard.

She grit her teeth in pain at the hit.

Thankfully, her bones had been reinforced on a material level, not just magically, so she didn’t break anything with her hard landing.

That was pretty foolish, even so.

She reached out to the construct within the platform and commanded it to reinscribe her through her mouth.

She wasn’t going to muck with the iron on her skin, and while through her mouth was more painful, it was also a sure thing, in the end.

Threads of metal blossomed from the ground and shot between her teeth.

She blacked out for an instant, the pain utterly overwhelming without her inscriptions in place to dull it and add to her fortitude.

She came to an instant later, not even having fallen.

Her will shifted just slightly and an extra bit of power slammed into the Archon Star forming in her finger. Well, there goes an hour of my countdown…

She hadn’t really had another choice, however. She hardened her will and sealed off most of her inscriptions, keeping power from flowing through them by pure force of will. She couldn’t deal with the backlash of adjusting to enhanced senses, reactions, and other functions.

I just need healing, strength, and muscular-skeletal resilience.

-DING-

A sound, almost like a bell, hummed through her thoughts, and she found the note calming, achingly familiar.

Tears filled her eyes instantly, even though she didn’t have time to address them.

Alat?

There was a short instant of horrifying silence.

-Consciousness lost for 0.013 seconds due to extreme pain… What the rust!?-

Alat? Tala was smiling uncontrollably.

-Tala? What happened? No, don’t answer that, I can search your memory. Do what you have to; I’ll get up to speed.-

Absolutely. Tala bent and sprang straight upward, exiting Kit less than a minute after she dropped in.

-Good call on holding much of the power out of your inscriptions. I estimate at least a couple of minutes will be required to equalize to your enhanced senses and reaction speed once again. The healing, magesight, and muscular-skeletal enhancements should be plenty.-

Thron was giving her an odd look. “Reinscribed?”

“Yes.” She scooped up Kit and hung the pouch from her belt.

He grunted. “Thought so. That should help, no matter what ends up happening here.”

Through the open hole to the Doman-Imithe, Tala could see the black things drawing ever closer, their shape indistinct but obviously predatory.

Tala called Flow to her hand, preparing to fight the things that were almost upon them.

-Oh! I found why this feeling is familiar!-

A screech cut through the air as a creature forged of reality dropped from the sky, crushing the open hole into the Doman-Imithe and sealing it instantly.

-It feels like the reality drake… Well, I was five seconds too slow.-

Thron and Tala both jumped backwards as they beheld the being before them.

It was an eagle, with a wingspan close to thirty feet across.

Its aura was a healthy sapphire blue, and it looked livid.

Like the reality drake, the reality eagle—that is such a stupid name—had a presence about it that was hard to describe.

Tala activated her voidsight, Flow growing to a void-sword in her hand.

She could see it, the threads of reality woven together in an intricate pattern that didn’t so much make up the eagle as define its existence.

Those threads existed in everything, now that she knew to look, but they were minuscule. The eagle was packed full, metaphysically speaking.

-What does that even mean? You make no sense.-

Oh, I missed you, Alat.

-Focus, girl.-

Tala grinned, ready to fend off the big bird.

White metal flowed over her, and her bloodstars rose from their holsters into her battle positioning.

The eagle, for its part, bent forward and screeched at them, clearly zeroing in on Tala for some reason.

-Likely because you just ripped a hole in reality?-

Yeah, that’s probably a pretty good guess.

Quicker than she could track without her enhanced senses, it launched at her.

Tala cursed, launching backwards to gain space.

As it turned out, that was unneeded.

Thron stepped between them, swinging his blade almost casually.

The tip struck the eagle’s beak, and something radiated through the creature’s entire body.

Like a cool breeze, the reality eagle blew away, dispersing into thin air and leaving nothing behind.

Thron laughed, his tone almost maniacal. “Oh, that was fantastic!”

Tala landed heavily, staring in disbelief.

She swallowed, eyes widening at the implications of the quick, easy destruction of the reality beast.

Her newly returned magesight tracked the dissipating magics from the blue-auraed creature. “How…?”

Thron turned to her, grinning broadly as he walked her way. “I explained it already, but I’ll do so again. These weapons are designed to deliver their wielder’s concept directly to the target. For magical creatures, most of their defense is in their aura and passively keeping magics from reaching them. If you can breach that, it’s child’s play to exert a strong concept over them directly.”

She found herself nodding. “I… I can see that.”

Thron looked at the sword in his hand, then at the city in the distance. “This is the real deal. I admit that even with the tests I ran in your sanctum, I had my doubts. No longer.”

Tala gave him a side-eyed look. “That is a bit of a terrifying weapon.”

“Oh, decidedly. Houses have risen and fallen at the mere rumors of the disposition of such a weapon. With this in hand? I could walk into Platoiri and challenge the City Lord.” He paled. “I’m not going to, because he probably has one tucked away himself, among other ways that might end badly, but I could… in theory.”

Tala grinned, then chuckled. “Well, I suppose I’m happy for you. I hope you carve a place for yourself, back in your homeland.”

Thron’s smile faltered, then fell. “Yeah… Thank you.”

There was a moment of silence between them.

“Well, I guess this is it, then.”

Tala felt a tightness in her chest. She didn’t know Thron that well, not really, and he certainly didn’t know the real her, but he’d been with her for the last few months, helping her as he was able, listening to her when she had questions, and searching for solutions when she had problems.

She liked him, despite the circumstances of their meeting.

“Yeah… I suppose it is, Thron. Are you sure that you don’t want to come with me?”

He shook his head. “I appreciate the offer. Even if I was sure you’d make it, which I’m not, I’m not curious enough about human cities to risk it. Even with this, I wouldn’t be assured of my safety.” He lifted the sword slightly to unnecessarily indicate what he meant.

She grimaced at that. “That’s fair, I suppose. If I ever make it to the other continent, I’ll try to hunt you down.”

He grinned. “Ominous choice of words, but yeah, do that.”

A voice piped up from Thron’s pocket. “Don’t leave me with him! Destroy me, please?”

Thron’s smile slipped, and he grimaced. “Oh… right. Without Terry around for leverage, this guy might get… annoying.”

Rob gasped. “Really? I certainly hope so. Then you might destroy me with that wonderful sword of yours.”

“Why are you talking again, now? You were blessedly quiet in the Doman-Imithe. Can’t you keep that up?”

“That place was horrifying… There is no way I was going to distract you and let a soul-leecher eat us both. I want to be destroyed, not tortured for eternity.”

Tala and Thron blinked, turning to regard the orb as Thron pulled it out. “Come again?”

-What is he talking about— Oh… Oh, wow. I missed a terrifying little adventure.-

Yes. Yes, you did.

Rob huffed. “Who would want to be tortured for eternity?”

“No, that’s not what I’m wondering about. Soul-leechers?”

“Yeah, you all acted like you could see them.”

“The black creatures at the end there?”

“No, no, those were just trying to kill us, those would have been fine. I mean the cracks in reality that wanted to use our souls to patch themselves in a frivolous attempt to return to untarnished existence without constant pain. Well, there would still be pain, but it would be ours to bear instead of theirs.”

Thron paled, his skin becoming an almost lime-green color for a brief moment.

Tala felt her skin grow cold. That’s what those things were? Cracks in existence, somehow bearing intent?

That would explain why they didn’t move.

She had a terrifyingly stupid idea. I wonder if I could bond one and draw on their power somehow?

-No, Tala. Bad girl. That is colossally stupid, without extensive research and testing.-

She almost argued, but then Alat pulled up the visceral memory of the things, and for a moment, it felt like she was there once more.

Okay! Okay… you’re right. She shuddered again.

That brought her mind to the last one, the massive one that had been standing just behind their exit point.

She activated her voidsight again and looked around, finding the scraps and damage in the surface of the world that were still evident after their dimensionally compressed travel.

We created that one. But… She frowned. It will heal over time, right?

-Yeah, that’s what we were told. So, magic slowly repairs the cracks, at least at a surface level.-

They might remain in the Doman-Imithe? That’s a disturbing thought…

-We just don’t know enough to tell.-

The soul-leechers wanted them to repair themselves, to patch up reality… her body, the lingering connection to her gate, was going to be used to stabilize Platoiri. My body was meant to be eaten by those things…

She hunched in on herself just a bit as she contemplated that horror.

Thron swallowed, shook his head, and sighed. “Well, that certainly renewed and reenforced my desire to never go back into the Doman-Imithe.” He glared at the orb, then looked to Tala. “Do you want him? I have no way of keeping him silent, and now that I won’t be in your sanctum, I shouldn’t have an issue with power availability.”

Tala felt conflicted. She had no idea what the soul within Rob would actually want, nor did she know what was the morally right thing to do in this circumstance. Maybe the Archons back home will have a way to connect with the soul?

-Yeah, they were working on that.-

“Alright. I can take him to humanity, and we’ll figure out what to do with him.”

Thron tossed Rob, and Tala caught him.

The orb harumphed. “You could be worse at tossing. There are some rocks on the ground; I might have shattered.”

Tala lifted Rob up to look at him directly. “Quiet, or I’ll give you to Terry to play with.”

Rob did not respond.

“That’s the spirit.” She tucked him into Kit, willing him to be in her room within her sanctum. She looked up at Thron and frowned. “Hey! You never asked me any questions about humanity or the human cities, or anything, really.”

“The situation was quite a bit more tense than seemed appropriate for questions.”

“Ahh, right. Yeah, that makes sense. Do you want to ask any now?”

He shrugged. “I’ll probably regret it, but I don’t really have any that I’m curious about at the moment.”

“Oh, alright, then.”

Thron scratched the back of his head. “I’d shake your hand or give you a hug or something, but I’m not coming near you.”

“Yeah… that’s probably wise.”

-What? Why would that be a… problem…? What. The. Rust? Why is that thing still in you?-

What did you think happened? I’m alive; you came back.

-Exactly! I figured we were dead, but then I came back, so I assumed that you had handled it.-

I did.

-This is not handled, Tala. This is not handled, at all.-

Hey, we’re not dead, are we? We’re even reinscribed!

That reminded her of the pending issue.

She reoriented on Thron and smiled. “Oh! Do you mind watching over me for a few minutes before you go? I need to reacclimate to my enhancements.”

He tilted his head to the side, then shrugged. “Sure. I can do that. I have a long way to travel to the nearest city, so a few minutes’ delay won’t matter much.”

They’d been standing in a little dell in which Tala had landed after leaping away from the reality eagle.

This is probably a good enough place.

Tala sat down, took a deep breath, and released her hold on her own magics, allowing them to flow naturally through her spellforms.

She was smacked hard in her everything.

Overwhelming washes of information flooded her mind, even as her mind felt like it sped up and expanded.

Alat groaned in pain from within Tala’s head. -Oh, this is awful. I’ve never been aware when you experienced this much of an enhancement before. It is not the same in retrospect.-

A shiver ran through Tala, and her whole body spasmed and twisted.

She felt the ground around her breaking and exploding away from her as she jerked uncontrollably.

She heard Thron curse as if he’d screamed in her ear.

Alat whimpered.

They’d never come up to a level of enhancement of this magnitude from essentially mundane before.

Her heart enhancements came online, and her whole body strained outward, her veins and arteries bulging under the pressure.

Blessedly, the enhancement of her circulatory system as a whole came online as well, so she didn’t pop like a balloon.

She felt a field of Thron’s power surround her, but she couldn’t do anything about it.

Is he betraying me? That makes no sense… But it did make sense on a certain visceral level. He had all that he needed, and she was a loose end.

No. She refused to believe it. He has a good reason.

Indeed, his power never moved inward, so it wasn’t harming her at the moment. In either case, she was in no position to do anything about it.

Her spasms slowly passed as her body acclimatized once again, and in the end, she lay panting on the ground, covered in dirt and bits of grass, along with her own sweat.

That was…

-Awful.-

Understatement of the year, but yes.

She opened her eyes, nearly screaming at the incredible deluge of light, but she refused to close them again, and her eyes adjusted almost instantly, bringing her relief.

She slowly sat up.

The world spun, and she would have puked, but her anti-vomit inscriptions were back online. Oh, bless you, Holly.

Thron was standing outside of a green bubble that encompassed her, scanning the surrounding terrain.

He noticed her movement, and the bubble vanished. “Are you alright?”

She nodded, standing up on shaky legs. “Yeah.”

Her voice sounded raw, but she felt it healing as she stood. Even so, she pulled a cup of water out of Kit and took a long drink. I need to hunt down my incorporators, soon. They should be in here, but I haven’t needed them lately.

“Thank you.”

He shrugged. “As I said, it didn’t cost me much.”

“What was the bubble?”

“You were screaming and getting louder. The bubble broke apart the sound so everyone in Platoiri didn’t know you were here.”

“Oh… Thank you, then.” That’s a clever use of his concept. I wonder if he can use it more locally, and on himself, to be stealthy… That would actually explain a few things.

He smiled. “Well, as far as last experiences before parting go, today has been… a lot.”

“It has, hasn’t it.”

“Quite.”

She grimaced awkwardly. “Take care of yourself, Thron.”

“And you, Tala. I hope our paths cross in years to come.”

“As do I.”

Tala felt a heavy, heavy awkwardness. Why?

She took a long moment, utilizing her newly returned mental enhancements to delve into the reasoning.

Well, first, we may never see each other again.

-Yeah, and if you do, you two might be on opposite sides of things.-

Tala grunted internally. It’s also pretty weird to say goodbye after so long without even a handshake.

-Oh! Me next. You’ve been lying to him since you met. I doubt he blames you, but it’s pretty obvious that he has no idea who you truly are.-

Yeah, and there’s the fact that he was a knowing partner and contributor to the system under which I was taken and had who I was obliterated.

-Which might still happen. That dasgannach isn’t really intent on leaving in a way that you’ll survive.-

He did offer to put me out of my misery, and I just gave him a sword that would make that act relatively trivial…

-Yeah, it’s probably good we’re parting ways.-

She smiled in relief and started to turn, but as Thron also turned to go, he hesitated.

Clear conflict flashed across his features. “How much of the time…?”

But then, he just shook his head.

Ahh, yeah. That makes sense that he’d be curious.

“How much of my time as an Eskau was I putting on an act?”

He gave a nod in response, clearly curious.

She shrugged. “Honestly? I was much more myself in private than you might suspect. You were the closest thing to a friend I had through the whole nightmare.”

-Excuse me?-

Hush you.

-I am offended on Terry’s behalf.-

I said hush.

“Plus, your insistence that ‘Tali’ treat other people well let me stop being rusting terrible to the people around me, just to hide that I had recovered. Thank you for that.”

He grinned at that. “You were a bit awful at the start there. I’m glad to know that that wasn’t the real you.”

She shrugged, not really knowing what to say.

He let out a breath he seemed to have been holding. “Fair enough, I suppose. Thank you for that answer. I do hope we cross paths again, and not as enemies.”

He nodded again, more firmly this time, before turning away once more.

Then, he was gone.

And thus, I am alone, again.

-Well, you have me.-

Tala smiled, straightening just a bit. I do, don’t I?

-Now and always.-

Without looking back, Tala began running to the north and east.

She was to the southeast of Platoiri, and the human lands were to the north, so it was the most reasonable path.

Her great loping strides carried her fast across the ground.

Not quite fast enough to create a magical boom, but certainly faster than a caravan usually traveled, and much faster than a human could usually run.

So, what? We’re a few hundred miles from humanity?

-Give or take, but I assume you don’t want to deal with the Leshkin.-

Oh yeah, we’re going around their part of the woods.

-Then we have somewhere less than two thousand miles to travel. Might be closer to one, but I’m not sure. I’m still not exactly certain where we are. As we get closer, I’ll be able to get a better idea, I think.-

Can’t you just compare your connections to the Archive from two different cities?

-Of course, I can, but that doesn’t tell me anything. The connections are instantaneous, so I can’t compare time for interaction, and they don’t exactly have a way of telling me where they are in relationship to me. I think I’ll be able to use them for navigation when we’re within a couple hundred miles, but probably not farther out.-

Good to know. General navigation it is, then!

-That’s the plan-

And so, she ran.

After she’d traveled for about an hour, she opened up Kit and called to Terry. “Terry! Do you want to come out for a run?”

Terry flickered into being beside her, standing about her height. He looked around, then looked to her, trilling in question.

“Yeah, we’re out. I don’t know if we’ll be followed, but I’m going to try to go as fast as possible. Want to run with me?”

He examined her for a long while, then leaned in to headbutt her chest.

She jumped back. “Sorry, buddy, I might have something in me that could hurt you.”

-Yeah, I’m looking into that. I still can’t believe you brought me back before solving this…-

Yeah, yeah. You keep trying to pick a fight, but I’m still just happy you’re alive.

Terry tilted his head to the side, clearly unhappy, but finally bobbed in acknowledgment.

“Ready to run?”

Terry bobbed excitedly, then threw his head back and chirped happily.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” And she was off again, Terry keeping pace beside her with ease.


Chapter: 63
Meallain

Meallain shifted her weight onto her forward planted foot, allowing the mass of her heavy armor to add to the movement.

There was a moment’s resistance where she lifted just slightly before a satisfying crunch and squelch filled the silence.

Dozens of servants and soldiers cowered around the dining hall; she thought she heard one or two retching at the sight she’d laid out before them.

“Who’s next?” The elf’s voice was soft, utterly calm, and yet it carried to every corner of the hold in which she stood.

The insignia of the House of the Acidic Tide hung from the walls as it had decorated the tile floor of the entry hall.

That tile was now painted with blood and shattered beyond recognition.

Below her lay the headless Pillar of this lesser hold.

The House of the Acidic Tide had only had a minor presence in Platoiri, but a senior Pillar had come to participate in the raid on the House of Blood with her Eskau.

Tali and Be-thric had ended that filth, but this eel had escaped.

Pathetic. That rats flee and survive when lions die. She shook her head and sneered.

His Eskau’s entrails hung from the rafters just outside, where he’d tried to waylay her. He’d died faster than his Pillar.

They just didn’t forge Eskau like they used to.

She hesitated at that. No, Tali would have obliterated them both with ease. So, maybe it’s just this House that’s gotten weak?

If so, she’d be doing everyone a favor by ripping them out of society, heart and soul.

She brought her focus back, having hoped that putting on a distracted air would goad one of those present into attacking her.

It hadn’t.

Cowards. There was nothing better than dying for your beliefs, save living for them. She would admit that she’d never tried the first herself, but she’d sure as the blood in her veins never let those she cared for be brought this low.

These people were disgusting.

“Fine.” She pulled a device from her belt.

It was a hold-ender.

Simply put, it used a fount bent toward void-magics to dump the entirety of a hold into the void.

They were stupidly expensive, and they weren’t very good for the stability of the region they were used within, but she had wealth to burn, and this was a more efficient use of her time.

Besides, she had dozens of the devices. She’d be more strategic going forward, but now? The City Lord was waiting for her outside, and she needed to deal with that distraction before going after the House of the Rising Sun.

After all, they had three Pillar and Eskau pairs still in the city.

That will be a worthy fight, not like this useless waste of my time. Still, it had been good to remove this filth as well.

Her fury was cold, the deaths of every member of the family she’d sworn her eternity to was too much to let stand, even if each had made their own choices, and their ends were inevitable in their own way.

“This hold and everything in it will be gone in two minutes. I hope you all stay to watch.” Once again, her voice carried to every corner of the hold.

Without another word, she left, her boots squelching slightly until the remnants of brains and rubbery skin stopped clinging to the magically augmented metal.

She took her time leaving, knowing that the denizens of the hold would be slow to pass her by.

Thus, when she stepped back into the streets of Platoiri, there were only about thirty seconds left on the clock.

A few people, mostly servant families clutching a few personal items, darted out after her exit.

The City Lord was standing with arms crossed across from the large door. His skin was a deep crimson, his hair was shockingly white, and his eyes were a burnt orange, no pupil in evidence.

He did not look pleased. “Is that what I think it is, in there?”

Meallain ignored him for the moment as she turned to look back through the open entry, seeing dozens of people sprinting for the door.

She felt a wicked smile pull at her lips as she waved. “Bye, bye now.”

She felt the magics act, and the door was simply gone. There was no flash, no explosion, it was simply no longer there.

The hold ripped away from Zeme.

She actually had no idea if the people inside would die immediately, but they’d never factor into her life again, no matter how long she lived, so it really didn’t matter.

“Eskau Meallain, you overstep. Using such a thing in my city? Do you so desire death?” The City Lord’s voice was as soft as hers had been, and it only carried to her.

The elf cracked her neck and unleashed her aura, her true aura, not the paltry thing she maintained to keep the Council from fearing her with every breath.

Hallowed power washed out from her and slammed into the might of the City Lord.

There were no spellforms in the clash, nor did either of them really try to attack the other.

Even so, the ground between them simply vanished in a brief flash, rendered unto dust and burned away.

The area had long since been emptied as everyone could sense the powers at play, and she hadn’t been subtle as she broke into this hold.

Meallain was more powerful than the City Lord, but the City Lord had spent millennia building his authority in this city.

Thus, their auras clashed on a near even footing, and Meallain found herself taking a step back to steady her stance.

“You are trying my patience, Eskau.”

“And your city won’t survive if you strain mine, City Lord.”

He smiled without mirth. “You brawlers”—he shook his head—“always underestimate the power of authority.”

She sent out a pulse of strength, driving the City Lord’s aura backwards by a fraction. “They. Killed. My. Family.”

She was spending power that would take weeks for her to rebuild, but she didn’t care. She would still have more than enough to deal with the animals in the House of the Rising Sun.

The City Lord lifted one eyebrow.

“He killed himself.”

Meallain grit her teeth but didn’t contradict him.

“The Mind-Flayer never altered his students’ minds as he did his own, and that was his ultimate downfall… and theirs. Now, the last vestige of those teachings and techniques are dust, and our world is better for it.”

Meallain screamed in rage, the force of her voice shattering the nearby buildings, even as the ground exploded under her lunge.

Whipping her arms forward, her protian weapon extended into the form of a lance that she drove at the man’s chest, and she flexed her concept with all that she was worth. Misread my attack.

The City Lord didn’t even move.

Everything stopped.

The rubble flying away from the obliterated buildings reversed course, and the structures were reassembled.

Meallain strained, spending power like heat in summer, but she couldn’t move even a hair’s breadth outside her body.

Internally, she was panting with the strain, her muscles bunching and struggling to force herself forward, but to no avail.

Her lance was much, much longer than was practical for anything except a quick, surprise thrust, and its tip was fixed in place six inches from the City Lord’s chest.

She might as well have been carved from stone for all the threat she posed to him at that moment.

Even so, her concept had proved its worth.

The knife that she’d thrown in the same motion as her lance thrust was embedded in the City Lord’s forehead.

A soft, familiar voice sounded in her ear, and try as she might, she couldn’t turn her head to look.

“Foolish Meallain, always bowing to others’ authority, never building any of her own.”

She couldn’t even spend her own power to contest the utter control exerted over her.

“Anything you would do, I can simply disallow. There is nothing that you can do to…” The City Lord trailed off mid-sentence, then sighed.

The City Lord, with the knife embedded in his forehead, turned to look to the east.

“What do you want, Pallaun?”

Pallaun, Eskau of the House of Blood, stepped into Meallain’s peripheral vision, and she was able to move her eyes enough to focus more fully on him. “Good morning, City Lord.”

“It was, until your fellow decided to throw a tantrum.”

“She has lost something precious.”

“That is not in dispute. Her fate is.”

Pallaun scoffed. “You do not have the authority to kill her outright. You could banish her, but that would earn enmity and leave a powerful enemy at your back.”

“Like you?” The City Lord sneered.

The obsidian-skinned Eskau shook his head, sadness obvious across his features. “I have never and will never be your enemy, brother.”

It was the City Lord’s turn to flare with rage. His teeth seemed to sharpen before Meallain’s eyes, and a blast of uncontrolled power leveled the very buildings he’d just restored. “She was my sister; that does not make you my brother.”

The man closed his burnt orange eyes, seeming to master himself. His white hair had been whipped into a frenzy by the flexing of his power, and it settled back into place. Magic flared in his eyes, even visible through the closed lids, and the buildings rebuilt themselves once again.

“But we are not here about our past, Pallaun. She attacked me, and this conversation is becoming very expensive.”

Pallaun was suddenly standing before the City Lord, and the man twitched just slightly, even as the obsidian Eskau pulled Meallain’s knife free. “This little thing? Hardly a scratch.”

“Of course I am fine. That isn’t the point.”

Pallaun grinned and flicked the tip of the knife. “No, this is the point, but I think you got that.”

Meallain growled, the rumbling sound vibrating her lips as she forced it out, breaking her mind free from its lethargy and into motion again. This is just authority?

That gave her an idea.

Her vengeance would not be stopped by a petty City Lord, no matter how well entrenched.

This wasn’t her city. She would do what needed doing and depart, and this petty City Lord would have no say before, during, or after her work was done.

Pallaun glanced her way and smiled. “Besides, making her into an enemy would be unwise after the lesson that you’ve just given her. Make amends… City Lord.”

The white-haired man grimaced, and even as Meallain twisted her mentality to deny the concept of the City Lord’s authority, she was released.

Her lance retracted to reform around her gauntlet, and she took a threatening step forward. “You cannot hold me if I do not acknowledge your authority.”

The City Lord sighed. “That is true enough, but I can still banish you, and you cannot do me lasting harm.” His eyes flicked to Pallaun. “But your fellow is wise. I have no quarrel with the House of Blood. In point of fact, I owe your House a debt. I was waiting to discuss what you would ask when you decided to rip a chunk of my city into the void.”

Pallaun sighed, rubbing his face with one hand. “Meallain…”

“Don’t start with me, Pallaun. That bleeding hold already took me half a day to crack and gain entry. I need to be about my vengeance before the House of the Rising Sun flees to somewhere it will be irritating to follow.”

“They already tried.”

Pallaun and Meallain turned toward the City Lord.

He shook his head. “I denied their plea to depart, and I have sealed their hold. They are ready for you to enact your vengeance if you can.”

The elf frowned. “Why? Why would you do this?”

“It amuses me, and they showed their weakness. If you can kill them, be my guest. If they die, they shouldn’t have been in my city to begin with. If they survive? Then, they will have earned my respect, and they will learn the value of that rare commodity.”

She hesitated. “I… I am not sure how to respond.”

“Gratitude is generally acceptable.”

She closed her eyes for a moment before nodding. “Thank you, City Lord.”

A moment of paralysis washed over her. “Good, good. You once again acknowledge my authority, even if only because it will get you something that you want. That is as it should be.”

Meallain had a passing thought. I wonder if having a Hallowed acknowledge his authority adds to it? That was very likely. She’d probably paid more than she’d soon realize in a currency she didn’t yet understand.

Now is not the time. There are beasts to slay.

He opened his mouth to speak again, but suddenly jerked his head to look to the southeast. “What? An exit? Why?”

He turned, orienting fully that direction, then, he tilted his head to the side, and his expression broke into a wide smile. “Well, well. Now, isn’t that interesting.”

Meallain frowned. “What?”

He waved her off. “Something I desire might still be possible, though this avenue of acquisition has become highly unlikely.”

She opened her mouth to inquire further, but he waved her off.

“I’ve no desire to illuminate your own ignorance. Your House has enough to be about.” The City Lord locked eyes with her, and the gaze was full of power and authority as he spoke. “Do not break my city, Eskau.”

Without another word, he was gone.

He might not have ever been here, not physically. City Lords could manifest anywhere within their domain and exert their power.

Pallaun actually seemed to relax, and that, more than anything, tempered Meallain’s fury.

She shivered, restraining her aura once more. What was I thinking? Attacking a City Lord within his own city? Have I become so foolish in my grief?

She wanted to focus on something other than her own idiocy, so she focused on Pallaun. “What was that about?”

Pallaun shook his head ruefully as he absently tapped his chest, the metaphysical location of his soul. “I bear authority in this city from my wife, ever since she passed. He could revoke it if he wished, but that would require him renouncing her. He shouldn’t ever go that far, but you walked an unwise line, Eskau.”

Meallain heard the anger underlying the words. She was senior to him within the House, but they’d never fought, and she’d always felt that she’d lose. Even so, she had a question that she needed the answer to. “Is that why you are so feared, your authority here?”

The man scoffed. “I don’t use her authority. That would dishonor her almost as much as the City Lord revoking it would. I am simply not subject to his authority while hers remains. I let her soul rest with me, and I will continue to do so until my final breath.”

Her eyes widened just slightly. She thought she’d discovered some of the reason this enigma was as effective as he was. She’d been wrong. Even so, she had enough presence of mind to bow her head. “Honor to the soul of one who has fallen.”

Pallaun bowed his own head for a moment, pressing his hand to his chest as he silently muttered his own words. When he looked back up, his tone was insistent, but lacked the tone of command. “Go, kill the House of the Rising Sun. Don’t dump their hold into the void. Save that for city-sanctioned cleansings.”

“Yes, Eskau Pallaun.”

Pallaun faded from her perception, though she still felt like he was nearby.

She could probably find him if she needed to, but that was not her aim.

The House of the Rising Sun’s hold was close, on the near edge of the District of Doors.

The House of the Acidic Tide hadn’t been invested enough in Platoiri to expend the wealth needed for their hold to be in the District of Doors, but the Rising Sun had.

She moved like a ghost through the streets.

All of Platoiri was in a state of shock, and the thoroughfares were mostly clear of traffic.

There.

The front doors had been replaced since Tali shattered them only a few days earlier, and their defensive magics had not been fully rebuilt.

Meallain was immensely grateful to Tali for having already overcome the hold’s defenses. She’d not have wanted to petition the City Lord and pay for a hold breach. I’d owe her immensely even for that singular action, even if she wasn’t on death’s doorstep.

Meallain kicked the door open, the City Lord’s seal not interfering with her entry in the slightest.

She was met with a dozen armed guards right inside.

Her concept flicked out, and they all struck to her right, believing that she was going to move in that direction.

Her protian weapon struck out in the form of a whip, coiling around the four closest spears before growing blades.

Those weapons shattered as she jerked backwards.

Cheap make. I thought I’d have to cut through.

No matter.

Once again, she flexed her concept, and the guards attacked the space to her right.

Her weapon became an almost comically sized sword as she anchored herself, boots conceptually locking onto all the material around her to hold her still.

With that source of leverage, she swung, cutting down every guard that stood before her in a single swing.

De-arg is a genius. The thought soured her mood just a bit. She’d spent a lot of favor with that little bear to get him to train Tali, and that was now wasted.

Another group of guards came her way, and she sighed.

I don’t want to kill these idiots. I’ve never enjoyed weeding.

One was more competent, either having heard of her or noticing that his own instincts were leading him astray.

She almost let him live to offer him a job, but thought better of it.

This wasn’t a traditional clash where the two sides could part with mutual respect and an agreed upon winner.

No, this was to be a slaughter.

Besides, bird-folk are always screeching and preening. Not worth the effort.

Tali had been worth the effort.

And that idiot boy ruined her.

She grimaced as she caught an assassin leaping from the side.

A casual flexing of her fingers popped his head free and was sufficiently intimidating to the guards watching that they died even more quickly than most.

She moved deeper into the hold, focused more internally than on the increasingly tedious fight.

The core of that girl was golden. What madness led Be to strip off her personality and try to replace it with a subservient facsimile?

She’d seen features of who the girl had been in how she moved, thought, fought, and learned. A simple alteration of personality would never remove those aspects.

She knew the whole story.

Her name had been Tala, and to be fair, she’d have been a terror if she ever came to the arcane lands to attack them, but no human offensive had been launched in thousands of years.

Maybe we should be trying to recruit humans to our cause? If there are some more like Tala must have been?

She’d certainly caught Be’s eye, so she was likely unusual.

And now that uniqueness is gone.

Meallain growled and bisected a fully armored woman, shoulder to hip.

Finally, finally, as she kicked open a massive set of doors and stepped out into a large field of some sort, she came face to face with her true goal.

Three Eskau, three Pillars, and a large retinue of well-armed soldiers faced her across the space.

“The conflict is over, Eskau of the House of Blood. Your people raided our hold, and we did likewise. There were deaths on both sides.”

She smiled. “Oh, no, rats of the Rising Sun. The bloodshed has just begun.”

Meallain unleashed her aura once again, causing nearly every one of her enemies to stagger.

With a tremendous flex of her concept, she moved to one end of the line of her victims.

The whole group showered the middle of the battlefield with powerful workings and attacks, all reinforced to the extreme.

She suspected that several priceless, one-use, defensive trump-cards had been used to stop her from attacking in a manner she never would.

As she fell upon one of their weaker flanks, she began to paint her revenge upon the world.

At last, she had found a moderate challenge.

At last, she could begin to truly process the grief of little Be’s passing.

This blood flows for you, Pillar. May your afterlife be far more glorious than that which Zeme can provide.


Chapter: 64
Sleep?

Tala and Terry ran.

Well, that was not quite accurate.

Terry flickered around, bopping to various hills, occasionally disappearing after some bit of prey or other, but always returning and falling into step beside Tala with ease.

Tala, for her part, loped, bounding more than anything else, springing forward with every step, the expanded surface area of each foot allowing her enhanced strength to really prove its worth.

There wasn’t much snow near Platoiri, but she did find some in the deeper valleys and on the northern sides of the hills as she moved across the land.

It provided a haunting echo of home. The human wilds, for the most part, got a lot of snow in winter, but hundreds of miles south? There was little, and that had been just one more reminder that she was in a foreign land.

As the sun moved down toward the horizon from high-noon, Tala began experimenting with magical resonance.

She increased the amount of power that she allowed into her aura and pushed it ahead of herself.

Almost immediately, a resonance began to build, so she feathered the power back, softening the edges of her aura.

When she did that, the resonance faded before it truly began.

She sped up, pushing herself to move faster than she’d ever moved on her own, except maybe when she’d been fighting Io, but that had been in incredibly short bursts.

This was the equivalent of a dead sprint for the long haul, and she knew that she couldn’t maintain it for very long, even with all her magics.

That said, it was actually fairly easy for her to approach magical resonance in the relatively potent zeme with her speed.

The magic in the air would barely have sustained an arcane Child, but it was almost double the density of the human wilds, so close to an arcane city.

Not too close. I’ve been running for hours. I might have covered close to fifty miles by now.

-A bit more by my estimate, but yeah, pretty close to that.-

She was going nearly twice as fast as she’d averaged before, and her short window of time at this speed was closing, so she did her experimentation quickly.

She pulled her aura and power in tight, playing with the shape of it.

Eventually, she was able to find a shape that was almost aerodynamic but had odd, irregular ripples across its surface, which seemed to keep the magic from resonating more effectively than a perfectly smooth shape did.

She doubted it was the best shape she could make, but it was good enough for now.

She slowed down, barely breathing hard thanks to her enhancements. Oh, I love being inscribed once again.

Still, she did feel an ache deep within herself from having pushed so hard.

-It was only about a day, right?-

It felt like an eternity. The entire time, I felt like an idiot… A slow, weak idiot.

Alat huffed a laugh within Tala’s head. -Yeah, well. You’re better now.-

That I am.

Terry flickered back into his place, moving alongside her without getting too close.

“Good hunting?”

He trilled happily before flickering to her other side, just because he could.

How does he do that? He should have to go through the intervening space, given he’s using dimensional magics, but he doesn’t actually seem to.

-I think that his magics aren’t like the quickways in Croi, but I’ll grant you that they bear some similarities.-

Tala grunted. Oh! Have you found any solutions for our unwanted passenger?

Tala, herself, had been considering the problem of the dasgannach.

She hadn’t come up with even another temporary solution, not yet.

She didn’t really expect either of them to come up with something so quickly, but she was optimistic that they would. Something was tickling at the back of her mind, telling her that there was a solution that should come to mind.

She just hadn’t remembered it, yet.

-No… But could you do me a favor?-

Probably? What’s up?

-Can you run with your voidsight active?-

Tala shrugged, not even bothering to ask why for the moment. Sure.

And so, Tala went back to running… loping.

Terry cleared out any wildlife that might have been bothersome.

The miles sped on by.

The sun set.

Darkness fell.

When full night had washed across all that Tala could see, she slowed, allowing her voidsight to drop along with Flow’s return to its resting form.

I have had a long two days, Alat.

-I know. I wish that you could sleep.-

Tala grimaced, turning her focus to the slow burn of the Archon Star, building within her left ring finger. I can’t, though, not with this in the works. It would seal off, my body would expel it, and I’d be done for.

-You know, I could take over the working. It’s not like I don’t know what I’m doing.-

Tala considered the idea. You haven’t really controlled my magic directly before. Have you?

-Not for anything important. Just little bits here and there. We share a soul, mind, and will. It should respond to me just as well as you.-

Tala grunted. That was sound logic.

Terry flickered to stand a bit away from her as Tala stood atop a snow-covered bluff, beneath a cloudless, starry sky.

“It’s beautiful tonight, isn’t it?” Tala tilted her head back to stare up and take it all in.

It was odd to think that the Doman-Imithe was what anyone up there would see if they looked in toward Zeme.

What would it look like from the outside?

Terry looked up as well, raising his head in a manner that seemed to evoke a feeling of pride and mastery of all he surveyed. He let out a slow, soft trill, and Tala smiled.

“Yeah. It is good to be free once more.”

What do I know of that place? she considered, just letting her mind turn the problem over like she hadn’t really done in recent memory. All reality is connected by threads. Nodules that are actual places. Manifestations formed around the connection paths, forged of figments of the observing mind and the dust of a previous world.

-Yeah.-

Tala laughed. There aren’t threads, here.

-Not really, no. I think your cross-stitching analogy was spot on. Zeme is the pretty picture the ancient workers of power forged. The Doman-Imithe is the remains.-

But, in cross-stitch, there is vastly more material on the back than on the front.

-Yeah, I was thinking on that. We don’t really have evidence that Zeme is a full planet. No one has circumnavigated it.-

What then? A disc on the back of four elephants, all balanced on the back of a giant turtle?

-Who knows how they made it? All the mass is still here, somewhere, so it’s not like physics would be that greatly affected, depending on how it all interacts.-

Tala grunted at that. I did notice that everything looks like nodules to my voidsight. All pressed up against one another, contiguous in the tapestry they create.

-Yeah. There are some interesting implications, there, but I don’t have them all fleshed out, yet.-

Take your time. We have our entire lives ahead of us.

Alat huffed an internal laugh. -You’re funny.-

I do try.

There was a moment of silence before Alat continued. -I wish we could see reality out there, beyond our broken and rebuilt world. I think it would be very informative.-

Tala nodded. Well, we seem to have a way back from the Doman-Imithe. Maybe we should take a trip out and back.

Her recent trip through the Doman-Imithe flashed through her—at times too perfect—memory. But not soon. Maybe in a few years.

-When we make it there.-

When we make it then.

They shared a grin, stretching pleasantly across Tala’s face.

-But to the business of the evening.- Tala’s clothing shifted beneath her vest.

The vest was all that remained of her white scale armor. Right, I used the last scales as a distraction for that Pillar from the House of the Acidic Tide.

It would probably be worth it to remake the armor, but not in this instant.

What are you doing? She could feel Alat exerting their will and power on the elk leathers.

-Proving a point. See? I can manipulate the clothing just as well as you can.-

Of course you can, you’re soul-bound to it, just like I am.

Alat grumbled. -Fine then. What about this?-

Tala’s aura shifted, taking on the exact shape that she’d found most optimal that afternoon.

It was a flawless recreation. -Of course it is, I have your memories, I’m using your power. I am effectively you. I can manage the Archon Star.-

Tala hesitated for only a moment. Well, if I die, you die, so you must be pretty confident.

-I am.-

On three?

-Are you crazy?-

Tala felt something shift in her flow of magic, and suddenly, the trickle going to the Archon Star was out of her control.

She almost panicked and tried to grab on in desperation. Something deep within her told her that she would easily succeed, all that she needed to do was reach out and grasp it, but the flow continued without fluctuation.

You could have warned me.

-You would have tensed up. You’re exhausted.-

Tala groaned. Alat, you function in the same mind that I do. If I sleep, you sleep. You’ve even told me that dreamless sleep for me is like a blink for you, too.

-I know, I know. I’m not going to let you fall all the way asleep. It won’t be nearly as restful, but I think I can get you to only let half your mind sleep at a time. Your body really won’t be able to move, and I’ll be the only consciousness awake for it, but I think we can make it work. We’ll just need about twice the amount of time to feel fully rested.-

That’s… That’s actually a really good idea if you can make it work.

-I think I can.-

Then, let’s do it.

There were some small crags near the base of the bluff they were standing on, and it didn’t take long for Tala to drop down and put Kit on the rock surface. With the barest ripple of power, Kit made a perfectly camouflaged door, which opened to allow her and Terry to enter.

Terry flickered away instantly, off to be about his business.

Tala stepped into her bedroom within the sanctum and felt herself relax.

Even when she’d been an Eskau, she’d been able to literally let her hair down in this room, as well as metaphorically.

She stripped off the remnants of her armor and retracted her elk leathers as much as she could.

Tala couldn’t do anything about the iron on her skin anymore, not now that the dasgannach had a hold of it, but she still mirrored the elk leather’s self-cleaning onto her own skin and hopped, causing a cascade of dust, dirt, and the remnants of sweat to fall to the floor before Kit made it vanish.

“Thank you, Kit.”

Kit did not respond.

Without anything further that she needed to do, Tala flopped down on her bed, and Alat began the process of putting half her brain to sleep.

Tala’s last thought was of food.

I’ll eat tomorrow.

It felt like the blink of an eye before Tala came back to her senses, sitting up with a smile.

She felt worlds better than she had the night before.

The light of dawn was slowly beginning to build through her bedroom window.

Even as well rested as she felt, she was a little stiff despite all of her enhancements. I should have stretched.

-Yes, you should have. Good morning, by the way.-

Good morning, Alat. Tala grinned, happy to have her alternate interface back.

She took the time to move through her stretches, really sinking into them to allow her body to unclench from her day of hard travel, not to mention the strain of reacclimating to her internal magics.

She did not have time for a bath. After all, she was heading home.

She couldn’t hide her smile at that fact.

Soon I’ll be home, and I can see everyone again. Lyn and Holly, Rane and Ingrit, not to mention her family.

She grimaced at that. It wasn’t going to be fun explaining where she’d been for the last months, but it would be good to be back.

Sure, the dasgannach was within her, threatening her with imminent demise, but she’d either solve that or she wouldn’t. It wasn’t worth worrying about it.

Thinking about?

Absolutely.

Worrying?

Not in the least.

Not one bit.

Utterly pointless.

She turned her thoughts more firmly onto her family. Nalac and Illie should be at the academy still. Hopefully, they weren’t told.

But Tala knew there was little chance of that.

Maybe we could go visit them?

-Inconvenient. We’d have to leave Kit behind and get reinscribed once we returned.-

Of course, because only things that are soul-bound to us—

-Plus, a little clothing.-

Right, right, only things soul-bound to us, and some clothing, come along…

Tala felt dawning revelation building in Alat, even as the idea exploded within her own thoughts.

That’s it!

-The dasgannach is not bound to us.-

Teleporting should strip it out.

-The question is, would it take the iron?-

Tala shook her head. It shouldn’t matter. Our soul knows we have a functioning body, so we should have iron in place when we arrive. It would be just like my hair when I came from the academy.

Alat knew that, too, but the idea was so fresh to them both that neither had thought all the way through the obvious implications and outcomes. -It might even force the thing out? Cause it to leap out of you at the last moment, so it wasn’t obliterated.-

It might at that, but I doubt it. It has a strong desire to claim everything. Even so, that’s a good point. We’ll have to have whoever is assisting in the teleport be careful and ready.

Just like that, she had a solidly workable solution.

It was simple, elegant, and completely within her means, assuming she could get to a human city before the Archon Star fully formed.

She moved into her last stretch. How are we on timing for the Archon Star?

-With as slow as we’re funneling power into it? We have at least a week.-

But that’s if nothing happens to throw things off. That’s if things go our way. Tala smirked. How likely is that?

-I wouldn’t bet on it.-

Yeah, me neither. So, somewhere less than a week. The sooner the better.

She shouldn’t need to sleep again, but it would likely be wise to sleep every three days or so. That would slow them, depending on the route they had to take.

Tala stood, left her room, and went to the kitchen, still deep in thought.

It was easy to call up the base ingredients, and she began munching on raw fruits and vegetables.

She had a selection of butchered meats available as well.

That would be a great way to start the day.

She looked around the kitchen, hesitating.

-You’ve never really cooked in here, have you?-

I have not, no. But you already knew that.

She sighed, realizing that she just didn’t have time for a ‘real’ breakfast.

Instead, she grabbed some readily made food. Sadly, what she ended up with was both vastly simpler and far less tasty than she had become accustomed to.

Even so, it filled the small ache of hunger within her well enough.

Terry was nowhere to be found, but he had his own diversions within the sanctum. She’d open Kit for him a little later.

The dasgannach didn’t try to eat any of the knives or other utensils she touched in passing, so she wasn’t quite sure what it would go after.

Maybe it’s because all of these have a bit of magic to them? The restraining band had been magical, but it had also been deactivated when the slime-monster consumed the iron it had contained.

The magics in the tools, on the other hand, were always active, pulling fractionally from Kit via the schema in the dais outside.

Differences highlight parameters.

Tala didn’t see the cat anywhere, but she still had some more mundane food in Kit that had been used for Thron and kept on hand in case she ever had guests.

She never had.

She laid out a cut of meat for either the cat or Terry.

She wouldn’t be bothered no matter which ate it.

The cat probably has plenty to eat, besides this. The arcanes built an entire ecosystem in here.

She frowned. An ecosystem that wasn’t balanced for the destruction a cat could bring.

Maybe she should find it and kick it out.

After a moment’s thought, she shook her head. That is not really a ‘now’ problem.

-I recommend a reinscription. Nothing is too worn, but you put a lot of odd stresses on yourself that had to be repaired, and I’d prefer we were topped off.-

Sure. It was a quick walk to her dais, and only the thinnest golden wires rose up to plunge down her throat before splitting apart to refresh her spellforms.

With that, her short morning routine was done.

Tala called up the door out of Kit and stepped out into the early morning light of a mid-winter’s day.

The sky was a lovely shade of blue and practically cloudless.

The air was brisk, but not really overly cold.

Such were winters to the south.

I’ll be home, soon.

Thinking about the weather and the time of year reminded her of the rough date.

Nalac and Illie’s birthday is only a few days away, and mine is less than a week after. I should be home in time at least for mine. It would be a fairly glorious present if she could teleport to the academy for their birthday, though.

After all, she had to teleport anyway. Why not make use of the trip?

Tala had no idea if it was as easy as asking to go, though. Such a trip likely had to be approved by someone.

-We’ve never checked.-

Yeah, that’s what I remembered.

She took a deep breath and sighed.

And we’re going to be under heavy suspicion when we return. I imagine there will be a minimum of a few days of intensive magical tests of one variety or other before we’re cleared.

-They’re probably going to want to analyze every inch of Kit, as well.-

She pulled Kit off the rock face and bounded up the slope to have a look around. That’s probably true.

Tala spread her arms wide and basked in the sun. But that’s an ‘I’m home!’ problem. I’ll gladly deal with a few of those.


Chapter: 65
I Need Some Answers

Tala stood in the cool light of an incredibly early winter morning and looked back toward the southwest.

She could easily see the mountains beyond Platoiri, but the city itself was hidden by some slightly higher hills between them.

What do you think? We’ve come a bit more than a hundred miles?

-I’d say so. I think I’ve figured out a way to determine where we are, by the way.-

Oh?

-I can tell the exact direction toward a city, by its Archive link, and we are in range of all of them, at least for our access to our personal Archival records.-

Tala frowned, even as she turned and began to move toward the northeast, using the sun to help her find her way. That seems… far? Has our range increased?

-I believe it has. Especially after gate-breaking, our magical density has vastly improved. From the records we saw back in Bandfast, I believe that our density and capacity are at least equivalent to weaker Paragons, if those even actually exist. They’d still have superior quality to their magics, of course.-

That’s going to complicate things when we Refine, isn’t it?

-It might actually help, from what little we know. You’d think so, too, if you devoted the thought to it, not that you should.- Alat conveyed a smile. -I believe that you’ll have to wield your magical weight against your own body’s impurities, augmented by specialized scripts and procedures. I’d even considered Refining as a way to deal with our little dasgannach, but without knowing more, it would be a coin toss on if it would actually work.-

Tala grunted as she took a running leap to clear the shorter distance across a deep, long valley. Not quite a crevice—the sides aren’t nearly steep enough.

-Agreed. Now, navigation.-

Right!

-Based on our perfect memory, I can compare the angles between the various cities, and even without knowing the distance to them, that should give me an incredibly exact location.-

Tala closed her eyes, relying on her bloodstars for their mirrored perspective for a moment. Oh, I’m an idiot. That is a really obvious solution.

-We were a bit silly for not thinking of this before, yes.-

So? Where are we?

-Trying to give exact locational details in what is effectively a verbal exchange would be meaningless, even if I have them. I can show you a map, though.- A map of the region overlaid her vision while remaining mostly transparent, a small blinking dot indicating where she was.

So, like… six hundred miles south of Makinaven?

-Give or take, yes.-

Tala had a thought, then. Hey, Alat?

-Oh, that’s an interesting idea. Yes, let me check…-

She ran in silence for a moment before Alat huffed a laugh.

-Yes, I do believe that the arcane city that you and Rane saw from Makinaven was Platoiri. What are the chances?-

Tala grunted, taking another running leap. Well, Platoiri has fairly easy access to the human lands, so it makes sense that arcanes coming from there would be more likely to be found in our area?

-I suppose so. Those farther away would be more inclined to find gated humans elsewhere. We never really discovered if all the major Houses send prospective Pillars up north or if that was just the House of Blood. But speaking of probabilities, it was a blessing that we found the void sword and melded it with Flow. Without voidsight, and the void magics in the elk leathers, we’d never have gotten out of the Doman-Imithe.-

That one was tilted in our favor from the start, though. Thron said that the majority of ether holds have some sort of void item, even if they aren’t all as useful as a sword.

-Well, it’s still a fortuitous thing that lined up to give us the tools we needed.-

Tala shivered. I’m not going to lie; it was a bit terrifying to be without my inscriptions. The voidsight and magics were absolutely a boon and a half.

After that, they fell into a companionable silence, Tala loping across the rolling hills of the plains.

Terry came out of Kit around mid-morning; she’d been checking in on him every hour or so.

He hunted and ran with her until just after noon, when he squawked at her until she let him back into the sanctum.

Well, I suppose there’s no real need for both of us to run.

Aside from the bit of company, nothing truly of note happened until mid to late afternoon.

The zeme had been slowly weakening as she traveled, but it finally dropped below the threshold for an arcane Child’s power density.

It was official.

She was out of arcane lands.

Tala let out a whoop! Jumping and throwing her arms into the air in a moment of celebration, but that was all she gave herself.

How far are we from Platoiri?

-About two hundred and seventy miles.-

That was an impressive distance to cover in what amounted to a bit more than twenty-two hours of running.

Alat had done the estimations, and in total, Tala had in the neighborhood of one thousand two hundred miles to run from Platoiri to Alefast, Waning. That was the closest human city she could reach without passing through the Leshkin forest, and she really, really didn’t want to do that.

Alright, just four or five more days of running.

That was less than ideal. Sure, it was well under the deadline, but she knew that something would happen before then. It always did.

There is a high probability that some low-probability event will happen.

-Ahh, statistics. How deceptive you can be.-

And like clockwork, less than half an hour later, she started to hear rumblings in the ground around her in a regular, but infrequent, cadence.

Like the movement of a giant who took a single step every couple of minutes.

It was hard to get a direction on the sound, but it was definitely becoming louder as she ran onward, though she couldn’t tell if it was more north or east.

Anything truly massive that would block her way should have been visible. Aside from something striding across the plains, the only other thing that came to mind was something underground.

That… That wasn’t a pleasant thought.

Both humans and arcanes had a habit of burying difficult-to-deal-with threats under the ground.

Now that I think about it, if Zeme isn’t a complete world, there might be underpinnings that make it a much better prison than I ever really considered.

-There’s a lot of guesswork in that statement.-

Sure. It was a guess, after all.

Another hour passed before Tala spotted a group of people up ahead.

She was still outside of the range of an unenhanced eye to see, but she ducked low, nonetheless.

She almost turned away, assuming it was some arcane squad, but to her utter bafflement, her momentary focus allowed her enhanced eyesight to clearly see that it was a group of five humans.

What in Zeme?

Her magesight conveyed something even more strange. Only two had gates.

A mix of gated and non-gated humans, and the gated are in the minority… Any ideas, Alat?

-I have no record, from either the human cities or arcane, on humans in this part of the continent.-

Yeah, I didn’t remember anything either.

Odder still, the three humans without gates clearly had vestiges in some of their gear. The two that she thought had gates could have perfectly positioned vestiges in their back armor, but they didn’t give that feel to her.

Tala grimaced, shifting from foot to foot for a moment as she crouched low.

I’m going to go around. I’m really curious, but investigating seems like a good way to get delayed.

-That sounds wise. I recommend going around to the north.-

The ground shook again, and Tala took off.

She decided to stick more to the valleys than she had been. If that group wasn’t alone, which it would be odd if it was, then she would be making herself too visible up on the ridges.

It made her progress a little slower, but she chose her valleys well, so it wasn’t too much of a delay.

Unfortunately, by limiting her visible profile, she also cut down on her own sight lines.

In that way, she came to the end of a valley and passed through a group of crags into the next, only to find her path blocked by over a dozen heavily armed humans.

Now, Tala would almost never call anyone ‘heavily armed’ in a serious manner.

There had been some new guards back in Bandfast who she’d seen who strapped on as many weapons as they could, and it just limited their actual combat abilities.

Eskau and other arcanes often used weapons that were heavy, but that was just ‘armed’ for them.

In this case, these humans being heavily armed meant that they carried more magic in the form of weaponry than Tala had ever seen.

Each one carried at least two items that together shone brighter than protian weapons to her magesight, and collectively, they outshone even a Pillar’s full regalia.

What the eternal rust? They were obviously not a set and so wouldn’t actually have their powers combined, but it was still a lot of magic to be able to bring to bear.

“Surrender any weaponry and come with us.” One of the men in the middle of the group spoke clearly, and concisely, his voice carrying the tone of authority. “If you do not resist, and you mean us no harm, no harm will be done to you.”

Tala looked more closely at the group as she slowed to a stop some dozen yards from them.

They were well muscled in the manner of the guards back in Bandfast or the Eskau she’d fought with. These were professional soldiers, though she couldn’t tell whose they were. They held their weapons with the ease of familiarity, and their gear was clean and in good repair. Beyond that, there was something viscerally relieving to be near other humans again.

Even so, Tala was in a hurry. “I’m going to decline. I’m sort of on a tight timeline here, and I’m just passing through. I don’t know, nor do I want to know, why you all are out here.”

The one who had spoken shook his head. “I apologize, but that isn’t good enough.”

-They’re looking really squishy, right about now.-

Indeed, of the dozen men, only four of which had gates, none were anything but mundane. Not even inscribed.

“Look. You all are bringing on a real feeling of nostalgia, and I genuinely don’t want to hurt you, but I am going to continue on my way, and there really isn’t anything you can do to stop me.”

The statement was probably not a bluff. Either way, she was about to find out.

She crouched and leapt upward, right as the two men who’d been trying to sneak up on her from either side activated their weaponry.

A net of lightning sprang between the two devices, raking the ground where she had just been.

She was among the larger group before the first one of them called out in alarm.

One siege orb, wipe the group out, and be on my way.

Her hand was halfway to Kit when she paused. What am I doing?

Tala hadn’t had many interactions with humans in the arcane lands, so this was the most human interaction she’d had in months.

And what? I’m just going to kill them all?

It was what she’d have done as an Eskau. They crossed her; they were inconveniencing her.

-Tala?-

Tala mentally shuddered, even as she landed, darting forward.

I am not Tali. There was absolutely no way that she was going to turn this into a bloodbath.

Morality is worth a few extra seconds. She forced that belief into her own mind. She wanted to believe it was true, so she would act like it.

Rust take any who said otherwise.

So, Flow stayed in its sheath at her hip, and she broke ankles.

Because she was feeling a bit irritated, she only broke the left ankle of each opponent she came across.

Even so, she did grow a glove of white metal over her fists and feet so that the dasgannach couldn’t even have the option of harming them.

It would be rather embarrassing to aim to incapacitate and simply suck the iron from them instead.

Clubs with crystalline magic flowing through them, swords with fire or ice, knives coated in poison power, and many others struck out, all wielded by skillful hands.

Magical traps activated, cages formed of various elements, or alterations to the terrain to impede or harm her, shields of power, and myriad other tools were used to a degree of effectiveness that told Tala one thing: these men practiced with their gear, and they knew the strengths and weaknesses intimately.

Unfortunately for them, it didn’t matter.

Tala hesitated half-a-heart-beat longer than they expected, shifted a quarter-inch more to one side than they were used to, or dropped lower than they’d seen a human attempt in combat before.

Her footing was too sure for the ground on which she trod.

She deflected attacks that should have thrown her aside.

Her blows were both faster and heavier than they had any right to be.

She barely turned her head, but she reacted to anything that she needed to, regardless of its source.

In a storm of deadly warriors, all striving to kill her, Tala moved untouched.

A smile pulled at her lips as she profited from the Way of Flowing Blood, altering it to be nonlethal.

It is mine now. I will do with it as I please.

The screams of broken warriors followed after her, but she barely had to breathe.

From the first instant, it had been obvious to them that she was enhanced and using magic to overcome them, and so she ignored shouts to that effect.

The leader, the one who had challenged her, took her only an extra two seconds to deal with.

He swung twin blades, which seemed wrought of magma, with a skill that would have impressed Adam, the guard who had taught her so much back in Bandfast.

Indeed, if Tala were to draw Flow and cross swords with the man, he would have outclassed her in raw skill.

This wasn’t a contest of skill with a blade.

He cut for her head with his right sword, and she ducked in and to his right with inhuman speed and flexibility.

He thrust with the left hand even as the other blade swept in a tight arc to continue to threaten her.

A half twist got her directly beside him.

He headbutted her, a surprising move to be sure, and one that succeeded.

Unfortunately for him, her head was both harder and quicker to recover than his own.

He staggered slightly from the rebound of his own blow, and Tala broke his left ankle.

I wonder if they’ll even notice that I gave them all identical injuries?

-Does it matter?-

It would be nice if they acknowledged how much better I am than them, yes.

-That way lies madness, Tala. You shouldn’t be taking the extra time for a showy victory.-

Yeah… you’re probably right.

Even so, she broke the left ankle of the last guy in her way and crouched to take off, continuing on the way home.

“No.” The pain-laced word from the leader came along with the crack of something breaking, and a pulse of power.

Her mirrored perspective showed that the man had broken a heavily inscribed clay disk, and now the thing was blazing with power and magical weight that was as horrifying as it was impressive.

Half of the spell-lines were floating in mid-air as power pulsed out from the thing.

-Tala!-

I know, I see it! It was an anti-magical pulse.

She had never seen its like before, but something in her knew and could identify it on sight.

She sprang away, but it wouldn’t be far or fast enough.

Rust these people. I should have just killed them all from a distance.

Tala only had an instant to shore up her defenses, harden her aura, and brace.

They must have assumed that she was a temporary enhancer. They thought that all they had to do was knock her magics free for a bare moment, and she would be reduced to mundane humanity.

They were wrong, but the effect would do something worse, something that they couldn’t have expected.

It’s going to force the Archon Star to finish forming.

She had a brief thought that maybe it would kill the dasgannach or rip it free, but the creature’s magic wasn’t like human magics. It would be too much to hope that it would be affected at all.

The anti-magic pulse slammed into her, finding cracks in her iron covering and blasting through the rest, barely impeded.

More than anything, all that it was doing was grabbing all magical power and throwing it outward.

This would be devastating to an arcane. It would likely empty them entirely in an instant if it overcame their will.

She joined with Alat, fighting to keep the trickle of power flowing to the Archon Star, but that wouldn’t be enough. The connection was too tenuous.

They threw more power into the working, knowing that they were burning their time, but that was better than having no time at all.

Hold on!

-One… moment… more!-

But it wasn’t enough.

The anti-magic was meant to level the playing field between mundane humans and high-level arcanes.

Tala just didn’t have the strength to resist it.

The wave passed, and their power was temporarily dispelled, her power density dropping to nothing.

Even the free-floating power in the air was driven away.

The Archon Star snapped into form, fully complete if not as fully powered as it could be, and her body rejected it.

Her finger felt like it was going to explode, even as her gate continued to gush power, allowing her inscriptions to flare back to life.

She usually cut Archon Stars free the moment they were ready, so it had never been an issue, but now? Now, it was.

As she grit her teeth against the pain that was to come and prepared to say goodbye to Alat all over again, something unexpected happened.

She felt the dasgannach stir within her as it oriented more fully on the Archon Star or, more accurately, the iron inside its structure.

As the spellform moved to leave her finger, the full conceptual might of the dasgannach fell upon it, and Tala’s conscious mind interpreted the instincts and actions of the mindless creature once again.

NO. MINE.

And the Archon Star stopped, unable to leave her finger because the dasgannach wouldn’t let the bit of iron get away.

The creature still did not eat it as it still would not bond her, but it would not let it escape either.

The stalemate had ended, and a new, stranger impasse had been formed.

Well… I was not expecting that.

The power in the air came crashing back down upon them all, and Tala staggered.

Without thought, she immediately slapped a hand down on Kit and dumped power into the storage device. Blessedly, while it was on empty, it hadn’t been drained dry. That makes sense; they wouldn’t want to destroy their loot, just drain it momentarily.

The men on the ground around her were pulling back in horror, and Tala quickly realized why.

Her through-spike had been temporarily disabled, and she would look rather arcane to them without it.

While she was relieved to be alive, she was rusting livid.

This is what mercy gets you, Tala. She grit her teeth as she mostly mastered her emotions and forced herself to think as she wanted to think, not as an Eskau would. No. This can be dealt with.

She spun on the leader who had barely seemed to keep his feet.

Flow flicked into her left hand as she transformed it into a void-sword, just before her through-spike returned her semblance of humanity. “It seems like I have more time than I’d thought, and now? Now, I need some answers.”


Chapter: 66
Building Some Good Will

Tala was rather irritated. The blast that had disrupted her connection to her budding Archon Star hadn’t really been anti-magical.

In fact, if she had to say it mimicked anything, it reminded her of Master Jevin in Makinaven, where he could grab anyone’s power and move it around with his aura control and the odd strength he had within his city.

Tala found herself glaring at the guards before her.

She’d been merciful, and these men had nearly killed her.

“You.” She locked eyes with the leader, even as he paled.

He could obviously see that she had not been undone by his last-ditch tactic.

-He also likely saw the edges of the void before the through-spike fully reactivated.-

She tried not to growl as she asked, “Who made that… item?”

The leader didn’t answer right away as he looked around, taking in the state of his men.

The two who had tried to sneak up on and catch her between their lightning weapons were the only men who weren’t injured.

Specifically, the dozen others each had a broken left ankle. I should have just caved in their skulls.

-No, don’t let your frustration, fear, and relief combine to make you regret your mercy. You had no need to kill them, so you didn’t.-

That was true enough.

If she had killed them, then she’d still think she was on a time limit for the dasgannach. She also knew that she had a much greater penchant for violence after her time in the arcane lands. Rust, Brand had tried to put a knife in her heart, and they’d become good friends. These people just inconvenienced her a bit, and she wished she’d killed them all?

I need to push back on those instincts more…

-Hey! At least the dasgannach is in a more stable sort of equilibrium.-

Sure, but now I have a different problem, and I’ll still be dead if my left hand is severed… She frowned at that. Or will the dasgannach just draw everything back into the rest of me?

-It might take the opportunity to leave, taking the star with it, since it would already be outside of you.-

That does seem likely…

She wasn’t keen to test the theory either way.

Finally, the leader gathered himself sufficiently to respond. “We are not here to answer your questions. We are to bring you back to our leader.”

“That was your purpose?”

“Yes, the Head asked to speak with you, to ensure you were not a threat.”

She frowned. “Did he create that item?”

The man hesitated, then seemed to decide that there was no harm in elevating his leader in her eyes. “Yes.”

Are you thinking what I’m thinking?

-Definitionally, yes.-

That’s not what I mean. We have this thing still inside us, and we have no idea what it’s going to do. We could really use an analysis, and someone capable of creating some of these items—

-They’d have the tools to provide that, yeah.-

“Good, then he likely has some good diagnostic equipment. Take me to him.”

“What?”

-Oh, Tala…-

What? It’s a good plan. I need more information, and the magic technology they have seems incredibly advanced.

-Assuming they didn’t just steal all these weapons and devices.-

From whom?

-Ruins?-

That… That’s actually a good point, but if they have access to that many ruins, and this much weaponry? It’d be worth getting to know them in either case.

She desperately wanted to get home, but she couldn’t let this chance go to waste, and she really didn’t want to just ‘hope’ that the dasgannach would remain stable until she got back home. Who knows? Maybe they have a teleporter. I could teach them how to build one, actually.

Now that was an idea.

Could we just build one?

-You don’t actually have a complete knowledge of the spellforms. You have knowledge of the functions but not exacting details on the construction.-

Rust. Fine.

The leader was standing, stabilized by one of the two uninjured men. “You will need to surrender your weapons.”

Tala cocked an eyebrow. “Did I need weapons to overcome all of you?”

He twitched, seeming to fight an urge to flinch back, and after a moment’s hesitation, the man sighed, shaking his head. “No, but—”

She overrode him. “I could take all your weapons. Should I do that?”

“What? No!”

“Well, then. How about we all keep our own gear and remember that you’ve already tried most of yours, and I haven’t used any of mine on you.”

The leader grimaced, but before he could respond, the other uninjured man came up to whisper in his ear.

Tala broke her standard respect for privacy, given their earlier hostilities, and listened in.

“Each one of the men has a broken ankle, sir. We’re not getting them back without aid.”

The leader seemed startled. “What? All the same injury?”

“Yes, sir. All the left ankle, too.”

Tala barely contained her smirk.

The leader frowned but nodded. “Alright. We’ll just have to send some people back for them.”

Tala cleared her throat. “If you’d like to begin building some good will, regardless of your ambush of me, I can carry your wounded in my dimensional storage, provided they don’t move around too much.” Some were gated, and she wasn’t keen to have Kit’s foundations undermined.

He narrowed his eyes at her. “Why should I trust you?”

She shrugged. “Because if I wanted you dead, you would be. I’m Tala, by the way.”

-Your real name? Really?-

I’m tired, Alat. I just want to be me. I’d like to be home, too, but that’s not possible at the moment.

-That’s… That’s fair.-

He cleared his throat. “Greater Tala, I am Markl, sergeant of the guard.”

Tala frowned. ‘Greater?’ What’s that mean?”

Markl looked a bit uncomfortable. “It is our term of respect for one who uses magics without requiring artifacts.”

“So… a Mage?”

It was his turn to frown. “Like from the folk tales? Mages, wizards, liches, and the horrors below?”

“I… suppose so?” She shrugged. “But I suppose that doesn’t matter much. Should I refer to you as Sergeant Markl?”

“Just Markl will suffice, Greater.”

“Then you must just call me Tala.”

His look of discomfort grew. “Apologies, Greater, but I will have to refuse that request.”

Alright, then… a stronger hierarchy than the human cities up north?

-Or at least a more reinforced one. That likely means there is less of a power difference between ‘mundanes’ and ‘greaters’ than between the average citizen and ‘Mages’ back home. Only those with a tenuous grasp on power are so insistent on such structures.-

“If you insist, Markl.”

She took Kit from her belt and tossed it to one side against a smaller crag, willing a normal door to form, opening into an empty twenty-foot cube below her sanctum.

“Any whom you wish me to transport will be safe in there, and they shouldn’t be able to damage anything important, so we’ll all be happy.”

After a moment’s hesitation, he nodded. “Injured inside, exit protocols in place. One hour from the door’s closure.”

“Sir!” the men still on the ground responded as one.

It took them a bit to load up the injured, and during that time, Tala received quite a shock.

Of the eight men without gates, four weren’t human. Two were hue-folk, and two were beast-folk, but those specifics had been hidden under their armor and while Tala had been focused elsewhere.

Looking back through her memories, she did see that it was obvious earlier, she just hadn’t focused on it or really cared.

Huh. They’re taking orders from a human? Well, I guess I had servants hopping at my words, but my position wasn’t exactly standard.

Still more confusing was the obvious bird-folk who had a gate.

Tala stared at him, unabashedly.

He gave her uncomfortable glances as he was helped to hobble inside of Kit.

How the rust does an arcane have a gate?

-We could ask?-

Yes, I’ll just say that I was examining his soul and noticed he had a gate.

-Why not?-

She hesitated, then shrugged. Good point.

Tala pointed at the bird-man. “You.”

He froze up, his voice shaking slightly. “Me, Greater?”

“Yes, you. How do you have a gate?”

His feathers rose, clearly showing emotion, but she didn’t know enough about his physiology to know what emotion it was. “My parents… Greater.”

“Meaning?”

“My mother was a gated human.”

And his father was a bird-man? There can be interbreeding? There hadn’t been any of that in Platoiri, at least not that she’d been aware of, and she’d never seen an arcane with a gate before. “Fascinating. Why—”

Markl cleared his throat from nearby. “Apologies, Greater, I don’t wish to presume, but you seem to be… unfamiliar with our customs and ways. You are asking somewhat… intimate questions.”

Tala sighed. I knew it was too much to hope they’d give me straight answers. She grimaced. “Very well. My apologies. I did not mean to offend.”

The loading of the remainder went off without issue and without further discussions. The deep, heavy vibrations of the ground continued at their regular intervals throughout.

After a brief hesitation, the sergeant also stepped through the door. “Banlen will lead you where you need to go.”

Without another word, he pushed the door closed.

Tala shrugged, taking Kit from the rock and hanging the pouch from her belt once more.

Kit’s reserves were still frustratingly low, so Tala once again rested her right hand on the pouch and directed as many void-channels as she could easily maintain into refilling her sanctum.

That underway, she turned to the two men, awkwardly standing nearby.

“So, which of you is Banlen?”

The two men looked at each other and both laughed a bit awkwardly. “Well, Greater, we both are.”

“Twins?” They didn’t really look alike, but stranger things happened. Both were human, and neither had a gate. Might be their last name, then?

“No, Greater. Parents just chose the same name.” He shrugged awkwardly.

“Well then, Banlens, lead the way.”

The two men looked at each other and shrugged, the leaner one taking the lead.

They each obviously had one of the paired lightning artifacts, which took the form of a bracelet for each of them.

The one who took the lead had a short-spear that was, handle included, less than four-feet long. It looked more like a short sword with a really long handle to Tala’s eye, but the intention was fairly obvious.

The other had a round shield on his back and a mace hanging from his belt.

The short-spear and shield were both magical, though she couldn’t easily tell exactly what they did.

Together, the three walked up to the top of a nearby hill.

There, the two men paused.

They’d only walked about a hundred feet.

Is this it? “Why are we stopping?”

One Banlen had pulled out a disc of vaguely magical glass, and the other turned her way. “He’s looking for our destination. We’ll move as soon as he pinpoints it.”

She frowned. She had dozens of questions but decided it was best to just wait and see.

Soon enough, the one looking must have seen what he was looking for. “Ahh, rust. It’s moved faster than usual; they must think they’re close to finding”—his eyes flicked to her, briefly—“it. Come on, we have a couple miles to cover.”

Without another word, he started jogging.

Tala and the other Banlen caught up quickly.

They both glanced her way, then to each other. With a shared shrug, they sped up to a comfortable running speed, and Tala increased her pace to match theirs.

The heavier of the two chuckled, even as he started to breathe a little heavier. “I knew you’d be able to keep up. You didn’t have a ‘burst movement’ vibe to you.”

Tala just grinned back. “I could carry the two of you on my back, if you want.”

The other laughed. “Leave us a little pride, Greater. You’ve proven yourself already.” He hesitated for a moment before continuing, “I don’t want any misunderstanding. There will be those more powerful than you where we are going. We are not trying to lead you into a trap; that’s just the truth of it.”

She frowned. Is that based on a guess at my strength or something else?

-I haven’t sensed anything like magesight inspecting us, but with the odd assortment of gear they have, we could be missing something obvious. Or he’s just guessing.-

Well, at least this distance explains why they were willing to let me carry them in Kit.

-Yeah, I thought they’d agreed too easily, but if their city is moving somehow? The wounded would be falling farther and farther behind, and that would be really difficult to deal with, or at least inconvenient.-

Around a quarter-hour later, they seemed to be drawing closer to their destination, and Tala was sensing a far greater concentration of power nearby, even if it wasn’t obvious to her magesight.

Some sort of obfuscation?

The steady, infrequent trembling of the ground had continued and seemed to be all around them now.

“You’ll feel a slight tingle as you pass through the field.”

Tala frowned but nodded. I’m coated in iron and forewarned. I’m glad that the dasgannach hasn’t removed the iron that it has claimed… Plus, them not alerting me beforehand would have had a much greater chance of succeeding if it was nefarious.

They crossed another dozen yards, and Tala did, indeed, feel a wave of tingling pass over her before it seemed that a veil had been pulled back from her eyes.

Before her, a structure towered into the sky, easily a few hundred feet from its foundations to the tallest tower.

That structure was ambling across the landscape on six long, almost delicate-seeming legs, which stuck out from the foundations of the compound.

Instantly, Tala assumed that the resonant thumping she’d been feeling was from this massive thing walking, but she watched it take a step and felt nothing.

Then another step.

Then another.

Then, she felt the deep resonant vibration.

Voices called out from the walking structure, and it seemed to turn slightly.

They’re looking for the origin?

Maybe it was coming from underground.

She shivered at the idea.

The Banlens both seemed to relax once they entered the field, and all three of them stopped a hundred yards or so inside it. “There she is. Home.”

There were other groups scattered about, though what they were doing, Tala couldn’t quickly determine.

Even so, she found herself nodding. “I can admit, I was not expecting a walking city.”

“City?” Lean Banlen laughed. “No, no. We’re not nearly so big. We’re barely a village.”

Her head whipped to face him. “What did you say?”

He took a step back, clearly startled by her sudden movement. “We’re not big enough to be a city?”

“After that.”

He swallowed. “We’re barely a village?”

“That. A village. That’s just a small city, right?”

“Yes, Greater, more or less.”

The other Banlen stepped forward. “We need to catch up. You can ask your questions of the Head. I’m sure he’ll be happy to speak with you.”

Tala narrowed her eyes, looking at the village.

She remembered a woman who called herself simply ‘Mistress.’ An insane offer of gold for a soul bond, a healing in the snowy mountains, and then abandonment to find her own way home.

Will I find her here?

-Only one way to find out.-

They took off at a run once again, and she found herself once again impressed at the two men’s endurance, given they were running in rather heavy armor. It wasn’t anything like full plate, but it was far weightier than a scout’s armor tended to be.

She was looking around at the unusual zeme as they ran when the truth of it hit her like a physical blow.

The village has its own aura? It was an insane idea. The sheer volume of power required was staggering. Even the human cities back home didn’t have an actual aura, just overlapping defenses and detection grids.

Though, to be fair, a village having an aura would be a lot more feasible than a city, at least in theory.

-More things to ask this ‘Head.’-

So it seems.

It didn’t take long for them to catch up to the backend of the walking village.

There was a spur of rock extending down in back, with a door and a platform hovering just above the ground.

A singular guard stood on the small threshold.

The leaner Banlen ran ahead and hopped up, whispering to the guard.

Tala was amazed at how quiet the village’s steps were. Even right beside the thing, she couldn’t hear them at all.

She realized it was magically enforced silence, of course, but it was impressive, nonetheless.

The guard at the door didn’t look too pleased, but eventually, he nodded and gestured them forward.

“Welcome to Howlton, Greater Tala. Banlen here said that you’ve rendered aid in transporting some of our men and wish to speak with the Head?”

She blinked a few times at that, glancing to Banlen curiously. He was studiously avoiding making eye contact. With a chuckle and a shake of her head, she smiled. “That pretty much sums it up, yeah. I’ll let the men out of my dimensional storage once we’re inside.”

He gave her a long look, then grunted. “Above my paygrade. Welcome to Howlton.”

Without anything further, he opened the door away from them and gestured for them to enter.

They entered, one Banlen in front and one behind, immediately climbing a set of stairs, up through the dark interior of the village’s foundation.

The top was awash in light, and as they came out of the dark, sloped passage, Tala was amazed at the life she saw all around them.

It felt like they were exiting an alley into a bustling marketplace.

There were workshops open to the air, though no sound exited the broad spaces.

More noise-canceling?

Food stalls were scattered about, along with sellers of various standard goods: clothing, belts, household tools, and the like.

No one seemed to notice their arrival as the place was positively filled with people moving about.

True, if everyone had stayed still, they would have barely taken up any of the available space, but since everyone seemed to be off on their own errands, the market atrium felt almost over-full.

To her surprise, almost everyone she saw had a gate. I’ll have to ask about that.

The arched ceiling two dozen feet overhead kept it from feeling stifling, but there was a definite feeling of life to the place.

Tala took a deep breath, reveling in the more familiar spices of human cooking.

Arcanes ate mostly the same food, but they always seasoned it just a bit differently.

This?

This smelled like home, and Tala felt a tightening in her chest at the memories that tried to pour through her mind. She kept them at bay… barely.

“Right this way, Greater.”

The heavier Banlen had leaned closer, so he didn’t have to shout.

She nodded and followed him through the maelstrom of humans and arcanes, interacting with perfect civility.

Well, I never expected to find something like this in the plains.

-Indeed.-


Chapter: 67
Howlton

Tala walked with the Banlens up through the village of Howlton until they came to a courtyard before a seemingly quiet, restful area. It was marked as a clinic and healer’s shop.

Right, the men. Tala obviously hadn’t forgotten about those she had within Kit, but they had definitely fallen out of the front of her mind.

-For you, that’s the same as forgetting.-

Hush you.

The motion of the city walking was hardly noticeable, but Tala had quickly become accustomed to the slight swaying.

One of the Banlens went inside to get the healers.

The other smiled. “If you would, Greater Tala?”

Tala nodded and placed Kit on the closest wall.

Tense faces greeted her as Tala pushed open the door into Kit, but they relaxed when the remaining Banlen called out.

“We’re in Howlton, just outside the healers’.”

What followed was another bit of time for getting the men out and settled.

Tala felt a bit awkward about not helping, but she didn’t want to infect anyone with the dasgannach, if that was even possible, and she didn’t want to reveal it either.

Thankfully, the door in and out of Kit restricted the number of people who could easily go in and out, and there were plenty of people to help.

It turned out there were half a dozen healers and quite a few apprentices in this one healing establishment.

They also had rather good methods as they set about healing the broken bones straight away.

Artifacts were in place that would repair the fractures, but they still took a few minutes to fully repair the damage that she’d done.

Even so, by the time all the men were settled in to wait their turns, Markl was healed and ready to go.

“I’ll escort you the rest of the way to the Head’s office.”

Tala nodded her thanks, bid the Banlens goodbye, and followed Markl out.

They went up.

And up.

And up.

The whole place was laid out in a pleasing manner. Nothing was too cramped, and there seemed to be multiple ways to get to each place.

The village’s aura made her magesight less informative than usual, but she was easily able to see that at every level almost everyone she saw had a gate.

Finally, she turned to Markl and asked. “Why did so few guards have gates, but basically everyone here does?”

“Hmm?” He paused looking back at her. “Oh! The non-gated are within the village’s core.”

“The core?”

He frowned. “The expanded space? Where we have our farmland.”

Oh! That makes so much sense. The gated can’t be in there because of degradation, but the gateless could be much more comfortable. “That makes a lot of sense, I suppose.”

He smiled. “The gated can come and go on occasion, but access is limited, as I am sure you can understand.”

“Of course.”

“It can be inconvenient as most of our residences are within, and we don’t wish to create segregated societies, so our schools, especially our primary schools, are out here, so that we grow up together.”

“Wait, most residences? I thought this was just a village. How populous are you?”

He shrugged. “I don’t have an exact count, but I believe in the forty-eight hundred range. The classification is more to do with the size of our village, the walking part out here. There are roughly a thousand gated in our community.”

I suppose that’s one way to measure things. Especially if the gated help out in some way that others don’t.

-We didn’t see any connections of power, but looking back, I wouldn’t be surprised if the gated were the ones to power all the weaponry for the unit.-

Clever use of power, that.

With no other pressing questions, they continued upward.

Eventually, they reached the top level.

The whole level was a room with glass, or something like it, ringing the entire circumference of the somewhat small space.

One figure stood in the middle, able to see out in every direction.

Scripts were embedded in the floor along with fully impressed spellforms that existed solely in the dimensions of magic, just as they did for artifacts.

The man turned toward them as they came up the spiral stairs.

The last bit of the staircase lacked any handhold, so that the view was utterly unobstructed.

The man, seemingly the Head, was odd to Tala’s eyes.

First, he wore what appeared to be incredibly traditional Mage’s robes of a dark green satin, and his feet were bare.

Beyond that, he had a few clear demarcations of a dragonling nature about him.

His hands and feet ended in neat—but wicked-looking—claws.

The backs of his hands, tops of his feet, and his bare arms were covered in small black scales, but his palms were bare.

Horns swept up and back from his brow ridge, their base almost hidden among his long, scraggly, black hair.

Even so, his face looked human, more or less.

A scraggly beard matched his hair quite nicely, and his features were on the sharper, more angular side for a human, without crossing the line into seeming truly alien.

He had deep, dark circles around his eyes, which glowed a sickly green.

He looked utterly exhausted, but that was just how he looked physically.

Magically?

His aura was Honored, clearly earned in the arcane style—however that was done.

Tala had flipped through the House of the Rising Sun’s book on the subject, but that was so Alat could store it for later. She’d yet to actually process the information.

He clearly had deeply impressed, natural magics that she couldn’t interpret, along with spell-lines of some material that seemed to glow an unhealthy green that matched his eyes.

The spellforms glowed even where Tala couldn’t detect magic flowing through them.

Yet oddest of all, he had a gate, sitting within him in just slightly the wrong place, and the gate in question felt like it had a flowrate similar to her own, though she couldn’t be exactly sure.

How is that possible?

-I don’t know, but it will be fascinating to find out.-

Tala took all this in in but a moment, even as Markl dropped to one knee.

“Head Pareshti, I bring a visitor. This is Greater Tala.”

Tala finally felt the telltale pressure and tingle of someone using a magesight equivalent on her for the first time in days.

The man spoke softly as if his voice were hoarse, and he was trying not to strain it.

“Human? Halfway to Refined and oddly shielded.” He hummed thoughtfully. “Regardless, be welcomed.”

Markl straightened, bowed again, and departed without a word.

Tala called after him, “Thank you!”

He hesitated, giving her an odd look. After an almost awkwardly long pause, he finally nodded once and continued back down, out of the chamber.

Tala turned back to Head Pareshti. “Thank you for the welcome.”

“And thank you for choosing not to kill my men when they accosted you.”

Tala stiffened.

“Did you not think I could see?” He pointed out the window, and Tala turned to look.

It took her a moment, but she was able to vaguely see familiar crags in the distance, beside which she’d fought the guards.

“I do my best to watch over all my people, and I was grateful for your restraint.”

“Why did you send them after me?”

“Send them after you?” He chuckled. “I suppose it might have looked that way, given you are unfamiliar with this area, but any Head would have requested to speak with you, given how close you’ve come to our village.”

Tala found herself nodding. That did make sense. If she were in charge of a village, she’d be curious about people like herself passing too close by. Overall, she felt the mood lighten, tension she hadn’t noticed fading away as they cleared the air.

“Now, what brings you to our section of the Wild Plains?”

Tala turned to Pareshti. “I am heading home.”

“And where is that, Greater Tala?”

“Just Tala, please, Head Pareshti.”

“Only if you will call me Paresh.”

“As you wish, Paresh. Do you know of the human cities?”

He hesitated, then nodded slowly. “I do. Most of my people would not be welcome there, for one reason or another.” He chuckled. “Many of their ancestors came from those cities rather… involuntarily.” When he noticed that Tala didn’t get the joke, he clarified, “They were banished, Tala.”

“Ahh. Well, your ancestors, too, right? I mean your ancestors came from the human cities? That’s why you have a gate?”

He stiffened, then relaxed, shaking his head even as his right hand raised to rest on his chest. “No, no. I have never visited, nor did my ancestors come from there. My gate comes from my wife, may she guide me and strengthen me until I may join her in death.”

Tala nodded. “If I may be so forward, I had not known how such things worked when both parties were not gated.”

He waved her off. “We are both adults here. For two gated humans, intimacy causes a sort of soul-bond. This is well known and expected. If you are from the cities, I am not surprised that you wouldn’t know that it is the same if only one party is gated, though the results are different.”

“If I may ask, how so?”

He nodded, gesturing.

Tala suddenly found a chair behind her, which not only held her greater than average weight but was also quite comfortable.

She’d felt the barest flicker of power. Did he shape the floor upward into a chair so quickly?

-I’m not sure. He might have called it from elsewhere, probably more easily than shaping it.-

Paresh stayed upright, standing in the center of what seemed to be a control script for the walking village. “When both are gated, if one dies, their soul passes on, usually scarring the one left behind. Even those who do not use their gates feel this effect, though less strongly, and too much damage to the soul can cause… rash or even heinous action. One of my mentors would have said it ‘dehumanizes’ them for a time until they are healed.” He shook his head, smiling ruefully. “This happens because there is no place for two broken souls within a physical vessel, so one must pass on, severing all ties to Zeme and those here.”

Tala nodded. This was elementary knowledge that hardly bore repeating, but she didn’t interrupt to say so as he was obviously ensuring common ground before making his point.

“But when one is gated and the other is not? Then, the bond is much stronger in a sense and much more one directional. Had I died, my wife would have been hurt far worse than if I had been gated. I sense soul-bound items on you. She would have been harmed as much as you would, should one of your bonds be destroyed or broken.”

Tala found herself nodding again. “But you didn’t die.”

“No, I did not. She did, breaching a ruin, but that is not what we are discussing. When she died, the bond between us caused her soul to come here.” He tapped his chest. “To rest within me, where there was no broken soul to clash with.”

Tala swallowed. She knew it was an incredibly personal question, but the answer would be beyond illuminating. “Can you… can you speak to her?”

Paresh shrugged, his eyes moving to scan the horizon. “In a sense, I can. Your curiosity is understandable.” He smiled, and it was only tinged with the smallest bit of sadness. “And it has been centuries since her passing. I do appreciate both your attempt to ask with care and your genuine curiosity.”

Tala waited as he sighed, seeming to collect his thoughts. The tiredness she’d seen within him seemed more evident than before.

“She does not have a mind, so she is not actually a person in that sense, not any longer, but she is here with me. I feel her presence, I know her love. It is the feeling of reading beside her but not talking. Of sleeping side by side, not quite touching. Of living life as one, knowing you will never be alone. She could pass on at any time, I couldn’t stop her if that was her wish, but she chooses not to. I feel her love, every day.”

His eyes were slightly wet as he finished, and he pulled out a handkerchief to dab them dry.

Tala almost asked if such a thing could be abused or forced as a means for an arcane to gain the power, as she knew of many arcanes who would jump at the chance to have their own gate, but the obvious answer came to her: soul-bonds have to be voluntary at the deepest level. They must be chosen. And it sounds like the gate isn’t trapped within him either, even after the fact.

It wasn’t fool-proof by any means, but it would be difficult to abuse, even if less than savory arcanes knew of the possibility.

Paresh smiled sadly, drawing her attention back. “My apologies. It has been long since she passed, but I still miss her voice, her smell, her laugh.” He shook his head. “But I am prattling on. You are here for a purpose, am I correct?”

“You are.”

“Then let us hear it. Does it have to do with the curse that lies upon you?”

“I have a— Wait. What? A curse?”

“Yes, the concept that is clearly not of you, which pervades much of your body. You were cursed, were you not?”

That started a host of stories tumbling through her mind. Are dasgannach living curses? Or something like that?

“I can see I have misspoken.”

“No, I… I had not thought of it in that light. Do you have knowledge of dasgannach?”

“The name is not familiar, but that does not surprise me. My studies focus on the creation of things, and this sounds like a creature. Based on context, I would guess it is a concept-based lifeform?”

“I’ve never heard it described that way, but it fits incredibly well.”

“So, this concept has invaded you. Is that what you come to ask about?”

“I was hoping for help diagnosing its current state, though I would happily accept a solution if you have one.”

“Tell me what you know of it, and I will see what I can offer.”

“I can do that, but won’t you need some diagnostic equipment or… something?”

He shook his head. “No, no. This whole room provides that information to me, both for that which lies within it and without. That is how I detected the thing to begin with.”

“Oh. I suppose that makes sense.” So, Tala spoke of the dasgannach, and Paresh listened attentively, his eyes only occasionally sweeping the landscape.

Tala told of her encounters with them before, what Master Jevin and others had told her, along with how this one had supposedly been modified.

“That is quite the conundrum, Tala. I do agree, however, that teleportation should be a cure. At least I believe so. I do not have specific knowledge of teleportation methods, but what you say lines up with the little theory I know.”

“That’s good to hear, at least.”

“Do not be surprised, however, if you put the dasgannach in a unique situation when you attempt to teleport. It would likely be utterly outside its concept to react to.” He chuckled. “It is literally exiting reality, so it stands to reason that such a simple concept couldn’t account for the possibility.”

“I was afraid of that. Do you think it will leave?”

“That would be the best case, yes. You’d teleport, leaving it behind, where it would die. You would arrive on the receiving array with your blood restored based on your soul-impression, and you’d only be out your inscriptions. Unpleasant, yes, but hardly a true issue.”

“What would the worst case be?”

“It would accept the open invitation you have extended to it. I would suggest retracting such, but I actually would guess that the open invitation, the ongoing option for it to eat that iron too, is why it hasn’t given up and left. It can take that iron, so it can’t leave before it does.”

Tala blinked a few times. “Oh, rust. That makes sense. But why would the bond be so bad?”

He scoffed. “You’d be bonding a creature of pure ravenous, jealous desire and impetus to consume your very soul. That can change a person.” He laughed at himself. “That would change a person, the only question would be, ‘How much?’”

She frowned, considering. She thought his definition rang true, but it also eerily mirrored what the arcane artificer, Cerdai, had said about the concept most closely linked to her own magics. Is that a coincidence? Or was I already being influenced by the collar around my neck, even then?

-I mean, that’s possible, but I really don’t think that your magics changed much since you were taken. I mean, they literally didn’t change at all, structurally, though your understanding of some of them has shifted.-

“I can see I’ve given you much to think about.”

“Is there anything that you can think of to help in my situation?”

“Unfortunately, no. Mine is a constructive concept. If you were simply ill, or otherwise injured, I could help, but I cannot repair damage willfully done.”

Tala grimaced. “And to get the dasgannach out, I’d have to make a willful choice to incur that damage.”

“Precisely. You are at an equilibrium, if an unhappy one.”

You could just cut off my hand and heal me after? She knew she couldn’t ask because that would be her choosing it.

Even so, he sighed. “And no, I cannot encourage it out of you and heal the damage. That would be willful damage on my part. I can repair what time erodes or unknown consequences like my own body’s response to my spell-lines.”

Tala blinked at him. “What? Your spell-lines?”

“Yes, the material involved is quite toxic, but it has a magical conductivity and power like nothing else I’ve ever encountered.”

“Then… wouldn’t your continued use be willfully inflicted damage?”

“Not at all. I don’t wish the damage to happen, not at any level. It is a side effect of another choice. And before the idea crosses your mind, the damage is quite contained within my own body. No one else is in any danger while I still live.”

“That’s good to know.” The idea had just been crossing her mind. “But, I don’t want the damage.”

“No, of course not, you just want all the iron out of your body. That’s not damaging at all.” He gave her a patronizing smile.

“But I don’t want that, I want the dasgannach out.”

“And what is the dasgannach?”

She opened her mouth and closed it.

“You see, that is the danger of curses—or concepts, in general. They distort reality in such a way as to muddy and negate what should be easy and obvious solutions. My advice? Get home, teleport, and deal with the dasgannach’s death or bonding.”

“I appreciate that advice.”

“Of course. Words are free.”

Tala smiled. “True enough, but I still do wish to get home as soon as I can. Is there any way I can avoid such encounters in the future?”

“Oh! Of course, forgive me.” He waved his hand, and a map of the region seemed to appear, floating in the air. “If you head directly north, you should reach the human city lands soon enough, and I don’t believe there are any other villages in that exact direction at the moment. In the next few days? I am not too sure, but if you are as quick as I believe you are, you shouldn’t pass close enough to any to require a talk with their outer scouts and defenders.”

Tala grimaced. “I need to avoid the woods.”

“Oh? Not a fan of the Leshkin? I can’t say I blame you. We do our best to stay away from the woods for that exact reason. It’s one cause of the slow encroachment of the forest into our plains. We’ll have to burn it back in another few hundred years or it will begin to get inconvenient.”

“Something like that, yeah.” Paresh seemed to enjoy talking, and Tala wasn’t going to turn down good information.

“Well then, you’ll want to go north and east, hugging the tree line. You should be able to do that well enough without encountering any more villages. Here and here”—two dots appeared on the map—“are the shortest paths through the woods, assuming our information is good for the other side. At those points, you’ll only have to cross about fifty miles of forest. The more northern route is a bit shorter, but you’d be going nearly eighty miles out of your way to save three miles in the trees, so I’ll let you determine what’s right for you.”

Tala took a moment to ensure she’d memorized the information before nodding. “Thank you. That will help tremendously.”

“Of course. Once again, it cost me nothing.”

Tala hesitated, feeling the barest trembling of the regular rumbling she’d been sensing for nearly a day now. “If I may, what is that?”

“The rumbling from beneath?”

“I’d hope not, but yes?”

“That is purportedly the tomb of the magical beast known as the clockwork thunder.”

When Tala returned a blank look, Paresh smiled.

“In ancient times, the clockwork thunder ravaged the land around its home, driving thinking species back and killing all it could. Time and time again, humans and arcanes alike rallied to slay the beast, but every time it was slain, it was birthed anew. So, finally, it was sealed beneath the earth.”

“And you’re looking for it?”

“Its burial place, yes. Not only would it be amazing to learn from the information placed alongside it, as an aid against its possible escape, but the legend states that bribes ‘beyond imagining’ were placed around the seal to pay off those who found it, to keep them from opening the door. All that treasure would immediately vanish should the seal be broken, of course.”

“You’re treasure hunters?”

“Scholars of ancient magics and designers of new tools mostly, but treasure never hurts.” He grinned. “You know, you aren’t in any real danger, so long as you keep that hand safe. Would you like to join us? We’re narrowing down the location. I suspect we’ll find it within the year.”

“That long?”

“The obfuscation scripts are very well constructed, for all that they can’t completely suppress the beast’s rage-filled hammering.”

Tala frowned. It did sound interesting. A bit foolish, too, but definitely interesting. Even so, she wasn’t that tempted. I just want to get home. “Thank you for the offer, but I will have to decline for now.”

Paresh smiled. “Completely understandable. You are far from home. If you ever change your mind, search for us. If you find another village, they should be able to send you our way, even if you can’t find us yourself.”

Tala smiled. “Thank you.” A thought occurred to her, and she decided to ask. No harm in asking. “Could I get some scrap iron from you, while I’m here?”

“Why…?” He tilted his head to the side for a moment, then nodded. “Ahh, I see. That just might help, yes. One moment.”

Tala hesitated, but less than a half-minute later, the floor opened, and a small pile of what was clearly scrap iron raised up on a little platform of some other material. She cocked an eyebrow.

“It is convenient to be able to transport material throughout my village.”

“I’ll say.” She smiled and used a white-metal-clad hand to put the scraps into Kit. “Thank you, Paresh. May you find what you seek, and may it yield nothing but blessings.”

His smile widened. “Same to you, Tala. May you find your way home, and may the journey be short and fulfilling.”


Chapter: 68
Ours?

Tala descended Howlton, unescorted.

She appreciated the gesture of trust for what it obviously was.

Even if Paresh could likely fight her off, if not outright defeat her with his unknown abilities within his own domain, Tala could cause considerable damage if she so wished.

She did not wish to do so, but it wasn’t like they had a long history to lean on between them.

I suppose out in the plains like this, you have to be good at reading people. That was a somewhat self-aggrandizing assumption, given that it meant that she was inherently trustworthy.

She hoped to the stars that that was actually true.

She had so much blood on her hands these days.

Rivers of the stuff flowed in her wake as she’d stood within a House built of it.

-Tala?-

I’m… I’m okay. I’ll have a lot to process, once I’m home.

-You didn’t kill those men. You could have, but you chose not to.-

Sure, but I wanted to. It would have been so much easier if I’d just killed them.

Alat didn’t respond with the trite aphorisms that they both knew would have been standard. Instead, she simply sent a single sentence. -You chose to let them live.-

Nothing more needed to be said, not at the moment.

It was easy enough to retrace her steps down past the once again mostly silent clinic and on down to the still-bustling marketplace.

The dark, slanted staircase led to the exit right about ground level.

As she walked down, she had a realization. Huh, they have both arcanes and humans here, but they are all what I would consider standard-size. There were not the smaller or larger varieties, and the sizing of this hallway and these steps seems to support that. I wonder why that is?

She obviously didn’t have the answers, and she likely wouldn’t until she came back.

-I’ll make a note to ask Paresh if and when we come back. There might even be some info in the books we have within Kit.-

That’s true enough. Tala had flipped through many, if not most, of those books, but once again, using that to copy them into the Archive was vastly different than actually reading and absorbing the content. For that, she needed time that she’d yet to have.

The end of the stairway came soon enough, and Tala pulled open the door back into the bright light of day.

The guard acknowledged her but didn’t communicate further, beyond giving her a parting wave.

Tala waved back and began jogging almost due north. She’d decided to go that way, then follow the forest east and north until she reached the place that she could cut through with the least forest to traverse.

-Still fifty miles or so of potentially Leshkin-filled terrain.-

Yeah, but there’s not much of a better idea available.

-Oh, I know. More that I don’t want us to forget to plan for that eventuality.-

Fair enough. We are better trained, better equipped, and more powerful than we were last time that we faced them, but we’re also alone. That caused a pained emptiness to resound within her own chest.

She was alone, aside from Alat and Terry.

Well, and that silly cat. She wished she had enough confidence in the containment of the dasgannach that she could snuggle up with one of the animals. Not that the cat would let me do that.

Still, the thought brought a smile to her lips.

The other groups of scouts seemed to notice her but let her pass unmolested.

I wonder if Paresh can communicate with them directly?

-That seems highly likely, yes.-

Passing out of Howlton’s aura was once again a tingly experience.

She glanced backward and found the village mostly hidden but still discernible as a hazy impression against the otherwise mostly clear sky.

Easier to see than before.

-Yes, easier than impossible. Do you think Paresh granted us some sort of ‘allowance’ to perceive it?-

If so, it was a pretty rusting useless one. It’s still a pain to see.

-Well, it’s meant to be a kindness, not a beacon.-

That’s true, I suppose.

-It also might be the nature of the defense. Even the guards had to use a device to find their own village, after all.-

Yeah.

She continued on her way, and once she’d run for another hour or so, she opened Kit and called out to Terry.

Tala didn’t stop moving.

Terry, for his part, flickered out and glared, squawking irritably even as he fell into step nearby.

“I’m sorry, buddy. There was some difficulty. But it’s been dealt with.”

He gave her a skeptical glare, then trilled questioningly.

So, as they ran just out of arm’s reach, Tala told Terry what she’d learned.

Oddly, Terry didn’t really seem shocked by the presence of humans and arcanes out here, but it was difficult to decipher Terry’s emotions at times, so it could have been news to him or something he’d known about for decades.

In either case, it didn’t take her long to convey all there was to convey, and Terry seemed satisfied.

He flickered off to go hunt once again, signaling that they were to fall back into their previous pattern.

Now, the dasgannach.

They were in a tenuous balance, but Tala had learned her lesson on waiting for an ‘assured’ solution. Be-thric was supposed to take me to the human lands, but noooo, that would have been too easy.

The teleporter should work to remove the conceptual creature, but like most of her ideas, it wasn’t a sure thing, and even if it had been, in theory, she wasn’t going to depend on it.

Focusing inward, she sent her will through the Archon Star. Join me?

There was no response.

-I don’t think it can grasp such advanced concepts.-

Tala grimaced. You’re probably right, yeah.

-Do we really want to use a bond on this creature?-

Well, I have Flow for offense, the elk leathers for defense, the Archive link for information—

-We need to get that upgraded, by the way. We should never be outside of connection range again, even if we go to the moon.-

That… That would probably be a good idea. Expensive, though.

Alat sent over the impression of a greedy smile. Even after all these months, such things were still odd to Tala. The ‘greedy smile’ wasn’t actually some sort of visualization of such an expression, it was more the feeling that Tala herself would have, were that smile to be on her own face. As usual, it was odd to experience such things from Alat. -I have some ideas on how to get what we need. We can go over the possibilities when you’re not otherwise focused.-

That’s fair. Where was I? Right. The ring Archive link for information, and I want to soul-bond Kit for utility, storage, home, etc. That’s four. Terry would be an interesting possibility. It would give more power while also tying us closer, so he’d be less likely to get bored and go on a murder spree.

-Plus, his teleportation should be usable by us. I still don’t understand how he sheds things that aren’t him in the transport.-

Yeah, that would be a benefit for sure. So, that’s five.

-The one you don’t like thinking about.-

Tala blushed slightly. Yeah, I would like to get married someday. Moving on!

Alat chuckled. -That leaves two to stay within the safe limit. Do we really want to use one on the dasgannach?-

Tala nodded, finding a sort of calming influence from the steady repetition of her loping run.

-Why? I mean, I can read your thoughts, so I know, but I want you to talk through it.-

First, control of iron.

-Obviously. Never have to buy or apply iron paint again.-

It should be better, too. No medium of application required. A covering of pure iron, without the inflexibility.

-Assuming you can get that to work. That’s a big assumption.-

It’s motile, isn’t it? When outside a person? But it’s pure iron, so therefore, it has to be able to do what I’m hoping.

-That’s fair.-

Plus, there’s the fact that it is a concept, Alat. If I can incorporate that, I’ll be able to do something that no one, I mean no other human, seems to be able to do directly.

-Alright. It sounds like it could be a good choice, but only if you can make it work. So, what’s the last thing?-

You know what it is.

-But you need to express it.-

Tala groused slightly, but eventually acquiesced. Tali would just kill it if she could. Rust, I want to just kill it, but… I’ve been killing so, so much of late. Her eyes started to water slightly, but she had her mirrored perspectives in her orbiting Archon Stars, so she didn’t slow.

-You want another way.-

I want to at least try. Killing is going to be required, I know that, but it shouldn’t be my first choice. I want to be better.

-Like with the guards of Howlton?-

Yes.

-So, better than who?-

You know, Alat. I’ve already said it.

-You have, and you haven’t. Better than who?-

She grimaced. Tali. I want to be a better person than Tali.

-You are, you know.-

I hope you’re right.

They fell into silence, and Tala turned her attention inward once again.

The dasgannach hadn’t responded to her attempt at communication via her will. Even so, she tried again, attempting to send impressions or instincts rather than words. Eat this?

No response.

Become one?

No response.

What does it want? She bounced ideas around within her own head, her thoughts in words once again, the steady cadence of her movement centering her mind.

-To consume? To acquire? That’s why you got the iron, right?-

Yeah…

She focused on projecting her will through the Archon Star in her finger once again. Share?

That got a response.

NO. MINE. The visceral interpretation was impossible to mistake.

Share more? She tried to include in the concept of more—the idea that it would get more by sharing.

No response.

Tala sighed. Well, here goes nothing.

She sheathed her hand in white metal and fished a piece of scrap iron out of Kit even as she kept moving north.

The dasgannach didn’t react.

The iron wasn’t in direct contact with her skin.

But it takes more than physical contact or the restraining band would have been subject to the dasgannach immediately.

-Conceptual contact? The spells owned the band until they were deactivated?-

But I’m Bound. Rust, I’m Fused. My body is mine, pure and simple, so how is it able to invade and take over part of me?

They both considered for a long while before Tala had a realization, or at least a guess at a realization.

It’s using basically all its power to enforce its concept of ownership on my flesh. That’s why it can’t take anything else that’s contested.

-By that logic, no one around us should be in danger.-

That’s true enough, but I’d still not like to risk it.

-There’s wisdom in that, but that’s not the point.-

Oh, I understood the point. Iron, otherwise claimed, was impervious to the dasgannach, but if it wasn’t conceptually claimed? It could be subsumed even while the creature remained within Tala.

So, the test then. She locked in her mind the fact that the small, distorted lump of iron she held was hers. She couldn’t manipulate concepts directly, but just like she could have thrown the bit of iron an incredible distance, even without being able to magically manipulate kinetic energy, she was able to naturally interact with concepts.

This iron was hers by request.

It had been granted to her as a gift.

It had been freely given by one who originally had authority over the iron.

In every sense, this scrap belonged to Tala and no one else.

She somehow sat on that feeling with her magical weight even as she continued to run.

There was precedence to the action, obviously. There was reason to believe that it could work.

Flow had iron in it but hadn’t been subsumed.

To be fair, though, Flow was magical and soul-bound to Tala, making the concepts claiming the weapon much more potent than her claim on the iron scrap.

Even so, Tala had to test it.

The white glove of metal faded back into the elk leather sleeve of her clothing, and the dasgannach clearly detected the iron now contacting her skin.

There was the feel of something orienting on the iron, and Tala had the horrifying thought, What if it just leaves to get the iron? What if I’ve just killed myself?

That shouldn’t happen, it was obviously an irrational fear, but there was always the possibility.

A long moment passed, and nothing happened as Tala continued to lope across the plains, heading north.

Finally, the concept within her flexed, trying to seize the iron, but Tala pushed back, willing herself to believe that the iron was hers.

She didn’t think in words, but the dasgannach seemed to read her intent as she was reading its own.

It was not happy.

MINE.

No. Mine.

MINE.

No. Mine.

MINE. GIVE.

That was new, and Tala actually felt an odd solidifying of her conceptual hold on the iron. It had unintentionally acknowledged that the iron was hers. After all, she could not rightfully and truly give what was not hers. That act had, on the part of the dasgannach, actually made it more hers.

It somehow noticed the change. NO! MINE.

But it was too late for that.

Tala grinned, then very carefully made her play. She offered both the Archon Star and the iron scrap as a set, not each individually. It was both or neither.

Ours?

The dasgannach didn’t respond for a long, long moment.

What finally came back was the equivalent of desperate frustration, an animalistic whining, and bitter regret. NO. MINE…

With that final instinctual attempt—which slid off the iron like rain off of glass—the dasgannach settled back down in focused, resolute regard of her Archon Star.

That first attempt complete, if failed, Tala refocused outward, and she found herself coated in sweat and pulling in huge, gasping, lungfuls of air, even as she continued to shakily run across the plains.

Woah! She slowed, putting the scrap away, then bending over, hands on her knees. That was insanely difficult.

Alat grunted in sympathy. -That was fascinating. You were clearly having some sort of communication, but it was more like a farmer ‘talking’ to a stubborn stump than even a rancher moving an ornery cow.-

Yeah, I’ll accept that metaphor.

Tala straightened, putting her hands behind her head and spreading her elbows wide to expand her chest and allow better airflow. That was harder than running a couple hundred miles.

-It seemed like it. Like jumping on a beast to ‘Crush’ it instead of using your magics. It’s much harder when you can’t actually work with concepts directly, I imagine.-

No rusting kidding.

Terry flickered back into being near her, and she reassured him that she was fine.

He looked rather skeptical, tilting his head back and forth as he flickered around her, checking for injuries.

It was sweet, especially since he knew she could heal. Tala smiled at the gesture and appreciated it for what it was.

Thankfully, she recovered her breath rather quickly and took off once more, Terry falling in nearby rather than flickering off once more.

Nothing for it but to keep trying. I think I’ll give it a gift next and see what I can do with that. There are definitely some parts of my iron defense that need some patching. I bet I can be strategic and make something of this.

-Well, it’s definitely something to distract us while we travel. I suppose it’s time to experiment.-

Together, they ran.

Tala wasn’t willing to randomly add iron to her body on the move, not yet at any rate, so despite Alat’s words, they actually read instead.

Alat was able to project a book before Tala in a way that didn’t inhibit her vision, especially with the mirrored perspectives, and so Tala began the process of actually reading the materials that she’d made off with.

Eventually, darkness fell, and Tala decided to pause for a brief time to try her next angle with the dasgannach.

She pulled out a different bit of scrap iron and once again solidified her conceptual ownership of it to the best of her meager ability.

She then used her mirrored perspective to find the largest gap in her iron paint and carefully pressed the scrap against that.

The dasgannach immediately tried to claim the iron.

MINE!

Tala rebuffed it once again. Then, she pushed the instinctive feelings toward it. Share?

MINE!

No. Mine. Share?

There was no response.

Then, smiling to herself with unfounded hope, she acted. Mine. Share. Yours.

MINE.

The bit of iron slipped from her ownership, and as she moved her hand away, in an action that should have let it fall away, it instead seemed to liquify and flow outward to press as close to her skin as it could.

The action seemed to have fragmented the scrap iron into powder, so it didn’t jab or cut or scrape as she moved.

MINE.

Yes. Mine. Share. Yours.

No response. Alright. Time to try again.

She pulled out the original iron scrap, the one that was unequivocally hers, and once again, she extended the offer of it and the Archon Star within her finger as a set.

Mine. Share?

The dasgannach’s concept slammed into her ownership and was rebuffed.

Ours?

NO. MINE… Once again, it came across like the grinding of gears like a machine trying to go against its design and failing.

It was another failure, but somehow, Tala didn’t mind.

She would keep trying.

She would find a way around killing this concept within herself.

But not right now.

Right now, she needed to keep running.


Chapter: 69
Decay

Tala fell into a pattern as she loped northward across the rolling, craggy plains.

She read books that Alat found pertinent.

They also discussed what information should be given to whom and when, after they had full access to the Archive once again. They didn’t want to try to think of what to do when the time came, so they made plans and preparations.

Terry hunted and ran beside her, resting in Kit less frequently than previously, likely due to her ‘encounter’ while the terror bird had been so indisposed.

No matter how many times Tala told Terry that she had chosen not to call him for help, he still seemed irritated with her.

She ran through the night, not even stopping to eat, instead pulling out easily consumed foods and a waterskin to keep herself in good shape.

Roughly one hundred and fifty miles north of Howlton, she came to the edge of the forest.

She’d seen the dark line of the trees for hours before in the dim, starlit night, but she wanted to be closer to the tree line before she turned east. That way, she should miss any of the other ‘villages,’ at least according to Paresh, and he’d seemed at least mostly genuine.

Before Tala turned east, Alat tried reaching out to the closest city, Makinaven, but from what she could tell, she estimated that they were still three hundred and thirty miles or so from the massive tree city.

Too far for a proper connection, eh?

-We’re more powerful, Tala, but not enough to more than decuple our Archive connection range.-

Decuple? Oh, ten times. Yeah, that’s fair.

The run east and a little south, along the edge of the forest, was almost as monotonous as the trip across the plains. The forest barely seemed to vary to her left, the plain similarly uniform on her right.

Terry hunted anything dangerous from their path before she even saw it, and she stayed well back from the tree line, though she thought she saw eyes watching her on occasion.

Leshkin?

She didn’t know, and the zeme in the forest was somehow obscuring her magesight more thoroughly than it had when she’d been going to and from Makinaven. A greater defense to the south? I thought the forest used to be the enemy of humanity, not the arcanes.

It was worth looking into if she could.

I doubt there’s a Leshkin library, but who knows? The next Leshkin war could provide all sorts of opportunities.

Night had fallen after the short, winter day when she finally reached the southeast edge of the forest and could turn north, toward the narrowest portion of the great woods.

She loped on through the night and the next day, Alat finally stopping her well into the following night, next to a portion of the forest that was seemingly identical to all the others she’d passed.

-Here. This is where we turn west-northwest and cut through.-

Tala staggered a bit. I think I need to sleep.

-That is probably incredibly wise, yeah. In all likelihood, we’ll have to fight something in there.-

Probably Leshkin. Yay…

Tala nodded, tossing Kit against one of the increasingly infrequent crags, stepping through and collapsing onto her bed.

Terry had asked to be let into Kit a few hours earlier, so he’d be fine.

Sleep claimed her before she truly settled atop her luxurious bed.

It felt like she blinked, and then she was awake once more.

She took a bit less than half an hour to cook up a hearty breakfast, stretching and limbering up while the bacon and other ingredients cooked.

Terry flickered in for a brief appearance. She checked with him briefly, but he had no interest in traversing the forest with her. He’d stay within her sanctum. He tried to snatch some of her breakfast, but when she shooed him away from the meat that was magically matched to her, he got grumpy, squawked at her, and flickered away.

The cat didn’t make an appearance, sadly, but Tala left out another strip of nonmagical meat for it.

I was going to offer Terry some, but he left in a huff. She shook her head, smiling. He’s a funny bird sometimes.

Tala enjoyed her breakfast, looking out at the dark landscape of her sanctum. It was somewhere in the middle of the night, and dawn was still quite far off.

She wasn’t going to wait until morning; she didn’t need nearly that much sleep.

Her breakfast done, she exited Kit and called to Terry, asking one last time if he wanted to come.

His disinterested squawk was her only reply.

Fair enough, I suppose.

She hung Kit from her belt and looked at the forest looming before her, barely three hundred yards distant.

The trees were tall.

I’d forgotten how tall they really are.

She’d considered reducing her own weight and vaulting through the upper branches, but Alat had convinced her that trying to learn such a skill in a decidedly hostile environment would be foolish.

So, she would run.

Assuming the forest doesn’t find a way of blocking me.

She recalled the frustration of the caravan’s path being blocked or redirected.

Only a few hours. I’ll be through the forest well before mid-morning. Rust, I might be through before sunup if I’m lucky.

That was motivating to say the least. On the other side of these trees were the plains containing her human cities. Home.

She ensured that her bloodstars were in their combat configuration.

Then, remembering how she’d been ambushed, she moved those for her mirrored perspective outward.

One went above her head as far as her aura reached, looking down and around.

Another went forward to that extreme and another back.

There. I should be less prone to ambush like this.

-I don’t like it as much, but I can see the utility.- The forward and trailing perspectives were those granted to Alat.

Hey, thank you for watching out for me.

-Flattery does nothing when I can see you’re only saying it to manipulate me.-

Eh, doesn’t make it any less true.

Alat huffed, but there was some mirth in the mental noise.

Now, come on. We need to get going.

Tala almost coated herself in white metal but realized how much she’d stand out in the gloom of the forest in all white. Why doesn’t the through-spike hide that?

Now that she thought about it, the through-spike really didn’t ever hide her clothing at all.

She’d noticed before, obviously, but never really thought deeply about it.

And now’s not the time to do so. Let’s go, Tala.

So, in she went.

Terry wouldn’t be clearing the forest for her passage. He really didn’t like the Leshkin, and while Tala could provide him with weapons to throw, he’d barely practiced, and doing that would slow them down, incredibly.

That was probably why he’d declined to run beside her through the forest.

Yeah, Terry’s very good at picking his fights.

Thus, Tala was going to be alone as she traversed this shadow-shrouded place.

Her magesight opened before her as she crossed the tree line.

It was as if the forest didn’t want anything outside seeing in but didn’t have any issue with those inside seeing around themselves, magically speaking.

Physically speaking? It was dark.

Pitch was a shade lighter than under this forest’s canopy, forcing Tala to rely almost entirely on her magesight.

Her physical vision was good, but it was still human sight and required at least low levels of illumination. For now.

There were spots of white where some bits of snow lined up well enough with starlight peeking through the clouds above, and even where the snow wasn’t in near-direct light, it almost seemed to glow, solidifying the wisdom of her choice not to clad herself in white.

Without the snow, her mirrored perspectives would have been fairly useless as she could only mirror a fraction of her magesight, just that portion that was fully ingrained and truly a part of who she was. Truly an aspect that could be mirrored.

In any case, she was far more blind than she liked.

So, of course, Tala took off running as quickly as she was able.

Let’s get this place behind us as soon as possible.

Alat didn’t distract her with books, nor ideas or conversations.

Instead, both Tala and her alternate interface were focused intently on the all-too-quiet, winter forest around them.

Alat was getting better at navigating, so even while they had to circumnavigate the massive trunks of this ancient forest, they always stayed on course.

To be fair, Alat was also putting the finishing touches on the information sets that they wished to grant various people access to as soon as they could.

Thus, Tala was left to contemplate the dull scenery as she passed on mostly silent feet. Huh. The size of these trees can’t be because of age alone. Paresh said that the forest was expanding southward. I wonder how old these trees actually are.

-Based on human research, the forest is interconnected somehow, and a new tree, either at the forest’s edge or growing to fill a gap in the interior, can reach full height in less than a decade. They then seem to grow from within, hardening over time.-

So, they grow like softwood, then slowly become hardwood if given enough time?

-That’s what the book we have on it says, yes.-

She did recall that, now that Alat directed her attention to the information. It was odd to think that, externally, it was nearly impossible to tell old trees from new, especially because they could move around.

Speaking of which, she was finding herself having to weave around more and more trunks, and she was coming across far fewer gaps that aligned with her desired direction of travel.

Great, the forest knows I’m here, and it isn’t happy about it.

She saw the first Leshkin less than a minute later.

Blessedly, it wasn’t oriented toward her.

Instead, it stood utterly still, seemingly staring off into the distance, looking north as Tala approached, moving almost east to west.

Tala felt an internal shudder, remembering how those things had plagued her when she’d last been in the forest.

She was stronger now, though.

I wonder…

-It might work? But it also might just tick them off. We’re not even a dozen miles into the forest yet, Tala.-

If it works, it will be worth it. Flow ate a vestige, Alat.

-Alright. I agree it would be good to know and useful if it works.-

Tala changed her trajectory just enough to pass behind the lesser Leshkin. With a flick of power, Tala cleaved it in half with Flow in void-sword form.

In the same motion, she whipped Flow around and thrust the void-blade into the greatest concentration of power she could detect.

The Leshkin didn’t make a sound as it was obviously dead at the first strike.

Void-Flow pulled, devouring the concentrated bundle of power, even as that power tried to pull away from the vegetative corpse to move off through the forest.

With an odd flex, which registered to Tala’s voidsight like the fragment of reality they occupied pushing the magic into the void, the bundle of power vanished.

A strange ripple radiated out from Tala, seeming to sing through existence.

-Oh… That’s interesting.-

Tala got the distinct feeling that the bit of power, whatever it actually was, had been subsumed into Flow but wasn’t powerful enough to even attempt to truly influence the weapon, let alone her directly.

It was a drop of ink on a glass surface. Noticeable but not able to cause lasting change.

Tala sucked in an extra breath as power sizzled through Flow from an outside source—the source that had been consumed.

It did seem to touch her, the reinforcement and enhancement scripts in her right hand seemingly growing infinitesimally more powerful for a second or two.

All around her, from as close as a mile to seemingly hundreds of miles distant, Leshkin screamed.

-And that’s not good.-

It was a primal, unholy, unified screech that literally seemed to fracture reality, the edges of the protuberances which made up Zeme became clear though they stayed pressed together, and Tala felt like she could almost see into the Doman-Imithe.

You know, if void is effective against the Leshkin, there has to be a good reason why humanity doesn’t use it against them more often.

-Yes. That would have been good to consider before you rusting ticked off the entire forest… again!-

Flow was done with its meal, and Tala was already running once again.

She sheathed Flow in its dormant form and did her best to increase her pace.

The zeme below the canopy was just as thin as she remembered, much of it seemingly absorbed and repurposed by the trees and the Leshkin connected to them.

As she focused on that, she could actually see Leshkin moving, even though they were beyond trunks, the flows of power highlighting them in ways that it hadn’t before.

Or my magesight is more effective.

That was also how Tala noticed that the zeme leveled out to the north.

A territorial border? The Leshkin have a border in here?

She could have gone a few miles north and avoided them entirely.

Someone had to know about this… She was not happy. She considered turning that direction but realized that the Leshkin wouldn’t stop without a good reason, and so their border had to be with something, and the last thing she wanted was to run headlong into something that was holding the Leshkin back.

Better the enemy you know than the fatal unknown.

A dozen lesser Leshkin descended on her in the next minutes, and she blew through them without slowing down, their acid blood doing absolutely nothing against the magical defenses of her elk leathers.

Of course they weren’t affected; they were literally enhanced with Leshkin Juggernaut armor.

She grinned. This might be more fun than she’d feared.

And I can get some more loot. Loot was always useful.

She’d used void in both her weapon and on her elk leathers as she specifically struck at the bundles of power that seemed to be the manifestations of the Leshkin souls—or at least the core of their being that was used to animate the vegetative matter.

Each one sent out a ripple through reality and caused renewed shrieks from the Leshkin in the region.

Thankfully, reality didn’t seem to degrade any more than it had with the first shriek. If that’s even degradation? It might just be a clarifying of reality, a revealing of what is always there?

She didn’t have the time to truly theorize.

As to the bundles of power, each one seemingly bolstered Flow in its void-form, or the void-aspects of her elk leathers, building the strength of those magics, even as the power also seemed to leak into her.

After a few swarms of lessers failed to slow her in the slightest, she encountered the first warrior.

It stepped out from behind a tree in one of their favorite ambush tactics, swinging a massive war-pick at her chest.

The blow connected, the tip even piercing just enough into her magical defenses to gain purchase.

Tala didn’t slow, and the Leshkin had a firm grip.

That combination ripped the thing’s arms off, even as Tala cut it in half with a backswing of void-glaive-Flow, making sure to pass the blade through the bundles of power from the two lessers that made up the warrior.

They stuck to Flow and came with Tala as she continued on, the void-weapon quickly devouring those bundles.

With a quick motion, Tala pulled the war-pick free and dropped it into Kit.

Alright, then. Let’s do this.

There were far more Leshkin in the area than she’d expected, but now that she knew that this was their border with something, it made quite a bit of sense.

Did Paresh know?

-Probably not. He tried to send us through a thin part of the forest and gave several options. He also said that his people try to stay away from the forest.-

That’s fair. But if we meet him again, I’m going to have questions.

-That’s fair.-

She cut through a squad of warrior Leshkin next, only missing three of the bundles of power.

It was interesting how they seemed to stick to the void magic as they were slowly consumed, and Tala definitely noticed that Flow or her elk leathers seemed to gain some temporary strength from the consumption.

Also… Am I moving faster?

She hadn’t slowed her loping run, though she was having to go around more and more trees that ‘just happened’ to be in the way. Rusting moving forest.

-You are actually progressing at the same pace, but with the detours, I would estimate that you are, in fact, speeding up, yes.-

Do you think the power is bleeding into me? I mean more than just fractionally?

-Odd way to ask, but maybe? I can analyze the power flowing through your scripts.-

Please do so.

Flow licked out a dozen times even as she rammed her fist through the breastplate of a Leshkin knight, lifting it bodily and carrying it along with her.

Flow transformed into a void-knife so Tala could stab it into the four bundles of power within the thing before she dropped the remains of its body, still bearing armor and weapons, into Kit.

She was starting to definitively feel something, and whatever it was, it felt good.

-The power is definitely flowing through your inscriptions, but it’s not displacing your own power. It’s somehow flowing in parallel?-

Tala shivered, her every sense slowly growing sharper.

More.

She wanted more, and the Leshkin kept coming.

A few minutes later, Tala noticed that a cluster of Leshkin were coming up from the south, but she would pass them by before they got in her way.

She diverted to intercept them.

-Oh… This is—-

Tala slammed into the group of knights, whipping Flow in tight patterns that made the air crack and scream at the weapon’s passing.

Stolen power washed through Tala, suffusing her scripts, including those that made up her alternate interface.

-This is amazing. Yes. Let’s keep going.-

Tala grinned.

She still needed to get out of the forest, though she was less sure of why, but that was alright. The Leshkin were coming to her, after all, so she needn’t divert her journey too much.

The world almost seemed to fade, just slightly, but she came back to herself.

A single juggernaut was toppling, Tala riding it to the ground as she drove Flow in pinpoint strikes at the power that animated the creature.

That power washed through her, helping level out the balance of powers in her scripts.

Many of those scripts were meant specifically to help her keep her rationality in tense situations, and those finally got sufficient power to match the overwhelming feedback coming from everything else.

Oh… rust.

-Tala? Why…? Oh.-

How long?

-Only an hour or so, and we’ve been keeping on a relatively steady course despite our… state.-

Tala shook her head, trying to fully clear it. It feels like I’m recovering from being drunk.

Absently, she picked up the massive mace that the juggernaut hadn’t been able to bring to bear against her, dropping it into Kit as the opening to the pouch distorted to accept the weapon.

She took a moment to look at her left hand. I’m glad I had enough presence of mind to at least be extra careful with my left hand. If this is cut off, I don’t get home.

She expanded her focus and really saw the forest around her.

Dozens of juggernauts were closing in on her, and those were just the ones she could easily see in her moment of renewed clarity.

How far to the edge of the forest?

-We’re more than halfway but barely. I think we’ll need another three hours unless we can improve on our pace.-

Alright. Help me direct the power to keep our focus and direction through this.

-Good call. I’m with you.-

Alright; progress, not slaughter. Let’s do this.

That became her mantra as she continued to fight the juggernauts.

Progress, not slaughter.

Toward that end, she purposely took quite a few hits, always biasing them toward her right side.

They were nothing she couldn’t heal, but they still hurt.

She allowed them because those she let hit always threw her in the direction she wanted to go.

As it was, around three hours later, she rounded a trunk and found open plains beyond.

She almost collapsed in relief, but even as she thought she left the forest and the Leshkin behind, two massive forms fell from the sky, landing nearly directly in her way in the pre-dawn light.

The two forms might have been mistaken as boiling, their shapes not distinct and almost seeming like they were coming together as she watched.

By this time, Tala was incredibly proficient in picking out the nodules of power within Leshkin.

One for lessers, two for warriors, four for knights, and eight for juggernauts.

The two Leshkin before her each held thirty-two bundles of power, tightly encircling a singular, vastly more powerful source of power.

As she watched, they shrank, compacting until they matched her in size, their flesh so compressed that it resembled stone or metal more than the vegetation it had previously seemed to be.

A voice like a spring breeze across a field of corpses issued from the air around the two beings.

“Running away, hungry little void? But you’ve only just arrived.”

A second voice sounded as well, somehow evoking ancient roots slowly pulling down the long-abandoned defenses of an ancient civilization. “Marked of human and arcane, unquenchable traitor, we have not given you leave to depart.”

Well, this is new.

-Master Jevin spoke of more powerful variations that came out during the Leshkin wars. If not, it would be fairly trivial for a few higher-level Archons to hold back the tide.- Alat almost seemed to scoff within Tala’s head. -We’ve slain hundreds with our running tactics. We’d have done worse if we were defending a position or facing an army directly, but it definitely shows their weakness to more powerful humans.-

And to the void.

-That, too.-

Decay spoke again, “Return your stolen power and depart.”

Inevitable Erosion added their piece, “We are meant to have nearly two more centuries of sleep. Don’t disturb us further or force the waking of the Royals.”

So, these aren’t Royals—whatever those are.

-These are what? Generals, then?-

That makes sense. Four juggernauts around a more powerful, more intelligent core.

Tala had slid to a stop well outside the tree line but still at least a hundred feet from the two theoretical generals.

She decided to play along for the moment. Return the power? “I do not know how. I am new to the magics of the void and sought only to defend myself during my passage through the forest.”

“Truth?” Inevitability seemed surprised. “Of both humanity and the arcane, you travel these lands with those powers, and no one told you of the dangers?”

Decay laughed mirthlessly. “Someone hates you, human child.”

Tala grimaced. “That is not in dispute.”

Something deep within Tala felt like she couldn’t beat these two, an instinct born of long training with those more powerful than herself. She even doubted that she could escape if she chose to run.

Another part, the part suffused with stolen power, wanted her to try to kill them anyway. After all, she might get lucky, and then all their power would be hers.

She forcibly suppressed that urge.

“What must I do to be free of the two of you? To allow you to rest once more?”

The two shared a look before they spoke as one. “Your death would not go unanswered. One of your rank is too valuable to go missing unnoticed.” They nodded and locked hauntingly empty eyes on her. The four eyes seemed both very similar to her own eyes when she used voidsight, while also giving her an entirely different impression. “Seize the stolen power that remains within you and eject it. We will remember you and hunt you in the coming war, but we will not pursue you… now.”

-That seems… too reasonable. If you do that, you will be even weaker and have even less of a chance of escape.-

I already have no chance. She didn’t like it, but she really didn’t seem to have much of an option.

Tala nodded, though it pained a deep part of her. “Agreed.”

The two Leshkin were suddenly standing beside her, and she felt their weaponry at the ready, though they seemed unarmed.

Tala swallowed, barely keeping from flinching away.

She focused inward, grabbed onto the flowing, looping power that had been claimed by her void magics and rejected it.

The power seemed to scream out of her, coming from her mouth and eyes in a dense, roiling cloud before vanishing back into the forest.

Tala slumped, feeling lesser without the stolen power.

The two Leshkin spoke as one once again. “Bargain struck; bargain fulfilled.”

Then, they were gone, Tala not even able to sense their departure.

Well, that was awful.

-We’re having quite a few of those experiences lately, aren’t we?-

Tala groaned. I just want to get home.

She staggered forward, getting back up to speed with effort.

She felt so slow without the amplification of the stolen Leshkin power, but Alat assured her that she was fractionally more powerful and coordinated than before she’d entered the forest, leaving her with an easier time pressing up against the reasonable upper limit of her speed, while avoiding magical resonance.

So, some permanent benefit?

-It seems so.-

Worth studying… but later.

She felt ragged, but she pressed on as the sun rose and climbed up the sky over her right shoulder.

It traversed the entire cool-blue expanse above her and was nearly to the horizon before something broke the monotony.

-We’re passing near the Arconaven Ruins. It might be interesting to investigate.-

Not now. We can come back later.

-That’s probably wise.-

Still, Tala looked off to her right, focusing on her magesight and seeing the remnants of increased power that accompanied the fully waned city.

She was genuinely curious what she could find in a ruin.

Later.

She refocused forward and ran on as the sun set.

Night passed in a haze, and as the first light of dawn began to lighten the sky once again, Alat laughed within Tala’s head.

-I have full Archive access! Expanding permissions on the prepared packets of information.-

***

All across the southern human cities, select Archons gained access to new sections of the Archive.

Most didn’t notice right away, but a few did.

Seemingly of one mind, the most common response was simply, “What the rust?”


Chapter: 70
Small Note

Holly sighed as the mageling behind her thrashed and screamed.

He was being well paid and had even volunteered for ‘deep’ inscriptions, but he wasn’t taking them well.

Part of the issue was the pain wasn’t really physical, so couldn’t be directly inhibited.

She’d tried knocking her subjects unconscious, but as with that girl, when each had come to, all the pain had come upon them at once.

Contrary to what she often said, she did not like restarting people’s hearts, so that method wasn’t very practical.

As she was paying a handsome amount for subjects these days, including redesigning their scripts free of charge, Holly had an over-abundance of Mages, magelings, and Archons willing to have her try new things on, but it hadn’t taken long to realize that she had to have a completely clean slate, and the less ‘set’ their magics, the better.

The current boy had just graduated a few weeks earlier. In fact, his master was in the front room, likely still pacing.

Holly pulled out her slab and activated the surveillance scripts.

She could have pulled them up internally, but her head already hurt, so it wasn’t worth the effort.

The mageling’s master was, indeed, still pacing, but something else grabbed her attention.

Someone had granted her additional access within the Archive.

What the rust?

She accessed the information and was greeted by what seemed to be a memory. Like the ones Mistress Tala showed me so many months ago. She did miss that girl. One day, she’d have to figure out what happened to her.

Holly watched the memory as some sort of arcane device activated and tendrils of metal wove through the person the memory was taken from.

No… Is that? Somehow, the memory conveyed the intent and actuality of what happened. Yes, it is reinscribing them.

Who sent this? I need to see this device.

Along with the memory was a short note.

‘Mistress Holly, I’m back. We should talk.’

A wicked grin spread across the inscriptionist’s face. She didn’t need a name signed, which was good because there wasn’t one.

“Oh, you stubbornly resilient child. How I’ve missed you.”

***

Rane stepped back, critically examining the massive, unfinished statue towering above him.

He tilted his head, first one way, then another.

Not quite… He stepped forward once again, placing his hand against the offending bit of granite, and very purposefully, he started a kinetic cycling, almost turning his hand into a sort of repeating hammer but with much greater precision.

The stone sloughed away, revealing new material underneath.

He grinned, once again pulling back to look at his work in progress.

It was a life-sized statue of a titan wolf, specifically Anatalis, the Beast of the Northern Plains and Forest, who was said to rule over the wolves there, beyond the forests that human cities treated as their northern border.

We’re surrounded by forests, filled with the Leshkin to the south and the Anatalins to the north. Though, the wolves don’t raid us; they simply fall back as our cities cycle through their woodland hunting grounds.

There was some debate among scholars if the wolves were specifically hostile to humanity, but they would attack small groups of humans, so they at least weren’t overly friendly.

The bit of stone Rane had just adjusted was the fur on the right front leg of the statue.

Perfect.

The shape was now exactly as it should be, roughed out. That done, he could start buffing, polishing, and ensuring the precise details were as they should be.

Master Grediv had suggested that Rane take up a hobby to help him get used to being Fused, as well as help the process of Refining.

Rane hadn’t imagined that he’d enjoy stone carving. That was probably why it had taken him so long to try it.

First, he’d tried painting.

He was awful. His teacher had gently told him that he wasn’t cut out for work with a brush.

He’d tried writing.

Rane, as it turned out, didn’t have the desire to write nonfiction, and he found that he enjoyed reading fiction far more than writing it.

He’d tried cooking.

As he didn’t want to eat what he cooked, the process was rather torturous.

He could have gotten scripts to maintain his shape, allowing for greater indulgences, but he didn’t want to waste the magic. After all, he could put that portion of his flesh to other purposes, and he had.

Of late, he was consistently matching Refined in friendly bouts and could endure against Master Grediv for a full minute.

But that was beside the point.

Finally, he’d tried stone working.

As it turned out, his kinetic redirection was perfect for working with stone, so long as he had the patience to gain precision and mastery of his own magics.

It was a match made under the stars.

Keeping an eye on his statue as if it might up and run off on him, Rane wandered over to a workbench to one side and took a long drink from his waterskin.

As he did so, his Archive tablet caught his eye.

There was nothing particularly odd about it, except that he kept it meticulously organized, and it seemed like someone had granted him additional access, and now that information was cluttering his system.

Master Grediv really should know better.

But as Rane looked closer, he was able to tell that it didn’t seem like the new access came from Master Grediv.

The information was a series of images, seemingly taken from someone’s mind.

The scenes were all of incredibly elaborate, massively complex, and delicious-looking foods.

“What the rust? That’s mean.” He loved food, but he rarely indulged for the reasons he’d just been contemplating.

The depictions of food came with a note.

‘Rane. Food is always good, and I’ve been having some rather interesting fare of late. We should grab a bite sometime soon. I’ll be in Alefast, Waning, shortly, and from there, I plan to go back to Bandfast. I hope our paths cross soon!’

Rane barked a laugh.

“Oh! You’re back.” A happy grin spread across his face.

It had worked. She’d seized upon whatever chance the Sovereign had arranged, and she was back.

Tala had returned to the human lands.

A part of him wanted to leave at once to go meet up with her.

Instead, he sent back a short reply before shaking his head and turning to regard the wolf statue once again. There would be time to meet up with her soon enough, and that time was not now.

She will likely have a lot to sort through in the immediate future, and I’ll just get in the way for now.

“Now, let’s see if I can finish you properly.”

***

Lyn filed yet another batch of documents and forms within the Archive before leaning back and sighing. “Kannis?”

“Yes, master?” The tired grin on the younger woman’s face gave away the joke.

Lyn huffed. “Very funny, child.”

“What can I do for you, Mistress Lyn?”

“I’m done for the night. How about you?”

Kannis chuckled. “Considering it’s morning? Yes, I am done for the night.”

Lyn groaned. She’d agreed to take on some extra managerial work now that she had Kannis assisting her, and the girl was rather well trained by now, but the work was still more than Lyn was used to, and she was still acclimatizing to the processes herself.

“Shall we head home?”

“Yes, please, my little mageling. Let’s go—” Lyn’s slate changed to a bright white color. It didn’t glow, but the pigment was a clear indication.

Kannis glanced at the device, then took in Lyn’s slumped demeanor. “Whatever it is, it came in after we left. We can deal with it when we come back this afternoon.”

Lyn almost turned away as Kannis suggested, but finally, she groaned and picked up the device. “It might be important.”

It was a simple note.

‘Lyn. I’m sorry that I’m late on the rent. Will you forgive me?’

The slate hit the floor as Lyn covered her mouth, tears filling her eyes and beginning to spill over.

A Mage working at a nearby desk cursed at the loud sound, “What the rust?”

Kannis ignored the other woman and was at her master’s side in an instant. “Mistress? Mistress Lyn? Are you alright? What’s happened?”

Around the sudden tears and snot, Lyn choked out a little laugh. “She’s alive.”

***

Boma growled as some lunatic gave him access to something new within the Archive.

Didn’t they know he was busy? He had a mountain of work to tackle this day, and someone decided to just throw information at him without preamble?

With a sigh, he opened the information packet. After all, no one would truly be foolish enough to waste his time. And pity the fool who is.

…He’d been wrong. Someone had granted him access to a memory of walking through a farm compound of some kind.

What the rust kind of stupidity… is… this…? His eyes widened as the perspective shifted to look up at the ‘sun.’

It was clear that the person’s magesight was powerful but not specifically aimed at the creation and analysis of magical items.

Even so, the viewer’s advancement was similar to his own, and in that sight, he could see that the bright source of heat and warmth was, in fact, a construct.

It was an incredibly advanced, artificial sun. I don’t know that I’ve seen that make before.

He found himself standing, eyes widening further as he reviewed the short memory again, seeing more and more evidence of magic imbued into the constructions shown.

When he finally let the memory play to the end, a small note came into view.

‘Thank you for all of your help in the past. I’ve got some fun new things to show you when I’m able to get back to Bandfast. I’ll be in touch, Mistress Tala.’

Boma sat down hard.

He’d heard of Mistress Tala’s vanishing, and the loss of one so young and promising had saddened him, even if she had been a bit of a handful and lacking in direction.

“So, you’re back?” A smile started to tug at his lips as he recalled the few things he’d seen through, seemingly, her eyes. “And you’ve got some puzzles for us.”

He had full access to what she’d sent, so he added his own note next to hers.

‘Well, this will certainly be a treat. I’ll look forward to your visit.’ After a moment, he nodded and added, ‘I’m glad you’re safe, girl. Stay that way, will you?’

A moment later, unexpectedly, another note was added after his own. ‘I’ll do my best, Master Boma. It’s good to be back.’

***

Queue was a very happy man.

He had always been one to have more ideas than he had time or funds to see realized, and the lack of the latter caused an even greater dearth of the former.

Now, however, a steady stream of money had fallen into his lap.

A beautifully simple, widely useful item had come into his hands for replication, and his partner, the provider of that same item, had vanished without a trace.

In truth, Queue had been sad to see her go, and he had initially looked for her safe return. Now, though? It had been many months, and he had found a use for the extra twenty percent.

It wasn’t a ton of gold to be sure, the entire profits so far had been a bit less than a thousand ounces gold, but production was speeding up, and he had ready customers on the books for the next thirty thousand combs last time he’d checked, and that was nearly a week ago.

He was taking a break from working through the production projections and numbers to work on a different project.

He laughed at that. Still short on time, but not as badly as before. Besides, the process of comb production was almost to the point that he could pass some of it off to his research assistants.

He expected profits to be greater in the coming months since the startup costs were well and truly recouped, and word was getting out from those who had already purchased one. Their friends were clamoring to get on the waiting list.

Master Simon knocked lightly as he came in. “Master Queue? Have you been working all night?”

Queue had, but he’d Refined long ago. “It’s no matter.”

Still, something smelled… amazing.

“Is that… coffee? And breakfast?”

“Yes, breakfast pastries, sir. Bacon and sunny-side-up egg, nestled in a laminate dough.”

Queue gave a half-smile. Simon had a passion for baking, and he applied the same passion toward his work as a constructionist, though he still pursued the hobby on the side. “Thank you, Master Simon, did you make these yourself?”

“Not this morning, sir. Hanna did, today.”

“She’s your eldest, correct?”

“Yes, sir.” Simon’s smile broadened. “She’s started working for a little bakery near our home, and she absolutely loves it.” There was both pride and a bit of longing in the younger Archon.

“Well, please convey my thanks.”

“I certainly will.”

Queue took a moment to enjoy the coffee and eat one of the pastries. Finally, he asked, “Are you quite sure it’s morning? I did promise Islade that I’d be home tonight.”

“I’m afraid so.”

Queue sighed. “Well, then, I must take the day off to make it up to her.”

“She knows you’re busy; I’m sure she understands.”

Queue chuckled. “Well of course she understands, that is not in question. I still broke a promise to my wife, however unintentionally. I must get home.”

He stood, but as he did so, his wall changed color. He was expecting some collaborative information from a colleague in Audel. Finished already?

He activated the Archive link with barely a thought, even as he gathered his things to go.

A simple note appeared as if scrawled within the nature of the wall.

What the rust? They promised me… It became instantly obvious that this wasn’t information granted to him by his colleague.

‘Master Queue, I trust that you are well and that our venture has begun to earn a profit—as we had hoped. Do you require anything further from me in order to transfer over my portion of the profits? Cordially, Mistress Tala.’

Queue’s eye twitched.

Master Simon’s eyes widened. “Oh! I’d thought she went missing?”

“She did.”

“Well, I am glad that she has been found. That is excellent news.”

Simon was right, of course. That was excellent news, and Queue was happy that the girl was safe once more. Even so, it was with a mix of resignation and relief that he transferred the twenty percent to Mistress Tala’s account and headed for home.

He honestly never truly considered delaying. After all, even if it slowed down his other projects by a bit, Queue was a man of his word.

Now, flowers? Or maybe I should grab some of those pastries for her, they were fantastic… I think Master Simon lives on the way home? The bakery won’t be too out of the way.

That, he decided, was just the thing to accompany his apology and give Islade a great start to their day, together.

***

Ingrit rose early and prepared breakfast for herself and her family, a smile pulling at her lips.

Even though she could easily split her mind and be reading or working while she cooked, she didn’t use her time that way. Instead, she mindfully meditated on the service she was performing for her husband and four children who still lived with them.

She didn’t get to spend as much time with her family as she’d like, so she relished this chance to love them.

The family was stirring when the Archive tried to grab her attention. Apparently, someone had shared new information with her.

That could wait. This was not a time for work.

Breakfast was over far too quickly, and soon enough the kids were off to school, and her husband was heading toward his own job. He’d promised to take care of dinner that night, and that put a spring in Ingrit’s step.

She loved his cooking almost as much as she loved him.

Alright, family hat off, work hat on.

It wasn’t a long walk to the Library, but it did afford her some time.

Let’s see what… this… is.

‘Mistress Ingrit. I assume that confidentiality still exists between us. In that vein, I desperately need your assistance with my time away. Included here is a full log of—and access to—my memories and the information I gathered while in the arcane lands. I’d explain further, but you’ll know everything soon enough. I authorize you to share the titles of the books I have brought back, in full, from the arcane city of Platoiri. I will likely wish to barter with the Library to grant the full texts into your experienced keeping. I look forward to communicating with you further, Mistress Tala.’

Ingrit had been so startled that she’d had to step to the side of the street and stop in her tracks. Arcane city? Books? What?

She opened the list of titles within her own mind and felt her eyes bug out.

Throwing decorum to the wind, Ingrit hiked up her skirts and took off to the Library, passing many mundanes so quickly they were left to simply comment on the crisp morning breeze.

***

Grediv looked down on the boy, his latest apprentice, though he was near to getting another.

The latest sculpture showed promise, though Rane had taken entirely the wrong lesson from his advice. Still, it was helping the boy with his magics.

I will take the victory. He was getting far too dependent on brute force and rough workings of power. This nuance is a welcome area of growth.

He saw Rane notice something on his own Archive link. As soon as he’s Refined, we’ll get him an integrated one. I believe there’s a relatively new inscription set that does wonders for that integration with the mind.

He’d have to take Rane to Bandfast. Holly was the only inscriber he’d trust such an upgrade to. It will be worth the trip.

A moment later, the Paragon received a surprise.

His own mental connection to the Archive presented Grediv with a short note even as it was shared with him.

‘I fear things will get complicated for me very soon. I appreciated your help during my raising and request such assistance again. I am barely two hours out from Alefast, Waning. Can you help? Mistress Tala.’

Alive and returned? Rane was right to keep the faith, it seems.

Well, that explained some of the boy’s reaction; he must have gotten a message from her as well.

Grediv smiled and added a simple note of his own. ‘Absolutely. From which direction are you coming?’

‘East-southeast.’

‘I’ll meet you at the gate.’

***

Odera’s Archive tablet sat on a side table, unattended.

A shift in color indicated new access granted, but nobody was nearby to see.


Author’s Note

Thank you for taking your time to read my quirky magical tale.

If you have the time, a review of the book can help share this world with others, and I would greatly appreciate it.

To listen to this or other books in this series, please find them on Audible. Release dates vary.

To continue reading for yourself, check out Kindle Unlimited for additional titles. If this is the last one released for the moment, you can find the story available on RoyalRoad.com for free. Simply search for Millennial Mage.

There are quite a few other fantastic works by great authors available on RoyalRoad as well, so take a look around while you’re there!

Thank you, again, for sharing in this strange and beautiful, magical world with Tala. I sincerely hope that you enjoyed it.

Regards,

J.L. Mullins

cover.jpeg
JL.MULLINS





