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Author’s Note


Chapter: 1
Welcome to Alefast

Tala kept up the pace of a light jog in the crisp, night air.

She and Master Cazor had spent the whole day experimenting with iron in various capacities.

In almost every regard, their experimentation simply confirmed what was already suspected about Tala’s control and manipulation over iron.

So, more than anything, it was a relaxing change of pace and a fun new method of training.

Thoughts of the day drew her mind toward the times before, and she cast her mind back over the last month or so, using the regular cadence of her footfalls to lull her into internal contemplations.

She was glad that she’d spent all the time that she had with her siblings. While she still felt a bit awkward around them, it was gratifying to actually feel like she had younger brothers and sisters once again. It was funny that, in many ways, she was a parental figure to most of them, given her role as an established adult overseeing their rightfully childish play. Maybe more of a crazy aunt.

-Yeah, I could see that.-

She had undeniable authority over them in some regards, especially when they were visiting her, but she also had proven that she didn’t see herself as obligated toward them at all.

-Yeah, definitely more of an aunt than a parent. But, hey! You’re a fun aunt!-

Tala smiled at that but didn’t reply. She didn’t feel the need to.

Apart from her time with her family, her training was coming along well.

While sparring with Terry was an exercise in futility if she were simply focused on victory, she felt like it was a wonderful whetstone upon which to sharpen her reflexes and combat awareness, among so many other facets of her abilities.

Even so, it really was a shame that she didn’t have any venue in which to practice her full suite of abilities and deploy her full arsenal. Hopefully, this next venture would provide such.

That brought her mind to her encounters in the wilds.

The upland tiger had been an insane opponent. The more she’d considered it, the more she was uncertain if she would have been able to triumph, even without restrictions.

She thought she could have, but she wasn’t sure, and that worried her. She needed such opponents to push herself, to try herself against, or she was going to stagnate.

There was also the Mage that she’d watched become a fount and then subsequently sent on to the next world.

She’d been paid basically as soon as the job was done—Mistress Ingrit had seen her memory and instantly verified the job was complete, so that hadn’t been a problem. It was an easy, if sparse, source of income that she should keep in mind.

There were also all the half-formed insights that she’d caught glimpses of through the process, but those would take a lot more discussing and fact-finding before they bore any fruit.

No, what had been an issue was finding that man’s family.

Alat had taken on that task without even having to be asked, but even with a month’s time, she’d been coming up blank.

-It is rather frustrating. No one matching his description has gone missing or been known to have departed to become a fount in the last three months. I checked with key individuals in Bandfast, Marliweather, Arconaven, and even Retindel. Nothing.-

Why did you restrict it to those cities?

Alat made an irritated sound within Tala’s head. -Because I can’t just blanketly bother city officials across all of humanity over a single Mage. I need to be strategic on who I inquire with and how I follow the threads that I find. People are usually okay with being reached out to individually, even for small things, but if it comes across as a ‘I just messaged everyone, you all solve my issue and tell me the answer,’ people would likely get irritated.-

Ah, yeah, that makes good sense.

-I’m glad that you approve of my methods.- There was a bit of humorous mocking in the alternate interface’s tone.

Tala felt herself smile. Thank you for handling it, Alat.

-It’s what I’m here for. I’m glad to help.-

Their conversation, and Tala’s internal musings, moved on from there as she continued her night-run to Alefast, Waning.

While she had considered staying in Bandfast for the night after her day with Master Cazor, she honestly hadn’t seen the point.

She didn’t need the sleep.

She’d already said goodbye to Lyn and Kannis, and waiting until morning would only needlessly delay her arrival.

On the funny side, she’d already had to skirt a caravan encampment during her jog. Doing so had reminded her of her own first contract between these two cities and had caused her smile to settle ever more firmly in place.

As to this trip, Tala wasn’t moving as quickly as she could have, but she wasn’t going slowly.

Terry had declined to run with her, so she was truly alone as she traversed the dark landscape.

Fully wrapped in iron, she wasn’t announcing herself as a tantalizing target, and her magical resonance was reduced to the extreme. Even so, there were still some limits to the speeds she could safely travel at, if she were inclined to push herself.

I really do need to discuss such things with Master Grediv.

-There does seem to be a lot in that category, doesn’t there?-

Undoubtedly, yeah. There will probably be other powerful Archons in the area, too, right?

-Oh, absolutely, yes. By the records and inferences that I can find, there should be at least two hundred Archons who are Refined or more advanced.-

That was… a lot.

-Yeah. I was surprised by the number, too. Though, when you think about it, it sort of makes sense. All told, there are just above two and a half thousand Archons who are Refined and higher, across a human population of well over ten million. Let us not forget that Refined and above don’t die of old age. Therefore, there have only been that many… ever. Neglecting, of course, those that have been killed, which I would hope is not that many.-

Tala found herself nodding, her smile gone. And even so, they are less than two-and-a-half percent of one percent of humanity.

-‘We.’-

Hmm?

-You should have said, ‘We are less than…’ You’re one of them.-

That was… an oddly horrifying thought.

On one hand, she didn’t feel very special. She knew of quite a few beings and creatures who were her equals or even betters in a fight, and that didn’t factor in other situations such as topical expertise.

On the other hand, she knew that she’d had an unusually successful road. The challenges that had come her way had been overcome by the skin of her teeth alongside her obsession with healing and defensive magics.

If hers was the only way to reach Refined, she’d be surprised there were even as many as there were.

The longer road is easier in some senses, I would guess.

-Fewer sheer cliffs from which to fall and die is my estimation, but the wandering paths seem to rarely point toward the summit.-

Yeah, that’s a good way to put it.

Still, looked at in another light, having two and a half thousand people as magically advanced as she was, or more…

It’s no wonder that the major Houses don’t attack us. We’re terrifying.

-But not strong enough to fight them all, and they would unite against us if attacked.-

Hence the balance that Master Xeel explained to us. Tala felt like that had been so long ago.

Thinking once again about combat effectiveness, she had to admit something else: There were those less magically advanced than her who would be able to match her as well. Most of them had depths of knowledge and experience that she was decades from even beginning to approach.

A smile was beginning to creep back onto her face. We’re doing pretty good, aren’t we?

-Humanity is on a slow track, but yes. I think that we’re going to be fine if we can keep on keeping on.-

Tala felt her back straighten just a bit at that idea. Her people were doing well, in the grand scheme of things, and she was a part of that.

She and Alat discussed dozens of little things that had been plaguing the edges of their mind as Tala took her time traversing the terrain.

She also took a bit to read while she moved as well, but all told, the journey was mainly a relaxing little jog.

As Tala wasn’t really pushing herself, the sun began to rise before she got to the cleft pass near which she’d helped fight a midnight fox on her first trip.

She’d considered going south around the mountains entirely, but that would have taken her very close to the Leshkin forests, and it simply wasn’t worth the risk just to try out a new path.

Blessedly, there were no odd encounters on her trip, and she found herself approaching the city around midmorning.

She was still about half a mile out when she came out of her contemplations enough to see the massive fluctuations in the zeme hard up against the city toward the east.

Honestly, she should have seen the powerful magical currents sooner, but she’d subconsciously dismissed any variation that might have drawn her attention as attributable to the massive increase in density, relatively speaking.

This region would still be considered energy starved for arcanes. That made her smile grow, even as she shifted her path to investigate the oddity. The magical density in the air—or, more accurately, the lack thereof—was yet another defense enacted by humanity.

She came over a rise and stopped in confusion.

It took her a long moment to really understand what she was seeing, given just how much was going on before her.

First and foremost, what stood out to Tala was an oddity in the wilderness. Just outside the northeastern gate, a woman was dancing.

That would be odd in and of itself, but there were at least two dozen of her, all moving in sync to the point that they were obviously the same person, or at least directly controlled by the same person.

Power flowed off every iteration of the woman, obviously in sync with the movements of the dance.

I haven’t seen a movement-enacting caster since the Academy, at least not one with this complex a form of such.

The Archon’s power seemed to be fluctuating through the orange-to-yellow range. Tala thought that implied that the woman was Refined and utilizing some weaker magics. Though, Tala hadn’t really seen magics exactly like this before, so that was only a guess.

To all of Tala’s sights—mundane, mage, and void—the women all looked identical to each other.

The oddest result of the three was that of her voidsight, as every single woman was quite obviously the same node of reality, simply existing in different locations simultaneously.

The disjointed nature of what Tala saw almost caused her to drop that sight.

Alat quickly convinced her to simply pass it off to one of Alat’s perspectives so that they could study it later.

All told, however, the woman and her oddities were the least of what was occurring outside the wall.

A minor tide of magical creatures was rampaging, attacking their opponents with abandon.

The creatures were easy to identify with Tala’s knowledge and previous study.

Asteries.

They were small, Bound-level creatures that tended to move in swarms with a few Fused variants among them.

Each one was composed of five to twelve limbs and a minuscule core body. The core contained only a teeth-filled mouth, lacking even eyes.

The limbs were somewhere between an arm and a tentacle, covered in barbed pads that could grip or rip and tear. Each limb was tipped with a sensory organ which functioned similarly to eyes but not quite the same. Tala hadn’t taken the time to grasp the exact distinctions.

The asteries often moved with a clever sort of locomotion, rolling along on the tips of their limbs like their whole bodies were rimless wheels.

Finally, they were usually between half a foot and three feet across when spread out, tip to tip.

As to what they were fighting?

Plants.

They were fighting magically grown plants, clearly the result of—and controlled by—the dancing woman.

Each plant seemed to hold an immobile central bulb with innumerable thorny vines whipping around them.

Illusions wove around each plant as well. The majority of those illusions made the plants seem to roll or be moved by their own vines, but Tala was able to penetrate those figments sufficiently to see that they were, in fact, quite stationary.

Adding to the chaos, there were tens of illusory versions of the woman with various weapons in hand, attacking the asteries quite effectively. When Tala looked closer, she saw that various plants surrounding each illusion as it moved across the battlefield acted within and along with those illusions to give them substance and actual striking power.

As Tala looked on, she suddenly felt someone observing her in turn and looked back to the woman just in time to see her left hand, across all iterations, begin to move in complex patterns quite separate from the rhythm of the rest of her dance.

The air right in front of Tala shimmered, and a version of the woman was suddenly standing there.

She was quite obviously an illusion, not connected to the woman by anything but a tendril of power extended through the dimensions of magic.

Tala could have dispersed it in an instant and without effort but saw no need.

The illusion gave a shallow bow. “Traveler, welcome. I am Kaeti. I would appreciate it if you did not interfere. I have this threat contained and moving toward destruction, but unknown magics entering the field could complicate that outcome.”

Tala gave a respectful bow in return, pulling her metal back from her face so that her illusion wouldn’t trigger any confusion. A battlefield was not the place for a misunderstanding. “A pleasure to meet you, Mistress Kaeti. I am Tala. I come from Bandfast on personal business. Since you do not need aid, may I enter by way of that gate behind you?”

The woman smiled and nodded. “I will not prevent it, though I make no promises on what the guards will require. If you are in the city long, I hope our paths cross again.”

Without waiting for a reply, the illusion vanished, and Tala noticed that the woman herself had ceased moving her left hand to a separate cadence.

The mastery that would require…

-Not to mention the split focus. I can’t imagine how long it took to perfect such mental acuity.-

Yeah. We should seek her out to learn training methods, even if for no other reason. Besides, she’s doing something with the nodules of reality, and we should see if she’ll let us figure out what that is.

-Excellent idea, yeah.-

Tala carefully skirted the battlefield, re-covered in iron to prevent herself from drawing any attention from the little horde of creatures. Additionally, she suppressed her through-spike so that the projected aura wouldn’t be attention-grabbing either.

Now that she’d figured out what was going on outside the walls, she turned her focus to the walls themselves.

There seemed to be more movement on the wall-walks than she’d have expected, but that made some sense. After all, there was a small horde of enemies outside the gates; why not have a larger guard presence, just in case.

She looked up beyond the wall and saw the expected city defenses, but she also saw something that she didn’t expect. There was an almost blur-like effect on everything beyond the walls. She suspected that if she were to rise straight up, she wouldn’t be able to see anything within the city with accuracy.

They really have stepped up the defenses recently.

Even going a roundabout way, it didn’t take long to come up to the heavily reinforced gatehouse, particular to waning cities.

As she stepped inside, she allowed her through-spike the freedom to function once again. Across from her, she saw that the interior portcullis was down, effectively letting her into a confined space, without access to the city.

They didn’t drop the one behind us, so that’s a good sign. Even so, she pulled the metal back away from her face as she expected to have to communicate in order to be granted entry.

She was proven right almost immediately as she was greeted by a voice calling from above, the sound coming through the murder hole above, “State your name, advancement, and reason for being here, traveler.”

The tone of the inquiry wasn’t harsh, but it also wasn’t overly polite. It was simply professional, a man doing his job.

Tala almost wanted to mess with them a bit, but she quickly realized that that was a foolish notion.

Instead, she shrugged internally. There was no reason to withhold the information. “Tala, Refined, and to experience a waning city.”

Tala could hear well enough to discern that the obscurement of some sort of magic sound scrambler was enacted, reducing what should have been an easy-to-hear conversation down to a few muttered garbles.

That’s new.

-Or it just wasn’t used when you came through with a caravan.-

Ahh, yeah, that’s fair.

The voice came again. “Are you coming to meet with anyone, or will you be meeting with the local Archon Council regarding the dispensation of your time?”

She blinked in surprise at that, but as she considered, it made sense. An extra Refined would marginally increase the strain on the scripts and magics of the city, thereby speeding up the degradation of the city. That would be offset if she helped out, but they likely wouldn’t be pleased to have her within the walls if she planned on simply kicking her feet up and wasting time.

Even so, having the gate guard ask so blatantly was surprising. Though, she supposed that it was better to be upfront as opposed to circumspect on such important topics.

She smiled up at the source of the voice. “I will be meeting with Master Grediv Gredial, at his convenience. I suspect that I will also be interacting with the council at his behest.”

There were some more obscured conversations, then the inner iron portcullis began to rise. “Thank you for your time, Mistress Tala. Welcome to Alefast.”


Chapter: 2
An Immortal

Tala walked in to the small, old city of Alefast.

Waning. It’s Alefast, Waning.

-When is it appropriate to add that? I know we’ve been thinking of it that way for a while, but is there a cultural standard?-

I don’t know, actually. I suppose as soon as the new city of the same name is open to be moved to?

-That makes sense, but it’s still probably worth asking.-

Yeah, fair enough.

There were fewer people around than she had expected, but a moment’s thought brought to mind why: A small horde of monsters was outside this gate, actively being slaughtered.

She had a moment’s thought that the citizenry would have fled farther into the city, away from the danger, but she instantly dismissed that. People with that proclivity wouldn’t be in a waning city at all.

So, Tala turned around and looked up at the walls. Sure enough, there were dozens—maybe even hundreds—of people trying to watch the fight beyond the wall without getting in the way of the defenders or exposing themselves overmuch.

She felt a smile pulling at her lips.

We’re a pretty crazy bunch, aren’t we?

-Do you mean humans in general, or those who stay in waning cities specifically?- Alat obviously knew the answer already, but like she often did, she was prompting Tala so that the dialogue could continue.

Both, obviously. Tala was well aware that the alternate interface had set her up for that response, but she felt her smile stretch into a grin, nonetheless. She was proud of her people and how they approached the dangers of this world.

-Though, those people up on the wall are a bit crazy.-

Oh, undoubtedly. Many monsters have area of effect or long-range attacks, and some are of types that the city defenses wouldn’t instantly, completely block.

-Risk takers all around.-

Alat had messaged Master Grediv about Tala’s impending arrival, and she’d added another message stating that she was within the city, near the northeastern gate, as soon as she had stepped out of the gatehouse.

-Oh! Master Grediv would like to meet us now. Apparently, there’s a good place to eat… There.- Alat highlighted something in Tala’s memory, and Tala turned around until she found it with her eyes once again.

Standing rather near the city wall—but back far enough to once again be out of the way of any defensive efforts—was a tower with windows that were too large to be meant to be defensive.

-It’s a restaurant. There’s one near every gate, and they often fill up so patrons can watch magical beasts being driven back. At least, that’s what Master Grediv said. They apparently stay full of people willing to pay for a chance at eating while watching a battle while it happens. This battle is longer than most, it seems.-

So, expect crowds.

She shifted her shoulders, retaking stock of her strength and movements. The last thing she would want was to accidentally injure someone as she passed by in a crowded space.

Let’s go.

Just as she’d expected, the place was busy, though there were few people coming and going at the moment.

The first few floors were utilized to house the lobby and kitchen.

Initially, she’d been approached by an attendant with over-the-top apologies, before it was explained that the restaurant was full. Thankfully, when Tala mentioned that she was meeting Master Grediv, the harried-seeming server brightened and immediately led her to a clearly magical platform, which lifted them all the way to the top of the tower.

As they rose, Tala was able to catch glimpses of the various floors, and she noticed that each was arranged with tiers so that the maximum number of tables could see out over the walls. Every table was filled at that moment.

How did we miss this last time we were here?

-Looking through your memories, I think these might have been under construction? There weren’t very many attacks, and there shouldn’t have been enough to justify places such as this for at least another half-decade, at least if my guess is right, but things seem to have changed.-

Yeah, I think the cyclops we helped Master Grediv defeat was unusually strong for the timeframe. So, that continued?

-Maybe even escalated,- Alat sent uncertainty. She was taking a guess. -But the person who would know is awaiting us just above.-

Tala glanced up as yet another floor passed, and she frowned. I should have seen something this tall, this prominent from outside… Oh, the defensive magics.

-Yeah, obscuring clear vision of what lies beyond the walls to prevent concentrated or directed fire.-

Clever.

-So it seems.-

Tala’s head lifted above the top level’s floor, and she was treated to what was clearly a far more exclusive view.

There were a dozen tables—each with only three chairs—arranged around the space. Each seat was positioned to have unobstructed views.

The tables were filled, and by the carefully controlled auras held just outside their skin, she could see that every one of the nearly thirty people was a Refined or Paragon.

The servers were a mix of mundane, inscribed, and Mages. The highest-level server that Tala could easily see was Fused, and she seemed to be overseeing the others.

Yet, even among the powerful guests, Master Grediv stood out.

He sat at the central table, nearly right up against the glass, overlooking the wall, and it seemed like almost as much attention was on him as on the tail end of the conflict outside.

The attendant who had come up with Tala led her toward the Paragon, walking a bit ahead to announce her.

I wonder what they would do if I’d been lying?

-Probably just let Master Grediv deal with you.-

That’s… huh. Yeah, that’s probably true.

Master Grediv stood as the attendant spoke quietly, close to his ear, and he gave a smile and shallow bow to Tala. “Mistress Tala, welcome!”

Tala didn’t glance around, but her mirrored perspectives took in the whole room.

Every single Archon in attendance seemed to have taken note of her and of Master Grediv’s reception of her.

Oh… politics… I suppose I should have expected that. She needed to give an appropriate, measured response. “Master Grediv, thank you for your welcome. It is always a pleasure to see you.”

She didn’t raise her voice, but she also didn’t do anything to suppress it either.

Master Grediv clearly heard the nuggets that she’d put into her response, and his eyes almost seemed to twinkle with mischief. It would now be clear to everyone listening that they knew each other and had interacted a fair bit before this.

Tala stepped forward. “May I join you?”

He motioned to the two empty chairs at the table with him. “Yes, please.”

As they sat, Tala taking the chair on his left, Master Grediv placed his hand on a sigil inscribed into the table, which activated what seemed to be a privacy barrier around them.

Tala examined the working around them, and if she understood it properly, it didn’t do anything to visually obscure them, but it would prevent them from being overheard.

“That was well done.”

She shrugged and smiled. “You seemed to have a purpose in making such a public welcome, so I thought I’d go with it.”

“Well, thank you. With Rane well beyond his apprenticeship, there are opportunists circling.”

“Oh?”

He shrugged. “I have a good track record for having my apprentices reach at least Paragon. I can’t claim one hundred percent effectiveness”—he grimaced—“but of those who survived, all have reached Paragon, or are seemingly on their way without obstruction.”

“Like Rane?”

“Precisely.”

“So, why would I matter to that? I’m clearly not a mageling.”

He smiled. “Most who try to get my help are Refined. No matter how often I tell them that by the time you’re Refined, it’s just a matter of time and thought to reach Paragon, people are impatient.” He huffed a laugh. “Which shows that they aren’t ready regardless, but I digress. Many also have relatives that they want tutored, if I’ll consent, which I won’t.”

“So, if people think you’re working with me, they leave you alone?”

“If only.” He shook his head. “But it does fill their minds with questions about who you are, and why you’re here, so I’ll get a little reprieve. I might even be able to get some more things done while they try to figure you out.”

Tala felt her expression fall into a neutral one, bordering on annoyance. “Are you telling me that I just signed up to be bothered so you could get some space?”

“Absolutely.”

She was not amused.

He grinned back at her. “Welcome to the games of immortality. We’re either fighting beasts of legend or trying to grapple with the tedium of eternity.”

That caused her to lean back. “Is that—”

A soft ding resounded around their table, and their attention was drawn to a server standing just outside the privacy screen.

Master Grediv motioned, and the man stepped forward, entering the space with a flourishing bow. “My apologies for the interruption, Mistress, Master. Is there anything that we can provide?”

Master Grediv glanced to Tala, and she shrugged. “I could eat, but I don’t need anything.”

He smiled. “I think you should try a few things. I am happy to facilitate such.”

“Then, I place myself in your generous hands.”

The Paragon ordered a few things for their table, and the attendant departed with quick efficiency.

The topic had been derailed, and Tala found herself looking out the window, over the wall, and to the last vestiges of the battle below. “This can’t be that enrapturing, can it?”

“Yes and no.”

“Even if ‘yes,’ it happens so rarely. How can this place stay in business?”

He smiled at that. “These are magical displays as much as windows. When there is no active repulsion, it shows previous clashes. When the defenders fight near the other gates, these will show those conflicts as if you were in that tower instead.”

That made a lot more sense than she’d assumed. “Even so, people enjoy the battles that much?”

“They are rather interesting to observe, yes.” He shrugged. “People stay in waning cities for gold and glory. Seeing such clashes is a part of that.” He smiled slightly. “There is lots of betting on how long various engagements will take, what damage the terrain will sustain, and things like that. Often times, if a threat is noticed early enough, there is betting on who will fight it, sometimes even what the threat actually is, if it isn’t obvious.”

That was a lot more extensive than she’d considered. “So, these facilities crop up in every waning city?”

“Most. The southern forest cities operate differently enough that such constructions aren’t effective. Though, similar facilities are put together, so the effect is the same. Also, this type of service usually isn’t established for another decade or so. It will be interesting to see if people get sick of the spectacle.”

Tala found herself frowning. “Another decade?”

-So, I underestimated.-

That’s alright. We’re learning.

“Yes. At this time in the waning, we usually only have to deal with a magical beast every month or so. Here? Now? In the last six months, we’ve been experiencing increasingly frequent attacks. It is now not unusual for there to be one every week or so.”

“That seems… bad.”

He snorted. “It isn’t good. The levels of magic in the area don’t justify the spike, so the only reasonable option is that we have an unusual number of unknown cells degrading.”

She blinked at him in confusion. “What?”

He stared back at her for a long moment. “You really don’t know.” He grimaced again and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “You haven’t been properly inducted as an immortal, have you…”

“Since I don’t know what you mean, I’m going to go with ‘no’.”

He sighed. “Well, I suppose that makes sense. Your Refining was a bit rushed, due to your particular circumstances. You needed to go through the process quickly, and fully, so that there was time to correct any errors if the process didn’t end with proper results. Blessedly, it did end well, so the extra time our haste bought was unnecessary.”

“So… what is this induction? Do I have to have a death-battle with someone?” She chuckled nervously.

“Oh, nothing like that. More: you should have had certain information shared with you. It wasn’t Mistress Holly’s job to do so, so I am unsurprised that she didn’t.” He hesitated for a moment before nodding to himself. “Now that I think about it, it usually falls to your master, or whomever she delegated the responsibility to upon her death.”

“But I didn’t have a master.”

“Exactly.”

“Ahh…” That was an obvious shortfall in the system. She’d slipped through the cracks, again, because she’d elected to work around the need to ever have a master.

“So, I’ll be brief, and we can discuss more later. We’ll be joined soon, and I don’t wish to exercise the level of circumspection this topic would require in his presence.”

“Alright.” Is Rane joining us then? It would be nice to see him again.

“First, many of humanity’s enemies throughout our history have been too powerful to fully destroy.”

She nodded. “That was my understanding. They were buried in the ground, right?”

He chuckled. “Well, yes and no. Do you really think something that I couldn’t kill would be kept confined for centuries by even a few miles of dirt and rock?”

She hesitated. She hadn’t thought of it that way. “Oh, I suppose not.”

“You are right. The long and short of it is that they are stuffed into a section of reality that is stretched and pinched closed, much like a balloon. The connection point is then moved to a secret location with extra precautions put in place to maintain containment.”

“Like the Black Legion.”

His mouth thinned. “Yes, though we should not discuss them, here.”

“Fair enough.”

“So, while the magics involved are powerful to the extreme, they aren’t eternal, and the seals invariably begin to fail.”

Tala tilted her head to the side considering. “So… they just break out and plague another generation of humanity?”

“Not at all. There are generally warning systems in place that help us find the entrances. We can assess the threat contained at that point. In some cases, we decide that we can now permanently deal with the issue. So, we open the prison and destroy the contained threat. Though, to be fair, that is very rarely the case.”

“What about in most cases, then?”

“We add their location and magics to a regular rotation of maintenance. It is never quite as secure, which is why we monitor it more closely going forward.”

“Why not do that from the start?”

He gave her a sad smile. “Well, as much as we’d hope that humanity is united, often, there are those insane or selfish enough to align with some of these threats. So, if their location was easy to discover, they might be set free by sympathizers.”

Tala found herself nodding. “But this way, by the time the prison entrance resurfaces, no one really remembers them, so they are just a threat that no one has an established interest in freeing.”

“Precisely. It isn’t a perfect system, but it’s better than others we’ve tried.”

“So, how many of these are there?”

“How many are there? I have no idea. How many have degraded to the point that we have to maintain them? A few thousand.”

Tala felt herself pale. “A few… thousand?”

“That’s right.”

“There are a few thousand existential threats to humanity, that no one, not even Master Xeel, is capable of dealing with permanently?”

Master Grediv held up a finger. “That we are aware of.”

Tala felt like she was going to be sick.

That, of course, was precisely when the food arrived, preceded only by a familiar ding.

It took a bit for the food to be situated and the two Archons to sample the fare Master Grediv had ordered.

Each dish was delicious in its own right, and Tala was soon glad for his offer of providing the selection.

Once they’d settled down a bit and their eating had slowed, Tala brought the topic back up. “So, the prisons degrade. Why does that lead to more magical beasts at a waning?”

“Well, it affects the integrity of reality, and that is the greatest driver for magical creature aggression. Unfortunately, due to the nature of the prisons, the best beacons we have for knowing when one is degrading are much like scratches in reality, pointing the way to the prison in need of maintenance.”

“That sounds… damaging.”

“Oh, decidedly. It is fixable, though, and impossible to obscure, so there’s no fear of us missing one. That would be far worse.”

“So, there are a few around?”

“Hmmm? Oh, there are some three hundred known in the area that we are maintaining, and we suspect at least that many again that are still well contained.”

She cleared her throat, still unable to truly grasp the scale that that entailed. Even so, she pressed on. “So? Where are they? How can we start patching them up?”

“Oh, I understand. No, none have degraded sufficiently to be findable yet. We expect them to reach that stage within the next few years. Our resident expert guesses that we’ll add at least twenty to the maintenance list this cycle. Though, we’ll also have to do maintenance on another hundred or so before the waning is complete. Busy times all around.”

Tala thought for a long moment, then felt herself nodding. “This is one of the purposes of the waning, one of the reasons we allow cities to go this far.”

“Well, yes. There are many, many benefits to be extracted from a city around the waning, but stress-testing the area’s prisons before we leave them unattended for a few centuries is one critical piece.”

“Fascinating. Would there be a use for me in all of this?”

“Oh, absolutely. But we will have to discuss that later.” A soft ding announced someone outside the privacy barrier. “Our third has arrived. While I hadn’t really intended for you to be here for this meal, you made excellent time, and I didn’t want to keep you waiting.”

Tala turned to see an attendant patiently waiting beside a man a few years older than herself in appearance. He was also familiar as she’d seen him twice before.

The privacy barrier was dropped, and Tala was filled with conflicting emotions as they were joined by Furgal, Rane’s older brother.


Chapter: 3
Your Own Path

Tala turned to regard the man joining Master Grediv and herself.

Furgal, for his part, bowed to each of them. “Honored Ancestor, Archon.”

She felt her cheek twitch. ‘Honored’ was the correct arcane address for someone of Master Grediv’s advancement. Calm down, Tala. It’s just a coincidence. Master Grediv is this man’s ancestor, and he is quite honored in this city.

-Wait, he just called you ‘Archon.’ Does he not remember you?-

Tala had missed that, distracted as she was by the honorific that Furgal had given Master Grediv.

Master Grediv, for his part, simply motioned to the empty chair on his other side, across the table from Tala. “Sit, sit, boy. You missed the battle, but they will likely show it again soon enough.”

She pulled herself together and gave the barest of nods. “Furgal.”

Furgal smiled broadly as he took the seat across from her. “You know me? Now I am the honored one.”

He laughed at his own joke as Tala fought to keep herself from rolling her eyes. Yeah… it was just a coincidence. She took a moment, then smiled politely. “Yes, we met before.”

He shook his head with what seemed to be mock severity. “That cannot be. I would have remembered one such as you.”

She blinked a few times. That is an oddly flowery way to call someone a liar. “I was a guest of Master Grediv and Rane a mere few months back.”

He opened his mouth to respond, then seemed to freeze in place, his mind clearly having found her as he tried to recall. His jaw tightened, and he forced an obviously false smile into place across his features. “I see. You are an acquaintance of… my brother. I believe I do remember you now, yes.”

She had made her stance on Rane clear with the habitual lack of his honorific. Right.

In the end, it didn’t matter much, and what was done was done.

The younger man took in the food on the table, clearly trying to gather himself after the unexpected, unpleasant nature of the memory of their previous meetings.

The dishes that Master Grediv ordered had come on large serving trays so that each person could take what they wanted onto their own, personal plates. There was still food on the main plates, but Furgal seemed hesitant. He glanced to Master Grediv, and the older man sighed. “Eat, eat. The food is there for that purpose.”

The young man gave a careful nod, seeming to be back in control of himself. “Thank you, master, Grediv.”

The older man gave his descendant a harsh look, seemingly having heard something that displeased him in the boy’s cadence and tone.

Furgal bowed his head—just as clearly having noticed the displeasure—and began taking a sampling of the various dishes. “My apologies, Master Grediv.”

“Better.” The Paragon straightened. “Now, the tenor of this discussion must change with Mistress Tala’s presence here, but I will not shy away from what must be said.”

Furgal sat up straighter, his face brightening. “So, you’ve decided?”

“I have.”

Even Tala could see the excitement in Furgal and the obvious, weary frustration in Master Grediv.

The window beside her flickered to her magesight, momentarily distracting her from the awkward family dynamics.

The view outward was suddenly altered to show an earlier time in the day, seemingly just before the clash between Mistress Kaeti and the asteries.

Even so, before she could get too engrossed, Furgal spoke up, drawing her attention back to her tablemates.

Furgal had taken a quick drink, and now his smile widened. Master Grediv was about to speak, but the younger man preempted him. “I’m so glad. I will be the best apprentice that you have ever taken on.”

Master Grediv looked to the ceiling—in what was a clear bid to draw patience from the heavens—and shook his head. “No, Furgal, you won’t.”

The young man hesitated, then his expression turned solemn. “Of course, you are correct. I must strive for humility.”

Is… is he serious?

-I think so.-

I’m not that… unobservant, am I?

-I don’t think it is a lack of observance. I think it is a level of entitled ego that we aren’t used to seeing outside of arcanes.-

Great…

“Furgal. You are not going to be my apprentice.”

Furgal tilted his head to one side, his expression darkening. “I see.”

“I’m glad.” Master Grediv took another bite of the food on his own plate.

“You wish for me to prove myself to you more fully before you make the right decision.”

Master Grediv slammed his hand down with such force that the table should have shattered. Instead, a flick of magic from the Paragon also lanced out and reinforced the table at the moment of impact.

Even so, the resulting sound was more like the striking of a war-drum than a simple rap on wood.

The items on the table leapt about, but again, Master Grediv’s power flowed outward, this time across the food and drink, ensuring everything landed in a contained manner.

It was a show of precision and control that Tala could hardly fathom, even knowing that Master Grediv had some form of magic that could be stretched to cover such things. It’s probably worth asking him about.

-And people do have magics outside of their fundamental understanding, like your healing.-

Though, that’s not so far outside anymore.

-True enough.-

Tala’s mirrored perspectives easily saw every eye in the place, mundane and Mage alike, turn toward their table.

Master Grediv waited a bare moment, until the echoes of his strike and those of the repercussions had faded. When he spoke, his voice lacked all mirth even as it was filled with harsh certainty. “No, Furgal. I was attempting to be soft in my words, in consideration for our company, but I see now that that was a mistake. Let me be clear: You will never be my apprentice. What little talent you had is continually being squandered on the altar of your ego. Your one chance is to forge your own path through hardship and adversity. You can’t do that here. The difficulties of a waning city, for Mages, are beyond you. You’d be dead at your first attempt. Go somewhere that you aren’t known. Go live a life of want, and strive to make something of yourself, because you won’t do it here.”

Furgal sat back in stunned silence, color obviously rising across his face.

Tala, for her part, was doing her best to be inconspicuous. It was only then that she noticed something important, something that should already have been obvious: the privacy barrier hadn’t ever been put back up upon Furgal’s arrival.

That’s why he’s doing this here. He’s making a public statement that Furgal isn’t, and never will be, his apprentice.

-As a descendant of Master Grediv, if Furgal had claimed otherwise, he likely would have been believed. Still, things must have gotten fairly bad for Master Grediv to be forced to this point.-

Clearly.

Finally, the young man opposite Tala seemed to gather himself back together.

He gave a slow nod.

Though his face couldn’t hide his unmitigated rage, his voice was surprisingly level, only containing the barest trembles of anger. “Thank you, Honored Ancestor. I understand now.”

Master Grediv looked incredibly skeptical.

From the slight twitches in Furgal’s movements, he likely suspected that they’d become a spectacle even though he didn’t look around. “May I know who, more worthy than I, you have chosen?”

“You already know that answer.” Master Grediv’s voice was almost entirely filled with weariness.

Furgal turned his eyes on Tala, and there was barely contained anger within them. “I see.”

“No. No, you don’t. Rane was my apprentice in place of you, almost twelve years ago. Since that choice, you have never been considered. You have also never improved, simply falling further and further behind. As I said, you need to get away from here. Forge your own path, Furgal, before that option is gone.”

He looked back toward his ancestor, his jaw set. “Before it’s gone? Who would dare stop me? What barrier could possibly prevent me from forging a path ahead?”

Master Grediv leaned forward. “Time, you fool boy. Time waits for no man, Mage or mundane. You are wasting what little you have, chasing an avenue that’s been closed to you for nearly a dozen years.”

Furgal leaned back, and his forced smile was gone.

Tala looked to Master Grediv. She spoke softly, hoping her words wouldn’t carry too far, “We can meet later, Master Grediv. I did not mean to impose upon your family business.”

The Paragon held up a hand. “Absolutely not. I asked you here upon your arrival, and this matter is closed. Furgal has two choices before him in this moment, and in either case, the conversation moving forward will be less… heated.”

The young man stood up, his chair scraping loudly backwards. “Do not dismiss me, Ancestor.”

Master Grediv turned to him. “How have I dismissed you, Furgal? I have met with you countless times on this exact topic, and yet you have never asked my advice on improving yourself. All that you have done is demand a title and a privilege that you have never earned.”

Furgal’s mouth opened, his fury clearly about to get the better of him, but Master Grediv held up his hand once more; this time, the air before the young man’s mouth seemed to tremble with power, and no sound came out.

“I have told our guest that this discussion is done, and so it is. You are like the beggar who demands money when a job is freely available. You are the thief who attempts to steal from a soup kitchen. You pursue folly when there are open doors for you. You have forced my hand. Be gone. Do not force me to remove you myself.”

Furgal’s mouth audibly clicked shut as the magics blocking his voice vanished. He stiffly bowed once toward the table, spun on his heel, and stalked out.

Tala shifted uncomfortably and spoke softly to herself without thought. “Rust me, I’m glad that’s over.”

Master Grediv muttered to himself, likely in response, and Tala was barely able to catch it, “I somehow doubt that it is.”

He reactivated the privacy barrier without even looking after his descendant, instead, turning to Tala. “My apologies, Mistress Tala. That was both more forceful and more… eye-catching than I had planned. I suppose my underestimations of the required bluntness with Furgal have been precisely the problem.”

“He does seem…” Tala cleared her throat. After a long moment, she simply frowned, taking another bite of food. She couldn’t decide on exactly the right word.

Master Grediv sighed, taking a sip of his own drink. “Entitled is likely a good descriptor.”

She shrugged. “It seems like much more than just that, but it’s probably in the right direction.”

He grunted, shaking his head. “Regardless, that is neither here nor there. I apologize. I did not intend to invite you here to spring my descendant’s failings on you. Will you forgive my error?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you. Now, let us discuss something else.”

Tala looked out the window at the false view presented. It was interesting to be able to see Mistress Kaeti setting up her plants and illusions. Her dance looked very different at this beginning stage, showing just how sophisticated her method of activation was.

Not that Tala had doubted given the distinct illusion the woman had created to speak with Tala, while maintaining full engagement in the fray.

Distracting conflict aside, there were dozens of things she wanted to discuss with Master Grediv. “So… do you mind if I ask you some questions?”

He glanced her way and smiled. “By all means. But first, what are your plans in Alefast, after this?”

“I didn’t actually have any yet. I figured that we’d talk, and you’d have some advice in that regard.”

He nodded. “I see. My recommendation is to get you plugged into a defensive unit, and through them, you will get tasks and continued training.”

“Oh? Is that what Rane is doing?”

He huffed a laugh. “No, dear girl. He’s only Fused. Such responsibilities are not granted to him, nor will they be until he Refines.”

She frowned. “Granted?”

“Absolutely. Responsibility is a gift, Mistress Tala.”

“I don’t necessarily disagree, but I’m not sure I understand exactly what you mean.”

“Which would you prefer, a life of ease, where everything is provided for you, or one where you can accomplish work that helps others, which provides you with a good life?”

Tala instantly knew which answer he wanted to hear. She also instantly knew which answer seemed preferable on the surface.

Therefore, instead of answering instantly, she took a moment for thought.

Effectively, the time that she’d spent recovering had been exactly the first option. Nothing had really been expected of her, and she had the resources to continue a rather plush existence.

She had hated the monotony of it.

When she wasn’t allowed to train, she had wandered the streets and desperately searched for other things to do.

She had enjoyed her time with her friends, so it might be possible that a life of luxury with those she cared for would be the ultimate preference, but that didn’t feel right either.

She frowned.

She could have simply sat around and played tafl with Rane, gone to plays, and eaten good food.

No one would have forced her to do otherwise. In fact, she had been encouraged in exactly that direction.

But what had she done instead?

She had tried to help. She had longed to spar and test herself. She had wanted a challenge.

She had her answer. “Meaningful work that helps others and provides a good life.”

Master Grediv smiled. “You show wisdom in that answer, more so in taking the time to properly consider it. So, if meaningful work that helps others is your preference, is it not a privilege?”

She opened her mouth to respond but then closed it slowly.

He waved a hand, indicating that he had more to add. “Obviously, there is more to do than can be done, but for those capable of defending humanity, there are only so many tasks that they can do that are meaningful.”

She frowned slightly. “Please explain.”

His smile widened. “If I told you to hold up that spoon and doing so would save one person for every twenty-four hours that you did so, what would you say?”

She picked up the spoon and smiled. “Let’s save people?”

He chuckled. “Generous of you, but what if you weren’t allowed to move for it to count?”

She frowned. “I mean, if I put it down, aren’t I letting someone die?”

“Maybe, but others can hold the spoon, and that’s all that they are capable of.”

“Ahh, then, I would want to do something that could help more than one person per day. After all, I am capable of more.”

“Precisely. We are speaking in sweeping generalities, and wandering all over this very wide-ranging topic, but that is the crux of it. In order to be engaged, to feel like we are doing good, and to be truly motivated to live and continue, we need tasks that help others, provide what we need, and challenge us. At the very least, they need to push us in some way or other.”

Tala found herself nodding, remembering once again her time in recuperation. “Otherwise, we will struggle with ourselves.”

“It’s worse than that, Mistress. Without purpose, without something to strive for, we die. It is usually a slow death of growing apathy, but we die all the same.”

She took a moment to process that. Finally, she nodded once again. “And our purpose is to protect humanity during the waning.”

He shook his head. “That is an end goal and a good one, but it is too finite. We are immortals, Mistress Tala. Any finite task, no matter how grand, is but a temporary distraction. To live—to thrive—we need an infinite goal, an infinite vision.”

“And what is yours? I’m not sure I quite understand, so the example might help.”

“My infinite goal, my vision, is to ensure humanity thrives, to the best of my ability, for as long as I draw breath.”

“I see…” She tilted her head to the side, thinking. “It is something that will never be accomplished, but in the end, you can look back and see if you were true to it?”

“In a sense, yes.”

“Huh… So, I should strive for that, helping humanity thrive as best as I am able? Follow that vision?”

“Oh, bless the stars, no. If you try to strive for my vision, you’ll be miserable. Seek your own path.”

She gave a wry smile. “Like you told Furgal?”

“Yes.” He nodded unabashedly. “Precisely the same. Just because I won’t let him be my apprentice, it doesn’t mean I would give him bad advice.”

“I suppose not.” That did make sense. Master Grediv hadn’t shown any true malice toward the younger man. “Seek my own path, eh?”

“Precisely.” His smile returned.

“So, you think I can find my path with a defensive unit, here in Alefast?”

“I think you might begin to find insights in such company, attending to such tasks.”

“Well, then. That sounds like a good place to start.”

He took another drink, leaning back once more. “Now, I derailed us by quite a bit. What did you want to ask me?”

Right! There’s a lot, isn’t there?

-Oh, yes.-


Chapter: 4
Companions for the Waning

Tala really did have so many questions for Master Grediv that it was hard to pick. With that in mind, even though she was tempted to be distracted by the replaying of Mistress Kaeti’s battle with the magical horde, she kept her focus.

“Well, let’s start with a simple one: Is there anything else that my master would have told me, if I had one?”

Master Grediv nodded. “That is an excellent question. While sometimes the mageling surpasses the master, and in those cases, others are brought in, it is common for a master to impart certain things before Refining.”

Tala didn’t interrupt, instead taking the opportunity to eat some more of the rather tasty food.

“If I’m going to be honest, you had this stolen from you. You should have had immortality explained to you before you made the choice to become Refined, but that option was taken when your body began to degrade. Even so, I will endeavor to tell you what would have been said if you were in more normal circumstances: Just like responsibility is a privilege—counter to many of our younger generation’s understanding—immortality can be a curse, and one to only be chosen with open eyes.”

She tilted her head slightly to the side, showing her interest and attention without interrupting.

“Assuming you aren’t killed—and that doesn’t really factor in because you would be more easily killed as a Fused than a Refined—you will live to see the turning of centuries. Acquaintances will grow old and die. Your descendants will do the same.

“If you are entirely unlucky, your spouse will not be among the Refined, and you will have to watch your soul-partner, your bound-mate grow old and become frail. The very nature of the bond would extend their life well into an inhuman span even if they weren’t a mage to begin with, but they would never—could never—be immortal.” While tears did not grow in his eyes that she could see, Tala did see what could only be described as soul-deep sadness settle over Master Grediv’s features.

It didn’t take a genius to understand the implication. His wife had been among those to never Refine.

“The world seems bright and new to someone of your age.” He gave her a wry smile, only slightly masking his obviously more powerful emotions. “You more than most. If the young consider the passage of years at all, it is most likely that they are seen simply as the time that needs to pass in order for certain things to be allowed or accomplished; a threshold of years required before you can go explore the world, have adventures, learn new things, and so on.”

Tala nodded. She had some deeper considerations on the passage of years, but she knew that her perspective was still that of a young woman, even though she also knew that her experiences had made her more contemplative than her contemporaries. She simply didn’t have a good measure of the passage of time.

A few years seems like sooo long.

-And yet we’re about to sign up for more than two decades tied to one city.-

Loosely tied. We’ll come and go.

-That’s fair, but still, it’s a commitment for basically as long as we’ve been alive.-

“To be an immortal among mortals is to walk a narrow path. If we don’t care about those around us, it is easy to become like the arcane City Lords, using those below them for what little they can provide and otherwise ignoring the rabble. If we care too much? It crushes us. I have seen too many of our brothers and sisters of rank walk the road of depression and despondency. It’s something that can be worked through—and is by far the better of the two extremes—but it is still no small thing.”

There was a long pause, which Tala took as an indication that he was done for the moment. “That was a lot. There was nothing really unexpected if I’d thought about it, though.”

“It wasn’t meant to be groundbreaking, simply something that should have been presented before you joined the ranks of immortals. In your case, as I said before, you didn’t really have much choice. It was either die far too early or become immortal. So, hearing it now is expected.”

She nodded. “I appreciate having it laid out there by someone who knows.” She hesitated for only an instant before continuing. “Is it worth it?”

He gave her a long look. “Yes and no.” His smile was sad this time. “I miss those whom I have lost more than I can ever express. My enhanced mind recalls them perfectly, to the point that I still expect to wake up beside her, or hear them running through the halls on little feet, even though I’ve long since left behind the homes in which either happened.”

“If I can ask, why allow marriage between those more advanced than Refined and those below, then?”

He gave her a sharp, reproving look. “Aside from the fact that we married well before I advanced—virtually no one sets as insane a pace as you, Mistress Tala—I would not trade my marriage with her for anything. She was not perfect, but she was perfect for me.” He gave a wistful smile. “It made sense that, being imperfect myself, I needed someone else who was differently imperfect to make a matching set.”

There was a long silence, then, one in which Master Grediv was clearly lost in memory. Tala had no desire to interrupt him, and so she let the silence settle.

Even so, he wasn’t lost for too long. Soon enough, he sighed and looked her way once again. “What else can I answer for you?”

“Did you ever remarry?”

He blinked at that. “Ahh, not ready to move on, topic wise? Understandable, I suppose. I didn’t, though I came close on several occasions.” He huffed a laugh. “Hanae even tried to make me swear to find someone after she passed, but I refused, and I am glad that I did. I have found myself content with the companionship of peers as we defend and lift up the next generations.”

There was something in the man’s face and eyes that spoke to a deep-seated peace along with a truth to the statements. “Thank you for being so open.”

“I am happy to oblige. Now, we should probably head toward the defensive units, but we can talk on the way.”

“Whatever you recommend.”

They stood and left the restaurant, Master Grediv waving or giving nods of acknowledgment to a few of those that they passed on the way out.

Now that there wasn’t a spectacle outside the walls to draw attention, the streets were about as crowded as Tala would have expected in Alefast, Waning. Oh, yeah. “That’s a question.”

“Hmm?” Master Grediv glanced her way.

“When do we say ‘Alefast, Waning’ versus just ‘Alefast’?”

“That is an interesting question, and one that many people have fun debating.” He stretched slightly, nodded, and continued, “Generally, it’s agreed that if the next city of the same name has a population beyond just that of the Builder’s Guild, and you are equidistant from the cities, or closer to the new one, then the distinction is required.”

“That’s… obvious?”

“Of course, that’s why it’s agreed to. The Caravanners generally don’t bother with ‘Waning,’ because all their routes simply connect to neighboring cities, and no city ever neighbors both the waning city and the new one of the same name. Thus, for their purposes, it’s rather obvious which they mean.”

“That… also makes sense, yeah.”

“When in the city, and referring to it, the ‘Waning’ is generally considered redundant. Such as, ‘Mistress Tala, while in Alefast, you should take in the sights.’”

“I can see that. Saying ‘Waning’ in that sentence would be quite unnecessary.”

“Beyond that? There can be arguments to either side, and it’s up to you.” He gave a slight smile. “That probably isn’t as helpful as you’d hoped.”

Tala shrugged. “It makes sense. Beyond that, it probably doesn’t matter.”

He smiled. “Then, I am glad to have been able to answer.”

She nodded even as she changed the subject. “You said that you had a few ideas for me to train with?”

“I do, but they will be better described when you can try them, such as in a training arena rather than as we walk through the city.”

“That’s understandable.” The problem was, most of the things that she could ask shouldn’t be discussed in public or were more questions on training.

Master Grediv had demonstrated the ability to make a mobile privacy field, but it wasn’t like this was the only time she’d be able to ask him questions, and there were plenty of other things to ask.

She bit her lip in thought for a moment before shrugging to herself. “What can you tell me about the defensive units?”

“Wise to ask, given where we are headed. Basically, Alefast has sixteen units of combat-oriented Refined. They are each in charge of an eighth of the city’s circumference on a staggered, rotating basis. Generally speaking, they have additional rotations with the unit during their time, because it’s not until very near the end of a waning that even half the Refined will be needed for defense at the same time.”

“Alright.”

“Beyond that, when we detect things beyond the walls that need to be dealt with—”

“Like the cells?” Tala interjected, trying to ensure that she understood what he meant.

“Yes, like the cells. When something like that is detected, the units take turns investigating it. Once again, generally, they have a few members who are better suited to such actions, and so they are sent where others are more likely to remain behind.”

“That sounds reasonable.”

“I’m glad you approve.” He gave her a humorous smile.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Oh, I know. In the end, though, we’ve come to this system because it allows for powerful defense of the city without wearing anyone too thin. Your unit will test your abilities and utilize you as they believe will be best.”

“So, which one will I be under? Do they have fun names? Can I be part of the honey badger unit?”

“What?” He frowned. “No, they don’t go by animal names. Does it matter?”

“I suppose I don’t care, but it would have been neat if they did.”

“Alright, then. As to which you’ll be in, there are some that are down a member or two, and we can see which one wants you.”

“Down members? Did people die?” She frowned. That didn’t make much sense; the waning had only just begun.

“No, no. But people tend to group up with those who they know, and that is rarely precisely equally divisible.”

“Ahh, so by ‘down,’ you mean that they have fewer than the others?”

“Precisely so.”

The two of them continued to chat as they passed through Alefast. The walk had taken incredibly little time, given that the city was only composed of the central ring in these final years.

Master Grediv led them to an entrance that was so reminiscent of the Bandfast Archon Compound, Tala immediately guessed that it was the same for this city.

Sure enough, the entry hall was the same, as well as the main hall inside.

Master Grediv greeted those sitting within the circular desk in the center of the room and led Tala to the side, where a large staircase headed downward.

Thinking back, Bandfast had the same stairs in their Archon compound, but she’d never had occasion to go that way.

Tala glanced at her Paragon guide. “From context, I will guess that there are training facilities and something relating to the defensive units down this way?”

“Precisely so. Training arenas up in the city are sufficient for quite strong magics—even Fused can use them with relatively little danger—but in the reaches of Refined and above? We need powerful magics to fully surround the sparring spaces to ensure there isn’t spillover or collateral damage.”

That made a lot of sense, and she felt herself getting excited to fight against those wielding magics that required such containment. The fact that they were continuing down so far also indicated a level of separation that made her excited.

“For the less resilient and non-healing focused, there are healers based in this area as well. As this is the central dispatch point for the city, our crisis response Archons of all capabilities are based out of this wing of the Archon compound.”

That stood to reason, too.

The stairs and following hallway were quite wide, easily large enough for eight people to walk comfortably side by side. In fact, the structure of this whole place meant that the greatest chokepoint on traffic was the outside entrance to the Archon Compound.

When Tala pointed this out and asked why that was, Master Grediv gave her a longer glance. “That was well observed. We have other entrances and exits that are larger, for use at need, but for that same reason, we don’t advertise their location to most. We also have… other ways to move about the city, but that will be discussed later.”

“I suppose I can understand that.”

“Ahh, here we are.” He stopped before a large set of nondescript doors, continuing to speak as he pushed them open. “I alerted the unit leaders that I was bringing in a new Refined for assignment. We’ll see just…”

He trailed off as the doors swung wide, revealing a space as large as a city park with a ceiling nearly fifty feet high.

The ground was some sort of unnatural material—or composite of natural materials—and it looked much superior to sand in every way.

But as spectacular as the training arena was, that probably wasn’t what had stopped Master Grediv mid-sentence.

His next sentence, muttered under his breath, proved Tala correct in her assumption, “I told them to come alone, and only if they needed more members…”

Within the arena waited at least fifty Refined, all gathered into various groups, though there were Archons who seemed to be floating between, and none seemed to be too isolationist. Additionally, all were gathered near the close end of the large space.

There were tables overloaded with food placed against one wall and another with drinks of various kinds.

Almost immediately upon the doors fully opening, a hush ran through the room, and everyone turned to look toward Tala and Master Grediv.

One of the closer Refined had clearly heard Master Grediv’s mumblings because a wide grin spread across her face. “Well, Master Grediv, you said it was an official function and to use our discretion. Therefore, we acquired food and drink and invited our teams, if they were available and wanted to come.”

A familiar figure walked up beside that woman and placed a hand on her shoulder before speaking. “Besides, I told them all that Mistress Tala was a very interesting one, who was decidedly worth meeting.”

Tala found herself smiling in return. “Mistress Kaeti, it is a pleasure to see you again.”

“And you. I am glad that our paths have crossed again so soon.”

“As am I.” Tala strode forward a few steps. “I wanted to pick your brain on various training methods. Is now a good time?”

Mistress Kaeti held up a hand. “If that’s what you really want to talk about, we can find a place to do so, but I think that Master Grediv would be even more cross with us if I stole you away before the matter of your position could be addressed.”

Master Grediv’s eye was twitching as he gave a slow nod. “Yes, I would indeed.”

The dancer grinned. “There you have it. Let’s get you a unit, have you meet the others, and find somewhere to talk training. You don’t look like a dancer, so I’ll be interested to learn what caught your eye.”

Master Grediv clapped his hands once, unnecessarily, to gather everyone’s attention. “Greetings… everyone.” He briefly rubbed his temples before continuing. “This is Mistress Tala. She will be joining us for…”

Tala stepped forward as he glanced her way, infusing a small amount of power into her vocal cords and lungs so that the sound would carry without needing extra volume. “At the moment, I plan on being based out of Alefast for the remainder of the waning. I do plan on taking several excursions and other trips during that time, however.”

Master Grediv nodded. “The same as with most of you, then. Will the unit leaders who are in need of another member come forward.”

A voice floated from the back of the crowd, “What can she do?”

Another called out, “Why does her name sound familiar?”

“Did she come alone?”

Everyone turned to look at the last man who had called out.

He shrugged. “What? My team only has room for one. I’d hate to force her to split from her partner or those she’s used to working with.”

Master Grediv turned to Tala and motioned for her to answer the questions that she wished to, even as most of the eyes turned back in her direction.

Yeah, I’m not dignifying the ‘are you single’ question with a response. I’ll introduce them to Terry a bit later.

With that in mind, Tala shrugged. “While I cannot guess exactly how you know my name—given that I am far from the only one who bears it—I will say that I recently returned from the arcane lands, and you might have heard of me in that context.”

That sent ripples through the gathered Refined.

“As to what I can do?” She hesitated. I actually don’t have a good way of defining what I can do…

-Rust, Tala… Fine, let me help you.-

Tala nodded to herself and then said what Alat provided. “I am incredibly durable, I self-heal, and I can reliably take down any target of Paragon level or below, provided it isn’t an awful match, and I’m not under extreme limitations.”

A man off to one side smiled wryly as he called back, “That’s not as helpful as you might think, Mistress. He means what types of magic do you wield. We’ll want to see you in action to judge your capacities and capabilities with them later.”

She nodded. “Ahh, thank you. I use, to some extent or other, and in no particular order: Restoration, dissolution, self-enhancement, dimensional manipulation, gravity—” She hesitated, glancing at Master Grediv, but he simply shrugged, then nodded. It was up to her, so she continued, “Void, and iron.”

Every Refined seemed to freeze in place before their eyes moved, almost as one, toward Master Grediv.

Before anyone else could speak, the man who had clarified for Tala already spoke up. He, almost alone among the Refined, hadn’t had a strong reaction. “Don’t be daft. She said ‘iron,’ people, not ‘reality.’ Pay attention. Master Grediv wouldn’t let a reality Refined exist, let alone bring them down here and present them to us.”

It took a moment, but a ripple of releasing tension flowed through the room, followed by muttering voices.

Master Grediv smiled and nodded. “Thank you for cutting through the confusion so cleanly, Master Clevnis.”

The man grinned in return. “It’s what I do.”

“With that settled, let’s get to the matter at hand. Unit leaders with vacancies, please step forward.”

Tala watched as the crowd shifted to let a few men and women come forward, including Master Clevnis with a woman beside him.

It was time for Tala to find her companions for the waning.


Chapter: 5
Dissolution Breath

Tala watched as three groups of Refined and one lone man walked forward out of the milling group of their peers.

Their sandaled feet didn’t make much noise at all on the odd material of the training arena below the Alefast Archon Compound.

One group was Master Clevnis and the woman with him. They were both clad in traditional Mage’s robes in complementing colors, him in solid black with silver highlights, her in deep, sapphire blue with similar, seemingly decorative metal threading.

It was ‘seemingly’ because while Tala couldn’t determine any spellforms in the metallic patterns, she wasn’t familiar enough with cloth as a medium to know for sure. Some mediums required inscriptions of entirely alien construction, after all.

They smiled toward Tala and gave a polite bow as befitting toward an equal. “As was said before, I am Clevnis.”

“And I am Cerna.”

“Good to meet you both.” She smiled as she bowed in return.

The next to come forward was the lone man. He was shorter than her and had an odd weapon strapped to his back. It looked like a fusion between a double-bladed axe head and a large round shield.

He gave a similar bow. “I am Akra. Master Jevin has spoken highly of you, Mistress Tala.”

Tala blinked in surprise as she gave a mirrored bow. “You know Master Jevin?”

Master Akra chuckled. “Well, to be fair, most do at our advancement, but he was my master, way back when, and we’ve kept in touch.”

Mistress Cerna sighed before giving Master Akra a side-eyed glance. “Already trying to sway her decision?”

He shrugged in return. “Speak the truth, and the best outcomes possible will come your way.”

She huffed a laugh but didn’t reply.

Tala simply smiled. “Well, good to meet you, Master Akra.”

The third group to approach was a group composed of two women, walking side by side, identical in appearance and clearly twins. They leaned into that fact, wearing clothing bifurcated in the middle, each half a different color, each mirroring the other in Mage’s robes of red and green.

They bowed as one, speaking together until they reached their names, “We are—”

“Cupla.”

“Caraid.”

Tala bowed in return. “Well met.”

Mistress Caraid spoke alone after that, “Are we remembering correctly that you are the Archon to trigger our internal defenses by bringing an arcane into our city?”

Tala blinked a few times, thinking back. “Oh! The bull man?”

“Indeed.”

She grinned sheepishly. “Well… yeah, but that was an accident.”

A voice sounded from somewhere in the crowd of watching Refined. “She’s the bull wrangler? I thought she was supposed to be Fused.”

Tala shrugged. “I advanced?”

That seemed to satisfy them for the moment.

Bull wrangler? She didn’t know how she felt about that.

-It is a surprisingly apt title for you.-

Don’t you dare do anything to make it stick.

Finally, a woman came forward, a man walking just behind her on her left. They also wore more traditional Mage’s robes, hers of deep purple, his of green and orange.

“I am Deigh.” She gave a cursory bow and motioned to the man. “This is my husband, Doitean.”

And that was it. It seemed that there were four defensive units in the position of needing another Refined.

The man who had asked if she’d come alone hadn’t stepped forward, so Tala thought that these might only be those who were also interested in possibly adding her to their number, specifically.

Master Grediv smiled and took over for a moment. “Well, at this point I had intended there to be some dialogue and discussion. What I hadn’t planned on”—he gave a mild glare to the assembled Refined—“was an audience to the process.”

Tala cleared her throat. “Well, since we are having a party, I do need to bring my partner out to say hi.”

He frowned her way, but she didn’t pay him any mind.

She pulled open Kit and called down into it, “Terry! Friends—not food—out here to meet you.”

With a flicker, Terry appeared on her shoulder, carefully looking around at the room full of powerful humans. His eyes widened slightly, and he hunkered down with a soft squawk.

Another ripple of mutters went through the gathered Refined.

Master Akra frowned, clearing his throat. “You’ve tamed a dimensional terror bird?”

How did he identify his magic type? Oh… right, he just flickered out. That makes it rather obvious. “Not tamed, we’re partners, flock-mates.”

She looked over to Terry and smiled.

“If I’m on a team, so is he.”

Master Grediv cleared his throat. “As Terry is not of a Refined level, he will be considered as an accessory member of any defensive unit that Tala joins.”

When she gave him a questioning glance, he leaned slightly closer and explained. “Such as a less advanced spouse, mageling, or other person of note who could participate, but who was not Refined.”

“Ahh.” She nodded and glanced at Terry. “Does that work for you, Terry?”

He tilted his head to one side and cheeped before ruffling his feathers briefly.

“Right, why would you care what they classify you as?” She chuckled and scratched the back of his head and neck.

Mistresses Cupla and Caraid glanced at one another before bowing toward Tala. Cupla spoke for them both. “While we have nothing against arcanous or magical creatures not hostile to us, our unit would not work well with one among us. We did not realize that the terror bird in the bullman story was a partner, or we would have already withdrawn. Best of luck to you.”

Tala gave a nod back. “Thank you for your honesty. Best of luck to you as well.”

They turned and rejoined the others who were still watching.

“So…” She glanced to Master Grediv. “How do I choose? Or do they choose? Or you?”

He grinned. “Oh, Mistress Tala, they’re going to want to see you fight. Then, we’ll all discuss together and try to put you in a team where your style and capabilities fit.”

Tala frowned as she looked around. “In front of all these people?”

Master Grediv shrugged. “We can kick them out if you wish, but you’ll likely fight near or even beside many of these Archons in the coming years. Unless something goes very sideways, you shouldn’t need to fight against any of them, however, so secrets in ability aren’t really necessary.”

That did make sense. Thinking back on it, she’d never really encountered an Archon who hid their magics, and she didn’t usually do so either. She’d just never been so overt with it. Many hid other aspects, such as exactly what their bonds were, or things like that, but not their magics.

Eskau, though? They hid almost everything about what they could do as a matter of course, only pulling out tricks and secrets when required.

“Alright.”

Mistress Deigh smiled before she spoke. “What areas do you wish to demonstrate your ability to your potential future teams?”

Tala thought for a moment. “Martial combat, using no external magics save weaponry; dissolution; healing might be better to just describe to save on resources and time; wide areas of effect; and precision strikes at range would probably be useful.”

The listening Refined seemed to take her at her word. Someone near the middle called out, “Master Cruinneas would be a good person to test her martial prowess.”

There were mutterings of approval.

A man off to the side, currently standing at one of the food tables let out a muffled response, clearly around a mouthful of food.

As all eyes turned to him, he took a drink from his cup and tried again, “Fine. Girl, what weapons do you use?”

“Knife, sword, and glaive.”

“Individual or morphic?”

“Morphic.”

“Any hand-to-hand?”

“Yes.”

“Next time, list that among your weapons.”

“You plan to ask me again?”

He stopped at that, mouth open. Then, the corners of his mouth pulled up, and he stuffed another cookie in his mouth before speaking around it, “Fair enough.” He quickly swallowed the newest treat. “Sure, we can put you through the paces. I’d prefer it be near the end of your testing, though.”

Master Grediv spoke up next. “Agreed. For dissolution, I can set up a series of materials. She’ll describe her own healing. We have a target range over there.” He waved to the far side of the space. “And we can have her set off her area abilities in the open over there, as well.”

Tala was nodding. “That should be safe enough. Well”—she glanced around and frowned—“how are the pressure waves in here? If there’s an explosion, should I treat this like the indoors it is or…?”

Mistress Cerna was the one to answer. “Wise to ask, but no. The mitigations in place on this arena prevent reflection and resonance with explosive and explosive-like effects.”

“Excellent.” After a moment, Tala shrugged. “Well, healing wise, I can regrow limbs and heal virtually any injury, so long as I have sufficient stores to draw from. I am able to eat and process the calories and nutrients into highly efficient storage within my own body and draw upon that to heal or sustain myself at need.”

“What about headshots!” a voice called from the crowd.

“My mind is fully copied and maintained as an up-to-date record in the Archive, and should I need to regrow my head, my mind would be repopulated with my memories and everything else.” She hesitated. “That said, that is theoretical, and I’m not eager to prove it either way.”

“Understandable!” the voice called again, and Tala grinned at the comradery and sympathy in the tone.

“Do you need any special circumstances for your dissolution?” Master Grediv queried her.

“No, just proximity. Consider it a breath attack.”

That got some interested mutterings as well.

Master Grediv smiled and nodded. “Very well.”

He walked to the side and began pulling things out of the air, only small amounts of dimensional magic revealing the use of his bound storage.

In less than a minute, he had a series of materials set up on blocks ranging from rocks, metals, cloth, leather, bone, and even a living plant in a ceramic pot.

The Paragon stepped back and gestured. “Let’s see what you can do.”

Tala smiled and stepped forward. Then, she paused. “Oh! If I go a bit overboard, it’s actually combustive. I assume that isn’t the preference?”

“Show us the extreme of what you are comfortable doing, but do it facing the wall there.” He pointed toward the nearest wall, some twenty feet from where he’d set up the various items on stands.

“As you wish.” She stretched slightly and straightened her back before glancing at her passenger. “Terry, you want to stay there, or go back in?”

He tilted his head as he examined her, then wiggled as he settled more firmly on her shoulder.

“Very well. I hope you enjoy the show. I don’t think you have ever seen me do this, actually.” She let herself grin despite her mild nervousness.

Alright, Tala. No issues here. Ignore the large group of insanely powerful people watching you.

She took in a long, slow, deep breath even as she pulled power from her defensive scripts into her lungs. Next, with a now-practiced application of will, she grabbed the spell-form and flipped it, using a practiced twist.

She suffused her lungs with power, ensuring the containment scripts were sufficiently reinforced, before leaning slightly forward and exhaling.

She saw the results as if in slow motion.

Her breath rippled out across everything provided, more power than a dozen endingberry seeds carried with the exhale, directed and funneled by her slightly extended aura. While doing that wasn’t necessary, it would make for a cleaner working.

Everything before her began to turn to a fine powder, misting up into the air as it was so fine as to float with relative ease.

The power still actively surrounded it, preventing it from recombining in any way.

Then, she saw the dissolution magics take hold on the air itself, breaking the bonds therein.

On the fringes, starting quite near to her open mouth, the magic fully spent itself, leaving the unbound elements behind, free-floating and unrestrained by magic.

They wanted to be bound.

In the fraction of a second after her magic left the closest edges of dissolute matter, the free-floating elements met in innumerable exothermic reactions, Tala’s increased perception and knowledge making it obvious what was happening.

That reaction—happening all across the outside edges of her breath—provided heat. Heat that ignited the slower-to-react results within.

Thus, even as she continued to exhale, starting at the fringes of her breath’s dissipating cone, fire roared inward and forward.

That heat and reactive power forced the magic in her breath forward more quickly, carrying it further and faster than it otherwise would have gone to slam into the wall. There, with nowhere to go, hemmed in by flash-burning flames, the magics finished spending themselves, fully dissolving everything within the defined cone, adding fuel to the blaze.

At a more normal speed of perception, it would appear that Tala breathed out and a cone of fire roared away from her with almost white-hot intensity, burning itself out as fast as a quick exhale. In its wake was only a triangle of burned flooring and a circle of blackened wall.

There were no remnants of the items that Master Grediv had set out at all, though the portions of the stands which had been outside of the effect remained, smoldering and smoking slightly.

On Tala’s shoulder, Terry’s feathers were still rustling and rippling in the backwash of hot air, even as the avian held on tightly, eyes sparkling with obvious glee.

After the shocking roar of the short burst of flame, the room was almost deathly quiet.

Master Doitean stepped forward and spoke for the first time. “Fascinating. The fire was purely a byproduct, though it seems to have enhanced the reach and coverage of the dissolution. If I hadn’t been looking for it, I would have said it was simply mundane fire, because it was mundane fire.” He glanced toward Tala. “That is an impressive mid-range ability.”

Tala shrugged, feeling a bit self-conscious. “Only if you don’t need anything around the target to remain intact.”

The man nodded solemnly. “That is one of the dangers of fire, yes, but it can also be its gift. Did I see you focusing the magics with your aura?”

“A bit, yeah. It helps keep it moving in the right direction, rather than simply blowing up in my face.”

He grinned widely. “Now that is wisdom born from experience. I’d love to chat at some point about how you’ve used that in the past. You didn’t seem to use your tongue at all or lips very much. Have you studied breath weapons?”

“There haven’t been many times yet, but sure. I’m happy to discuss it. As to breath weapons, no, I haven’t studied them specifically.”

“I would be happy to teach you what I know. There won’t be direct crossover, as I use a form of magical fire, but there should be some that I can teach.”

Tala gave a nod of her head. “Thank you. I would like to learn as much as I can.”

As Tala turned back to her handiwork, she found herself blinking in surprise when she took in the fact that nearly a dozen Refined were now examining the area her attack had landed, along with Master Grediv.

I didn’t see them move. Did they just go behind me while I was distracted?

-These likely have something to directly enhance their movement speed, at least over a short distance.-

I suppose that could be. Her mirrored perspectives hadn’t noted their movement, either, which lent credence to Alat’s theory.

Master Grediv turned her way with a smile. “Very impressively demonstrated, Mistress Tala. You can modulate the power of that breath, correct?”

She nodded. “I think I could probably go more powerful, but that is about as much power as I’ve used for this working before, when I was Fused. I thought it wisest to keep the magics to known levels in a contained environment like this.”

That set off a few more mutters, though Tala was unsure if they were due to her saying she could have done this while Fused or for her reasoning for holding back. She could have listened closely enough to hear, but Master Grediv was talking again so she focused on him.

“Well, I think I speak for all of us when I say: It will be interesting to see you unleash that more fully.”

Tala smiled and glanced down. With that, she took a moment to look a bit closer at the flooring. “What is this stuff, by the way? It didn’t seem to be too harmed by my attack.”

“It is an iron-carbon composite.”

“So… steel?”

He chuckled. “At its most basic level, it is similar to steel, I suppose. That said, the material is much more precisely structured. There are other compounds in there as well. The result is brittle, a bit like sand—if not as coarse and irritating—and incredibly resilient to magical damage. It is actually used as part of the wall construction for the innermost walls of our cities as well.”

“Huh.” She nodded, not asking further. She wasn’t well versed in material science or its magic, so the particulars were likely beyond her at the moment. Iron… eh?

It wasn’t hers, nor could she claim any right to it, so thankfully there wasn’t any sort of temptation or pull from the material. She was a bit surprised that no one seemed bothered by all the iron.

While it was possible that they didn’t know, Tala found that highly unlikely.

Well, merging chambers in the Constructionist guildhalls are iron clad. It seems like the dislike of iron is mostly a superstition that is dealt with as Mages advance? Well, not a superstition. It’s genuinely an issue for Mages, but not as much for Archons, and even less so as they advance.

-It still has to be worked around, no matter the power level. It does seem to be tied to reality, which doesn’t seem to like magic much, regardless of advancement.-

That’s true enough, but it’s less detrimental even so.

“So”—Master Grediv drew her attention back—“shall we move on to the other tests?”


Chapter: 6
Gravity

Tala was feeling much more comfortable now that she’d displayed one of her abilities.

She walked toward the vast, open three-quarters of the arena with Master Grediv at her side, leaving the portion with the remnants of her breath attack behind.

“What would you like to demonstrate next?”

“Area.”

“Very well. Do you require anything set up for the demonstration?”

She hesitated. She didn’t need anything to demonstrate the siege orbs, but… “Do you want a better display?”

He smiled her way before flicking his eyes behind them and sighing dramatically. “We do have an audience.”

Tala chuckled. “Then, a plate of metal, stone wall, or something else intended to withstand Fused or higher attacks.”

He gave her a long look, then nodded. “As you wish.”

As she considered it, Tala realized that she might need to reapproach her siege orbs. They were about as powerful as she could reasonably make when she had made them, but she was Refined now. To that end, as Master Grediv walked faster to get ahead of her, Tala spoke up, infusing her voice so she didn’t need to shout in order to be heard. “Similar to the dissolution, this was put together when I was Fused. I will be enhancing this ability up to Refined levels as I have time and availability, but this is what I have now that I am confident will work as expected. This is the baseline of what I will be capable of in this area.”

A few understanding responses came back, and she smiled.

Master Grediv went about two hundred feet out and dropped what seemed to be a section of wall before moving back her direction. It was a four-foot cube of heavily inscribed stone.

The Paragon had funneled power into the activation scripts as he walked away, causing it to flare with light briefly before becoming simple stone to mundane eyes. To Tala’s magesight? It positively blazed.

She did pay attention to the mutters this time.

Apparently, this was a known item. Master Jevin had made its type known to her ages ago.

It was a magical defense intended to work with others of its kind to create quick battlements on the fly. They were heavily reinforced, but generally, they were designed for Fused-level threats or below, given their use in the Leshkin Wars and the fact that—in those conflicts—Refined and above threats were few enough to be engaged directly, while these battlements kept the lesser opponents away from the lower-ranked Archons.

No one person said all of that, or even a significant portion, but Tala was able to piece it together out of the mutters coming from behind her, aided by Alat and their multiple mirrored perspectives.

When Master Grediv was again by her side, he motioned at the free-standing wall chunk. “When you are ready.”

Tala gave a small bow. “Thank you for providing such a target.”

“It is my pleasure.”

Tala pulled out a paired set of siege orbs, the small spheres firmly pressed together. She nodded to herself, and with an act of power and will, she shifted the orbs’ amplified gravity targets to carefully chosen points on the wall.

There was a loud crack as the orbs leapt from her hand, tearing through the air, followed by a crunch as the spheres embedded deeply into the stone.

In the momentary pause, Tala only heard one sound of confusion, where some Refined had obviously not understood why she called this her ‘area of effect’ ability.

She felt herself smile, imagining the destruction about to be wrought. Those are spheres: Tala and Terry.

Their labels, which tied them to the workings that had created them, were altered and the effects undone.

The workings—holding the spheres tightly coherent—broke.

If the sound of their flight had been the cracking of a whip, the explosion that followed was the unleashing of a thunderstorm.

The blast of rapidly expanding air slapped against the gathered Refined.

Magics flickered in the air, causing the very few bits that would have flown into the spread-out crowd to stop in place before dropping harmlessly to the ground.

Given that everyone was so far away, only a few even had to take a step back from the pressure wave, but that was impressive in and of itself.

The entire area cooled extremely quickly, the radical temperature change alone causing the odd substance of the floor to squeal as it contracted and shifted disconcertingly for nearly fifty yards in every direction. Everything was coated in a thin layer of ice as the moisture was ripped from the air by the sudden cold.

At the center of the twin blasts, nothing of the wall segment remained.

The ground had been blown back in a circle, exposing the reinforced stone more than ten feet down, the ground material having been moved back even as it was peppered throughout with debris from the now-decimated, previously heavily reinforced stone.

That same flooring grit was bunched up around the depression, showing that it had been moved, not annihilated.

There was a longer silence in the wake of this demonstration.

Terry straightened out his neck, shaking himself before letting out a chuffing series of trills, his beak pointed toward the ceiling.

That sound broke the silence, and someone let out a barking laugh. “Ice, now? Mistress Deigh, anything to say?”

The unit leader took an almost unconscious step forward, eyes still fixed on the crater. “There was no magic in that.” She quickly shook her head. “There was power when the orbs left you, and I sensed a… releasing of magic as the detonation happened, but the blast itself? There was nothing magical to it.”

Tala nodded, clearing her throat. “The orbs are magically compressed air. All that I do is break the working that holds them compressed. The rapid expansion forces extreme cooling.”

She glanced to the side and found both Master Grediv and Mistress Deigh staring at her, causing Tala to do a doubletake before she stepped away to reorient on them. “What?”

Master Grediv cleared his throat, shaking himself. “How, exactly, do you compress air to that extent?”

“Gravity.”

A Refined behind her spluttered. “Gravity doesn’t work like that!”

Tala shrugged. “It makes sense to me.”

There was no response to that.

Tala clapped her hands together before the silence could build again. “Shall we go to the range? I will say that my method for long-range precision is the same which delivered the orbs to impact the wall.”

Master Grediv nodded. “Do we need to see a specific demonstration of that?”

A few people called out that, yes, they very much did, but the unit leaders all shook their heads. Master Akra spoke the sentiment out loud, “That isn’t necessary. I believe we had the gist of it quite well demonstrated.”

Tala nodded, briefly pulling out her scale-mail hauberk. “Then, I’ll just say that I can send these scales as attacks in any direction using that method.”

“She has scales?”

“And a breath weapon.”

“Master Grediv! I thought all the dragons were locked up!”

Master Grediv laughed. “No one is fool enough to promise that, Master Tanel.”

A ripple of laughter went through the Refined, and Tala frowned, glanced toward the Paragon. “What’s the joke?”

“Hmmm? Oh, there’s a common saying among the defenders of mankind pertaining to dragons.”

After a moment’s silence, she raised an eyebrow. “Can I hear it?”

He shrugged. “I suppose. ‘When the fool believes dragons are no threats, beware the jaws of fate.’”

Tala nodded. Fate was often likened to a dragon in many myths and legends. “So, it’s just a saying?”

“Oh, no. There have been several famous Paragons who declared that dragons were no longer a threat to humanity, each for a different reason. Every one of them died by the tooth, claw, tail, or breath of a dragon.”

“Ahh… yeah, I can see how the saying applies.”

“Indeed.”

There was a moment’s silence before Master Cruinneas stepped forward. “Well, on that note, I believe that we’re to the martial test. Is that right? Or are you planning on somehow turning me inside out with a void weapon?”

He was grinning at his own joke, but when Tala opened her mouth, paused, and closed it again, he narrowed his eyes.

“You did say you have void abilities, didn’t you.” It wasn’t really a question.

“I did.”

“Are they with regard to your weapon?”

“Some are.”

He took in a deep breath and let out a long sigh. “Are you capable of fighting without void-magics?”

“Yes.”

“Good. No void magics in our match.”

“As you say, Master Cruinneas.”

“Thank you. You can call me Cru.”

“Very well, Master Cru.”

A seemingly random Refined in the group snapped his fingers, and a circle of flooring shifted color.

Tala grinned as she walked over to the standard-sized sparring circle.

Terry flickered off of her shoulder and into a comfortable seat on the edge of the space.

Master Cru joined her, taking up an opposing position within the circle.

With a minor flick of will, she pulled Flow to her hand, then gestured to the sheath covering the knife blade. “Morphic sparring sheath.”

The man nodded, smiling. “I will be pulling training weaponry from my storage at need.”

When he made no move to do so, Tala cocked an eyebrow. “When will that be?”

“When I need to.”

She shrugged. “Alright. Who says go?”

Master Grediv walked forward, the other Refined moving to surround the circle. “I will.”

The two combatants nodded their agreement.

“This is a test of martial skill. No external magics are allowed—save those pertaining to your weaponry. No void magics.”

Tala gave a half-smile. “I assume that dimensional storage items are allowed? Otherwise, Master Cru will be unarmed.”

Master Grediv smiled in return. “Just so. No external defenses either. This is a test and demonstration of martial prowess, not a competition on who can hit through the other’s defenses.”

There were no objections, and Tala retracted her iron while disabling her elk-leather’s defenses.

“Ready.”

Master Cru didn’t take up a fighting stance.

Tala slipped into a high guard, Flow lengthening into its sword-form.

“Begin!”

She whipped Flow downward, hurtling the weapon at Master Cru with all of her considerable strength and speed. She let it fall back into the form of a knife as it left her hand, making it seem like she couldn’t keep it in another form without contact.

It wasn’t a common limitation, but it did exist in some weapons.

This was a trick that she could only pull once, so she intended to show her unconventional tactics to their fullest.

The other Refined’s eyes widened slightly as Flow crossed the distance in a blur. Even so, the man was already moving.

At the last moment, she pumped power through her soul-bond, forcing Flow into the form of a glaive in the exact moment that it would be in range of Master Cru, in that form.

Tala only caught what happened in retrospect. Her multiple perspectives pieced it back together even as she pulled Flow back to her hand before it could careen into the watching crowd.

Master Cru had brought up his hands to sweep the knife aside, a sword seeming to materialize out of nothing to parry the smaller blade.

When Flow had taken the form of a glaive, changing the timing, Master Cru had adjusted to the attack but barely, letting Flow brush past his shoulder in a hit that would have been at least somewhat damaging were they using live weaponry.

As Flow came back into her hand, Tala saw that Master Cru’s weapon was gone once more.

Even so, there was a smile on the man’s face. “That was a solid attack. It showed speed, precision, decisiveness, and cunning. Bravo.”

She smiled and nodded her head, careful to keep her eyes on him. “Thank you.”

“What it lacked was follow-through.”

He moved his hand almost casually, but Tala saw the throwing knives appear in it an instant before they were released.

Though she trusted that she could likely take the hits, that wasn’t the point of this exercise.

Ahh, that was stupid of me. I was still in ‘showing’ mode. I should have charged on the heels of my first attack.

-Well, show your abilities here.-

She shifted out of the way of two of the knives at the same time that she deflected another two with Flow and the fifth with her off hand.

Her focus returned to Master Cru, only to find him right in front of her, having used the thrown weapons as a distraction to close the distance, just as she should have.

Tala used her momentum from her earlier dodging to force her torso down and backward even as she kicked off of the ground for a handless cartwheel.

A sword came into being in his hand just as her knee came down from above, connecting with his wrist.

The hand spasmed open just after he gave what appeared to be a practiced twist.

As his arm was forced downward, it pushed the handle of the sword, which levered the blade upward… on a perfectly intersecting path toward Tala.

Her eyes widened as she was forced to use Flow to protect herself instead of attacking again.

Even so, his fist managed a precise strike to her leg as she finished her movement.

The muscle started to cramp up from the powerful hit, but she seized it through the scripts woven throughout and eliminated the problem.

“Flashy.” His tone was level, but it was obviously not a compliment.

Tala thrust out at him, Flow becoming a glaive that he attempted to slap aside with an open palm.

She resisted the deflection, bringing her strength to bear just long enough to score a hit on his outside shoulder.

He had been in a position of much greater strength, so hitting him in the torso was impossible. Still, with her greater-than-expected might, she’d been able to turn an easy deflection into a glancing hit.

She closed the distance, allowing his deflection to throw Flow into a tight arc, the blade coming back at the man as she flowed past his own attacks.

He is an enemy, not a partner. I am here to end him, not help him grow.

Her stance shifted subtly, and she ripped Flow to the side, changing its trajectory, along with her own, in ways that should seem impossible.

Her footwork tightened up, and she leaned heavily on the stability training she’d received from Eskau De-arg, flowing through her attacks like a crashing avalanche.

Master Cru, for his part, steadily retreated, obvious surprise painted across his features as weapons appeared just in time for each attack or block before vanishing right after.

Her increased perception allowed her to see cracks radiating through the weaponry whenever he had to deflect Flow more than just a bit.

Even so, each time he called forth a new weapon, it was whole and undamaged.

Still, he seemed to be requiring more and more of his strength to change where her strikes would land.

If he’s this weak, what would happen if I actually connected?

Tala cut that thought off immediately, not letting any concern for his wellbeing take hold, and she held nothing back, using all of her power, weight, and skill to strike at him from every direction she could strike from.

Despite all of her seeming advantages, she couldn’t manage to land a clean hit.

Well, let’s try something more than direct conflict, then.

She threw Flow at him again, and he deflected the blade to the side where it embedded in the ground behind him.

Tala continued the assault with fist and knee and foot, forcing him to shift as she wanted. Then, she called Flow from behind the man, while continuing her unaltered assault.

Even so, he somehow detected the incoming blade and was able to spin out of the way even as a halberd appeared in his grasp, whistling through the air to strike at her as part of the same motion.

She barely managed to bend out of the way of the attack while striking the haft to lift the blade up the last bit that she required to avoid a hit.

That was a small turning point, however, and he was able to press her backward, gaining control over the flow of the battle.

Tala fought to take control once again, and back and forth they went.

Finally, Master Cru seemed to nod to himself. “Final test.”

A sword appeared in each of his hands, and he advanced behind a storm of flickering edges.

Tala growled as she did all that she could to keep him at bay, but she simply couldn’t.

His first hit was to her hip, then her shoulder, then an ankle.

None were hard enough to break anything, but they interrupted her movements, slowing her reactions enough to make the next hit come sooner.

Finally, Master Cru stopped with one sword blocked, trying to bisect her waist and the other waiting, unimpeded, beside her neck.

Master Grediv clapped his hands at the same instant Master Cru stopped, and Tala couldn’t tell which had prompted the other. “Done!”

The two combatants stepped back, giving nods of acknowledgment.

He was much better than she was.

He hadn’t simply overwhelmed her at the beginning because that wouldn’t be a useful test.

Instead, he’d been slowly increasing his own demonstrated skill, pushing her to see where her limits lay.

Together, they had found them and raised them ever so slightly.

“How long?” she asked, finding herself quite curious.

“Have I been fighting?”

“Yes.”

He shrugged. “A few centuries? I enjoy it, so I’ve packed a lot in that time, too.”

That made her feel quite a bit better. “So? How did I do?”

“Spectacularly for your age, assuming you’ve been an Archon for less than fifty years. High middling for a Refined with a martial bent. You lean on your strength a lot, but you use it well, and your style indicates you’re used to trading hits, which this wasn’t a good test for.”

She grimaced. Well, I suppose I can’t expect to be the best around.

-Hey, nothing’s gonna ever keep you down.-

Alat was right. Tala still had time to learn and improve. “Thank you, Master Cru.”

Master Grediv cleared his throat, the tiniest hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth. “My apologies, Master Cru, but Mistress Tala is only twenty-one.”

The Refined, who was already halfway back to the food table, froze before spinning on his heel and blurting, “What now?”


Chapter: 7
Meet the Unit

Tala felt the gazes on her sharpen even as Master Cru walked back her way.

“Mistress Tala, you’ve only been an Archon for twenty-one years? Who did you learn under? Most have an incredible amount of trouble adapting to enhanced physiology, and I would love to know who taught you so well.”

She cleared her throat. “My apologies, Master Cru. I think there was a misunderstanding.”

The man seemed to relax. “Oh. I was going to say, your magics and combat effectiveness did seem a bit too advanced for that.”

She shook her head. “No, once again, we aren’t understanding each other. I was born twenty-one years ago.”

The silence that followed was almost tangible.

Tala had no interest in sitting in that silence, so she continued. “As to who trained me? First, most obviously, I learned from the trainers at the Academy and from my own experiences fighting. Secondarily, I learned from a Guardsman Sergeant named Adam and a few other Guardsmen students and trainers. Adding to that is extensive sparring sessions with Master Grediv’s former apprentice, Rane. Finally, the most recent—and likely greatest—expansion to my capacities came while learning from the Eskau and Pillars of the House of Blood while I was bound in servitude within the arcane lands.”

That did not help the silence dissipate.

Until it did. A Refined on her right snapped his fingers. “I knew it! She made her memories available. Her memories don’t really include good views of herself, but I thought I recognized some of the things she could do.”

That started a storm of murmurs. It seemed like the comment about a major House in the arcane lands had drawn their attention away from her training with Master Grediv’s apprentice. For now.

-Or they already knew or assumed? You did come down here with him.-

Could be, yeah. But he also seems to be in rather a position of authority, here. He’s the local, head Archon, as I recall.

As it turned out, most of those present had seen at least a couple of Tala’s memories, giving greater credence to Mistress Ingrit’s numbers, provided and checked by Alat.

Huh… well, that might have just made things a bit more awkward. These people can all go watch me do all sorts of things now…

-Yeah, I suppose we didn’t really consider that. But hey! More gold and favors for us!-

Terry flickered up to her shoulder. Where did he go?

She glanced toward the food tables and thought that there seemed to be less meat laid out than there had been a moment earlier. Even if so, she didn’t bother comparing her earlier memories because she didn’t care much either way. Thus, she just scratched Terry as he preferred.

Tala cleared her throat, shifting mental gears. “Well, how do we proceed from here?”

Master Grediv nodded. “Yes, we need to place Mistress Tala within a defensive unit. Does anyone wish to withdraw based on what they’ve seen or learned?”

The unit leaders all shook their heads.

“Mistress Tala, do you have a preference?”

She frowned. “Can I train with, and learn from, people in other units?”

“Absolutely. Your unit only determines who you are most likely to fight alongside, and who you will most likely have duty and free time in alignment with.”

“Then, I would say I have no preference. I would enjoy working with anyone here, from what I’ve seen.”

She saw a few people smile, even with the obviously generic nature of her words.

Manners never hurt.

-Well…-

Not now, Alat…

Master Grediv nodded. “In that case, I believe we should assign you to the unit of Master Clevnis and Mistress Cerna. Theirs is the smallest group represented. You will make their sixth member.”

Tala frowned. “Didn’t you say that most units are ten Refined strong?”

“By the peak of the waning? Usually around that, yes. But we’ve two decades to go. Honestly, having the average unit size above five is quite unusual at this point, but as this is an odd waning, it makes sense.”

Tala grunted understanding. “So, it’s confirmed then? My unit is chosen?”

Master Grediv nodded, causing Master Clevnis to smile. Mistress Cerna threw her hands up. “Woohoo! No more bottom-of-the-list duty!”

Tala cocked her head.

The Refined grinned at Tala’s confusion. “You are lovely, dear, and we’re glad to have you, but we are also excited because the team with the fewest members is often tasked to take longer assignments outside the walls, such as runs to newly discovered cells or defending those sent to service known ones.”

Master Grediv nodded. “It risks fewer Refined at a time, and the smaller units are usually a bit more cohesive, which increases the chances of good outcomes.”

Tala hmmed in understanding. “That makes sense.”

He smiled. “That said…”

The husband and wife paused, clearly thinking through something. Mistress Cerna’s shoulders drooped. “We’re still tied for last.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Well, at least we’ll share the longer duties, then.”

“You will.”

Tala shrugged. “It seems like fun to go outside the walls for longer stints.”

Mistress Cerna shrugged. “It is, but…”

Master Clevnis smiled, giving a tightly squeezing side-hug to his wife. “She doesn’t like ‘roughing it’ very much.”

Tala opened her mouth for a moment, then paused, grinning at them.

“What?” Mistress Cerna had caught the expression.

“Once I verify something, I think that we may get on even better than I’d hoped.”

-Oh! Yeah. That could work really well. We’ll need to check with Master Simon, though.-

Yeah. We still don’t understand all of this ‘integrity of reality’ stuff, yet.

Master Grediv clapped his hands. “Well, since our business is done, here, and it’s already a party, let’s”—he trailed off, causing the Refined to lean in just a bit—“kick you all out, so Mistress Tala and her new unit can get to know one another.”

There was a collective groan.

“Exceptions are Mistress Kaeti, Master Akra, Mistress Deigh, Master Doitean, and Master Cru.”

Everyone else started moving toward the door, a few coming by to wish Tala a personal welcome. Others swept by the food and drink tables, loading up on their way out.

A few did both.

In the end, the arena felt much emptier with only ten Refined, Tala, and Master Grediv.

Thankfully, it seemed that Master Clevnis’s unit had all been in attendance.

Or is it Mistress Cerna’s?

-You could ask.-

“If I may, who is the unit leader, Mistress Cerna or Master Clevnis?”

The two shared a look and smiled before Mistress Cerna answered, “On paper, we lead together. In practice, we make all decisions together, but in the heat of the moment, he generally has a better head for quick-response strategy, so his word is final in the field.”

He snorted. “And you have a much better handle on logistics and gathering intel, so while we make decisions together, your initial inclination generally lines up with what we go with.”

She shrugged in return. “We each have areas in which we excel.”

Tala found herself smiling. “I suppose I can understand that. Better two, united in leadership, than one without any checks or backup.”

“Precisely.” Master Grediv smiled as he inserted himself into the conversation. “We do prefer units to be led by a pair, usually married, but there are those like Mistresses Cupla and Caraid who work best with a sibling or another person. But that is beside the point. I asked the others to stay briefly so that you could arrange times to meet up with each of them for some training.”

Mistress Kaeti stepped forward. “I am definitely curious what you wished to learn from me.”

Tala smiled at the woman. “I need help with splitting my mental focus. I have enough mental capacity to do so with ease, but I’m not practiced at it so I struggle, and I feel like speaking with an expert would help me proceed more wisely.”

“Oh!” The woman seemed a bit surprised but also pleased. “Well, it would be my honor to teach you what I can.”

“Thank you. Additionally, I am very interested in your utility and manipulation of your own reality node.”

That seemed to take the woman off guard. “I… What?”

That seemed to have garnered everyone’s attention, even the Refined from her new unit whom she hadn’t met yet. Tala suddenly felt a bit self-conscious. “When you replicated yourself across the battlefield. They weren’t illusions… well, the ones you had dancing weren’t. They were all the same node in reality, but somehow, you had it in multiple places at once.”

There was a long silence before Master Grediv cleared his throat. “Mistress Tala, your voidsight is highly unusual. I think it most likely that Mistress Kaeti isn’t aware of how that ability appears to such a sight.”

“Oh!” That actually made quite a bit of sense. “My apologies. Then, I suppose I would love to study it with you. Maybe we can both learn something.”

The woman seemingly pulled herself back together quickly, smiling slightly. “That… That would be lovely. You have Archive access, yes?”

“I do.”

“Then, I will grant you access to a note, and we can arrange times. Right now”—she shook her head—“I think I need to go consider what you’ve said. Thank you.”

The Refined turned and strode from the arena, clearly already lost in thought.

-We can share the memory with her.-

Yeah, I was thinking of offering that, but it didn’t seem like the right time.

-That’s fair. We can discuss it when we meet up.-

Master Akra cleared his throat. “Now, I’m a bit unsure if I should ask why I’m here.” Even so he grinned. “So, I won’t. Aura control?”

Master Grediv nodded. “Yes. You are one of the best instructors in that area, save your old master.”

“You flatter me, Master Grediv.” He looked to Tala. “Is that something you are interested in working on?”

“I am. I mean, it is, yes.” She nodded, sincerely excited at the prospect. Master Jevin had helped her a lot, and learning from his student would be a treat.

“Then, let’s coordinate. I believe Mistress Kaeti had a good idea with scheduling through the Archive. Shall we do the same?”

“That works for me. Shall I create the touch point?”

“That would be wonderful. It was a pleasure to meet you, Mistress Tala.”

“And you, Master Akra.” Alat?

-I’ll do it in a few minutes to preserve social niceties. People often get odd ideas if such things are done too fast.-

Tala didn’t let the grimace pass over her features. That’s an inefficient way to approach things… Even so, Alat wasn’t wrong. Not you. I don’t think your idea was bad, just the possible misinterpretation.

-I understood you. I’ll make sure it’s done soon.-

Thank you.

The shorter Refined bid the others goodbye and grabbed some food on the way out.

The three remaining Refined not of her new unit had been chatting, and Mistress Deigh cleared her throat. “I think we understand. I’m happy to discuss with her the particulars of how to utilize cold in a battle situation, assuming she hasn’t deeply investigated that already?”

Tala shook her head. “No, it’s been an ancillary effect more than anything.”

“I’ll be in contact, then. My husband is happy to teach you about breath weapons and fire on the battlefield—as he said earlier.”

Tala nodded to the man, who simply smiled in return.

“And Master Cru always loves having new sparring partners.”

The man, himself, cleared his throat. “Thank you, Mistress Deigh. Yes, Mistress Tala. I am happy to spar with you or attempt to train you. Different people learn better in different ways, and I am happy to do either.” He glanced to Master Grediv. “Your apprentice…”

“Rane is not yet ready to spar with you, Master Cruinneas. He lacks the durability of a Refined, and while I trust your skill, accidents can happen in the best of circumstances.”

The Refined bowed. “Very well, Master Grediv.”

The three bid the remainder goodbye and left without getting more food.

Master Clevnis clapped his hands together. “Well, with that sorted, we really should do introductions.”

Mistress Cerna stepped forward. “If I may?”

“Of course, dear.”

“Then, I should start with myself. Aside from co-leader of the unit, I am a support specialist in group maneuvers. I am a Material Guide, generally, and I focus on thread.”

Tala frowned. “Just… ‘thread’? What material? Cotton?”

“All materials.” Mistress Cerna motioned to the metal on her Mage’s robes. “With a little time, I can create most magical effects.” She then pulled open her robes, showing quite a bit of skin—as expected—but also rolls of incredibly thin metal on various spools on her belt. “I am capable of filling any role at need and taking advantage of my opponent’s weaknesses, once I know them.”

Tala’s eyes widened. She makes new spell-forms in the air with the thread? That’s…

-Genius, yeah.-

“Do you even need inscriptions?”

“Yes, but they are more akin to those that pure inscribers get, though not exactly the same, obviously.” Mistress Cerna gave a sly smile.

Her husband grinned. “And don’t let her bubbly nature fool you. She was a Mage Hunter for a few centuries.”

If possible, Tala’s eyes widened further, the implication hitting her like a runaway wagon. “You altered your opponent’s inscriptions?”

Mistress Cerna’s sly smile turned positively wicked. “You’re a quick one.”

That… That was terrifying on a level Tala hadn’t ever really considered. The lithe, unassuming woman gained a measure of fear-based respect. Interestingly, Mistress Cerna would have a similar issue to Tala. It would be hard to use that incredibly effective tool in low-stakes situations.

The Refined unit leader continued, “My husband is a close- to mid-range combatant. He is an Immaterial Creator.”

“I create edges.”

Tala almost asked of what material, but she realized that that didn’t make sense with what they’d said. “Isn’t that… concept magic?”

One of the other men threw up his hands. “That’s what I keep telling him.”

Master Clevnis shook his head. “No, I don’t do anything with the concept of an edge. I create edges of magic.” He shrugged. “It works well enough.”

“Wait.” Tala frowned. “How could you use that effectively? Wouldn’t it dissipate within your opponent’s aura?”

“Yes and no. That is one reason I am a close- to mid-range fighter. I generally create them on my limbs, close enough that I have good control.”

“But to hit your opponent, you have to get close to them, too. That’s what blades do.”

“True, but just like a fireball can be thrown through an aura and not vanish, a blade of magic doesn’t dissipate, not instantly.”

Tala opened her mouth to argue but then closed it again. Obviously, it has to be at least marginally effective. I suppose I’ll just have to see it myself.

-We’ll also have to see if iron is an effective counter.-

Yeah.

The other man who had already spoken up waved a hand. “I’m Limmestare Gline. I started as a Material Guide. I specialize in wide area magics. Glass is my chosen material.”

Hard, sharp, variable. Tala found herself nodding. “I could see that, yeah.”

Off to the side, one of the men who had stayed behind was slowly moving around behind her, cloaked in magic. He wasn’t close, so Tala didn’t mention it, even as she tracked him with her mirrored perspectives.

The other female Refined stepped forward and gave a shallow bow. “I am Vanga, a healer. I began my career as a Material Creator, though I have done my best to branch out from there. I am afraid that I won’t be as much use to you as the others.”

Tala shook her head. “I disagree. My healing is Immaterial Guide-based. I would much rather have your healing for some injuries than my own.”

That caused the other woman to smile. “Thank you, that is very kind, Mistress Tala.”

“It’s also true, Mistress Vanga. I look forward to working with you.”

There was a moment of silence, so Tala sighed, lifting a finger toward the man who had started drawing close. She didn’t bother to look his way, keeping her eyes on Mistress Cerna even as she pointed straight between the man’s eyes from fifteen feet away. “Let me guess, he’s stealth?”

The man faded back into visibility to mundane sight, and Tala was surprised to see that he was clad in stone that moved with him like a second skin. His shoulders slumped in such a dramatic manner that Tala assumed the affectation had to be an over dramatization. “Rust. I thought I slipped away without you noticing.”

Tala shrugged, still not looking at him with her eyes. “I actually didn’t see you fade away, but I did see you start sneaking about. Is that… rock?”

“Yup!” He proudly patted his chest. “I’m Girt Creag. Material Guide for rock and stone.”

“So… how did you go invisible?” She finally did turn his direction as she asked that, genuinely curious as to his answer.

“Simple, I changed the transparency and refraction index of the stone by manipulating the material on a minute level. I have to hold it in place or it returns to its natural state, but it works rather well.”

Mistress Cerna was shaking her head. “His antics aside, it is actually really effective. As it turns out, most magical creatures who are known to be able to ‘see the invisible’ do so by detecting magical alterations to the air or illusions and such. Most don’t seem to notice invisible rocks.”

Master Girt grinned. “Which also works for attacks quite well. The rocks lose their invisibility when they leave my control, but a fast enough rock—appearing a few feet away—is a rather effective attack all the same. Plus, I can move us through the ground at need, safely protected from most threats.”

Rust… Yeah, that would be a pain to fight. Tala smiled. “Good to meet you, Master Girt.” She then turned to Master Grediv. “I can see why you’ve been sending this group on more… unusual missions.”

The Paragon grinned. “Indeed. Speaking of which…”


Chapter: 8
The Unit

Clevnis moved his hand forward in a practiced motion, slowly shaving off the thinnest layer of stone from the top of a block.

His blades were, theoretically, without width, but if he wasn’t careful—

Crinkle.

Clevnis cursed, barely keeping himself from kicking the stone block and blasting it to gravel with pure, brute strength.

He and Cerna had agreed that he would only get one block of material a week to practice with. This week, he’d chosen stone. The quantity limit had done wonders in helping curb his outbursts.

Anger is all well and good, but I can’t let it lead me to do things I regret.

He’d let his anger control him subtly for far too long. Still, it had been… What, a decade?

It had been more than ten years since he had hurt or destroyed anyone or anything in rash anger.

Even things that don’t matter. He could buy ten thousand little stone blocks, so destroying one was trivial. But it’s the principle of the thing.

He was—and would remain—a man of principle.

He leaned forward to examine what had happened.

His angle of cutting had started to turn slightly tilted, causing just enough upward force to crack the thin layer of stone.

As I push forward, I’m letting my wrist begin to rotate, and that’s what caused this.

He nodded to himself, resetting to the thickness that he was practicing with.

Over the years, he had perfected his technique with various materials or thicknesses before reducing the thickness, increasing the size of the material to cut through, or increasing the brittleness of the medium.

Stone was the toughest trial so far.

So hard, so brittle…

He was working to cut an eighth of an inch thick layer, which, while thin, was still thick enough to have stability for minor imperfections.

And I’m still failing to make a clean, single cut, leaving an undamaged remainder.

It didn’t help that the block in question was two feet to a side.

Cerna walked up behind him, wrapping one arm around his waist and resting her cheek on his shoulder. “How’s it going, love?”

He turned and gave her forehead a kiss. “Just finding flaws in my technique.”

She huffed a laugh. “Chasing perfection?”

“I’ve got the time.” He turned and wrapped her in an embrace, resting his head on her shoulder in turn. She was just a bit taller than him, and he loved how that let them fit together so perfectly.

“That’s true.” She gave him a squeeze and pulled away. “I’ve got things to do, but I didn’t want to leave without checking in.”

“Thank you. Do you need anything while you’re gone?”

“Start dinner?”

He grinned. “Already simmering.”

“Then, no. Do you need anything while I’m out?”

He thought for a moment. “I think I just opened our last cask of salt.”

“So, not pressing, but grab some if it’s cheap?”

He grimaced. “No, this waning is going crazy already. Get a few if the price is at all reasonable. I expect caravans will become less frequent sooner than usual, and I don’t want to be caught out without the necessities.”

She nodded. “Anything else in that vein, then?”

He hesitated. “I’ll do a quick inventory and grant you access to a list.”

She kissed his cheek. “Thank you, love. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

As she left, Clevnis turned back to his stone. Three more cuts, then I’ll make the list.

With practiced ease, he formed a flat blade in the very zeme that surrounded him.

Nice and slow.

***

Cerna left her husband’s side, and as she moved through their comfortable home, she began drawing her premade magics from her bound storage.

A network of gold, silver, and copper wove through her hair, clicking into place before one end pierced her skin to access a power port.

It came to subtle life, giving her subconscious mind a three-hundred-sixty-degree perception of her surroundings.

She didn’t have the capacity nor desire to perceive all around herself constantly, so she shunted that off. The result was what amounted to an instinctive knowledge of everything that lay around her.

As usual, she had included the scripts for magesight to be added to the perception but left it behind a silver gate, so she wouldn’t waste the metal if she didn’t encounter a need for the extra vision.

She also wove her safety net into it as she did into all her constructs. If she didn’t disengage the magics within three hours, very powerful workings would be enacted to… solve whatever problem was delaying her.

She wasn’t entering a combat situation, so she left most of her power ports unutilized.

As she was planning on picking up some casks of various supplies, she wove a strength enhancing working across her torso, bypassing the difficulty of built-in articulation by concentrating it on the more stable parts of her body.

She hesitated. This waning has been rather unpredictable.

There shouldn’t be any issues within city walls at this point, but…

Better safe than sorry.

A simple-looking metal braid seemed to grow out of nothing, drawn from her bound-storage into place on her shoulder before she grabbed it with her power and jammed the tip through her skin, into the port there. Power flowed through it, and a reactive defense bloomed into place.

At the moment, it was more of a sensory organ for her magic than anything else, but it would respond to incoming threats as appropriate. More than anything, it was like a librarian rather than a book. If defense was needed, this spell-form would get the proper magic as quickly as possible.

There. She exited their modest home, out onto the street just a few blocks from the Archon Compound.

They could have afforded better, and closer, either to the wall or the compound, but they didn’t need to, and they could afford it because they didn’t spend on such unnecessary expenses.

Cerna enjoyed the subset of humanity that lived in waning cities. They were a bit hardier, a bit more risk-tolerant, and almost always industrious.

A caravan had just come in, and they’d had a few hunters in their number. Because of that, Cerna was able to buy up nearly two thunder bulls worth of meat.

Clevnis had gotten her the list, and they were quite short on red meat in their stores.

It wasn’t necessarily easy to strip magic from thunder bull meat, but when she was planning on salting it and freezing it for a long time, the process was unnecessary.

The power would dissipate naturally.

She also talked to the hunters and found out that they were intending to stick around for a while.

Cerna immediately bought first rights to their harvests for the next month, directing them to hunt toward the east.

The five men apparently had experience hunting the wind cattle that were rare to the west, but quite prolific east of Alefast.

Once properly free of power, the wind cattle meat was incredible, and she could use the other harvests to power all sorts of items.

Sadly, once Alefast wanes, it will be a long while before they are easily available again. There was nothing for it but to stock up as much as she could between now and then.

Yes, this hunting party will do nicely.

She was a whirlwind through the market, buying up an overabundance of provisions, all on the way to her original destination: The money changer who greeted each arriving caravan in order to buy their hard coinage off of them.

It’s time to negotiate for some more precious metal. She’d turn it into thread later.

She could get to Bandfast or Makinaven with relative ease, but she’d lose more in income than the trip would save her, unless she wanted to drastically destabilize one of those city’s economies, and that would ruffle too many feathers to be prudent.

Still, she enjoyed the haggling as the respite it was.

And after this, back to work.

***

Limmestare walked slowly around the clearing, book in one hand, magesight projected outward.

He had never understood why so many Mages tied their magesight to their eyes.

It was utterly unnecessary and often even created odd overlays of information that muddled what their magesight provided.

Limmestare had opted for fully spherical magesight, which let him perceive magic in every direction regardless of physical barriers.

It also let him read his book while still being on guard duty.

At the moment, he was overseeing the clearing of a large copse of white oak that had sprung up too close to the wall to be allowed.

Thankfully, while the trees’ growth was decidedly magical, the trees themselves weren’t magical or motile.

Thus, all that Limmestare had to do was protect the foresters from any threat that might come in, attempting to take advantage of the distracted mundanes.

In most cases, having a Refined on overwatch this early in the waning would be insane, but Alefast had already had several work-details assaulted in the last years, one even being utterly obliterated despite having a Mage in tow.

So, caution was warranted.

He turned the page, reading at a leisurely pace.

Every so often, a tree would topple under the ministrations of some of the two hundred or so men working in concert.

As each tree fell, Limmestare would use the ring of glass he embedded near the top to nudge the falling trunk and increase the safety of the entire endeavor.

He could have taken down the whole copse of trees in a few minutes, but such an overt display of power would have undoubtedly called a magical beast down on the area, and it was good practice to keep such clashes to a minimum where possible.

Ensuring that the trees didn’t fall on anyone, though? Not a difficult thing in the slightest.

Truthfully, even in that regard he barely did anything. These men were professionals and knew well what they were about.

A ripple on the edge of his awareness caused him to close his book and slip it into his bound storage.

A small pack, definitely magical, not arcanous. Shadow and light? Oh, that’s a fun one.

He clapped once, gaining everyone’s attention. “Incoming pride. You have five minutes to secure what you’re working on and gather at the protection point. I expect we’ll be back on task in fifteen.”

“Yes, Master Limmestare!” the chorus came back as men moved from their steady, task obliterating pace to a sort of controlled frenzy.

Three minutes later, two more trees had been toppled, and the two hundred men were gathered in tight quarters in the designated clearing.

They made good time.

“Activate the defensive barrier, light and shadow.”

A man from the middle held up a cube of what seemed to be bronze, intricately woven through with copper, silver, and gold. “Light and shadow! Activated.”

A bubble flickered into being before their mundane sight for just an instant before vanishing once more.

To Limmestare’s magesight, it was still there, of course.

It was only another minute or two before the pride slunk into view.

These lions were striped like tigers but with white and black, instead of orange and black.

The two males had glorious manes of pitch-black fur, with light shining from the tip of each hair.

The lionesses were already prowling off to each side, working to get at the tasty humans in the center, bypassing Limmestare.

The males will engage me, while the females try to bring down the prey. He nodded to himself. So far, exactly as expected.

He wasn’t about to let their plan continue, however, and there was no negotiation with magical creatures.

With a practiced gesture and flexing of his magic, glass spears lifted and shot from the surrounding trees.

Each spear targeted a different lion.

As it approached, it splintered, dividing to drive toward the major joints.

The lionesses did their best to dodge, some moving as streaks of light, others seeming to blend into the shadows around them before appearing elsewhere.

Limmestare’s glass sought them out anyway.

Given their mobility, he wasn’t going for kill-shots in this first exchange. Instead, he was engaging in harrying tactics.

The first lioness was struck, his glass entering many of her joints before fracturing into small, spiked balls of ultra-hardened, ultra-tough glass.

The large cat did not seem to like that, as suddenly, her every movement would fill her with pain. Her panicked cry confused her sisters just enough that they joined her suffering in short order.

The males hadn’t been idle, however, and they were both closing on Limmestare with impressive speed.

Rather than dodging the glass he sent their way, the brothers simply radiated fields of powerful light and splintering shadow, protecting the big cats for the moment.

Even with their incredible speed, however, the males didn’t close on Limmestare before he’d used panes of glass to behead each of the lionesses, now that they were much slower and unlikely to dodge effectively.

The battlefield cleared of potential interference, Limmestare turned his full focus onto the two remaining lions even as they lunged at him, covering the last twenty yards with that single leap.

He flicked both hands forward, and pillars of glass lanced from the ground, piercing straight through the defensive barriers, and using the leaping lions’ own momentum to create feline shish kabobs.

And that was that.

Limmestare swept the surroundings with his eyes and magesight, just to make sure he hadn’t missed anything, but he found no other threats.

That done, he moved the corpses over to beside where he stood, pulling all the glass from them with ease. “Alright. Back to work!”

The defensive barrier came down, and the men went back to their tasks, unwilling for the brief interruption to reduce the work that they were able to get done that day.

Limmestare pulled out his book, flipping through it to find where he’d left off.

Now, where was I?

***

Vanga waved at the receptionist as she bustled through the door. “Sorry that I’m late, Jane!”

“Oh! Mistress Vanga, you’re more than fine. Two cases for you, today, and two vaccinations.”

“Thank you.” She reached up to a clipboard on the wall. “Here?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Thank you.”

There were very few sick or injured people in a waning city, largely because there were so many Mages and Archons around with healing abilities of various stripes.

Even so, there needed to be some coordination of the various healers, and the Matron of this establishment had done just that.

The elderly woman had no magic of her own, save a deep, heart’s desire to help hurting people get better.

Toward that end, she had enlisted a few dozen of the healing-capable Mages to swing by, timing cases that could wait for their arrivals.

Vanga was somewhat unique in that she was certified to vaccinate newborns as well as grant adults new vaccinations at need.

That had been an exhaustive course of study. It had taken her nearly two centuries of learning and research before she was authorized to give her first inoculation, and that had been to a Mage with self-healing abilities with Archon healers on hand.

The poor man had still had almost an hour of agony before they’d rebalanced him.

Even though that was nearly half a millennium ago, Vanga still remembered the pain that she had caused.

It galvanized her resolve and work-ethic.

In that vein, she would attend to the vaccinations last. The others were likely in active pain, and while keeping an infant waiting was unideal, they would be fine, in the end.

She opened the door to find her first patient, a young man with a broken arm in a splint. “Good morning, I’m Mistress Vanga.”

The man gave a weak smile, clearly in pain, even though the arm had been set.

“Based on my notes, you have a spiral fracture of both forearm bones of your left arm. Does that sound right?” It might seem silly, but she liked to check the injury as well as the patient, because sometimes things got crossed, and one couldn’t be too careful.

“Yes, Mistress.”

She verified his name and a few other identifying tidbits, ensuring she was in the right room, with the right patient, and ready to fix the correct issue.

After that, it was a simple manner of engaging the magics in the room to see the state of things in the young man’s arms before causing new bone to form in the cracks, firmly bonding throughout, much like it would have healed naturally.

Stronger, and ready for use. “You may experience some phantom pains for a few days, but you are cleared to use the arm without restriction. How does it feel?”

She spent a few more minutes with the patient, answering some questions and ensuring he was ready to depart.

The next patient was similar but with a broken foot.

Once again, the mundane healers had done an excellent job setting the fractures and preparing the patient for the healing that Vanga could do.

Both injury repairs took less than a quarter-hour, all told.

With those two dealt with, she entered the room with a young family. The parents were barely more than children themselves, but she could easily see the love they had for each other and the beautiful little girl between them.

She could also see their nervousness. “Good morning. I am Mistress Vanga. This little beauty is your first, correct?” She glanced down at the information before her as the parents happily agreed. “And her name is Lilly?”

Just as with the other two patients, Vanga took the time to verify she was in the right place, with the right people, ready to do the proper thing.

“Now, do you know how vaccination works?”

The two shook their heads.

“I can understand that. It is a complicated process, but I’ll do my best to say it in a way that makes sense.”

“Thank you, Mistress.” The wife smiled.

“Now, because I’ll be simplifying, it won’t be perfectly accurate, do you understand?”

They both nodded.

“Alright, I will work with the artifacts here to scan your daughter to ensure I have her biological imprint correct. I will then create templates—matching what her body would expect—throughout her body, mimicking the density and spread that they would have if she did get sick.”

“But she won’t be sick?”

“No.” Vanga shook her head, smiling. “You could say that I’m tricking her body into thinking it already fought off the illness. Then, her body will incorporate those self-cures. The more technical explanation is that I create what are called T and B lymphocytes, but that is more than you strictly need to know. Do you have any questions?”

Vanga had perfected her little spiel over the centuries.

If she oversimplified to the point that the parents believed they understood perfectly, then they wouldn’t ask questions, and the knowledge would fade. If she gave a bit more information than they’d ever need to know, they often grabbed onto it, mentally, and it helped them retain everything.

She had tried simply not explaining it at all in the past, but that had just created a sense of mysticism around the whole thing, and that made helping the children who got sick anyway all the harder.

After all, they couldn’t inoculate against everything, and if parents believed that their children were ‘magically protected against disease,’ they would reasonably ignore symptoms.

All that to say, the parents asked a few questions, and Vanga performed the procedure with relative ease before she headed to the next family, a smile on her face.

She truly loved helping alleviate suffering.

She couldn’t do it all, but she could do her part.

***

Girt slunk through the wilds around Alefast, checking up on a blip in the detection grid. Magical creature identification always became a fish-pull when a waning got going. The results were pretty random.

Thankfully, they could generally determine some basic characteristics, and that was why Girt has been sent in.

They had detected a queen type, an egg layer.

He took comfort in the blissfully cool stone surrounding him, even as a part of his mind maintained the needed properties on the outermost layer of stone.

Each step was utterly silent as his rock merged with the ground and came back out, leaving no trace in its wake.

Others complained that his method of movement should make noise, but that made no sense to Girt. The only time noise was created was when distinct things came in contact, a drop of water landing in a puddle, cloth sliding along another fold, things like that.

He made the rock one, so why would there be noise?

But he was getting distracted.

It wasn’t too hard to find the mouth of the cave in question, and Girt paused to survey the lay of the land.

There was subtle movement on the ground at the base of the cave, and Girt was able to detect the first offspring of this magical threat.

Worm-like slugs—as long as he was tall and thicker around than his shoulders—were coated with a thin layer of dirt in a vain attempt at camouflage.

The life-blood moving through their squishy forms made their surfaces pulse slightly, which was what ruined the illusion that they’d attempted to affect with their stillness.

Not rock worms, blessedly not an insectoid. He reached out to his Archive connection, and then through it to his researcher. “Master Sutaga, I have the first of the creatures in sight.”

It took a moment, but Girt finally saw a response coming back. “Master Girt, understood and awaiting a description.”

Girt did his best to describe everything he could see, including terrain features of the nest’s entrance, the type of rock, soil, and vegetation in the area, and what his magesight detected of the beasts.

“Those seem to be muma’a worms. Treat their blood like sticky fire. It is an odd compound that is so good at oxygen absorption that it will burn in virtually any condition.”

“Except within their own body?”

There was a pause.

“Except within their own body, right?”

“No, their vascular system simply seems to be thick enough to hide the light and heat resistant enough to endure. They are anaerobic creatures, who still somehow absorb oxygen for some processes.”

“So, their blood takes the poison out of them?”

“Yes, they act similarly to plants. In fact, there is a standing order for some of the smaller worms alive, if you have the option. They are rarer creatures, and many would like to study their lungs as they work, rather than simply examining the remains post-mortem.”

“Understood. I’ll see what I can do. Abilities?”

“Skin hot enough to burn a mundane, fire breath on command, barbed tongue that will snag and draw in their prey. They don’t rely on eyes—most varieties don’t have them at all. They sense via vibrations in the air and stone. Collective consciousness with their queen. Consider them all limbs of the mother, though they have been known to survive after her death, so like a starfish?”

Master Sutaga knew of Girt’s upbringing on the open sea, so he often used comparisons with those origins. “Understood.”

“May the stars bless you, and zeme carry you forward.”

“See you on the other side.”

With that, he broke his connection to the Archive. He had work to do.


Chapter: 9
Settling In

Tala waited with bated breath for Master Grediv to tell them what their mission would be.

-You know, he didn’t actually say he had a mission for you.-

He implied it, though, and I don’t see a reason he’d imply without anything to back it up.

-That’s fair, I suppose.-

The Paragon straightened slightly, clearly playing it up a bit. Finally, he shrugged and smiled. “You all need to get to know one another, and Mistress Tala needs to settle in, but our detection grids have indicated that we’ll have a precise location for a new cell nailed down somewhere between one and two weeks from now.”

Tala slumped in disappointment. Not going out right away?

Mistress Cerna grimaced. “So soon? We’ll only have one rotation off before then.”

Tala frowned, tilting her head in confusion. “Rotation off?”

“Oh! There are always eight units ‘on’—each in charge of the defense of an eighth of the wall at a given time—with seven additional units in reserve—on standby—and one unit with eight hours completely free.”

“But… most people aren’t needed at any one time. Right?”

Master Clevnis smiled ruefully, laying his hand on his wife’s shoulder. “She can feel the stress of possibly being called to action. It interferes with her mindset for tasks that can’t easily be paused.”

The woman was hunched forward just a bit, hands up as if ready to fight. “Must be ready. Always ready.”

Tala decided not to comment on that. Instead, she asked about what seemed to be an obvious flaw in the system. “What about when a unit leaves the city, like ours will in the next couple of weeks?”

Master Grediv was the one who answered. “In situations where we need one or more units outside the city, we have six units in reserve, or fewer as the situation demands.”

It seemed like overkill to Tala, but she supposed it made sense to have some order of operations for calling on reinforcements. They shouldn’t need the process in the near future, but having the plan well ingrained and established would make it work better when it was needed.

That brought a thought to mind. If they plan for six or seven units in reserve… the final part of the wanings must be insane.

-Seemingly, yeah.-

“What in Zeme could possibly require such levels of defense?”

The Paragon smiled. “It’s quite rare, but when it happens, it is generally the result of several egg-laying, hive collective magical beasts getting established and coordinating for a unified assault. There was one waning where we were swarmed by bombardier chicks on the ground, acid-spewing tunnellers from beneath, and an odd, hive variation of blade-wing falcons from above. Things were tight for a time, but we were able to eliminate the queens in the end before riding out the remainders. We have better detection arrays for such things these days and more robust protocols.”

Tala grunted, nodding. Such a thing could have happened a thousand years ago for all she knew; they were just being vigilant. Probably reasonably so.

Mistress Cerna pulled the group’s focus back to the matter at hand. “Do we know anything about the nature of the cell?”

Master Grediv nodded. “In fact, we do. It is definitely conceptual-based power that has been contained within. Beyond that, it’s too early to determine.”

“Very well. We shall be as ready as we can be.”

Master Grediv gave a shallow bow. “With that, I will leave you.” He turned to Tala. “Mistress Tala, if you desire a wall for your use, you are welcome to any within the Gredial compound. The guards will let you through the gate if you prefer to be within the complex itself.”

Tala gave a moderate bow. “Thank you, Master Grediv. I think I would like that. Rane owes me a few games of tafl, after all.”

“I’m sure he’d like that.” With another nod of acknowledgment, Master Grediv departed.

Mistress Cerna sidled up to Tala. “So… the Gredial boy?”

Tala frowned, looking up at the tall, lithe woman. “Rane? What of him?”

“Are you officially courting? Waiting for him to Refine? What? What’s the connection there?”

Tala looked around and found all of the other Refined had drawn closer, clearly interested in her answers.

“Do we really want to be talking about this?”

Terry chirped, bobbing happily.

Traitor… She glared at Terry, but he blithely ignored her.

Mistress Vanga shrugged. “It’s something we don’t know about you, and I imagine it will come up.”

Tala grimaced slightly, feeling uncomfortably on the spot. “I don’t know about your spouses or families. It hardly seems…” She had been about to say ‘fair,’ but she realized how childish that sounded. “I mean, there’s only one of me, and five of you. Can’t I learn something of you all, first?”

Mistress Vanga smiled. “Oh, my husband is up north, running the healing center in the city under construction. I’ll see him a couple of times before the waning is over, but I know he’s safe.” She placed her hand over her sternum, where her gate was. “He’s doing what he loves, and I’m doing what I love. Though, I do miss having him around. Master Grediv asked me to come here earlier than usual, so I’m missing five or ten years that I should have had with him, but we’ll manage. Four of our children are with him, though they didn’t go the route of healing. They like working with their hands, so the Builders’ Guild was just perfect for them. The grandkids are with them, too, though most of them are out of the Academy, as well.”

Tala blinked in surprise at the sheer volume of information contained in the short spout of speech.

Master Clevnis smiled, speaking next into the short silence, “You already know that Cerna and I are married. Our kids are scattered to the four winds, and we do our best to not have any under our wing around wanings. We’ve even managed to encourage the younger generations away from having babies around wanings. It keeps conflicts from arising.”

Master Limmestare gave a wan smile. “My wife is in the city, but she’s not quite Refined. Her sessions are… rather rough. She’ll get there eventually, but not before the waning concludes, in all likelihood. We haven’t had children yet because Rabetha wants our children to have as good a start as possible. I can hardly fault the choice, and we’re hoping for a few after she Refines.”

All eyes turned to Master Girt, all but Tala’s filled with ready empathy. He shrugged and gave a sad smile. “I lost my beloved during the final days of the last Marliweather’s waning. Our kids are grown, as are the grandkids. Never managed a good connection with the greats or great-greats.” He shrugged again. “This work keeps others from going through what I did, so it’s good work.”

Tala found herself at a loss. “I… Thank you for being so open. I am truly sorry for your loss.”

He clapped her on the shoulder briefly. “It was more than half a century ago. The hurt will never go away, but you learn to work around it.”

She found herself nodding in the lengthening silence.

-So, are you going to answer their questions?-

Tala felt a bit silly about being reticent in opening up to these people after their easy sharing of such information, “Well…” She shrugged. “Rane is a good friend. I enjoy training and sparring with him, and we share many interests. He’s said he wants more than friendship but hasn’t been pushy.”

Mistress Cerna nodded. “And how do you feel?”

“Honestly? I have no idea. Everything’s been a whirlwind since I left the Academy two years ago, and I don’t feel like I’ve had any time to really process what I want. I was hoping that taking it slow through the waning would help me figure it out.”

Mistress Vanga cleared her throat. “Very well, then. We won’t pressure you, dear.”

Master Clevnis nodded. “Our unit is on standby at the moment, but we’re on wall-watch in about an hour. Do you want this cycle to get settled in the city, or would you like to take the threat, if one comes, during this shift?”

Tala gave it some thought, then shrugged. “I think I’d like to get my hands a bit dirty. I can settle in after.”

“Alright, then. If there isn’t a threat on the walls, we can do a sweep outward to get you a ‘settling in’ fight, eh?”

She found herself smiling. “I think I’d like that. Thank you.”

***

Tala slammed backward into the outside of Alefast’s wall, cracks spiderwebbing away from her even as she was embedded slightly into the hard surface.

Ow…

Around her, the lingering echoes of magical resonance faded from the regional zeme.

Well, rust… I didn’t think it could hit me that hard—well, that fast. I need to end this quickly.

Immediately, she bent all her power and will to reducing her own gravity. This is going to be a long jump.

She slowly peeled herself out of the wall, being careful to not drop to the ground just yet.

Consider my options, be quick about it, Tala.

Master Clevnis shouted down from just a dozen or so feet above her, “When I suggested you gauge its strength first, I didn’t mean that you should take a hit!”

Yeah, well… that’s probably fair.

He called down one last thing, “Just take it out quickly. We can discuss better tactics for next time, afterward.”

She waved one hand in acknowledgment as she lifted her gaze from the base of the wall, grabbing more firmly onto the cracked wall and bending her knees to stay stable on her vertical perch.

Her focus was on what she faced: a familiar, if distant, figure.

Alefast had decided to welcome her back with the same type of creature that had sent her off at the end of her first visit.

A cyclops.

This one was Refined in power, its aura a strong, steady yellow.

Its club was massive and deceptively quick. Even so, the blow hadn’t actually hurt that much. Only its upward trajectory had sent her flying.

The others in the unit had said that two attacks in one day were unusual, but it generally heralded a bit of a lull afterwards, so they weren’t unwelcome.

Besides, the cyclops had come from the opposite direction of the small horde that Mistress Kaeti had dispatched.

Over her shoulder, Tala heard someone yelling, “What did she do to my wall!?”

Tala heard the buzz of another voice but didn’t pay close enough attention to make out all the words.

“Fine, our wall. What did she do to our wall?”

Tala glanced backward and up, taking in what seemed to be two Archons who were closing in on her unit, clearly irritated.

Huh, by being a bit embedded, I’m within the wall’s camouflaging scripts, it seems.

But that wasn’t where Tala needed to be focused right then.

The cyclops stood more than fifty feet tall, about a quarter of a mile from the city walls.

That was a hard hit…

-Yeah, I don’t think we’d have been turned to mush from a downward strike, but let’s not test it, yeah?-

She only hesitated for a moment. Agreed. Still, this might be a good chance to try another thing.

She crouched lower into the wall, bunching her muscles and flooding her enhancement scripts and surface area augmenting scripts with power.

This would never work on the ground, it’s too loose. But with a wall for footing…?

-Sure, worst that can happen is that it works too well. They’d heal back right quick.-

She made an opening around her mouth through her metal shell and took a deep breath, beginning to fill her lungs and the air they contained with the equivalent of inverted endingberry power.

It was time.

When her breath held as much magic as she could reasonably force into it, she pulled out a set of siege orbs, grabbed onto one with each hand in as firm a grip as she could manage, as quickly as she could, but not frantically; her gravity was almost nothing.

Good enough.

Then, before she could really start to fall, she launched off of the city wall, using her will and her control over her iron to throw the material along with her, using its mass to add to her momentum rather than adding to her burden.

There was a concussion of sound and wind as her powerful leap was distributed across a huge area of wall, knocking dust free to fall toward the ground.

Her leap, while powerful, wasn’t going to get her all the way to her enemy quickly enough, and if he saw her coming, he’d take a swing that she’d bet would be painfully accurate.

So, she flexed her will and power.

The target of the spheres’ amplified gravity changed to the cyclops, still a good distance away.

I’m not using it to pull me. I’m already sailing toward it. I’m just making sure they make it to their destination.

There was a grinding in her mind as she stretched her understanding and conceptualization of her magics, but her Refined grip kept hold, and her workings flared with redirected power.

She was jerked forward—even considering her already rapid pace—steadily accelerating in less than a second until the air was screaming around her, only her incredibly enhanced perception letting her complete the last part of her plan.

Even so, she felt the magical resonance crackle around her.

She was moving too fast.

Rust. I don’t know if two resonances in such close sequence will be better or worse.

At the last moment, she let go of the spheres, allowing them to slam into the beast’s torso, one into each shoulder, blasting the creature backward slightly with the initial hit.

She felt her magic relax, no longer edging on breaking her own working by letting it kite her along. Tala broke the working reducing her gravity, knowing she’d need to be able to move downward after she slammed into the big guy’s chest.

As for the cyclops, it was massive. So, it moved after the hit more like it had taken an arrow than a powerful shove.

An unbelievably small fraction of a second later, the club clipped Tala’s side mid-flight, driving the air from her lungs and sending her spinning.

Rust, he’s fast.

Her elk leathers, reinforced by white steel, had protected her from much of the blow, but it still moved her with ease as she was ballistic when he struck.

The dissolution working had rushed outward with her air in a tight circle before she went spinning off into a nearby tree.

The power was not wasted in the least. Instead, it had been drawn toward the most potent thing resisting it, focusing the disruptive magics against the cyclops’s flesh.

She’d noticed this behavior previously but hadn’t really noted it. The dissolution would target solid objects and only move on to the air, itself, if it still had power remaining.

The particular variety of dissolution targets the strongest things first.

It was an incredibly useful realization, for later.

From her more stable, mirrored perspectives, Tala was able to see the dissolution eating at the cyclops’s tough skin, hair, and flesh, fighting against his defensive aura and winning, if barely.

She didn’t dare hope she’d left enough power behind to deal with the beast with the simple, dispersed working, no matter how potent.

As she deflected off a tree and slammed into the ground, she mentally changed the labels on the orbs that she’d followed in for the hit, even while chastising herself.

Let go sooner next time. Get up to speed, then let them get ahead. Don’t be so predictable upon engagement.

The orbs blossomed outward in freezing explosions, originating on either side of the great beast’s head.

The pressure waves were like twin hammer-blows, caving in the sides of the cyclops’s skull, even as the cold seemed to cloud over his eye, turning much of the moisture within the organ to crystalized ice.

Got him!

Then, the thing turned her way, raising its club over its mangled head.

Tala groaned, even as she scrambled to get her feet under her to leap away.

Their brain is near their heart to make room for the massive eye in their head. It’s not dead, it’s just blinded.

-And deafened, and… he probably can’t smell much, either? I almost feel bad for him.-

No sympathy for the enemy, Alat.

She managed to launch herself to the side just before the club came down.

Even without a killing blow, Tala had clearly rattled the monster, as it was moving much slower now.

She thought through a half-dozen ways of whittling the beast down or killing it outright before she went with the simplest that came to mind.

She pulled Flow from its sheath and threw it with all the force and accuracy that she could, straight at the creature, using her connection to push the weapon into the form of a void-sword.

The blade struck straight through the colossal sternum, passing through the magically reinforced bone with relative ease, barely slowing before it stopped, sunk up to the hilt.

The cyclops immediately seemed to hunch in on himself, mangled shoulders bowing forward and curling in around the embedded weapon, even as he crouched downward, bringing his legs closer to Flow as well.

Huh, the void aspect might have been overkill.

-Yeah, I think you actually skewered his brain. That was a beautiful throw.-

Thank you. I’m quite proud of that.

-You know swords aren’t for throwing, right?-

They are when I can magically call them back to my hand, and they never dull.

-I suppose… I still feel like they aren’t a good fit for that purpose.-

Fine… I’ll practice more with throwing the glaive.

The void crawled outward from the blade, turning the beast a purplish black to Tala’s voidsight before slowly dragging more of the cyclops inward.

Fascinating. Have we ever stuck the void-blade into something large and then just… left it there?

-I don’t believe we have, no.-

Seems pretty effective.

-He’s resisting, so it might not have worked as well if it were our opening move, but he’s disoriented and hurt enough that I think it will end him.-

And… you know, I think he’s probably braindead. What we’re seeing is purely passive resistance.

-Hmmm. Yeah, that probably factors, too.-

The blade—aside from piercing the cyclops’s brain—was at least very near his heart, causing the iron in the monster’s blood to be claimed by Tala, and she could feel it being pulled out of the beast’s body and funneled into the dimensions of magic for her use, later.

Fascinating.

-It truly is.-

The cyclops dropped to his knees, his club—forgotten—tumbling to make a crater in the ground beside him.

A moment later, the tall humanoid had curled fully in on himself, and Tala could hear the sound of breaking bones as the no-longer-discernable-as-humanoid mass shrunk down, sucked inexorably into the void.

It’s almost too bad that cyclops are noted to have weaker magical defenses than average for their advancement.

-Yeah, this would be really useful on more powerful opponents, but I doubt it would work nearly this well on them.-

Yeah…

With what could almost have been thought to be a whimper—and a final crackle of splintering bone—the cyclops vanished, leaving Flow to fall the last few feet to the ground unencumbered.

Tala allowed the weapon to return to its knife form even as she walked forward to pick it up.

“Well done, Flow. You definitely made that easier.”

Tala took a look at the massive club. What even is that made of?

-No idea, but it could be valuable.-

Tala grunted. “Yeah, I’ll take it.”

She opened Kit and maneuvered the massive club inside.

It wasn’t precisely heavy for her, though it certainly wasn’t light.

More than anything, it was cumbersome and awkward to handle just because of how big it was.

She wouldn’t be pulling it out as some ‘surprise weapon’ anytime soon.

Unless…

-Yeah, we could find a way of anchoring you down, then it would just be about muscling the weight around.-

That could work, or we could massively amplify the gravity on it, then unleash it as a missile toward some evil griffon… or some other creature.

Alat chuckled. -Ahh, the one that got away.-

I’d kill it now.

-Sure you would, Tala. You’ve grown very strong.-

Spoils retrieved, Tala began her trek back toward the wall.

She had gotten about halfway back when she began to detect fluctuations in the zeme around her.

Oh… rust. I made too much noise, magically speaking, didn’t I?

-I’d hoped the short magic-boom wasn’t sufficient, but yeah, it seems so.-

She turned around, seeing what appeared to be a small tide of arcanous and weakly magical creatures coming her way.

She opened her pouch and called inside. “Terry? Want to kill some things with me?”

A moment later, the avian flickered to beside her, sized so that his head was just above hers.

He seemed to take in the scene in an instant before giving her what was obviously an accusatory glance.

“Yeah, this is my fault. I wasn’t careful with my magical resonance.”

He let out a chuffing squawk, showing his amusement.

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s just mop up my mess and get back into the city. I want a bath tonight.”

He gave her a long look, and she found herself grinning even as she pulled out a huge hunk of jerky.

“Thanks for having my back.”

He snapped the tossed piece out of the air before trilling and charging the incoming foes.

Yeah, why wait? She took off after him without a second thought.


Chapter: 10
Normal

Tala hopped twice as she moved forward, mirroring aspects to allow the remnants of grit and grime to fall from her. She stretched luxuriantly as she walked back under the outer portcullis, Terry striding at her side.

“That was nice, Terry. It’s been too long since we’ve been able to cut loose side by side.”

Terry tossed his head and chirped happily in agreement.

She almost paused within the gatehouse to be questioned, but the inner gates were open, the portcullis up, so she shrugged to herself and continued inside, where she found her unit waiting along with a few others.

She knew that people had gathered on the walls to watch, just as they had for Mistress Kaeti, but those had dissipated by this point. I wonder if I won or lost anyone a good deal of money?

-Probably not. The gambling places have been doing this a long time. They probably keep the odds really conservative for new Refined in the field.-

Yeah, that makes sense.

Master Clevnis had his arms crossed, and the others’ features were unreadable.

“Hey, all.” Tala waved, suddenly feeling a little self-conscious. “So… what did you think?”

Terry flickered around to look at each Archon from multiple angles before settling on Tala’s shoulder.

The Refined noted Terry’s actions but didn’t otherwise seem to react.

The two that Tala didn’t know, however, seemed to treat the terror bird as a potential threat, eyeing him skeptically until he came to a stop.

Only then did the two Archons who were not a part of her unit step forward.

The shorter one spoke loudly, and it took Tala a moment to realize that it was simply his normal voice, rather than him raising his voice at her. “Why are you putting holes in my wall?”

“Our,” the taller one said simply. His voice was level, almost muted in comparison, but filled with certainty.

Short glanced back, then shook his head. “Fine, our wall. Why are you putting holes in our wall?”

Tala frowned. “Who are you?”

“I’m Adam, that’s Navin.”

Master Navin gave a small, simple wave but didn’t say anything else.

“Well, Master Adam, Master Navin, I’m not sure what the issue is.”

“Have I not been clear?” He glanced back at Master Navin. “I thought I was being pretty clear.”

“Your wall. You don’t want holes in it.”

“Exactly. So? What do you have to say for yourself?”

“I was thrown into a wall, I don’t really understand how it is your wall, or how it is my fault.” After a moment, she shrugged and continued. “I’m also unsure how that qualifies as multiple ‘holes.’”

Tala took a moment to really assess the two. They both appeared to be Fused, moving toward Refined. If she had to guess, they were material Mages. From context, they likely worked with the walls.

“Next time, I could let the cyclops come and hit the wall directly. That would have left a dent. Would that be your preference?”

Master Adam grunted. “You aren’t wrong, and no, we don’t want that to happen, but couldn’t you have handled it better?”

She shrugged. “Well, yes. Always.”

Master Navin barked a laugh, placing a hand on Master Adam’s shoulder. “Adam.”

Master Adam glanced at his partner, then groaned and looked back to her. “Fine. It was Mistress Tala, right?”

“Yes?”

“Well, do better next time. As for this time, I can’t make you pay more than the standard rates for damage incurred during a defensive engagement, but I want something else from you.”

Tala felt her eyes narrow. If he asks for a meal, or something like that, I’m gonna hit him.

-Really? Just for asking?-

Yeah. Mistress Vanga’s right there; he’ll probably be fine after.

“I want the dew of a lazy morning, harvested from the left whisker of a kitten.”

She paused at that, blinking a few times. “What?”

Master Navin closed his eyes and rubbed his temples as he muttered to himself.

Master Clevnis stepped forward. “I think I’ve let this continue long enough. What’s going on?”

Master Adam turned to the unit leader. “I already told you. This Refined has damaged my”—he glanced to Master Navin—“our wall, and I feel recompense is required.”

Tala spoke before her unit leader could, “I’m not hunting down a kitten for dew. And even if I were willing, it’s an impossible thing to fulfill regardless, because the act of having the task makes the morning anything but lazy.”

“Fine, I’ll take the twinkle of a star off of a noon-time pool.”

Tala gave him a flat look. “I have no idea what is going on here, but I am not amused.”

Master Navin cleared his throat. “He’s being… whimsical, and he’s irritated. I think he’s stuck between being frustrated with you and trying to be funny. I’ll accept twenty gold to clear your debt to him and take him away without further issue.”

Tala almost agreed, just to get this over with, but then she saw a glint of mischief in Master Navin’s eyes. “You’re messing with me, too. What, is this some sort of initiation for new defenders? Are you two working together to get an extra bit of gold? I broke some stone. It shouldn’t be hard to repair.”

Master Adam raised a finger, his cheek twitching. “It’s not stone. The walls are made of an incredibly complex interlacing of various materials both natural and man-made.”

Master Navin shook his head. “It’s stone, Adam.”

Master Adam turned on his partner, and they fell to arguing as if it were a common topic for them. In fact, from what Tala heard, they seemed to be picking up the argument somewhere between vastly too complex for her to care and way too detailed for her to follow.

Master Clevnis shook his head, leading Tala away, Terry trailing just behind. “Let’s leave them to it.”

“Are they going to be okay?” Tala glanced over her shoulder at the two Archons who were wandering off, still deep in their argument.

“Oh, yes. They are specialists in maintaining city walls during a waning. They are… eccentric, but they work really well together, and their work is beyond reproach. They do like to extort odd requests or gold from people who aren’t familiar with them, though.” He frowned. “Now that I think about it, those who agree to the odd requests seem to lose more in the end, when compared to those who just hand over some gold.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that… I mean that they work well together. They don’t seem to get along very well.” She pointed her thumb at the arguing pair.

He shrugged. “Friendship looks different for different people. A couple of their kids are married, so they’re as much family as friends. That adds complication to any dynamic. They’ve been doing this for almost a century.”

Tala took one last look, and really looked this time.

With the extra focus and context, this time she saw it. There was a comfort with which they held themselves around each other. The conversation was just incidental. They were used to one another and no longer felt a need to tiptoe around the other.

They were who they were, and they accepted themselves and each other without reservation.

Huh… that’s actually pretty interesting.

“But forget that.” Master Clevnis pulled her attention back as the two of them joined the others from their unit. “You did not properly convey the battle prowess of your friend, here.”

Terry flickered to Tala’s other shoulder, happily preening before the regard of the Refined who surrounded him.

Tala found herself smiling. “Yeah, he’s pretty great, isn’t he?”

Terry headbutted her cheek affectionately.

Mistress Vanga spoke up, “Dimensional terror bird, indeed. How many times did you go through a fount, multi-sized one?”

Terry glanced toward Tala, then flickered three times.

That’s what was guessed. Is he saying three because that’s what I think, or is it the truth?

-Does it matter?-

Probably not, no.

“That’s phenomenal. How did you avoid the subsequent binding…?” Mistress Vanga’s eyes widened. “The fount was destroyed shortly after you passed through it the last time?”

Tala found herself frowning. “What’s this?”

It was Master Girt who answered, “All the arcanous creatures known to have passed through a fount three times and survived, shortly afterward were bound to the region—and the fount itself—as magical beasts, content to protect the source of their power. Mistress Vanga is guessing that Terry’s fount was destroyed after he gained the extra power, but before he was bound. All of the benefit, but none of the backlash.”

Tala regarded Terry with renewed interest. “One day I will need to get your whole story.”

He regarded her for a long moment, then shook himself and trilled happily. The implication was an obvious, “Nah.”

She found herself laughing, even as she pulled out some jerky and tossed it for him.

“His control is spectacular”—Master Limmestare was staring in fascination—“and he moves with such precision and so little delay. Unless he was contained, or otherwise completely countered, I cannot imagine him falling in a conflict.”

Terry swallowed the next bit of jerky before chirping happily in agreement.

Master Clevnis clapped his hands together. “Enough standing around and staring at our feathered friend, let’s go eat!”

Tala looked up at the darkening sky. “Aren’t we still on shift? It’s only been like… three hours?”

-Three and a half.-

“Yeah, three and a half hours since our ‘on duty’ rotation started. Aren’t they eight-hour shifts?”

“They are.” Master Clevnis nodded.

Master Limmestare smiled. “I’ll be on the wall while you all eat. There’s no need for all of us to be away from warm food.”

“Oh! About that…” Did Mistress Petra ever respond?

-Of course. Master Simon did as well, but he said he’d need to take more extensive measurements before he could provide a definitive answer.-

What did she say?

-Right, Mistress Petra is happy to provide food this evening, and, in fact, it should be ready in another half-hour or so. She did want you to know that regularly providing food for another five people would increase the supply budget that she needs.-

We’ll handle it. Tala grinned toward her new unit. “Is there a place that we can all sit together and still be in position to be ‘on duty’?”

Mistress Cerna seemed to catch something in Tala’s look because she smiled in return. “Of course. There are several secondary guard-stations that won’t be in active use but are positioned to allow quick-response and monitoring. What do you have in mind?”

“A treat for my new unit.”

Twenty minutes later, they were set up in an oddly perfect room.

They were in a circular chamber, roughly centered along the section of wall they were overseeing for this shift, at the level of the wall-walk.

During active conflict, this room would serve as a staging ground for soldiers and Mages to gather to either push out onto the wall top to either side or up the tower top above.

For the moment, however, it was kept empty.

The walls were either magicked in some way—or of a material—to look almost like glass, providing a three-hundred-sixty-degree view, both back into the city and out over the walls.

It was even translucent to Tala’s magesight, which either meant it was the material or that the magics involved were highly sophisticated, which honestly wouldn’t have surprised her.

In the center of this room, Tala had pulled out a large table, acquired with the help of the Zuccats’ advice weeks earlier, along with six matching chairs for herself and her new unit.

The others had watched with bemusement, likely confused because they each had their own items in storage, and they were unsure why she was showing hers to them.

In all likelihood, theirs would be nicer as well, given they’d each had centuries to collect such things, but that was hardly the point.

The table had come out fully set for a large meal, but the dishes on offer weren’t quite ready.

Finally, Master Girt cleared his throat. “As impressive as this set up is, Mistress Tala, I have to ask: Where is the food going to be coming from? Trail rations are only so appetizing, even served in such a fine setting.”

She grinned. “Dinner should be ready now.”

-Yes, as of two minutes ago.-

Thank you. Please pass along my thanks.

-Already done.-

“Here you go.” And she began pulling piping hot dishes out of Kit and sliding them across the table where they came to rest along the length of the middle of the surface. Family style.

The other Refined hesitated for only a moment before taking chairs, leaning in with keen interest.

“Please serve yourselves and pass the dish along.”

Everyone complied, grabbing the nearest dish and taking a serving before the offerings moved around the group.

Master Limmestare leaned forward and took in a deep whiff of the latest food before him. “This seems to be hot from the oven. Does your storage have temporal-locking abilities? Those are quite rare.” He hesitated. “No, you talked about it being ready… Do you have artifacts such that they can make this on command?”

Tala laughed. “Nothing so complicated. I have a cook.”

There was a collective pause.

Mistress Cerna cleared her throat before asking in a carefully neutral voice, “Say again?”

“I have a cook.”

“In your soulbound storage?”

Tala glanced around, seeing everyone’s concern. “No. My storage isn’t soulbound.”

Everyone seemed to let out a collective exhalation of relief.

“She is in my magic-bound storage, though. Is that a problem?”

Food began moving again, and it was Master Clevnis who answered, “Generally speaking, once you soul-bond a storage device, only things bound to you, or bound to no one, will be able to enter it.”

“Oh! So, when you thought I had a cook within my soulbound storage…” Tala felt herself pale slightly at the implication.

“Yes, we thought that you had, for some reason, soulbound another person and clearly not a spouse, given our earlier discussions.”

“Ahh, I can understand the reaction, then. No, Mistress Petra is quite a wonderful woman who helps me with all sorts of tasks, here and there. As to the storage, I’d happily show you all at some point. I think it’s quite nice.”

They chatted for a few minutes as they continued with the meal before a thought occurred to Tala.

“One moment. Does placing unbound magic items within a soulbound storage…?”

Master Girt nodded, swallowing a bit of buttered bread. “More often than not, that binds the item to you, magically. There are ways to prevent it, but most of them are quite finicky at best.”

“That’s… incredibly good to know.”

He shrugged. “It’s something the Constructionists will go over with you in detail before you go through the bonding process with a storage item.”

That’s fair, I suppose.

A comfortable silence fell over the table as the Refined served themselves and ate in equal measure.

Even as night solidly took hold of the city and surroundings, they didn’t light any artificial light. They didn’t need any with their Refined vision.

Tala had to refill the water pitchers a few times, but other than that, everything was well provided for from the initial unloading.

Somewhere around then, she had a realization, and the feeling almost brought tears to her eyes.

She felt normal in this group.

It wasn’t that she was like them, or they were like her in every way, but they were from the same group. They had the same expectations, similar experiences, similar capacities. They were peers, even if she was the least among them for the moment.

It was something she hadn’t really felt in a long time, even while at the Academy.

The sadness of the realization cracked, when she contemplated on the fact that the sadness was from past lack, and she wasn’t lacking now.

At least there’s potential.

Eventually, eating slowed enough that small talk picked up, and they passed the evening with mundane conversation, simply becoming comfortable around each other as a group.

When their shift ended near the middle of the night, the table and leftovers had long been put away. The table, chairs, and accessories had been placed back in Kit; the leftovers had been thrown for Terry’s amusement, everyone joining in the game after it was understood.

The six came down from the wall, not passing their replacements as the other unit would be setting up to pass their shift in whatever manner they saw fit.

Once gathered on the road that ran the inner circumference of Alefast, just inside the wall, the unit said their goodbyes, the old-hands welcoming Tala and Terry one last time before they parted ways.

Tala looked up to the sky as she walked, taking in the overt defensive magics woven through the air all around her, overhead even more so.

She was passing through a fortress, a bastion of humanity against the oncoming storm.

This is a waning, Tala, at least the barest edge of one.

An unnoticed smile slowly grew across her lips as she changed her focus and saw the stars, so high above the suddenly simple-seeming magics that protected them.

What is out there, Alat?

-Maybe nothing, but I find that unlikely.-

Yeah. There could be millions of humans among those stars.

-Millions? Tala, if there are humans out there, they’d be counted in the billions, trillions, or even more. Any group of humanity capable of traveling the stars would have to have the numbers to maintain that level of technological advancement.-

Unless there were only a lonely few, looking for others but always missing one another.

There was a long, long silence after that as Tala continued to walk toward the Gredial compound.

Her smile faded a bit. I’m acting a bit like that, aren’t I? Wandering through existence, barely avoiding connections as I pass people by.

-You were, but I think you’re changing.-

Is it for the better?

-That depends on what you want, I suppose. Do you like the changes?-

Her smile slowly grew once again before settling firmly in place. Yeah, I really think I do.


Chapter: 11
After-Battle

Tala woke early the next morning—well before the sun was up outside, and only a little before it would rise within Kit—and immediately moved through her stretches.

The sun outside and the sun within her sanctum were coming closer to being in harmony as summer approached, and that lent to a feeling of greater coherence between life in her sanctum and the ‘real world’ outside.

I think I might set the synchronization on the internal environment to mirror outside for a bit. It would be nice to feel like they were at least in the same reality.

-That would likely help you feel more at home here, yeah. We’ve never really delved into the main systems of this place. The manuals we were given were mainly for the peripherals.-

Yeah… what did they say? Start using the systems and more information will be provided?

-I hope that it wasn’t going to be provided by them or…-

She snorted a laugh. Right you are. That would be unfortunate.

As to that morning, Master Clevnis had asked to meet with her first thing in the morning. So, after they’d clarified what that meant, Tala had been sure to leave Kit on an outer wall of the Gredial compound so he could find the entrance with ease.

She’d also notified Mistress Petra that she’d have a guest for breakfast.

Tala had gotten her bath the night before—once she got Kit placed—and so she was feeling pretty relaxed, even as she felt the vibrations that indicated a knock on Kit’s front door.

She reached out and opened a watchman’s hatch in a non-existent door in the air. “One minute, Master Clevnis.”

“Certainly, Mistress Tala.”

She closed the hatch as she turned in place, then hesitated. I’ve… I’ve never done that before.

-That’s true. It’s a fairly obvious use of your connection but still a new one.-

Tala grunted, then shrugged, willing herself to the dining room.

Mistress Petra was just finishing up breakfast when Tala appeared. “Good morning, Mistress Tala. I’ll be out of your hair in but a moment.”

Tala smiled to the older woman. “There’s no rush, Mistress Petra. I appreciate how helpful you’ve been of late. Well, how helpful you always are, really.”

“But of course.”

Tala opened an exit on one wall and gestured for Master Clevnis to step inside.

The man hesitated for only a moment before saying something under his breath and stepping through.

Tala was distinctly able to catch his words: “I do not consent to any bond.”

The Refined stopped just inside, seeming to examine himself thoroughly. “Fascinating. You were quite correct on the nature of this space, it seems.”

Mistress Petra wiped her hands on her apron and came out from the kitchen, giving a deep bow. “Master Clevnis, welcome to Mistress Tala’s sanctum.”

The Refined jerked his head to regard the woman but quickly adjusted, instantly calming, a smile spreading across his features. “Ahh, you must be the fantastic cook who was so kind as to provide myself and my unit with food last night.” He gave a small bow her way, eyes flicking toward Tala. “It was Mistress Petra, correct?”

“That was me, yes. My family and I live and work here.”

“Fascinating.”

“It is.” She seemed to misunderstand his meaning. “I’ve never much explored higher-level dimensional spaces, though my husband has told me enough about them. I must say that he undersold the majesty and utility they are capable of, if anything.” She chuckled. “I’d not have believed you if you told me that a year ago, let me tell you true.”

The unit leader’s smile increased slightly. “Indeed.”

“Ahh, but silly me. Breakfast will be done shortly, and I’ll leave you to your time.”

Master Clevnis gave another bow before turning and taking in the room around him. “A building within a dimensional storage. It seems so unnecessary, but I suppose I can see the utility. Familiarity of surroundings is maintained, if nothing else, and with others in here, it allows for privacy and segregation of spaces for various tasks.”

Tala stepped a bit closer, so that they might not be disturbing Mistress Petra, “Yes, the arcanes have many… oddities to their holds. Some are ridiculous, but there are others that we might learn from and implement, at least in some cases.”

The man was nodding. “When you don’t soul-bond such a space, it becomes much more utilizable, though it does limit it in other regards. I suppose like all things, there are no solutions, only tradeoffs.”

She gave a rueful smile. “So I’ve heard, but we can discuss that over breakfast, and that will be soon enough. Take a moment to look around.”

He smiled and did just that, panning his gaze around the room, taking time to examine his surroundings more closely, a frown building. “The door out…?”

“Oh, that’s usually in a bunker outside, but I can call it to wherever I wish it to be.”

He grunted. “That’s…” His words faded as he really looked out of the massive windows. He stepped closer to the glass, seemingly without realizing that he was doing so, eyes flicking back and forth, trying to take it all in. “That’s not an illusion.”

His words were barely above a whisper, but Tala decided to respond regardless. “No, it isn’t. We can walk some of it later, if you wish.”

“I might like that… So, this is what you were keeping to yourself, with regard to ‘out of Alefast’ missions? We can use this as a nightly place to stay?”

She grimaced slightly. “Maybe. I don’t know how the integrity will hold up under five more Refined in here.”

He nodded. “Ahh, so you haven’t gotten around that limitation entirely.”

“Master Simon—Mistress Petra’s husband—is somewhat of an expert, and he’s running some tests. He should have more information in the next few days.”

“Master Simon…” Master Clevnis tilted his head to the side. “Where have I heard that name before? I’m not usually familiar with most below Refined unless there’s something notable about them.” He did seem a bit embarrassed at the admission.

“He was working under Master Queue.”

“Oh! Yes, and Mistress Elnea was working with him as well. The head of the Bandfast Archon Council.”

That’s right, she helped recommend him, and she did say she wanted one of her own to be researching here.

-You weren’t really in the mind-space to properly process all of that, I suppose.-

Neither of us were, apparently.

-Ahh, the dangers of being of one mind.-

Mistress Petra brought over a large tray and laid out the various dishes for Tala and a well-orchestrated plate for Master Clevnis. “Pardon my overhearing, but yes, Mistress Elnea has been good to my husband, and me as well. She’s encouraged us to move toward Refining. We’ve gotten the inscriptions, but it’ll be a short while before we’re ready for any of the sessions.” She cleared her throat. “But you didn’t ask, and I’m butting in and taking your time. I do hope you enjoy your breakfast.”

“Thank you, Mistress Petra,” they both responded, nearly at the same time.

The woman departed, and Tala and Master Clevnis sat.

Master Clevnis placed his hands on either side of the plate, flat on the table. He took a moment to draw in a deep breath before smiling and speaking quietly. “Thank you.”

Tala smiled. “She does make quite excellent fare.”

He directed his smile at her in return, and they dug into their food.

The conversation hit a lull while they ate, the deliciousness of the meal more than occupying their thoughts.

He easily finished before her and took his dishes to the kitchen.

“Excuse me, Mistress Tala, but where should I place these? Is there a sink I can clean them in?” He looked around and frowned. “I didn’t see Mistress Petra clean the cookware, but the cleaning seems to be done.”

“Oh, Kit does the cleaning. Just set your plate with the clean ones in that marked off square of counter, and you’ll see.”

He gave her an odd look but complied. An instant later, he grunted. “Automatic cleaning? That seems a bit extravagant.”

Tala shrugged. “It might be, but Kit just eats the remnants.”

“And Kit is… your storage?”

“Yes. We were able to determine that Kit is actually a creature born in the void. She came to Alefast, here, disguising herself as a dimensional storage, likely with the intention of eating all she could before she was banished. Or it could have been something else. I suppose I shouldn’t pretend to understand exactly what a creature of the void might want.”

Master Clevnis’s eyebrow twitched.

“That said, the little pouch took a liking to me, it seems. We get along great now.”

The Refined looked around, seeming a bit tense.

“Relax. From what Master Simon has determined, Kit is mostly the entrance and an underlying framework behind the reality within this space. If she wanted to move—let alone eat—you, she would have to get your permission or overcome your magical weight.” She hesitated, taking a sip of endingberry juice to get some crumbs out of her mouth. “With what I’m learning, I think Kit could dump you into the Doman-Imithe if she wished, and you’d be hard pressed to stop her, but beyond that, you’re in no danger.”

He seemed to tense a bit more before shaking his head, taking a deep breath, and returning to the table. “You seem to lead a truly interesting life.”

“Well, ‘if you pay the entry fee—’”

“‘—you might as well stay for the show.’” He grinned, finishing the old saying. “I can understand that. It is a bit fatalistic, though.”

“Only if it kills me.”

He cocked his head, his smile fading just a bit.

She sighed. “I’m not trying to die… at least not anymore. I’m seeing Master Nadro when I can, though our meetings are usually Archival these days.”

Master Clevnis’s smile grew once more, “He’s a wonder, isn’t he? Probably the oldest living human, and yet he fills his time with helping others.” He hesitated. “You know, actually some of the Academy faculty might be older, but I don’t think they really remember anymore.”

Tala grunted, moving on to another dish of magic-packed food. “With mundane human memory, I suppose that could become a problem.”

“Indeed. We weren’t designed to live forever, so if we manage it, we better do all the upgrades we can.”

She chuckled at that.

“Well, as delightful as this has been thus far, I did have a purpose for wanting to meet up with you.”

She nodded, waiting for him to continue.

“We’ve found that it is useful to do after-fight discussions. Yesterday was a big one for you: Your first fight as a defender during a waning.”

She nodded again—still chewing—and gestured for him to go on.

“Very well. Obviously, you did well. You defeated the threat with minimal collateral damage.”

“The wall?”

He grinned. “The wall, yes. Not ideal, but not unexpected. It took less than a gold to fix. Those things are resilient beyond belief and as self-repairing as they can be made to be to boot. In that general area of information, I don’t think pay was ever discussed, but that’s for after the fight discussion.”

Tala ‘hmmed’ her agreement.

“So, in the fight. The magical resonance wasn’t ideal, but when you took that hit, magical resonance was the least-bad outcome. I’m glad it didn’t turn you to paste. The second resonance, generated when you closed in for your attack on the cyclops, was a good tradeoff. It let you deal with the main threat before ancillary enemies arrived. Generally speaking, two quick, similarly sized resonant bursts won’t be much more noticeable than a singular of equal size. Space them out too much? Yeah, that’s a lot worse.”

Tala snapped up a piece of bacon.

“You have a through-spike, and you use it regularly, but you don’t seem to have fine control over it.”

She grimaced at the mention of shortfall in her training. “Never saw a need.”

“That’s fair, but you should train it regardless.”

“Isn’t this a bit off-topic?”

“Yes and no. Training with it will help your dexterity and multi-tasking. That’s something Mistress Kaeti will help with too, right?”

She nodded.

“Good. Here’s how it connects. Now that you are on a defensive unit, your fights—including your fight last night—will be recorded to the Archive. That one was shown to the watchers in the battle-view restaurants and will be available to a lot of other places within Alefast in the coming weeks.”

“Really?” Tala hadn’t really considered it would be that widespread.

He grinned. “My girl, you weren’t alive when the last waning happened, so this is likely news to you, but waning fights become the talk of human civilization every cycle. They fade from prominence when each waning concludes, but I promise you that there are businesses scrambling in every human city to get access to show the waning fights to their customers. Traditionally, they’d have another five or so years, but the pace of this cycle has caught everyone off-guard. Regardless, we’re all going to be known, at least a little bit, by the time this waning ends.”

She really hadn’t considered that. I’m not really sure I want that.

Alat scoffed. -You literally mapped your magics on the tales of legend. You wanted to be one of them, a warrior of myth and power. This is part of that path, Tala.-

She couldn’t really argue with that. Well, she could, but it would be pointless.

Master Clevnis continued, “They’ll play the best fights from previous wanings, especially those that include defenders who are here for this one. The Academy also generally has a surge in enrollment during wanings, which helps us keep everyone safe. The notoriety we’ll get isn’t precisely the fame of bedtime stories, but it can be a big deal.”

She groaned. “I hadn’t planned on that.”

He shrugged. “You can still back out, but I don’t think you will.”

She shook her head. “You’re right, I won’t. This seems like something I both need and want to do.”

“Good. Now, let’s get a bit more technical. When you fight, you are mobile, but not really. You try to fight as a mobile fighter, but you lack true mobility.”

“What do you mean? I mean, you said ‘mobile’ a lot, but I don’t know that I grasped your point.”

He chuckled. “Fair enough. I think what I mean is this: You’re incredibly mobile by mundane standards, but you’re basically just using your physique to move about. There’s limited utility there when fighting more advanced opponents. Additionally, your big attacks treat you as a stationary combatant. Your siege-orbs are effectively a siege engine firing upon your opponent. Impressive, but you don’t need to be anywhere near them, nor factor in their movement or what they’re doing. Mobility doesn’t matter. For your dissolution, you have to stop in place and breathe out a concentrated stream for best effect. In that case, you can’t be mobile, and that makes the magics less effective.”

She grunted. “I suppose I can see that. What can I do about it?”

“Well, those are two different problems, and they aren’t the only ones that we need to address. To start, let’s talk about what you can do, and I mean everything. I even want to know about things you tried in the Academy that seemed useless, so you left them behind long ago.”

She smiled. “It’s going to be a long day.”

“Well, we’re back on shift pretty soon. We can talk on the way, and the others can handle anything that comes up this cycle.”

“Right, we were on standby through the night?”

He shrugged. “We were. We’ll get you an emergency beacon today. That’ll call you if you’re on standby and needed. Don’t expect it to go off for at least a few years, but don’t ignore it either.”

“Understood.”

“As to your capabilities, the others will join us in the discussions as they each have unique perspectives and valuable insight. I’ll take notes on what you’ve got in your corner, and we’ll utilize all that we can, and probably see if we can add a few tools.”

Tala nodded. “That makes sense.” She glanced at the food still on the table before her. “I can eat while we walk.”

“Alright then.” He stood. “Let’s take a quick moment and talk about the pay.”

She grinned. “Yeah, about that.”

“It’s a standard, non-negotiable rate. One gold ounce per day, plus the harvests whenever you take down magical creatures. With such powerful creatures, the harvests are generally pretty worthwhile. All that, minus any repair costs incurred which could have been reasonably avoided.”

“Like that wall?”

He scrunched his face slightly. “Honestly, I think you’ll only be charged a small portion of that. Like I said, it wasn’t a bad outcome, even if it wasn’t ideal.”

“Alright.”

“Beyond that, the pay is two gold per day if we’re out on assignment beyond the city walls. There is a one hundred gold death benefit to your next of kin. This bypasses any debts or other obligations or claims on your estate as a whole. It is meant purely as a boon to your recipient.”

Tala was surprised by that but thought she understood. The point was to ensure that those left behind were cared for, not to just remove a bit of debt that a now-deceased Refined had incurred.

“Additionally, there are bounties for specific tasks completed, but those are too nuanced and numerous to outline quickly. All this and more are in the Archive, and I can make sure you have access to look through it at your leisure. Does all that sound agreeable?”

Well, no food or lodging budget, so it is actually a bit less than the most I could make as a Dimensional Mage and Mage Protector on a daily basis. But I couldn’t run those shorter routes all the time, so it’s better on average, in the long run. Plus, I get to stay in one place for a bit, as long as I want to. “Yeah, that sounds agreeable.”

“Great! Now, let’s get out of here, and you can tell me about what you can do.”

Alat? I think I could really use your help here.

-Yeah, I figured. I’m starting to get everything organized, but you’ve… we’ve experimented with a LOT of things. Give me ten minutes to collate and get this into some sort of coherently structured order.-

Alright, what do you suggest I do until then?

-I’m not going to devote brain power to that. Pick something randomly and go with that.-

Fair enough. Tala reached out and opened the door, which appeared before her as she did so, letting them out onto the street. “Well, the first thing that comes to mind is a twist on a dimensional prison.”

Master Clevnis regarded the new door with obvious scrutiny, then seemed to process what she said, frowning as he followed her out of Kit. “Alright, that definitely sounds interesting, go on.”


Chapter: 12
A Different Ruleset

Tala moved her lord-piece one space closer to a corner, sheltered by her last remaining defender.

Rane grinned as he considered the board. “So, you’re enjoying being a defender?”

“It’s… interesting. It feels a bit like guarding a caravan, in that I’m not really doing much for a lot of the time, but I need to be vigilant and ready at a moment’s notice. I definitely think that I’m starting to understand what Mistress Cerna meant when she said she was ‘feeling’ the tension, even when just on standby.”

He nodded, taking a sip of tea before he slid an attacker between her lord-piece and the closest victory square.

Tala grimaced. “Playing on a hex grid is weird.”

“It got really popular in Alefast for a time, so these boards are more available.”

She gave him a flat look. “We both have square boards in our storages.”

“Well, I thought it would be a fun variation.”

She only glared for an instant, then she shook her head and smiled. “It’s definitely a different way of thinking. I do think I like it, but you’ve the advantage, having been playing this way for more than a month.”

He shrugged. “You’ll catch the difference soon enough.”

“I already understand the difference, Rane.”

He huffed a laugh. “That’s not what I meant. I mean, your mind will adjust—strategically—soon enough. You’re right; it’s obvious that you’ve grasped the rules difference.”

She made her move and sighed. “The oddest part of being a defender is having a few people I don’t know clearly recognize me and wave.”

“I can imagine. Though your fight was rather eye-catching, so I’m not surprised.”

“Yeah, Terry loves the attention, too. When he’s with me, he’s recognized more often than I am.”

“His was a bit of a terrifying spectacle, and I’ve seen him fight before. Seeing it on such a broader scale really put things into perspective, you know?”

They both glanced to the terror bird who was laid out in one corner, catching the bit of sun that streamed through the massive window this late in the day.

His eye flickered open, closing as soon as he saw them looking his way.

“Faker,” Tala said, with care in her voice and a grin across her face.

She’d been in the city for a couple of days and was finally settling in with her unit, so she’d hunted down Rane in his family’s compound while she was on standby until midafternoon.

Tala thought she could get used to the rolling schedule, especially since being on duty mainly meant concentrated training, and standby was simply doing whatever she wished to be doing.

Once she’d navigated through the Gredial compound, a servant leading her to ‘Master Rane,’ it hadn’t been hard to convince him to play a game of tafl. At which point he’d pulled out the hex-grid version and proceeded to explain that this was how it was played in Alefast.

It’s fine. I can get used to this format of play…

“So, what have you been doing, aside from the one fight?”

She shrugged. “Training mostly. They rightly pointed out that my abilities, tools, and skills are a bit disjointed at the moment.”

He grunted, still examining the board. “Yeah, just a bit.”

She gave him a fake glare. “Anyway. We’ve been brainstorming, and I have a lot to work on to tighten things up.”

“Oh? Like what?”

“Well, the first thing was a mindset and mental model to remove all gravity from myself effectively instantly.”

Rane glanced up at that. “Oh, yeah, that would be incredibly useful.”

It was her turn to grunt. “Additionally, I never really fully realized my plans with the Leshkin shields.”

He snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “That’s right! You paid me out so you could take those two massive, juggernaut tower-shields.”

“I also had a ring made ages ago that can hold three bloodstars and lock into place around Flow’s hilt, to give me precise control over Flow’s orientation and movement, especially when within my aura. Even outside it, I’ll have control to a much greater extent.”

Rane whistled, nodding. “Yeah. What ever happened with that?”

She shrugged. “Other stuff came up, and I never made the bloodstars for it.” She quirked a smile. “I have now.”

“It sounds like you’re going to be a terror.”

She chuckled. “That’s the idea.”

“But, are the Leshkin shields even still… useful? I mean, you claimed them as harvests when you were Bound.”

“Never managed to mar them then, but you’re right. Even so, apparently they are an odd manifestation of magic. For one, they sat within Kit for more than a year and simply absorbed the magic free-floating within Kit.”

“So, they’re already magic bound to you, then?”

“Deeply so, it seems. Apparently, all Leshkin items are in a class of artifact that is highly adaptive to their wielder. Seemingly, Leshkin soldier swords are identical, magically, to juggernaut swords. The added power is simply due to their wielder.”

Rane frowned. “Wait, but we were paid less for lower-grade armaments.”

She shrugged. “There is lingering power within those claimed from higher ranks. The base items aren’t very valuable, even though they are useful, because humanity has so, so, so many of them due to all the Leshkin Wars. The real payment is for the remnants of Leshkin power within.”

He grunted, turning a good portion of his attention back to the board. “So, we could have sold the higher-level weaponry and armor and bought basic stuff to the same effect?”

She shook her head. “No, we used much of what we kept for mergings. We leaned on the exact power that causes the increased value to give our soulbound items a boost.”

“Ahh, yeah, that tracks. It also explains why no one tried to warn us off.”

“So, all that to say: so long as I actively use and dump power into the shields, they should grow with me, though not as much or as quickly as they would if soulbound.”

“So, they want you to go weightless and add a bunch of extra tools? Each, individually sounds useful, but overall, that doesn’t seem like cleaning up your fighting at all. In fact, that just seems like it’s mucking it up.”

She shrugged. “You’re not wrong. There’re more mindsets being added for quicker activation and use of power, too.”

“No new scripts, though.”

“No. No, no. Not at all. That would be really foolish, without a good reason. Honestly, though, there were some… rather horrifying ideas?”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, Mistress Cerna suggested I throw out my iron as caltrops across any battlefield. The iron should disrupt large-area workings, and in the unlikely event that they did penetrate my opponent’s skin, they’d disrupt internal magics, too.”

Rane shuddered. “Mage Hunters have some devious tactics.”

“Indeed. That wouldn’t work for me unless I had aura-superiority across the whole field, and in that case, the fight would be mostly over.” She sighed. “At least that’s what I thought. Apparently, there are a large slew of magical beings and creatures that basically cannot extend their aura outside of their bodies, and in some, their aura even retreats away from anything that cuts or pierces into them. There aren’t many that are that extreme, but there are some.”

“But those wouldn’t have wide-area magics to disrupt in the first place.”

“That’s what I said.” She grimaced. “But I was still advised to practice, as my aura resonates through the iron as well, letting my aura be much stronger across a wider area than should be possible. Master Akra has already given me a few exercises to focus on my aura control, strength, and actualization.”

Rane chuckled. “That sounds like Master Jevin, but I suppose that makes sense. With your aura spread out, you do have some advantage in leverage, but it also comes with the obvious disadvantage of, if you lose an aura-struggle, your iron is consumed by the void.”

She shrugged. “If I lose an aura-struggle on my body, I lose, so… obviously different stakes, but I’m used to solidifying my aura when it matters. They also want to test exactly what it takes for the iron to be ‘voided.’”

He laughed out loud. “‘Voided’? Really? That’s what you’re going with?”

She grimaced again. “It wasn’t my idea or my choice… Master Girt was rather insistent, and it caught on before we really noticed.”

He laughed again. “That is amazingly horrible.”

“But the main thing to train for, aside from the new mental models, is to split my conscious control further. Mistress Kaeti has already started to help with that. We were going to work on something else, too, but she’s asked for more time to process that aspect of her power before we delve into it together.”

“Mistress Kaeti? Why does that sound familiar?”

“She uses motive and positioning activations for her magic. Slew a minor horde a few days ago.”

“Oh! Yeah, the dancer. That was pretty cool to watch.”

Tala moved her defender. “So, what’s up with you?”

Rane laughed. “Well, Furgal stormed through a couple days ago before taking a caravan off to Bandfast, then who-knows-where.”

She blinked back at him. “He did?”

“Yeah. Said he was ‘following his elder’s advice,’ but Master Grediv seems to have no interest in commenting on it. So, there’s a lot of the family who think that one of the uncles went rogue and convinced Furgal to withdraw as the potential successor to the family and depart.”

Tala frowned, not really understanding. “He did what?”

“He withdrew from consideration as the successor.” Rane shook his head. “It’s a rather worthless position. Basically, each generation selects who will guide the family if Master Grediv is no longer in a position to do so.”

Tala frowned at that. “There have to be tons of Refined or Paragons in your family who could take over in his absence.”

He laughed. “Not one is interested, and trust me, Master Grediv has tried to pawn it off on each and every one of them. So, every generation, the mundanes, Mages, and less advanced Archons do this little dance so the family has a ‘successor in case of disaster.’”

“So, will you do it?”

“Oh, stars no.” He shook his head. “They asked, too, bless them. Let that idiocy fall on one of my cousins. I eventually want my own children and to go from there. I’ve no interest in babysitting generations of mundanes who only barely contribute enough to be worth the resources they take. Even if I somehow never make it to Refined, I’d still be on the hook for a long time…”

She found herself nodding at that. She loved her siblings, but she couldn’t imagine trying to look after their kids, and their kids’ kids, and so on.

“Your move.”

“Hmm?” She looked up, pulled from her thoughts.

“It’s your move.”

“Oh! Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.”

He smiled. “Clearly. We can stop if you want, then restart the game if you want to consider this a trial run.”

She gave him a fake glare. “I’m not conceding that easily.”

“I’m about to win.”

“Sure, but you have to earn that victory.”

“We don’t have to count this game at all. We don’t generally count any of the games we play.” He was grinning back at her.

“Bah. We fight to the end!” She held up a finger in mock solemnity.

He huffed a laugh. “Very well, but it’s still your move.”

“Fine, fine. Don’t rush me.”

***

The next few days passed by in a blur.

Tala trained and stood watch, got to know her unit, and began to unify her magics and capabilities.

She found a good time to have a meal with Master Simon, Mistress Petra, and the younger Zuccats, too, and they all agreed to work in a meal every week or so, so that they could stay on the same page.

Master Simon was able to determine that her unit should be able to sleep within the sanctum for four to six hours a night without causing any lasting damage. Any longer than that, and there would begin to be noticeable degradation.

With that in mind, their mission to a newly degrading cell only just a couple of days away, Tala was ready to show her sanctum to her new unit.

Tala stepped through the door into Kit, coming out just before her dais and moving to the side to let the others in.

Master Clevnis followed first, having been inside before. Mistress Cerna was right behind him, seemingly trusting his judgment explicitly.

-She also might be trusting her own soul, given that if anything happened to her husband, it would be obvious.-

I mean, that, too? That’s basically the same thing… sort of?

-Ahh, soulbonds.-

Mistress Vanga came in tentatively but without noticeable hesitation, her eyes immediately taking in their surroundings, widening slightly. “There’s a whole little compound in here?” She shook her head. “Of course there is, you said as much. I guess I just didn’t think it would be so… standard. Buildings, open space, a sky overhead.”

She tilted her head to the side in contemplation, even as she stepped aside so that Master Limmestare could follow.

He paused in the doorway, craning his neck to look nearly straight up, taking in the sky, sun, and faux clouds.

“You’re right, Mistress Vanga. And it’s a truly masterfully crafted false sky.”

Tala nodded. “For all their flaws—and there are many—the arcanes do good work. They have much more use for dimensionally expanded spaces than we do. Or at least they put them to more use.”

The slender man smiled and bowed slightly in acknowledgment, his clothing giving off the telltale glimmer that Tala had begun to associate with him and his battle wear.

Glass-fibers woven through his clothing… I definitely wouldn’t have considered that possibility.

-The stuff seems to be quite effective armor when you can control and enhance it.-

Definitely. In their practice, she’d come to realize that despite the seeming frailty both of his chosen material and the man himself, Master Limmestare was a terrifying front-line fighter, and he could take a hit almost as well as she could.

-Better, because he’s not thrown away.-

The times she’d seen him practice, he’d woven dozens of layers of glass-fibers almost instantly to take a given hit, each layer shattering to absorb and dissipate a portion of the hit.

The number was apparently perfectly calibrated each time based on Master Limmestare’s assessment of the incoming hit, and thus the last layers buckled, leaving his opponent fully extended and vulnerable for counterattack. No wasted effort or energy.

Observing him, even in practice, had been enlightening.

Reactive armor. The Refined had immediately begun working with Tala to make similarly layered, thin iron plates, designed to distort and break to dissipate offensive energy rather than simply absorbing the hits ‘like a big, dumb rock.’

Master Girt had playfully glared at the glass wielder when he gave that jab but hadn’t commented.

The reactive armor was exhausting work.

Speaking of Master Girt, the Refined cleared his throat. “Step in already, Limmestare. I want to see, too.”

The lithe man sighed, muttering under his breath that he didn’t consent to any bond—among other things.

Interestingly, it was something that they had recommended Tala begin doing before crossing any threshold, either magical or mundane.

‘While I accept the invitation to enter, I do not accept nor offer bonds nor fidelity of any kind.’

-Wordy.-

Thorough. The others in her unit had gone to great lengths to begin her education on some of the higher dangers associated with more advanced magical beings.

Master Limmestare finally stepped inside, tension obvious throughout his frame.

Tala felt it then, a slight tremor through her magic where she was feeding Kit.

It was like a tickle in the back of her throat that might grow enough to make her cough.

She frowned. I had way more people in here when I was showing off Kit upon my return from the arcane lands.

-How many were Refined? And how much did Master Xeel work to offset the impact?-

He should have made it worse, not better.

-Even with how he was folding existence around himself to hide? I doubt it. Even so, it’s something else to ask him next time we see him.-

He has been very unresponsive to Archival missives…

Master Girt came in last, stopping in place as soon as he was fully within her sanctum and staring fixedly. He had one eyebrow cocked and an incredulous look painted across his features.

Tala followed his gaze toward her dais, frowning.

The Refined closed his eyes and shook his head. “Mistress Tala. Don’t you think a literal throne is a bit on the nose?”


Chapter: 13
A Cliff

Tala flew through the skies outside of Alefast on a rather interesting amalgamation, along with her defensive unit and a passenger.

Master Girt had created a platform of stone, and Master Limmestare had added a windscreen of curved, reinforced glass.

Tala, herself, had then reduced the effective gravity on the thing down to about five percent before Mistress Cerna had woven a select few patches of copper in the air, placing them just below the bottom, piercing thin tendrils of the stuff through to a central position, where she took up a seat.

The woman had then sat in that central position, and power began flowing through the metal spell-forms. They seemed to be some sort of propulsion, because the whole thing had easily lifted off of the ground to hover and await their boarding.

The unit had climbed aboard, along with a young-looking woman, who had introduced herself as Ezmenya-Kep—Kep for short—and they’d taken off, heading to the northeast, and the foot of the mountains in that direction.

Mistress Kep was clearly a Paragon, even though she kept her aura politely contained.

As the group flew, Terry sat perched on the top of the hemisphere of glass, wind whipping his feathers as he looked ahead, an oddly intense light in his eyes.

Tala and the others sat around Mistress Cerna, trying not to shift too much.

This was apparently a very metal-efficient means of transportation but not very stable, all things considered.

In either case, they were moving just under the speed of magical resonance, which wasn’t that fast due to how many of them there were so tightly packed together.

Still, it was more efficient than jogging, given that they could skim about twenty feet above the treetops and head in a straight line.

They only had to deal with the occasional arcanous creature, but each was dealt with by a small stone firing off at greater than the speed of sound, a blade of glass molding to intercept and obliterate, or simple blades appearing to deliver death.

All in all, it was a rather uneventful way to travel.

I suppose that’s the result of having so many combat-capable Refined ready to hand.

They’d been underway for about two hours when Tala had a thought. “Why would this take multiple days? We could get to another city in about a day at this speed. Why would we need more than one to go somewhere relatively nearby, fix an issue, and come back?”

Mistress Cerna glanced her way but returned her focus to the task of flying.

Master Clevnis opened one eye, glanced toward the Paragon, smiled, and closed his eye again.

Masters Girt and Limmestare simply ignored her.

Mistress Vanga smiled and gestured toward the Paragon. “Mistress Kep? Would you like to take this one?”

Mistress Kep stirred from her musings, turning toward Tala with a patient smile. “Well, as this involves my purpose, I think it fitting that I answer. Thank you, Mistress Vanga.” Her gaze came back to Tala. “You were Mistress Tala, correct?”

Tala had introduced herself, and Tala knew that this woman was advanced enough to easily remember something so trivial, so she was likely just being polite. Her aura is held incredibly close, though, likely to help with magical resonance. I could pierce her skin with my magesight and look, but that would be a bit rude. It’s enough just to know she’s a Paragon. I don’t need to know exactly where she is in that stage.

She nodded.

“Yes, I’m Tala.”

Mistress Kep’s smile grew. “Well, I am a specialist in analyzing and maintaining existence cells. Unfortunately, the time required for this type of mission is entirely on my end. It is not a fast process.”

“Oh?” Tala oriented more fully on the woman. “What exactly will you be doing?”

“I’m glad you asked!” Mistress Kep sat a bit straighter, positively beaming. “First of all, I will examine the ancient materials left by those who created this particular cell to understand what the contained threat is. Then, the six of you will follow the instructions provided in order to engage the threat while I do maintenance on the seal.”

Tala blinked. “Say again?”

The Paragon tilted her head to one side, questioningly. “What part?”

“Engage the threat. What do you mean?”

“Oh! That’s simple. The repairs that need to be done can’t be performed on an actively engaged seal. If the contained threat were to stress the seal as I was working on it, the containment might shatter completely, and no one wants that.” She hesitated. “Well, no one but the contained threat.”

“Why not have a double-layered seal or something?”

“That is something that has been proposed, but it has also been dismissed. Do you want me to take you through why?”

Tala thought about it for a moment, then shook her head. “No, I think I can understand. If they were both sealed, then it’s effectively just one big seal, with no way of detecting the degradation of the first half of it. If the inner one is left ‘open’ to later engage to repair the outer one, the threat would still likely have to be fought back through that open seal. Additionally, it would be giving the threat a potential template to examine, in order to work out how to break through its containment. If it was the outer one that was left open, it would effectively just be a ‘in case you don’t notice soon enough, close this for more time.’ Repairing the engaged, inner seal would be identical to working on a lone seal. Thus, a double seal in that case would just be extra resources for no purpose.”

Mistress Kep chuckled in delight. “Very good, yes.”

“So, the issue stands. How are six Refined supposed to fight back and keep at bay something that no human Archon, even Reforged, can kill?”

She held up a finger. “Permanently destroy.”

“Hmm?”

“Permanently destroy, not kill. There is a large distinction there. Most of these things are killable, many laughably easily so.”

Tala found herself nodding. “I think I understand, but can you give a few examples?”

“Well, all the myriad phoenix-related beasts come to mind first. If they grow in power to the point of being an existential threat, they almost universally have to be sealed. Killing a phoenix, no matter the variety, almost always makes it stronger in some regard. Even when the creature doesn’t gain strength from the death, they generally aren’t overly harmed by it in the long run. There are a whole host of creatures similar to phoenixes that we often just bunch together as ‘threats that come back from even the smallest fraction of themselves.’ Then there are the self-replicating threats. For some of those, destroying them often just creates more, in some way or other. Then the conceptual threats, who can move through ideas. Then, of course, there are the ones that are basically impossible to kill, but that doesn’t mean they can’t be hurt, pinned down, or otherwise delayed.”

She found herself blinking at the influx of information. None of it was precisely ‘new,’ but she hadn’t really put it all together in these ways before. “Things like dasgannach?”

“Exactly, though they don’t pose a large enough threat to need to be contained… generally. It helps that they generally have a limited capacity of how much they can absorb and hold sway over. Even so, I think there were some that spawned for rather… unfortunate elements, but if memory serves, some Sovereign or god-beast dealt with those.”

“That’s a lot to take in.”

“It is, but you aren’t hearing this all for the first time, are you?” The woman cast a confused glance toward Master Clevnis. He and the others were sitting with eyes closed, likely working on some internal skill or other.

Tala shook her head. “No, I’ve come across most—if not all—of this before, but I’ve never really put it all together, if that makes sense.”

“Ahh, yes. That does track.”

She hesitated, then just decided to ask. “If you don’t mind, what advancement are you? I mean, where in the advancement of Paragon.”

“Hmm? Oh, yes, I’m a Paragon. As basic as they come, actually. I’m sure I’ll get to Reforging eventually, but there just isn’t much need for me to do it, and it isn’t the most pleasant of processes… or the easiest from my understanding.”

“Are there many Paragons in Alefast?”

Mistress Kep shrugged. “Not really. In most cities, there are more Paragons than Refined, but the ratio skews heavily around the waning when the more research-focused Archons go elsewhere, unless their research is aided by the waning, but that’s mainly people like me.” She considered for a moment before adding, “That and the more combat-focused Refined come running to the wanings.”

Tala frowned. “What about the combat-focused Paragons?”

“Well, I don’t mean to imply that there aren’t any, but there aren’t many. Even most who fight in wanings don’t fit into how I’m meaning ‘combat-focused.’ Now, most who are combat-focused—and who reach Paragon—push on to Reforged as quickly as possible.”

“Are there a lot of those?” she tried to ask casually.

Mistress Kep huffed a laugh. “Are you trying to ask how many Reforged humanity has?”

“If you know.”

“That is actually an excellent way to ask it. To my knowledge, operating within the human cities, we have around thirty Reforged. Some haven’t been seen in a long time, but a long time for us isn’t that long for a Reforged. It takes a lot for us to count one of them as dead and gone.”

Tala grunted at the last, contemplating the presence of so many powerhouses. A moment later, she frowned, seeing it from the opposite side. “Isn’t that really few?”

“Yes and no. We often think of the soul-breaking as being incredibly recent, and in many ways it was, but we speak of it as ‘millennia ago’ when no human alive now was alive then. At least no one who’s talking.” She gave Tala a wink. “We think it was twenty thousand years ago? Though anyone you ask will give you a different number. But that’s mainly because of people like Master Jevin, who are ancient, but their memory from their youth contains ‘near-past’ references of the soul-breaking. History becomes odd, though, when dealing with immortals and the scale of eons. Generally, we agree that the first gate was somewhere between three thousand to three hundred thousand years ago.”

Tala blinked. “What.”

“Well, Master Jevin isn’t really keen on putting a number on the passage of years. We’re assuming he’s at least two and a half millennia, but that could be a radical underestimation.”

“What about Master Nadro?”

“Oh, you’ve met Master Nadro? Isn’t he wonderful?”

Tala smiled and nodded.

“That’s good. As to your question, you should ask him some time.”

The way Mistress Kep said that gave Tala pause. “What should I expect when I ask?”

“Well, he answers everyone slightly differently, but the general result is: It would probably be best if you didn’t know the answer to that.”

Tala chuckled. “No deception doesn’t mean all truth is spoken plainly.”

Mistress Kep grinned. “Indeed.”

It wasn’t too much longer before Mistress Kep guided them into a little valley, and they set down before an unassuming cliff wall.

As they approached, Tala felt herself become a little nauseous. Her magesight was showing the zeme of the area, and it was tumultuous in the extreme, with magical eddies and swirls dancing every which way.

At the Paragon’s guidance, they touched down a good way up the rolling rise toward the mountain peaks.

Tala frowned as she looked closer at her surroundings.

Because she was focusing so closely, she thought that she was able to pick out an unusually flat portion of the cliff face. She pointed to it. “Is it there?”

Mistress Kep tilted her head to the side. “What?”

“That flatter portion of the cliff. Is that where the door is?”

The woman grinned. “No. Don’t use your eyes. Use your magesight.”

Master Girt gasped. “What? Magesight? Why would a Mage ever use that?”

Tala shook her head at the grinning Refined.

Master Limmestare tapped the man on the top of the head. “Be nice, and be quiet.”

As to her magesight, Tala had been trying to parse through it, but honestly, the zeme in the valley was so choppy that it was hard to discern anything really of note.

Her unit was being unusually quiet, and after the relative quiet from them on the flight over, it was starting to seem intentional.

Wanting me to learn, and not trusting themselves not to ruin the lesson?

-Maybe.- That would certainly explain Master Limmestare’s comment.

Tala shook her head. “My magesight is too disrupted to tell much.”

“Ahh, so you have a lot of fidelity to that vision?”

“Yeah.”

“That can be a curse in such chaos, I can understand that. You’ll learn to see through the noise with time and practice, but it’s not pleasant. Do you have any sort of additional vision?”

“I have a form of voidsight.”

“Really?” Mistress Kep perked up. “That’s a rarer one. What does that tell you?”

Tala enacted her voidsight, and her eyes immediately snapped to a strange fold in the air off to one side, about twenty feet from where they’d set down. Now that she was focused on it, she could see it with her magesight as well, but it looked more like slightly more regular chaos, among the truly chaotic chaos.

-Eloquent.-

Hush you.

Mistress Kep noticed Tala’s attention on the spot and smiled. “Ahh, you see it, then. What does it look like to you?”

She frowned, walking forward. “It looks like someone took a group of reality nodes and… folded them over on themselves somehow? I don’t know how else to describe it.”

“That’s a good insight. Anything else?”

Tala frowned, looking around. There seemed to be tendrils of… something connecting to various things close by. “I think I see some connections. What are they?”

“The creators of these cells generally try to leave clues as the password for entry, so that when we have to come to do maintenance, we can get in.”

“So, beyond that fold is the cell?”

“Hmm? Oh, no. Beyond that fold is the entryway to the cell. In there will be some murals and other information on the creature or creatures… or other threats housed within the cell itself. There is often also treasure, attempting to bribe anyone who might find the cell to leave it alone or pay them to repair it. Things like that.”

That lined up with what she’d been told in the mobile villages. Then, she realized something about this fold in reality not being the only seal, and she quirked a smile. “So, it is double sealed?”

Mistress Kep chuckled. “Not really a seal. From the outside, they try to give us the password for entry. From the inside, you can just walk out.”

Tala nodded in understanding. “Ahh, yeah. That’s not a seal then.”

“So? Let’s try it. Place your hand on the fold, and say the password.”

Tala frowned skeptically and walked over, placing her hand where she saw the fold.

There was no physical sensation, but she held her hand in the right place regardless.

“So… what’s the password?” She didn’t really have any idea.

The Paragon patiently responded, “What’s it connected to?”

Tala looked around. “I think that’s a cantaloupe vine over there, and that’s a honeydew.”

“Alright, so based on that, what do you think the password is? Speak firmly and with determination.”

Shrugging, Tala resigned herself. “Melon.”

Nothing happened.

“I’m a friend?”

Nothing happened, except Mistress Kep chuckling again. “Now you’re just guessing.”

Tala shrugged once more. “It looks like it’s connected to plants, or vegetation, then?”

At the last—‘vegetation’—the fold seemed to unfold, leaving an odd warping in the air in the shape of a large circle.

On the other side seemed to be the same valley, but a portion of it that hadn’t been visible before.

The group all walked through, and Mistress Kep patted Tala on the shoulder. “Well done.”

Tala smiled as she followed them inside, stopping in astonishment when she saw the cliff-face that had been hidden as part of the fold.

It was covered from top to bottom in squiggly lines for some reason that Tala couldn’t comprehend. There were no artistic depictions beyond those odd squiggles.

When she glanced toward Mistress Kep, she saw the woman frowning. “Well, this is a bit ominous. This seems to be a conceptual threat more than a physical one. I’ll need to read this carefully before we proceed.”

“You can read that? How? It isn’t words.”

“It isn’t words in our language, you mean.”

Tala blinked at that. “Our… language?”

“Yes, dear. The whole world speaks the same language because some millennia ago a Sovereign got tired of having to relearn how to communicate to people due to linguistic drift, so he locked our language into a cohesive whole. It can grow, but it no longer can shift.”

“No one stopped him?”

“Oh, stars no. Apparently, many of the other Sovereigns were so taken with the idea that they helped him with some project or other in gratitude. No one knows what it was, and it’s probably just a myth, but there you have it. Everyone, everywhere, speaks, reads, and writes the same language.”

“But not that?” She pointed.

“No, writing in locked spaces wasn’t affected by the magic, so we had to relearn how to read these writings. The password was affected because it was within our reality for the working. This writing wasn’t.”

“If this is in another language, then the aligning of all speech and writing doesn’t seem like it was that long ago, then?”

Mistress Kep shrugged. “Like so many things, I could give you a definitive answer, but I could be off by a few thousand years in either direction.”

Tala grunted. “Wonderful.”

“It is what it is. Now, it’s time to read a cliff.”


Chapter: 14
His Story

Tala turned her attention to the other things within the folded space as Mistress Kep flared with power and slowly rose into the air.

Tala wasn’t quite able to tell what magics the Paragon was using to lift herself, but she didn’t think it was direct air manipulation.

Probably not that important.

Opposite the cliff, in the roughly fifty-foot square of reality, was a weathered stone building, the interior of which was accessed by an open archway.

The ground looked very much like the ground outside the folded space with knee-high grass, interspersed with low bushes and the occasional small tree. Apparently, the soil wasn’t that good for trees.

There were some insects but no trace of animals, even though Tala had seen evidence of quite a few little critters—from mice and rabbits, to small songbirds and grass-dwellers—in the valley outside.

I suppose if any were caught within the bounds of this space, they’d have long since left, unable to return. Their descendants are likely outside, none the wiser.

Master Limmestare and Mistress Vanga were moving toward the small building, just behind Mistress Cerna.

Masters Clevnis and Girt had cleared a ten-foot circle, cutting the grass down to about ankle height, and they were stretching and moving through a series of magical manipulations that Tala had learned they used to limber up their gate, will, and mind.

That had been a relatively new concept to her, though it made sense. How many times had she felt her thinking was a bit off or her will a bit sluggish? A series of ‘truing up’ movements with her magic might have just been the thing she needed for those occasions.

Toward that end, she’d been joining them to learn, but this time, she was more curious about what was in the little building.

The structure was well constructed of dry-fitted stone. There was no magic woven through the building, but there was magic within, which surprised Tala. The surprise vanished almost instantly as Mistress Cerna made clear the reasoning.

The Refined unit leader sighed. “We have a harnessed fount.”

That got everyone’s attention.

The Paragon called down, “Let me know if you learn anything specific. Otherwise, I’ll continue here.”

Mistress Cerna waved and spoke back, trusting the other woman to hear, “Will do.”

The other two Refined stopped their practice and moved to follow Tala into the building.

There—floating in the middle of the space—was a fount processed in the arcane manner.

It was an orb, fully embedded with ingrained purification scripts, but it was ‘set’ in the way of artifacts, rather than simply inscribed as most arcane-used founts were. The working rendered the power easily accessible without tainting that which it powered.

The harnessed fount only seemed to be powering three things.

The first was a pedestal in the middle of the room with the obvious outline of a hand atop it. It was seemingly carved from a single piece of white marble, shot through with veins of obsidian. The hand outline was of the same black, volcanic glass, indicating that, on the whole, the material wasn’t naturally this composition.

The second item powered by the fount was a stylus, resting just above a plaque. The stylus was a red stone, bound and embellished with gold. The plaque was also gold, and the odd lettering on it was a deep, almost crimson red.

The final item was a shield that leaned against one wall, below another plaque. This plaque was a matte gray metal, the lettering a white so bright that it almost seemed to glow. Similarly, the shield was a matte gray, stylized and enhanced with a bright white.

Unfortunately, both plaques were illegible to Tala.

Another language.

-That’s… so odd. Why would you want to speak—or I suppose in this case read—something else? I mean, if there were just two languages, there’d be large swaths of people you couldn’t talk to. Think of all the books that you’d never be able to understand! This is madness, Tala.-

A person could learn to converse and read more than one language, like Mistress Kep.

-That’s silly. Everyone should just speak and read one language.-

Well, we do. It seems right to us because it is what we know. But honestly? We probably don’t understand the true measure of things because this is all we’ve ever known.

-…Fine. You’re probably right. Since when are you the voice of reason?-

Well, since you are me as well… always?

-I can accept that.-

Aside from the obviously magical stuff, there were a few small strongboxes, which were easily opened, revealing gold, silver, and copper.

“So, lion’s share goes to Alefast to cover expenses of the waning,” Tala nodded to herself, speaking out loud, “but we get a finders’ fee. Correct?”

Mistress Cerna was busy itemizing what they’d found, so Master Clevnis turned toward Tala. “That’s right. Generally, if any of us have a specific use for a magical item, here, that would be that person’s portion. Finding magical items isn’t rare, but it doesn’t happen every time. This is a bit odd, though. Such items are usually in some sort of stasis to preserve them, rather than being actively powered. But that is off-track. Honestly, the percentage is just a bit extra on top of the bounty for the new-cell-investigation and the extra pay for being out of the city for a few days.”

That made sense to Tala, so she didn’t really have any follow-up questions.

Aside from the items and strongboxes that she’d already seen, there wasn’t really much to look at since no one was willing to start playing with unknown, ancient magical items without at least knowing a bit about them.

True to promise, it was actually pretty boring.

Thus, the unit mainly putzed about, entertaining themselves however they saw fit.

Masters Clevnis and Girt returned to their cleared circle in the grass.

Mistress Vanga pulled out an Archive slate and began reviewing what Tala would bet were patient anatomy informational summaries.

Mistress Cerna counted and recounted the precious metals in the boxes, then sat down to knit a woolen scarf… in midair… without knitting needles.

Tala ended up joining the Masters in their will-stretching as they all waited for Mistress Kep to finish reading the cliff.

Oddly enough, it ended with the Paragon hanging from the top, muttering loudly to herself incomprehensibly.

It’s in another language… that’s incomprehensible to me.

-Right… got to remember that’s a thing.-

Finally, the woman came back down, shaking her head. “This is infuriating.”

The unit gathered near her. They didn’t strictly need to, as they could all hear each other from anywhere within the space, even if they simply whispered, but it was more polite to come close and be attentive.

“I’ll take a look at what we have inside, and then we can go over everything together.”

That made sense, so they all followed her inside.

It only took a moment for the Paragon to read the plaques. “The shield contains natural arcane spell-forms around the concept of protection, defense, and shelter. In theory, anyone using it should be protected from even conceptual attacks while behind that, so long as they supply it with sufficient power.”

Tala frowned. “So, if I hold it up and power it, then someone insults me, I won’t get my feelings hurt?”

The Paragon paused, then shrugged. “I mean, maybe? You have more experience with arcane magic than I do, honestly. Though, your experience is with the modern type, and like all things, it has changed through time.”

Except language.

-Well, it would have changed, but it’s being magically prevented.-

That’s true, I suppose.

Mistress Vanga tentatively cleared her throat. “I actually haven’t bound a defensive item.”

The others gave her looks that lacked surprise and that were filled with ‘we’ve been telling you to correct that lack.’

“I’ll get it thoroughly checked out, first, but I think this could be wonderful for me.”

Master Clevnis nodded. “I agree. You’ve been through four wanings, and you have never managed to find something you liked. If that shield appeals to you, I’m all for you getting this one. Any objections?”

Tala almost objected, but in the end, she didn’t really need it, and she had enough on her plate as it was. She could have fed it to Kit, and if the sanctum had replicated the magics it might have been useful, but she just wasn’t sure what the results would have been.

In the end, it wasn’t worth it, and she knew that Mistress Vanga would share what was learned from the item, so Tala still might be able to find some way of getting something out of the shield.

Mistress Kep continued, “The stylus will magically write whatever you wish, on any surface you desire. To the extent of drawing out a color picture that you are imagining. It writes by changing the properties of the surface it acts upon, so it’s not a matter of ink or paints or the like.”

Tala perked up at that. That’s pretty neat.

-What would we even use it for?-

You could write things out?

-The Librarians have things that will let me do that if I really have a need.-

Master Limmestare came and took a closer look at it. “I do prefer physical books… but no, I think the Library would have better use for it than I.”

-See?-

Fine…

No one else stepped forward to claim it.

Mistress Cerna nodded once. “So that will go to the city, then.”

The Paragon smiled. “And this last thing, the pillar, if I understand correctly, contains a display artifact and information repository, or possibly just an informational accessing function, and the repository is in the Archive.”

She placed her hand on the indicated location, and a pulse of magic washed through the room.

Suddenly, a human was standing before them, as lifelike as any of the Refined but with magic woven through them with incredible intricacy.

Tala could even see air moving away from them as they displaced it by coming into existence.

Solid projections? That seems so unnecessary…

The person began speaking… another language.

The monologue went on for nearly five minutes before the man bowed and vanished with a small pop, the air rushing back in to fill the void he left behind.

He was instantly replaced by a hue-folk woman who again pushed the air out and away. She stood tall, with light purple skin and black eyes.

Everyone focused fully on the fabricated person at that point.

She began to speak as well. This still wasn’t words that Tala recognized, but it also wasn’t the same manner of speech that the man had used.

Mistress Kep was frowning deeply.

Four more illusions cycled through, each of a different race, each seemingly speaking a different language, each heralded by a slight breeze and seen off with a little pop.

The Paragon spoke slowly, as if clarifying to herself, “They’re all the same message, as near as I can tell. I only know a smattering of some of the languages, but the cadence and body language matches up. From what I can see accessible by this pedestal, there are more than a hundred additional messages as well.”

Tala’s eyes widened. “More than a hundred different languages?”

The Paragon shrugged. “There were thousands, apparently. I’ll get these uploaded to the Archive, and this will actually be a great key toward assisting in the deciphering of some of these other languages. Did you see that the words were written out near the floor?”

Tala hadn’t, but she had been standing back a bit.

Mistress Kep shook her head slowly. “This is an incredible find.”

Tala frowned. “Then… why don’t you sound happy?”

The woman grimaced. “Because they went to a lot of trouble to leave this warning. That generally isn’t done. There are no depictions of the prisoner, nor any mention of his name. Basically, all that I can determine about the prisoner himself is that he is a ‘he,’ by the warnings. The languages that have differing indicators for age, status, or other features have stripped those away, using vagaries and generalities instead.”

“So?” Master Clevnis interjected to prod, “What are we dealing with?”

Mistress Kep sighed. “I’ll want to verify, then double and triple check before we make our attempt, but I can give you my best guess. This is a mind-worm propagator. Specifically, he uses stories to worm his way into your thoughts. By the very act of telling the stories, he is naturally associating himself with the stories he tells you, which gives him greater power. If I understand correctly, when he dies, if he was killed, he subsumes the body of the one most conceptually linked to him and his stories.”

Tala frowned. So, we could just kill him, now? We know nothing about him…

Her eyes widened.

“Oh, that’s…” She shook her head as everyone looked her way. “He’s a prisoner. He’s marked as a threat, and thus, one of us killing him would be a significant boon to humanity.”

Master Limmestare was nodding in understanding. “That very act would link the killer to him, conceptually.”

Master Clevnis finished, a grimace wrinkling his nose, “Giving him an instant path to using someone else’s body to reforge himself.”

They all stood in heavy silence for a long moment.

Finally, Master Girt shrugged. “So, we don’t kill him, and we have Mistress Vanga scatter deadly plagues about so he might or might not die after we leave? We tell no one—or erase our own memories of the event—so there’s no impact on humanity until some other group comes back to check on the cell. Even then, they’ll just find it intact and depart, none the wiser.”

Mistress Kep was already shaking her head. “Indirect killing doesn’t work. They even tried starving him, a dozen guards cutting him, only one with a poisoned blade… so many things. It doesn’t matter. Connections are formed.”

Tala found herself nodding. “All are tied, and all actions forge threads of existence, bindings made of reality itself.” She remembered the links within the Doman-Imithe. “His soul must somehow travel down the strongest one if he is killed.”

The Paragon shrugged. “That’s a theory, but I have no idea. They also warned that they are guessing on his death having to be caused by others. They are fairly certain, however, because he could have killed himself to get free when they first put him away, if he’d had that ability. Even so, we need to be careful. Form no bonds.”

“So, we shouldn’t let him speak?”

Mistress Kep sighed. “Whoever prevented him from speaking would be ‘saving the others from him,’ thus creating a connection in that manner.”

Mistress Cerna cleared her throat, interrupting what was clearly ramping up to be a veritable storm of ideas. “Mistress Kep, what do we do, then?”

The Paragon smiled gratefully. “Again, I’ll want to verify, but right now, my thinking is this: Go in, keep him from leaving, and have a perfectly mundane interaction with him. Don’t let it be special in any way, either from what happens or what doesn’t. It isn’t perfect, as the very environment of the interaction makes it special, but that’s the best that we have, and don’t kill him.”

There was a moment of silence before Mistress Kep nodded, almost to herself, and turned back to the pedestal to keep working.

Tala cleared her throat. “What’s going to happen to the fount?”

That drew everyone’s attention.

Mistress Kep sighed, turning back once again. “It will be kept with the magical items until they are claimed. At which point it will be analyzed to see if we can determine the most humane course of action.”

“That makes sense, thank you.” Tala hesitated, then added, “I apologize for the interruptions.”

The Paragon smiled and waved that off, turning back to the pedestal and beginning to go through all of the recorded messages, seemingly storing them in the Archive through some means or other.

“Come on”—Master Clevnis clapped Tala on the shoulder as he walked by—“this is going to take even longer than usual.”

Tala had to admit, from what little she understood of the situation, it seemed like they would be here for a while.

While Mistress Kep worked, they broke apart their improvised vehicle and stored the parts that were useful, distributing the rest around the valley outside the fold.

Then, they all retreated into the folded space and closed it behind them, making it so they wouldn’t have to deal with the outside world until they were done with this odd creature, locked away for the safety of the world.

Even so, Tala—and presumably Mistress Kep—still had ready access to the Archive.

-Ahh, blessed updated Archival link. How useful you are.-

Indeed.

It was getting toward night, and Tala was eating the last of her supper surrounded by her unit, but she couldn’t get something out of her head. She knew she was likely missing something obvious, but it just wouldn’t leave her alone.

Mistress Petra had prepared everyone’s meals—the unit had gone shopping for supplies for the woman the day before—and Mistress Cerna was over the moon at having fantastic food even outside the city.

But that isn’t what Tala was hung up on. “Mistress Vanga?”

The healer swallowed her current bite, regarding Tala. “Yes, Mistress Tala?”

“I understand how this guy isn’t really killable, but… why does it matter? Why did he need to be imprisoned?”

The Refined set her tray to one side, seeming to consider. Finally, she nodded to herself. “Well, in most cases, a brief outline of the reason would be here, along with the explanation of who the prisoner is and what they can do. So, you’re right to ask as we generally would know. In this case, however, his story seemingly is what gives him power and access, somehow. So, telling us what he’s imprisoned for would be counterproductive. That said, I would guess that he used his ability to reincarnate quickly when killed in order to do things that would get him killed.” She shrugged a bit helplessly, “Honestly, even if he never did anything specifically wrong, each time he died, he effectively killed someone else to avoid the consequences of his actions.”

“Ahh, yeah. I can see that being a problem.”

Mistress Vanga smiled in return. “Indeed.”


Chapter: 15
Khesed

Tala finally understood Mistress Cerna’s reaction to having fewer ‘out of the city’ assignments.

At least, she thought she did.

They’d been in the folded space for more than two full days as Mistress Kep dug through, checking and triple checking the information on the prisoner and their best approaches.

Master Clevnis had taken some time to explain things to Tala, emphasizing that the reason that he was doing so was specifically because this was her first cell, and not for any other reason.

“It is standard practice to review all the materials provided by the creators of the cell as closely as possible, and for the Paragon in Command to consult others through the Archive.”

That had confused Tala a bit, so she’d inquired further, “Why would that be necessary? Didn’t the people who left this information want us to succeed?”

“Obviously they did, but sometimes, we don’t know what we don’t know, and they couldn’t possibly have known what we don’t know, now. Even when language isn’t a barrier, culture sometimes shifts, the currently most popular stories, even different trends and understandings of magic. A famous case comes from when early human Mages were seemingly all Guides and apparently focused on more vague schools, like fire, water, earth, and such. The messages they left on a couple of cells insisted that it would take four highly advanced magic users or someone they called an Exemplar—which was basically a Mage who could use all four of what they believed to be the primary zones of magic at the time.”

Tala blinked a few times. “What? Why would people think that magic was divided in that way?”

He shrugged. “Human history goes back a long way, but we’ve always known our magic functions differently than arcane magics. Our understanding has evolved through the eons to what it is today. I would bet that before you and I are both dead and in the ground, at least one thing that we believe to be fundamentally true will be seen as laughably inaccurate.”

She grunted. Yeah, that’s probably true. “So, it’s common practice to consult other experts to make sure there’s not something that got lost through translation, time, culture, or common understanding?”

“Among other things, yes.”

“Huh. I suppose that makes sense.”

On the morning of the fourth day within the folded space, Mistress Kep was finally satisfied.

The unit gathered around her in the morning light as she laid out how things stood. “We are good to get started. I have my plan for repairing and refreshing the seal, and the advice I gave you stands.”

They each nodded.

Mistress Cerna smiled brightly. “Let’s get it done! How long will you need to execute the repairs?”

“Not more than three hours. From what I can see, the damage is very concentrated, rather than a general erosion of containment.”

Master Clevnis clapped his hands together. “Alright. We know the plan, but let’s go over the high points one last time so there’s no confusion: Masters Limmestare and Girt are on physical deflection, if violence breaks out. I will be the first responder, with Mistress Vanga’s primary duty being to keep the prisoner well away from death’s door.”

Tala felt herself twitch at the saying, a thought occurring to her. Do you think… could ‘Death’ be in one of these cells, so death’s door is a cultural reference to a real thing?

-…Really? You’re considering this now? He’s used that exact turn of phrase a dozen times over the last few days.-

Well… I didn’t think about it earlier…

-Focus, Tala.-

“Mistress Tala is on bodily intervention, and Mistress Cerna will fill in the gaps.”

They all nodded their agreement.

Terry wouldn’t be coming with them, and they had all agreed that Tala should leave Kit outside, just to be safe.

And that was that. They were ready.

Mistress Kep gestured, and one of the roof tiles suddenly lit with power as the Paragon altered the fundamentals of the universe to gain access to the cell.

Obviously, the cells couldn’t be composed of active magics, not unless their creators had bound a fount to their maintenance. While that was seemingly done in some cases, it was by far the exception, especially since modern humanity had to have the capacity to enact these cells at need, and they had neither the resources nor the willingness to use such methods.

I wonder what they would do these days if active magics are required?

-I’m sure we’ll find out eventually.-

The tile seemed to open, growing larger and revealing an entrance. A platform appeared before the opening, and a staircase extended downward to where they waited.

There was no hesitation as the unit sped up the stairs, followed by Mistress Kep.

As Tala and her companions entered the new passageway, she saw the Paragon step to the side, onto the platform, and explode with power.

Tens of thousands of tendrils of magic—each seemingly manually controlled—reached out, moving independently as copper, silver, and golden spell-lines began to spark and flare across the woman’s body in a truly mesmerizing display.

Tala only hesitated for a moment, but that was sufficient for her to truly appreciate the gap in power and proficiency between the Paragon and even the long-lived Refined she was now working with.

I wonder how old Mistress Kep truly is?

As the unit moved down the passageway, Tala saw bodies tense then relax and heard the muttered pronouncements, foreswearing oaths, bindings, and bonds.

Tala followed suit, noticing that she, herself, had tensed up when she entered the dark, stone-lined hallway. She forced herself to relax even as she spoke under her breath, “I enter where I am granted access, accepting no debts, making no promises, and allowing no bonds. I am not, and never will be, associated with what lies ahead, except in passing.”

-Wordy, but thorough.-

We’ll work on it.

The hallway had no light source, but it was bright enough for Refined to walk with ease due to the reflected morning light behind and the unknown illumination well ahead.

The floor was smooth and level, the stones fitted perfectly into place, not disrupted by anything despite the passage of time.

The hall was nearly a hundred yards long before it opened out into the dappled light of an old-growth forest.

Tala glanced behind herself and saw the passage leading straight back into a hillside. Through that, she could easily see the threads of Mistress Kep’s magic on the other side.

Perfectly straight.

A soft, but firm, voice came to them, not shouted, but carrying nonetheless. Still, Tala couldn’t quite make out the words.

She turned to regard the speaker and beheld the prisoner for the first time.

He was tall, likely around seven and a half feet in height, and built like a bear. His skin was the dark brown of mahogany. His ears were long and pointed, extending almost straight outward to poke free of his mane of hair. That very hair on his head, and that making up his beard, was the brown of deep-forest bark, streaked through with near-black, and his eyes were the dark blue of a deep ocean.

Tala frowned. It’s been ages since I’ve seen an ocean. Why would that descriptor come to mind?

-It’s fitting, isn’t it?-

Maybe, it also might be that that’s how he wanted himself viewed…

-Don’t get yourself tied up in knots, Tala.-

Right, focus.

Regardless, the effect was for him to appear to be a statue, carved out of wood, with inlays and embellishments added in.

The prisoner was clad in simple leathers, excessively patched but meticulously cared for. On one side, he had a tightly bound, incredibly thick tome hanging from his belt. Opposite that hung a large hatchet, but that was just in proportion to him. To Tala, it would have been a massive war-ax.

It was then that something grabbed her attention and held it for a long breath.

His hands were incredibly badly burned, the flesh looking like molded wax, glowing runes seared into his skin in patterns that somehow seemed at once both crude and impossibly complex.

Tala’s gaze jerked away when she caught movement in the corner of her vision as an owl that looked comically small in comparison to the big man swooped down to land on the prisoner’s shoulder.

The bird couldn’t have been more than a few inches in height, but its eyes held hints of a keen intelligence.

The man spoke again, and Tala realized that she hadn’t somehow missed what he’d said the first time. It was in another language.

She blinked a few times, then barked a laugh. All that fear of him influencing us, and he doesn’t even speak our language. Of course, he doesn’t! The languages outside weren’t ours, so why would his be?

Master Limmestare put a kind, restraining hand on Tala’s shoulder, and she nodded once, indicating that she understood. No speaking if they could help it.

Her outburst had been understandable, but she needed to be careful.

The large man tilted his head to the side, then the runes on his hands flickered with a rolling, multi-hued light. His entire aura rippled through the spectrum along with the light seeming trapped within the burned symbols, and the flesh around them seemed almost to melt a little further.

Everyone held themselves ready but didn’t directly react.

Masters Girt and Limmestare turned and began to block off the tunnel with a bulwark of rock woven through with layers of interlaced glass-fiber.

The light faded from the prisoner’s runes, and he smiled. “Now, you should be able to understand me, yes?”

No one responded.

“Though you are not responding, I can tell by the light in your eyes that we are communicating. Good, good. That is an excellent start to a parole meeting.” He smiled again, his attitude seemingly genuine. “I imagine that they didn’t leave evidence of my name, and as I do not recognize any of you, I will assume that my”—he glanced around at the seemingly extensive forest—“benefactors are no more. I am interested why you are all speaking the tongue of the star-touched, but that can wait. I am Khesed. In my language, it means loving kindness or loving loyalty. May I know who you are?”

Mistress Cerna smiled and gave a small bow. “I will be whom you speak with, and I am called Cerna.”

“Cerna, a lovely name. Is there any proper form of address that is needed for polite society? I would hate to be rude in my ignorance.”

After the barest hesitation, she nodded. “Most would call me ‘Mistress Cerna.’”

“‘Mistress’? A title of power, then.” He nodded approvingly. “Likely from the ‘Mistress or Master of the Ships.’ I do so love those old tales, tales from before the splintering. I had not realized that enough of the star-touched had survived to…” The man’s eyes widened. “There was an Anointed star-touched… what was his name?”

Khesed grimaced slightly, turning his head and looking down to his right, clearly in thought.

“Ahh, it escapes me after all these years. Did such a being achieve deification and rise to enough prominence that his language has overtaken your culture?”

Mistress Cerna shrugged. “I am unsure what you mean, but that is alright. We are far removed in time from each other. It is only natural that we should not easily find common jargon.”

A small smile tugged at the prisoner’s lips. “Wisely put. But where are my manners. Can I offer you some refreshments? Some food? If we are to discuss my release, it should be in what comfort I can offer.”

The Refined shook her head. “My apologies, Khesed, but we are not here to discuss your release. We are here to ensure that you remain.”

A flicker of anger moved through his eyes. “The world turns, magic flows, and great deeds abound. I am missing so many beautiful stories.” He lifted a finger and pointed directly at Tala. “Her, I can sense the stories radiating off of her. She is the youngest of you by far, but I know more than a million words could be spent telling of her short life already. You must let me learn.” He turned back to gaze straight into Mistress Cerna’s eyes, arm falling to his side once more. “Please, Mistress Cerna. Let me go forth and piece together all the history that I have missed.”

She shook her head. “No. I cannot.”

“But look at you!” He gestured emphatically. “You’re all human. All of you. I’d never have imagined such a gathering of your weak-willed kind, not with the power I sense within, woven through your very beings. You somehow each have seemingly endless power trickling through you. I had only heard rumors of such things, and even then only in theory. Has the promise of limitless magic really been fulfilled to the extent that even humans have such a supply? What have I missed?”

What? He can’t be unaware of gates. A fount was found in the other area. Is he lying to draw us in?

-Or that might not be a fount in the traditional sense.-

Tala held her face stoic but wanted to grimace. And we can’t ask based on what he said, or that would taint any discovery with a connection to him.

-Don’t worry. They said they’d analyze it thoroughly once we got back to Alefast. His words won’t change anything.-

Mistress Cerna hadn’t let herself be led off track, and she answered simply, “I cannot tell you.”

The prisoner turned, drawing his ax and swinging it in one—obviously well practiced—motion that was almost too fast for Tala to follow.

The ax passed through a nearby tree without slowing as Khesed let out a single, forest-shaking roar of frustration.

There was an explosion of woodchips away from the strike, and away from the watching humans, before the tree dropped almost straight down, the now free trunk thumping end first into the newly created stump before the whole treetop tipped, falling into the woods to bounce off, scrape against, and crack against other trees before crashing to the ground.

Khesed took a few deep, full breaths, clearly pulling himself back together before he turned around to face them again.

“I apologize for my outburst. I am a historian. My deepest passion is to gather the truth of our past and pass it on, that we may learn from our ancestors. If you will not allow me out, please, let me tell you the tales I know, that I may at least be assured that my life’s work is not for nothing.”

“We cannot do that. We know how you take over others if you die. We cannot allow you to form those connections.”

He shook his head, huffing a laugh. “You know nothing. Were that my goal, I would already have succeeded.” He indicated Tala again. “Her story, at least, will be told—I can feel the echoes of it throughout reality—and when it is, I will be mentioned within. I am, somehow, special to her, in her tale. I might be the spitting image of a family member or lost friend.” He looked down at himself and smiled ruefully. “Though, I doubt that. I might be the first of my species she has seen, or the first prisoner in one of these cursed cells whom she has encountered. Regardless, I am something to her, and so when her tale is retold, I will be included, if not in this world, then in others. The magic of stories is far reaching, Mistress, and good stories want to be told.”

There was a long, ominous silence that stretched out for nearly a minute before Khesed continued.

“But, as I said, that is not my aim. Yes, I must live to collect and tell stories, and I regret that others die so I might live, but is not a revealer of history more needed than the average citizen? Do I not have the right to safeguard my own life, regardless of the cost?”

“No. We are all worthy of life, none more than any other.”

He raised his finger to point at her, then to her husband, then to the others in the unit, his voice dropping low with fervor, “And yet you are each steeped and entangled in tales of endless bloodshed, violence, and the ending of sapient life. I only took life when I was slain by others. I have never sought the blood of thinking beings. I have simply not allowed myself to be slain. How is that a crime?”

“Because those you killed were not those who attacked you.”

Khesed huffed a laugh, shaking his head. “And you know that for a fact, do you? Who is more tied to the life of a man than the one who cuts it short? The great sages of my day found my means of self-defense distasteful because they weren’t above its effects. If they wanted me killed, they couldn’t get around my lifesaving magics, and so they deemed me a threat.”

Mistress Cerna shook her head. “We are not going to listen to your story, Khesed. We are here because this is a cell, and this is our duty. The fact that it is you in here doesn’t factor in in the slightest.”

He gave her a long look. “Then, you would have me attempt to fight my way free? Is that why your friends have so laughably blockaded the tunnel?”

“I would have you wait peacefully until we depart.”

“And leave me trapped once again, you mean. Bound to an eternity with no information, no chance to learn of the wonders unfolding in my world?”

“It is how it must be.”

His eyes hardened, and he looked at each in turn. “So be it.”


Chapter: 16
Protocol

Tala stood, silently amazed at Mistress Cerna’s verbal maneuverings.

Khesed, the prisoner of this cell, was doing all he could to lay out hooks, laden with questionable information, everything from implying that she should ask him if he had a title that she should be using to straight up telling her that he was around to interact with Sovereigns before they rose to that level of advancement.

True or not, they all sound like fascinating stories.

-When your life and power depends on something, you get good at it.-

I suppose that makes good sense.

Khesed was clearly frustrated, but he was just as clearly holding himself back from losing his temper.

The tiny owl on his shoulder had its gaze locked onto Tala.

Why is it focused on me? Why did Khesed focus on me, earlier?

-It sounded like he could have been highlighting you as the youngest, emphasizing that even so, you still have so many stories to tell? An extreme for comparison?-

Could be… She was loath to activate any magics while within the cell, just in case there was some odd reaction. She would at need, such as if her role in the unit dictated it, but not without such.

Even so, aspect mirroring was simply using already active magics, elsewhere.

That settled, she aspect-mirrored the void in her elk leathers into her natural magesight spellforms, creating her easiest form of voidsight.

She flexed her will, and the world changed to her perspective—mirrored onto all her bloodstars, held close and stationary to not draw attention.

For an instant, she was confused, but then she realized what she was seeing.

Tala fought to keep her expression neutral, and the lack of reaction from the prisoner let her know she must have more or less succeeded.

She could easily see each of her unit’s reality nodes in a way she hadn’t been able to because they weren’t pressed up against anything that she could perceive with her voidsight. Instead, they were all floating within one much, much larger nodule, isolated and not subsumed, but clearly within its sway.

That node was clearly centered on, and most strongly manifested within, the prisoner’s physical body.

Funnily enough, with such clear demarcations, and no pressure pushing on them, she was able to see the true shape of the nodules like never before.

Hers was… heavier than everyone else’s by a good measure, and something deep within her knew that was what Khesed had seen and reacted to when singling her out.

My iron. Reality. That was what the nodes were, after all. There had to be a connection, even if she didn’t know for sure.

Beyond that, she got a true sense of the node that was her like never before.

-Umm… Tala? Maybe we should investigate this later because it’s interesting, and we’ve been meaning to, not… you know, because of this experience?-

Tala internally shook her head, dismissing Alat even as she focused her voidsight, entering an almost meditative focus as the prisoner and unit leader continued to verbally dance around each other.

There.

She saw it, then. Heavy threads of reality binding the unit together with multiplicative, overlapping, and interweaving ties.

Tala had mixed feelings when she saw that she, also, was included in that web, though to a much lesser extent.

Obviously, Mistress Cerna and Master Clevnis were bound more closely than any other two, and it was interesting to see the parity between their nodes. They were still clearly separate, but they resembled nothing so much as two halves of a whole, even though neither seemed incomplete nor broken on its own.

There were also incredibly thin—clearly fleeting—ties between each of them and the prisoner.

We’re succeeding. Tala kept the smile from her face. They were doing it.

As she was having all these realizations, she felt something through her voidsight.

A tendril of connection as thick as her arm was building on Khesed, clearly oriented on her.

He seemed to have noticed, too, though the only evidence was a slight up-turning of the side of his mouth.

Oh… rust.

The reality connection lanced out, and Tala acted on instinct.

She had drilled into herself that she needed to keep her reactions contained in this cell, and that her role here was to take hits for the unit, absorbing and rendering them useless.

So, she didn’t try to dodge. She knew that the incoming connection wasn’t something that could be dodged regardless. That wasn’t how it worked.

Instead, she armored herself in the only way she could think to do so.

Voidsight was what had shown this to her, so void was the first thing she went to.

Void rolled through the magical defenses that her elk leathers projected. Normally, they were barely strong enough to factor into her fighting on their own, but this was an entirely different field of battle, and she was Refined now. That advancement had been strengthening her soulbound items, including her elk leathers.

This was their first real test.

The hawser of a connection slammed into her thin field of void and stopped cold, not forming a link with her in the slightest.

Interestingly, the void-field didn’t seem to interact with the connections that were already in place.

Khesed’s head jerked backward as if he’d been slapped in the face, and he turned a flash of a glare at Tala.

As her focus returned to him, she saw that there were several other large ties leading from him down the tunnel and out into the world.

He’s still connected to people on the outside. If we kill him, he’ll be free, even if he had no connection to us at all. She also instantly knew that she couldn’t let him know about the connections, assuming that he wasn’t already aware.

The massive connection was still pressing against her defense, and her void-field was starting to bow inward dangerously.

“Tala!” Mistress Vanga’s harsh whisper in her ear jerked Tala’s attention back to her mundane perspective.

The healer was standing beside her, completely focused on Tala, concern in her eyes. She wasn’t touching Tala, as Tala was wreathed in void, but she was very close.

Tellingly, the void was visibly indented where the connection was trying to attach. That, if nothing else of the struggle, would be visible to everyone in the unit.

“A connection is trying to form.” To Tala’s surprise, her whispered response came out between clenched teeth. She placed her hand on Flow, pushing the weapon into void-form even as she mirrored that void into the defenses of her elk leathers as well, taking some of the strain away.

Mistress Vanga looked toward Khesed, fire flaring in the woman’s eyes.

“No, I’ve got this. This is my role.” Tala forced a small smile. “Let him focus this avenue of attack on me.”

Mistress Cerna had clearly noticed something as well, but Khesed was continuing the conversation, and the Refined was continuing to engage him on that front, even as various symbols on his hands flickered and spat sparks.

Tala saw a bad end to the encounter if she didn’t change anything. She needed to gain some more weight behind her defense.

Weight. My node. Iron. She allowed her through-spike to snap back on, covering her in an illusion of herself, even as iron rolled across her entire body, instantly infusing with void and defensive magics already within the elk leathers.

The iron was hers more fully than any mere possession ever could be, the magic was hers—the product of her very soul. It was laughable to consider the two wouldn’t be able to mix.

Suddenly, a stability and strength that she’d never felt before snapped into place within her defense.

To her voidsight, her entire node seemed to shimmer, becoming more existent.

Reality, void, magic. The tripod of existence. She had just successfully built a defense seemingly modeled after existence itself.

It wasn’t particularly strong, per se, but it was of a type that could not be ignored.

Everyone must have felt something because the precise back-and-forth of words cut off, and Mistress Cerna carefully called back toward Tala. “Is there anything I need to know?”

Tala couldn’t help but grin. “My apologies for the interruption; it has nothing to do with him. Please carry on.”

There was a resonance in her defense, and the massive, attempted-connection of pure reality began to fray, unraveling back to Khesed. As it fully dispersed, he grimaced but otherwise kept himself under control.

Is existence magic taboo, too? I certainly hope not…

-Isn’t that like saying ‘cake flour’? Flour is part of cake… oh, cake flour is a thing. ‘Existence magic’ is fine. Carry on, don’t let me distract you.-

Khesed seemed to have decided that Mistress Cerna wasn’t going to take any of his bait, so he turned fully toward Tala. “You clearly have had some sort of epiphany. I am so glad that your meeting me was so influential in your road.”

A small thread tried to connect them once again, but it practically pinged off of her defense, causing the prisoner’s right eyebrow to twitch and the little owl to chirp, its first sound since arriving.

Don’t forget about the little bird…

Khesed continued, undeterred. “I would be happy to help you. It is the least I can do, even if you won’t free me.”

Tala waved off the offer. “Thank you for the offer, but I decline. Existence is there to be explored, its secrets open to any who look.”

In truth, as she moved her void-encased hand in the small wave, she tried to interact with the paltry thread that already connected her to the prisoner. As thin as it was, she wanted to remove it if possible, but her void-shrouded hand passed right through, despite her desperately willing the thread to be gone, for her to be able to grab it, or anything.

Well, no easy solution in that regard, then.

Khesed seemed to have taken the break in the silence of the other unit members as an invitation. Since Tala wasn’t yielding a connection, he changed his focus to Mistress Vanga. “You. Your magics are healing focused, correct?”

Mistress Vanga smiled briefly, politely. “My apologies, Khesed, but protocol dictates that I not speak with prisoners.”

Mistress Cerna stepped between the two of them. “That is my role at this time.”

Tala watched in fascination as cords of connection were forged between the two women as well as between each of them leading back through the tunnel, presumably to Mistress Kep.

They’re acting this way due to the Paragon’s instructions, not due to the prisoner, himself. She insulated us against his magics by insisting we make all of these choices at her direction, establishing the protocol before coming inside.

It was a fascinating approach to the whole thing.

It didn’t protect them from actions that were weighty regardless, such as those that resulted in death or similarly permanent changes, but it was an incredible protection for glancing interactions.

They were here—and doing what they were doing—because of Mistress Kep, not Khesed.

They’d be following the same instruction set—though a different branch of the set—even if the cell had seemed empty.

Khesed briefly tried to engage each of the others but got variations on the same response in return.

Finally, the prisoner seemed to have had enough. “Well, as… informative as this conversation has been, I think it is time that I leave.”

Mistress Cerna shook her head. “As I said, we cannot permit that.”

“While you are correct, and I did ask for your allowance, I never needed it.”

Without another word, he simply disappeared.

There was a moment of stunned, frozen silence before everyone erupted into motion.

Tala was able to see the threads of reality linked to the giant of a humanoid, even if not the man himself, and he was seemingly sprinting toward the tunnel.

She immediately pointed, tracking him with her finger. “There!”

Spikes of rock blossomed well ahead of where she was pointing, Master Girt clearly reacting quickly.

Khesed was seemingly invisible to mundane vision, and even magesight, so Master Clevnis seemed unwilling to attempt to waylay the prisoner for fear of doing real damage.

He wouldn’t be stopping the prisoner.

Tala knew her role.

Get in the way; keep him from freedom and the others.

She crouched and exhaled, enacting one of her new mental models with a burst of power through her gravitational modification scripts.

As her effective gravity plummeted, she thrust her legs down, adding power to her surface-area enhancement scripts as she launched forward and up into the air like an arrow from the string.

She timed a quick breaking of the working on her effective gravity, letting her arc exactly as she wished down toward the tunnel entrance.

It had been sealed, but she watched with fascination as tree roots burst from the ground to tear apart the barriers before the invisible, charging prisoner. The process wasn’t quick or easy, even though it only took seconds. The roots clearly struggled to break through the glass fiber and magically reinforced rock.

Alright. I need to land, dig in my feet, enhance my gravity, and entrench myself. This was a chance to put a large set of her newly unified skills to use.

She hit the ground at the newly exposed entrance a good ten feet in front of the tangle of reality threads that she believed was the prisoner.

She landed with her toes pointed downward, gravity enhanced, and the full weight of her iron allowed to bear down on her. This combination drove her feet into the stone nearly halfway up their length.

Tala instantly enhanced her gravity further and did two other things.

First, sharpened iron rods as big around as her arm sprouted from a thick plate forming across her entire back, the rods angling outward to drive deeply into the tunnel behind her, walls, floor, and ceiling. Additionally, a net of heavy iron wire grew between the rods almost immediately afterwards. What white steel she had coated the out-of-ground iron with was in a troublingly thin layer, but it would have to suffice.

The barrels of iron I absorbed while practicing with Master Cazor are showing their worth. I need to allow the elk leathers to subsume more white steel, though.

-No kidding on both counts.-

The rods weren’t quite as sturdy as forged or cast iron of the same thickness would be, but they would get the job done as conduits for what came second.

Second, she aspect-mirrored Flow’s resilience into her elk leathers and reinforced it specifically within her iron.

An instant later, a force like a charging thunder bull slammed into her, causing Khesed to instantly drop back into visibility, his shoulder dropped in a tackle, driving into her soft stomach.

The wind was driven out of her—and so much more—and she found herself grinding back down the tunnel, much to her shock.

She only moved a couple of yards, but she left utterly shattered walls, ceiling, and floor, along with two partial circles carved where her surface-area-enhanced feet had been forced back through the stone.

Tala felt like her insides had been pulped by the epic blow.

-Really? He can enhance his attacks through literary comparison?-

Tala forced her mind into focus in order to respond. That’s a bit of a stretch, Alat.

-Maybe…-

The massive man pulled back, grimacing and gripping his clearly deformed shoulder. He was slightly winded as he asked, “What are you made of, girl?”

There was a bit of awe in his voice, even as his eyes flicked past her to take in the bracing that was behind her, helping to hold her in place.

It was then that Tala noticed the heat radiating from her iron.

Flow’s reinforcement magic had worked to distribute the potentially damaging impact throughout, causing the internal temperature to skyrocket.

Even as her magics struggled to rebuild most of her insides, she forced herself to willfully negate heat from the white steel, thereby cooling the iron as well.

She didn’t need to deal with the weakness her iron would experience at higher heats on top of everything else.

Deal with potential problems early before they have a chance to become problems.

There was a hooting cry of irritation as Khesed’s little owl tried to find a way through the net Tala had woven.

I’m so glad I thought to create the net… Stupid bird. That made her think of Terry, and not only about how much better of an avian companion he was. Would a mesh of iron block his teleportation?

-Maybe? Might be interesting to experiment with.-

Not now.

-Oh, obviously not now.-

Khesed shook his head, a small smile passing over his lips. “Regardless, not many could take such a hit. That must be one of the strongest hits you’ve ever taken, if not the strongest, from a purely physical perspective.”

As her lungs reconstituted, swelling anew with air, she couldn’t help it, and she started to laugh. It was a ragged, breathy thing, but it was full of unrestrained mirth.

That seemed to take the large prisoner aback, and he actually took a half-step backward, blinking and frowning in confusion. “What is so funny?”

She smiled with bloody teeth. “You think that’s the hardest hit I’ve taken? You know nothing about me.”

She almost pulled one of her pairs of siege orbs from her belt—stored there because she had left Kit outside—but she internally shook herself. No, Tala. That isn’t your role, here. You are ‘bodily intervention.’ Trust your unit.

As if on cue, circles of stone almost lovingly wrapped around Khesed’s forearms, lower legs, and neck, threads of glass weaving throughout to strengthen the stone. They were immediately followed by a network of precious metals, floating just away from the restraints, which flared to life almost instantly, reinforcing and locking the stone even more firmly into place.

The prisoner was lifted off of the ground by the restraints and floated backward, well away from the tunnel, the ground, and any trees.

Even so, Tala didn’t move. Her place was here.

Bodily intervention.

The damage was mostly healed, but she hurt.

It was all she could do not to groan in relief as the man was pulled away.

Mistress Vanga walked over to the floating arcane. “Will you withdraw your aura so that you may be healed? If you do not, the injury will only remain because of your own stubbornness. I will do you no harm save that which is required to heal you.”

He grimaced in response, then nodded.

“My apologies. I don’t like working under these conditions. I will have to create miniature expanding supports within your shoulder to reform it before I can heal you. They will dissipate and be absorbed by your body in about a week, but until then, your shoulder will be all but useless.”

Without another word, large sections of her inscriptions lit up. Khesed’s grimace deepened, and he groaned through clenched teeth.

“Again, I must apologize. I would have given you something for the pain, but I don’t know your particular biology, and there is more danger of me doing harm than chance it would do any good.”

He shook his head against the pain but didn’t otherwise react or respond.

It was odd, watching someone else’s body seem to reinflate, even if just a bit of it. As the shoulder shifted back into position, the discoloration of blood pooling beneath the skin no longer seemed to be growing worse.

“There.” Mistress Vanga bowed, stepping back.

Mistress Cerna nodded once. “Now, protocol dictates that we keep you restrained until we depart. We must do so as you have attempted to escape via physically assaulting one of us. It is nothing personal.”

Her eyes glimmered at the last, and Tala would have sworn that she saw Khesed’s teeth grind just slightly.

“Got you!” Master Limmestare shouted in triumph as he pulled the little owl from the air with a net of glass fibers.

He set the little avian on the forest floor, well contained.

“That should be easy for your big friend to free you from, once we leave. We cannot allow either of you to get out. Protocol, you understand.”

Tala remained in place, but the rest of the unit found comfortable positions in which to settle in and wait.

Khesed half-heartedly tried to engage them in conversation once more, but not even Mistress Cerna responded any longer. Protocol forbade doing so.

Thus, the remaining time passed rather uneventfully.


Chapter: 17
This Method

Tala was the last one out of Khesed’s cell, as was her role as the physical and magical interceptor for her unit.

She backed out slowly, keeping the prisoner in sight as he floated above the forest floor, suspended in his restraints.

Around her, incredibly intricate, interlaced magics were finally fully formed.

From what little Tala could interpret—when they were activated—they would repair the hole into the cell and seal it once again for the foreseeable future.

Mission more or less accomplished. All things considered, it was a successful first mission to a cell.

She took the last step out, onto the stairs, and she saw the magics flash with power, reality folding and twisting on itself to render the contained space stable but contained yet again.

The entrance within the expanded roof tile vanished entirely, the only evidence being the smallest of pin-pricks through which she saw the reality-thread connections that were coming from Khesed and the fading wisps of the magic that had enacted the change.

Even those reality-threads faded, seemingly shifted into the Doman-Imithe, or some other place, for a more expedient path between their linked pairs.

Mistress Kep looked exhausted, and Mistress Vanga helped her down the steps, even as Master Girt did the same with Tala. It was only then that Tala noticed how exhausted she felt.

She felt… strained?

No, that’s not right.

She felt almost disconnected from herself, as if she was walking around in someone else’s body.

-Tala! You still have your defenses up. Drop them.-

She didn’t see why she should, but there wasn’t really a good reason to keep them up, and Alat was her, so she probably had good reasons. Thus, Tala shrugged to herself and dropped the ‘existence field.’

The world came rushing back to her in an oddly existential way, staggering her.

She’d have fallen off the stairs if it wasn’t for Master Girt’s support. “Hey, now. I’ve got you. Are you going to be alright?”

That seemed to get everyone’s attention, even as Tala stepped free and the staircase and platform folded back into the tile as it shrunk back into place, vanishing into the expanse of other roof tiles.

Tala shook her head. “There was some odd backlash to the protection I was using.”

Mistress Cerna walked forward, along with an exhausted Mistress Kep, the unit leader speaking up, “Tell us the details of what you did.”

So, Tala did.

She didn’t mention the prisoner’s actions, simply what she had done and seen with regard to the unit members.

Finally, she explained how she’d released the barrier and felt like the world was around her again, even though she hadn’t been blocked or inhibited beforehand.

It was Mistress Kep who answered, “It sounds like you were isolating yourself from the rest of the world on the level of existence itself. It obviously wasn’t a perfect seal, but it was enough to give you the feeling of wrongness and isolation. There have historically been curses like that: ‘May you never love again,’ comes to mind. Conceptual magics in those cases were used that prevented the target from ever forming bonds with another human. In the most extreme case I’ve heard of—though, I doubt its validity—it was so powerful that people would forget that they saw the person or creature as soon as they lost sight of them. It went both ways in the tale, so the subject of that curse eventually killed themselves for lack of social connection and out of confusion as to the strangeness of the world they now inhabited seemingly on their own. Once dead, the magic persisted, and their body rotted in a public square, unable to be noticed enough to be removed.”

Tala felt her eyes twitch. “That’s… awful.”

The Paragon cleared her throat, scratching at her collarbone briefly. “My apologies. I’m a bit out of it myself. That was callously said. In your case, you seem in full control of the cause, so you can avoid it when appropriate or undo it as needed. But…” She hesitated before pressing on. “I’d probably recommend that you don’t do anything to make that a passive or permanent effect you are constantly under.”

Tala nodded in eager affirmation. “Understood, and I agree. Thank you for the advice.”

She shook her head and took a long drink from a waterskin that Master Limmestare offered her.

“On a different subject, which I meant to ask earlier, why aren’t cells made inhospitable? I mean I know why this prisoner couldn’t be starved of food or air, etcetera, but why couldn’t others?”

Smiles passed around those nearby.

Mistress Vanga voiced what they were thinking, “Well, if you’re asking questions like that again, you’re going to be fine.”

Tala found herself chuckling with the others.

Mistress Cerna pointed them toward their next task. “Let’s get some food, and we can see if we can satisfy your curiosity. Then, we’ll button up here and head back to Alefast.”

Once Kit was retrieved, and Tala had communicated with those inside, Mistress Petra had their midday meal ready shortly, and they all gathered to chat and eat.

I’m so glad I increased her pay and gave her a supply budget. It would be really awkward to be eating a really nice meal with everyone else in my unit eating rations, or the like.

-Yeah, that wouldn’t be the best unit-building way of doing things.-

Kind of the unit to help fund the process, too.

-Makes sense, it’s for them, and gets the Zuccats much better paid across the board.-

The meal for everyone but Tala was a garlic chicken over brown rice. The sauce was thick, and the asparagus, mushrooms, carrots, and snap-peas were prepared to perfection.

Both the food for the unit and Tala’s own fare were served alongside a nice, spicy, chilled tea.

Is this ginger-based?

-I think a ginger honey tea, yeah.-

I would not have thought this would be good, but it really is.

While none of them needed the cooling effect from the chilled tea, it was a nice, refreshing beverage for an early summer’s day.

As the others wound down—and Tala continued apace—there were a few words exchanged before Master Limmestare began to give the requested explanation.

“So, in regard to the habitability of the cells, it generally isn’t up to the creators at all. It’s important to realize that these aren’t created spaces that the prisoners are shoved into, at least not for the most part. You see, in most cases, the prisoners are too magically or conceptually weighty to be directly acted upon—that’s one reason why we can’t simply bypass their forms of indestructability. Thus, the enactment—the working—grabs a large portion of the world itself, encapsulating it and isolating it.”

“Oh! Like a world fragment?”

Master Limmestare frowned, glancing to Mistress Kep. The Paragon nodded. “Yes, but it is a world fragment of this broken recreation, not a true world fragment of what was before.”

Tala found herself nodding, too. That made sense. “Alright. So, because it’s a world fragment of this world, it matches the conditions of this world.”

Master Limmestare smiled. “Yes! It matches the conditions of wherever it was taken from, give or take. We actually have similar things happen with expanded storages. If we created them from scratch, here, we almost never have to concern ourselves with ventilation and the like, but we do need to be careful with insulation, but that’s getting off topic.”

Tala tilted her head to one side, remembering back. “That’s why they had to be careful with the inside of Kit, my sanctum.” She paused, realizing she’d used the wrong word. “Dimensional storage.”

Master Clevnis grunted. “Because it was an artifact, a spawning of the void where there isn’t necessarily anything to breathe.”

She frowned. “‘Not necessarily?’”

He shrugged. “The void is strange. We think of it as emptiness, but it’s not truly nothingness, and there are pockets of all sorts of things in there. Who knows where a given artifact spawned from? When you think about it, isn’t all existence within a void?”

That… was a really excellent point.

She supposed she was glad that Kit didn’t come from a place where the atmosphere was actively toxic to plant life or was defined by some other inconvenient feature. I suppose we’d never have gotten along if that were the case, though.

Tala cleared her throat, swallowing another bite of her feast. “So, if I understand correctly, we grab the world just outside the prisoner-to-be’s range of resisting the working, bundle the whole thing up, and tuck it away as a cell?”

Mistress Kep considered for a moment, then nodded. “Pretty much, yeah.”

“But… what about whatever else was in there?”

The Paragon grimaced. “It’s trapped, too, usually specifically something, someone, or some group of people and things to entice the target and keep it in place long enough to be captured.”

Tala’s eyes widened. “We offer up human sacrifices?”

“What? No! No. Generally it’s an Archon or some other Mage who can engage the being well enough to keep it from fleeing if it senses the magics being enacted around it. The worst cases—and some of the only exceptions where we sometimes have to abandon innocents who can’t be saved—are for the Tides of Dead.” The Paragon actually shivered. “I don’t think we have any of those cells in need of maintenance this cycle, but I might be remembering wrong.”

Tala glanced at her various unit mates. “Do I want to know?”

Master Limmestare shrugged. “It is what it sounds like. Necromancy on a horrifying scale.”

“But… it sounds like it’s in more than one cell?”

“Oh, yeah. The story goes that a Sovereign snapped and directed all her power to bring back those whom she killed, and those they killed, and so on. She also ‘didn’t want things to get out of hand,’ so she bound her will and mind into the working to keep them all under her direct control.”

Tala leaned forward, food momentarily forgotten. “What happened?”

“Well, all seemed to go well for a while. All who opposed her were simply added to her army, but those close to her began to notice her mind deteriorating as even the mentality of a Sovereign isn’t unlimited, and she was spreading herself out through the entirety of the ever-growing force.”

Master Limmestare glanced around and grinned. Everyone was focused on him, even though the others likely knew the story already.

“Soon, the only thing remaining of the Sovereign was her power, spread among the growing hordes, and a drive to kill and add to the Tides.”

Tala waited for him to continue, and he did after a theatrical pause.

“Even her old allies rose up against the Tides, but the dead were too strong to defeat, too strong to contain together. After all, they bore with them the diffused power of a Sovereign.”

Tala shook her head. “Why wouldn’t the other Sovereigns have intervened?”

He shrugged. “No one is quite sure, and no one has wanted to waste a boon on asking. The theory is that they would have stepped in eventually, if things had gotten bad enough, but since there wasn’t really an existential threat to all of Zeme, or to any of their domains directly, they didn’t bother. But, as I was saying, the joint forces that did work against the Tide lost several ancient and powerful imprisoners, attempting to bind the horde into one or more cells. It was only when her kingdom fractured, the armies pouring outward in all directions, that there was a chance.”

Tala interjected, then. “But wouldn’t every one of the Tide that those who opposed them killed have weakened the whole?”

“No, that simply returned the power to the others, and the Sovereign was bound to death itself as a source of power, so she had no lack in that regard.”

That doesn’t make sense. How would that even work?

-Hush, I’m trying to listen.-

“Thus, all across this continent and all others we know of, the hordes were split and led in different directions until a given group was small enough that they didn’t represent enough of the Sovereign’s power to simply break free of imprisonment. There was no collective organization or catalog or count. Last I checked, we know of—and maintain—more than a hundred such cells throughout the human lands.”

Tala felt herself pale. “More than a hundred? Each containing nearly enough power to break free of one of these cells?”

He nodded solemnly. “Indeed. The power of a Sovereign—especially one so powerfully bound to a functionally limitless, ever-growing source—should not be underestimated.”

Tala sat back, thinking. “But… they’re all contained, now. How could it be ever-growing?”

“Well, in that case, if the concept of death is the source of power, then every time something dies, more power is acquired.”

She grimaced. “It can’t be that universal.”

He smiled. “You’re probably right. It’s generally assumed that the death has to happen near enough to the Sovereign—or one of her avatars—to grant her power, but there was also a false assumption within your question.”

“Oh?”

“They aren’t all contained. Small groups often fell into sinkholes, or got lost in cave complexes, or fell into the deep ocean, or got buried when Mages were fighting them, or any number of other temporary ensnarements. The dead don’t need anything to continue save the power of the Sovereign within them. Thus, every so often, one or more of the Tide surfaces. In most cases, they are slain fast enough that it isn’t a problem, but occasionally…”

Tala felt herself swallow involuntarily at the implication. “What sort of abilities do they have? Are they just people? Are they faster? Slower? Do Mages killed by them keep their magics? Their gates?”

“All excellent questions. Mistress Kep? You’re probably better qualified to answer that.”

The woman smiled tiredly. “I’ll be brief. There are a lot of variations. Generally, though, they are strong in some ways and weak in others. Mages who rise with the Tide keep their natural magics and their instincts for using them. They are simply powered by the Sovereign’s power after rising. If they’re fast, strong, or some other obvious physical advantage, they generally have to kill someone in one of the usual ways for their victim to rise. The slow ones, though… They often bear a magical plague that does the killing for them. Those plagues range from something any healthy adult can shrug off, so long as they have time to heal, all the way up to something that will ravage a Fused in a matter of seconds.”

Tala swallowed again. “Refined?”

“I’ve not heard of a case where a Refined was subsumed by bite or similar non-lethal injury. That’s one reason Refined are the usual people to engage those inside cells. We are generally resistant and resilient enough that it is a very rare occasion that we lose someone. As to gates, we’ve seen no evidence of gates being incorporated into the Tide. The soul passes on as one would expect upon death. That means that the soulbound items also are rendered without a power source, though some stick around for just long enough to be quite difficult to deal with. That’s why, generally, a risen Mage is at its most powerful for the day after they rise. They still have their previous magical density to pull from, along with their items.”

“Lovely.”

“Indeed.”

“So… there could be a risen avatar of the Sovereign of Death buried beneath us right now?”

Mistress Kep shook her head. “Conceptually, yes, but literally, no. I could sense them if that were the case, and there are no buried or hidden threats within a couple of miles, even outside of this folded space. There are a few magical creatures, but they aren’t near enough or of a kind to really be a threat or to need to be dealt with.”

“Well, that’s a relief.” Tala looked to Master Limmestare. “Thank you for the tale.”

“It was my pleasure.”

She thought for a moment. “So, for something like a Lich, we’d just package up their whole fortress and make that their cell. No need to find what specific item houses their soul if you trap everything away. Is that right?”

“Just so, yes.”

“Huh… I can see why this method caught on.”

Mistress Cerna cleared her throat. “Now that that tale is told…”

“Oh, there’s so much more that I could tell.”

“I know you could, but I think enough has been conveyed for now.”

He sighed but nodded. “Very well.”

“Now, with that settled, I think we should recover a bit before we depart. Master Grediv has asked us to drop by a little research facility on the way back, so we need to be at least reasonably recovered before then.”

They all nodded.

Mistress Cerna gave a triumphant smile. “Good! Until then, let’s do our after-action debriefing, shall we? I think we did well enough—clearly protocol worked, and the prisoner is contained—but there is always room for improvement.”

Once again, they all nodded. Everyone here was open to, if not longing for, improvement.

“Let’s get started, shall we?”


Chapter: 18
Mage’s Bane

Tala was able to stand and shift around a bit more on this second version of their unit’s flying contraption.

They had spent part of the time while waiting for Mistress Kep to fully research the cell workshopping the combined construct, and this second version was much more stable as a result.

They’d added some fins which acted like the fletching on an arrow, keeping it oriented as they wanted. The orientation and construction were different from an arrow’s fletching, of course, because they didn’t want their platform to spin to create forward moving, stable flight. Rather, they needed it to remain flat, which required rather different orientations and profiles.

It wasn’t perfect, this iteration, but they weren’t working from scratch by any means. Not only did each of those involved have some experience with various aspects, but the Archive also had an incredible number of plans and research notes on various forms of flight, flying contraptions, and concepts underlying magically-assisted flight.

Humanity, it seemed, had always been obsessed with the sky, and only magical resonance kept them from it, as slow flight was much harder than fast flight as a rule. Though, the right types of magic negated much of that.

Even so, magical resonance would be less of a problem for non-gated, and higher above the ground… I wonder if there are any flying cities, like the mobile villages. There are moving castles, so why not castles in the sky?

-Maybe? They likely wouldn’t use the principles behind aerodynamic flight, though. I’d bet they use something similar to your gravity manipulation, or something like that.-

Yeah, could be. I mean, we’re using it here, and it helps make our creation more functional.

Slightly counterintuitively, they’d made the platform much, much more massive this time around, Master Girt taking the extra time and power to condense and compress nearly five times the amount of rock and stone into a platform of roughly the same dimensions, the exterior becoming a nearly mirror smooth, incredibly hard, glass-like surface.

The added mass gave their craft inertia, which made it more power intensive to maneuver, but it also gave its motions more stability, reducing the tremors and minor fluctuations that had been an issue last time.

Tala again had removed basically all of its effective gravity, which removed most of the issue with keeping the thing up and did make it more efficient to operate than expected, all things considered.

Terry was still sitting in his preferred position, though he now had a sculpted perch upon which to… well… perch, as the wind tousled his feathers.

That was very kind of Master Limmestare.

-Didn’t take him very long or much effort.-

Most small kindnesses don’t.

-That’s fair.-

They glided through the air under magical power and at Mistress Cerna’s direction. The ground passing beneath them, and the occasional creature attacking them, were different than their trip out, not because they’d killed most of those creatures, which they had, but because they weren’t going straight back to Alefast, Waning.

Instead, they were making a requested stop at a private research post a bit to the east, out on the plains.

Tala wasn’t the first to spot it, but after Master Limmestare pointed it out in the distance, Tala was able to pick out the winding valley among the rolling hills.

It was a thoroughly agricultured section of land, looking to cover nearly a square mile, stretched out in the dells and valleys between numerous hills, only occasionally cresting those hills with some lower foliage, likely to not be too visible from afar.

Honestly, Tala wouldn’t have noticed it at all from the ground level, as the plains had quite tall grass as well as the occasional shrub and tree.

It’s well hidden.

-Makes sense. Being out here, you’d have to avoid arcanous or magical attention, especially around the waning.-

Yeah, that tracks. I wonder what they use to diffuse the ‘human’ sense to their magic? I don’t detect even a hint, and I think that I should if they have active magics in effect.

-I suppose we’ll see soon enough.-

As they drew closer, coming from above, Tala felt a power thrumming through the air, almost behind the natural zeme of the area. It didn’t feel human, but it didn’t feel arcane either. It just felt… natural.

To Tala’s varied magical senses, it seemed to command: GROW.

Now that the valley was closer, Tala was able to see that there were several small structures tucked in, artfully, among the various vegetation.

Tala looked around and marveled at the blend of natural and cultivated that the area managed to achieve. There was nothing that stood out as being ‘unnatural,’ but it was also just as obviously too clean—or ordered—to feel like some random patch of the wilds.

Near the largest—though still modest—building, there was a large enough clearing to land in.

Mistress Cerna, to her credit, set them down right in the middle.

As a detraction, it was a rather hard landing, causing everyone to bounce around a little.

The Refined and Paragon maintained their balance easily enough.

Terry flickered to the ground nearby, glaring back at Mistress Cerna and squawking irritably.

The impact had been enough to crack the reinforced windscreen, but a flicker of power from Master Limmestare saw all damage fade away.

The stone beneath their feet was fine.

The craft had bounced a bit, settling back down beside where it had initially impacted.

The ground where they’d hit first was noticeably indented, and the grass was positively squashed.

“Well, you all certainly know how to make an entrance.” A strong, clearly feminine voice floated from among the trees behind Tala.

Tala spun to face the source and found her gaze alighting on a tall woman, wrapped in clean, but not fastidious, saffron Mage’s robes.

Her skin was thoroughly tanned in the way that only those nearly perpetually outside for years achieved. Her brown hair was lightly shot through with gray, and she was on the muscular side for a Mage, likely for the same reason that she was tan.

She was clearly the tender of this oasis of cultivation in the wilds.

She would have appeared to be about forty, if she were mundane, but the color of her magics—clearly active, in a ready state—matched her robes almost exactly, meaning that she would have had her aging magically slowed for at least a good while.

Nearly Refined? It was interesting to see the matching colors as it was obviously not an accident. Wasn’t there a trend a few centuries ago to wear clothing that matched your advancement, so that even mundanes and those without active magesight could tell?

-I do think I remember that from one of the histories. Why were we reading about Mage fashion again?-

You know very well. We wanted to consider shaping the elk leathers differently.

-We never did do that.-

Yeah… we never did.

The woman gave a shallow bow in their direction, keeping a firm grip on her clearly magical spear, which had its butt planted firmly in the soil. “Refined, Paragon, welcome to my home.”

Terry flickered to Tala’s shoulder, and the woman’s eyes tracked the movement.

“I don’t have much use for arcanous creatures in these parts.”

“He is with me.” Tala’s voice wasn’t harsh, but it was firm.

She held Tala’s gaze for a long moment before nodding slowly. “So long as he stays with you, I won’t contest it.”

Master Clevnis cleared his throat. “Now that that is settled, I’m Clevnis. We were passing by, and Master Grediv asked that we drop through to verify your safety and see if you needed anything.”

The woman’s harsh exterior cracked slightly. “Master Grediv? That old goat’s still in the area?”

Master Clevnis chuckled. “Yeah.”

“He swore he had given up on that family of his generations ago.” She shook her head, a mirthful, clearly caring, smile pulled at her lips. “I knew him to be the best sort of liar.”

She looked them over with narrowed eyes before shaking her head and waving them forward.

“Alright, well, you might as well follow me. There’s a kettle on, and there’s plenty to go around.”

The unit and Mistress Kep followed the woman as she walked toward her home.

“I’m Sae-tz, but most call me Sae. You can tell the old man that I’m fine. Your magesight will already have shown that my research is coming along splendidly.”

Tala frowned. “What exactly are you researching?”

Mistress Sae glanced her way, cocking an eyebrow. “I must have missed your name, Mistress…”

Tala cleared her throat. “My apologies. Tala. I’m Tala.”

Mistress Sae stopped in her tracks. “Wait… Mistress Tala?”

“Yes?”

“You’re the one who convinced the Culinary Guild to share all their research into arcanous harvest?”

Tala frowned. Mistress Ingrit was meant to have been the public face for that, even to most of the Culinary Guild. “I think you must be thinking of Mistress Ingrit.”

Mistress Sae waved that off. “Yes, yes, the Librarian did her duty and put her name on everything, but I know people. You’re that Tala?”

Her unit was giving her odd looks, and even Mistress Kep was seemingly interested in the answer.

Great… Paragon… Lying won’t help.

-Is there really a reason to lie?-

I suppose not… Tala sighed. “Yes.”

Mistress Sae squealed—as in literally squealed—in surprised glee. “You! Oh, you advanced my research by decades!” The woman laughed, taking a step toward Tala, then faltering. “I’m sorry.” She cleared her throat, brushed her robes unnecessarily, and smiled. “I’m just so excited to meet you.”

Tala gave an uncertain smile. “I mean, I didn’t do very much, and it’s not like I’m well versed in the information they shared.”

“Oh, of course you aren’t, but you…” Mistress Sae shook her head. “There aren’t words. Thank you.”

Tala shrugged. “I suppose I’m glad to have been of help? What are you researching anyway?”

The woman’s smile turned to a ferocious grin. “I am pursuing Refining via herbology, arcanous plants, and Alchemy.”

There was a stunned silence from everyone present.

“I am, of course, my own test subject.” She shrugged. “I think my aura speaks for itself, no?”

Tala glanced at her again. “I suppose I’d have to know where you started. You’re… ninety percent of the way through Refining, from the point you can get to with inscriptions, give or take. So, ninety-five percent of the way from Fused to Refined.”

The woman nodded. “That’s my estimate as well, give or take. I did one session of Refining and decided that it wasn’t for me.” She quirked a smile. “That said, I wasn’t willing to give up on immortality. After all, I achieved that point at seventy. So, here we are.”

Tala blinked in surprise for two reasons.

First, seventy was actually quite a young age for a first Refining session—Tala and other exceptional cases excepted.

Second, Sae didn’t look young, and she didn’t seem the type to have wasted time and resources to look old falsely. That meant that assuming she was Bound by thirty and Fused by forty, giving her thirty years to get a point where she could have Refining inscriptions, and to have them fully set and alter her physiology to the proper point, all before getting to a place that she was ready for the attempt…

After all that, given how old she looked…

She could easily be over fifteen hundred years old.

Of course, that was all guess work, but it stood to reason as she was experimenting with similar things as Master Jevin, and that Paragon had been Reforging for a long time.

In truth, Tala was estimating very low across the board, giving Mistress Sae as long as theoretically reasonable for her to have been working on this task.

The group started walking again as Mistress Sae began to wax poetic on all the things that she had learned through the information she’d purchased from the Culinary Guild.

Tala knew firsthand how long and tedious a process it was to create new formulations for concoctions, let alone for entire plans of treatment. So, she could understand the value of what had been purchased from this woman’s point of view.

Mistress Sae had created an incredible series of salves, potions, infusions, and injections that moved her through the Refining advancement.

She felt like she was close to completion of her research. According to her estimates, it would only be… maybe another couple hundred years, and she’d have it.

Yeah, I think I probably got close on her age. Though, now that she thought about it, aging likely continued to slow, the closer one got to Refined.

-You know what? I actually haven’t seen any mention of that anywhere or evidence in that regard.-

Huh… might be interesting to find out.

-Not now.-

Yeah, not now.

Tala almost asked why the Fused wasn’t sharing her knowledge already—given its success—to help others have an easier time Refining, but she stopped, realizing that there was still no proof that that was actually true.

It was possible that Mistress Sae had already done something that would prevent the final actualization of her Refining.

She needs to prove it works all the way to the end before it’s right to share it with others.

-Yeah, there are always people who would jump on the easier road, and I can only imagine the guilt and horror she would feel if she condemned a generation of Mages to dying a stone’s throw from immortality because she rushed the releasing of her research.-

Tala shuddered internally. Yeah…

True to her words, Mistress Sae had a kettle on in her small home, but there wasn’t room for everyone inside. Therefore, they sat in a circle of lovely chairs outdoors.

The chairs were especially interesting because they seemed to be made from still-growing trees, elegantly split, woven, and recombined to form living furniture.

The Fused was winding down her excited exhortations on the Culinary Guild’s research, and she didn’t seem to have another topic ready to hand as she was not interested in sharing anything overly specific about her research and accidentally giving too much insight into it.

Thus, into the slight lull, Master Clevnis spoke up, “Mistress Sae, the reason we are here—aside from the stated one of checking in on you—is to warn you that the current waning is shaping up to be an extraordinarily hard one. Are you confident in your safety if the local creatures are more numerous and more powerful?”

Mistress Sae seemed to take a long moment to consider. “From the looks of it, how much more numerous and powerful?”

“We are already seeing a power and frequency of attacks that are normal for five years from now.”

She frowned. “That is unfortunate. Does Master Grediv expect it to follow standard patterns or to continue a faster ramp up?”

“Honestly, we aren’t sure, but his guess was a faster ramp up.”

She grimaced then. “Unfortunate indeed. Even so, I should be fine. I will accelerate the growth of my protections, which will be inconvenient but shouldn’t be overly burdensome.” She took a deep breath and sighed. “I knew I established too close to this city site. This has been a pain each cycle.”

Tala blinked a few times. Each cycle?

-Well, if your guess is right, this could be her second or third? But probably just second.-

Yeah…

While Tala was thinking to herself, Master Clevnis was checking with the Fused, clearly concerned that she was overestimating herself.

The woman continued to try to pacify him, but he refused to be put off.

Finally, Mistress Sae huffed a laugh. “I only have to contend with those who happen upon me. I don’t draw them in. Have you noticed that you’re within my aura?”

The unit shifted, glancing around, but Mistress Kep simply smiled, not seeing a need to say anything in response.

“I thought that most of you wouldn’t have. I drink a tincture of Mage’s Bane every morning. My magic is as pure as the zeme that surrounds us. In this case, they are one and the same, but you get my meaning.”

Everyone had a different reaction.

Master Limmestare’s eyes flicked to the mug in his own hands.

Master Girt grimaced and dumped his out on principle.

Mistress Vanga stiffened ever so slightly but didn’t otherwise react.

Master Clevnis slowly stood, looking around with deliberate slowness, seemingly checking to ensure they weren’t about to be set upon.

Tala simply frowned. Mage’s Bane… that’s an extinct plant, right?

-Apparently not.-

I don’t think I’ve come across mention of it since I saw it in my father’s book. I can’t quite remember it… Care to help?

-I’ll do what I can.-

The tea, when drunk, surrounds the gate on a metaphysical level, greatly dampening through-put while purifying the power.

-Yeah, that’s what I can see from the memory, too. You didn’t understand the name then, but I think I do now. It also seems like it might have been one of the bases for the arcane purification scripts for their vestiges.-

Yeah. As to the name, the effect lasts twenty-six hours, almost precisely, if enough is taken. If the dosage is too weak to work, it does nothing at all.

-And with twenty-four hours of your power being too weak to power much, if anything, any magic bound item is lost, and the Mage is effectively crippled, magically, during that time.-

Yeah, I don’t remember the precise analysis tables, but the rough estimation stuck in my mind.

-It was easy enough. Five percent.-

A Mage who has Mage’s Bane working within them has effectively five percent of their standard throughput.

The Fused sitting calmly across from them didn’t seem diminished at all. Her throughput wasn’t impressive, but it was well within standard for a Fused.

So, her unimpeded throughput is twenty times what we’re seeing?

-If that’s so… I have to say that that’s rather impressive. A throughput of that level is much more than we can draw on.-

In the short moment that Tala was dialoguing with Alat, the final member of the unit had reacted to the mention of Mage’s Bane.

Mistress Cerna had seemed to conjure a silver cage around her mug that didn’t do anything obvious before it vanished. “There is none in this tea.”

Mistress Sae huffed a laugh. “Of course, there isn’t. Mage’s Bane is rare to say the least. I might have the only plants in this part of the continent. There’s no reason that I’d waste it on random strangers who mean me no harm.”

Mistress Kep nodded once, clearly confirming the statement, and everyone relaxed.

Master Clevnis sat back down, clearly a bit disgruntled. “Well, that oddity aside. Let’s finish up. I’m sure there’s much that you want to do.”

Mistress Sae smiled back. “And I’m sure you’d like to get back to the city.”

“Indeed.”

“Then, by all means, what else can I do for you? And when we’re done with that, there’s a new irrigation technique that I just have to tell you about. It is decidedly on my want-to-do list.” She grinned a bit mischievously.

It was going to be a long afternoon.


Chapter: 19
Not Quite a Montage

Tala took deep breaths, eyes closed, desperately focusing on four things at the same time.

Well, that wasn’t quite fair.

She had four of her bloodstars locked away with four clones of her instructor in this lesson, Mistress Kaeti.

The woman was clapping in slowly changing patterns, each clone following a different cadence as Tala listened.

Tala was then moving her hands, each on beat, each with one of the four.

Beyond that, she was moving her elk leathers in alignment with a third, causing a bit of white steel to manifest and fade away as her means of tracking. Finally, she was transforming Flow between a knife and a sword on rhythm with the last.

To be fair, she was also using her willpower and focus to enact the aspect mirroring for each perspective, so it was more like an eight-way split, at least.

Alat was being helpfully silent as Tala struggled with this basic exercise that Mistress Kaeti had provided.

Honestly, Tala had improved remarkably under the woman’s tutelage. When Tala started, she had struggled to keep two separate rhythms. Now she was struggling to do twice as many.

Twice the struggle, twice the reward. Strain aside, she was doing it, though.

“Good, Mistress Tala. We still haven’t found your natural limits so that we can begin to push. So, I expect we’ll see quite a bit of quick progress and improvement over the coming weeks.”

Tala opened her eyes, knowing this to be the next step of the practice. She did her best to keep the four distinct, randomly changing rhythms going. “Thank you, Mistress.”

She strayed off with her left hand and quickly corrected.

“This is… somewhat exhausting.”

“That’s expected. You haven’t really used this much. It’s like we’ve found a muscle that you’ve neglected. You aren’t mentally weak; you’re just unpracticed.”

They continued like this for another few minutes before Tala felt her focus irresistibly slipping, and they called an end to that form of practice for the moment.

As they sat a few feet apart, Mistress Kaeti brought up the subject that they both knew she’d been avoiding. “So, reality nodes.”

Tala sat up just a bit straighter. “You’ve been able to dig into them?”

“I have. I apologize for my silence on the subject, but it was rather a shock to learn that my magic was doing something so… monumental without my really realizing it. I always knew that any damage to an iteration hurt all of them… all of me, but I didn’t realize that it was literally me, iterated across existence.”

“So, what did you learn, if you don’t mind my asking? I also picked up some information on reality nodes, and I’m happy to share if you’d like.”

The other Refined smiled softly. “I’d like that, thank you. You keep record of your memories, correct?”

“I do.”

“Would you be willing to share some of what you’ve experienced of reality nodes? I’d also like to see my abilities through your eyes, if you’re up for that.”

“That sounds more than fair for all the training we’ll be doing.”

Mistress Kaeti grinned. “That sounds incredibly agreeable to me. Done.”

They talked for a couple of hours, before agreeing to meet up again sooner than they’d previously planned to do some testing and experiments.

Mistress Kaeti promised to bring an expert to the session so that they’d keep things at least relatively safe.

Tala smiled at the other woman. “I look forward to it.”

***

Tala growled as she moved her bloodstar through the intricate, vast obstacle course, liberally spotted with iron spikes—her iron spikes.

Her aura stretched farther than she’d ever gotten it, thanks to Master Akra’s instruction.

She’d started by extending it as far as possible before placing a ring of iron spikes. From those spikes, she was able to extend farther, though not even close to as far as the initial distance from herself.

From there she’d repeated the process until she could fill the entire Refined training area they’d booked for their sessions.

In Master Akra’s words, that was when the real work had begun.

She was to enact her aspect-mirrored perspective, and her positional control of the bloodstar, through the closest iron spike at all times.

Approaching her aura in such a segmented manner had been impossible for her at first. Then, she’d been unable to distinguish which spike she was reaching through—to somewhat frustrating results.

Only after weeks of practice could she begin to do as he’d asked, and toward which he’d been instructing and guiding her, and even then, it was incredibly slow.

This was the first time she’d had to navigate the bloodstar through anything other than the open training area.

It was an ‘obstacle course’ only in the loosest sense, though her mind made it out to be a tremendous difficulty.

In truth, it was a single ring to move through and an upright stick to circle and then land atop.

Even so, it was monumentally harder than simply floating her bloodstar across the roughly even, open space.

Regardless, she succeeded, finally opening her eyes with glee shining from within them.

“Wonderful progress, Mistress Tala. I think you’re ready for the next step.”

She hesitated at that. “I thought that the obstacle course was the next step.”

“Oh, it is in one sense, and we’ll move to more complicated variations of that, but I mean the next step for your aura control, in general, not this specific branch of the skill set.”

“Alright…” she said hesitantly, “what is it?”

“I want you to pull your aura back toward each spike until you no longer have contiguous control over the space as a whole. Make each spike an island of your aura in a sea of unclaimed space.”

She felt her eye twitch. “I don’t suppose that’s the end of the escalation?”

He barked a laugh. “Oh, no. Once you can do that consistently, I’ll contest one of your aura-bubbles, and you’ll have to resist without changing any of the others.” He grinned. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s see what you can do with the task at hand.”

Tala nodded, firming her resolve, and hardening her will.

She could do this.

As it turned out, no, no she could not.

At least not that day.

It was another week—and three more advanced versions of the obstacle course—later, before she finally opened the first gap within her own aura net.

Two days later, she had rivers of unclaimed air coiling around most of her iron spikes, though she still had tendrils of aura connecting each of the isolated pockets.

She was feeling a bit dejected with the difficulty, but she had decided that this was something worth working at, no matter how long it took.

She wasn’t in this for quick gains or the checking of boxes for advancement.

She would master this because she could, regardless of how long it took.

She would master it because she chose to.

***

Tala barely kept herself from growling as her hair was frozen to the point of shattering in a tinkle of falling ice… again.

-Just don’t regrow it this time.-

It shouldn’t be an issue to begin with.

-Yeah, well. You aren’t reading the flow of heat as well as you think.-

You mean we aren’t.

-I’m you, so I choose to see you as the problem.-

That brought a smile to Tala’s face, even bringing up a chuckle through her dry throat. Thank you, Alat. I needed that.

-I aim to please.-

It was amazing how much moisture the cold could suck out of the air.

Mistress Deigh, the ice-focused Refined who Tala had met on her first day back in Alefast, strode around her in a slow circle. “Mistress Tala, extreme cold is a useful hazard in your arsenal, but not a deadly one. You need to be comfortable with its effects so that you know how they will affect your opponents.”

Tala nodded.

She knew that the Refined was right, so she gritted her teeth and moved back into the maze of frozen and freezing air.

There were so many flows of energy around her, and rather than resisting any of them, she let her senses ride them through her surroundings.

Mistress Deigh hadn’t just made bursts of cold or sucked heat from various sections of the room. Instead, she had created interlacing, supercooled patterns underground that pulled in heat, creating currents and vortices.

More than that, there were magics woven into the cold itself, somehow.

Heat capacity? Tala frowned as she felt her body fighting back against the unnatural cold.

“You severely lowered the temperature, then you massively inflated heat capacity?”

“Very good. There’s more to it, but that is essentially the basics.”

“What happens to the energy when your working fades? Will there be an explosion of heat?”

Mistress Deigh smiled mischievously. “The energy was spent raising the temperature. Altering specific heat doesn’t change temperature, so a return to ‘normal’ heat capacity doesn’t cause any temperature change at all.”

“Huh…”

“But how my magic works isn’t why we’re here. What’s happening to your body, your flesh, your thoughts?”

“The attempted crystallization within my flesh is irritating, and it is taking a surprising amount of power to counter, but I suspect that’s because of your magics.” Tala narrowed her eyes implicatively.

“True, but not on topic.” Mistress Deigh smiled in return.

Tala grinned. “Fair, fair. Every breath is uncomfortable; it hurts to move about; my joints feel like they should be aching, but I’m obviously not letting the cold penetrate that deeply.”

“And how many do you think have resistance to cold on your level?”

“Most? I mean, I don’t actually have a resistance to cold, I just have a robustness to my physical body.”

“Ahh, but that is a resistance to cold. You have enhanced every aspect of your body, and that includes your ability to generate heat at need, when you are cold.”

“I… Huh…” Tala bit the side of her lip. “You know, I’d never really thought about it in those terms.”

“Understandable. Most magical healing, even at our level, is very specific. Most physical defenses, similarly so. We block and repair trauma. For environmental issues? We avoid them for the most part.”

“But when properly used, they can tip the balance.”

“Precisely.”

“Alright, what next?”

“Next?” Mistress Deigh grinned broadly. “Next, you get familiar with the cold effects of your magic.”

***

Tala exhaled with a sharp, precise breath, moving her lips and tongue as Master Doitean had been teaching her, her desired result in mind.

She never thought that she’d see so many diagrams of the human mouth, nor that she’d ever be taught, using a massive Archive display that allowed for looping images, showing exactly which muscles pulled in exactly what manner to form the various desired results.

Tala had amazing control of her own body, but she had to know what to move.

This level of instruction solved that problem nicely.

Unfortunately, that still left a few issues.

First, she wasn’t whoever the images were modeled after, so while following the instructions exactly got her close, it wasn’t precisely right for her.

Second, she needed to be able to make the various shapes with her mouth and tongue instinctively.

In both cases, that meant practice.

Master Doitean’s solution, after she got close to having the movements right?

Sparring using only breath weapons and maneuverability.

She had been concerned about hurting him until he’d demonstrated one of his defensive abilities, which very precisely heated the air around his body, creating powerful currents that moved directly away from himself, weakening or negating most ranged attacks.

It obviously wasn’t perfect, and Tala had caught him with glancing blows in the past, but he was surprisingly robust, even beyond the expected levels for a Refined.

Her short burst of breath was laden with power but carefully below the threshold that would allow it to ignite the air.

Her second breath—as she dove and rolled away from a stream of blue-hot fire—was stronger and more sustained, causing Master Doitean to leap to the side, exactly as she’d hoped.

He let out a distorted curse as a small amount of the power within her first breath made it through his defense—him moving directly into an attack was a weakness of that defense—and left a dissolving patch through his cheek.

Yes. There’s no way for him to use a breath weapon now that he—

Her victory was short-lived as his curse had been distorted due to proper mouth formation for a truly terrifying breath attack.

No. No! That’s ridiculous. How?

A beam of white fire, no thicker than her little finger, lanced out at her, not expanding in the slightest as it cut across the distance between them in a blink.

It speared straight through her un-metaled shoulder and out the other side, leaving a cauterized hole.

No defensive magics for me. She grimaced against the pain.

She understood the reasoning. The point was to teach her to anticipate and use breath weapons. If she just stood and took the hits, that would teach her very little.

They would incorporate her defenses soon, he promised. After all, it was also important for her to know when—and if—she could take a hit from various breath weapons.

“Match.” The word sounded a bit odd, given his missing cheek. Master Doitean smiled, the expression looking rather menacing with so many teeth exposed.

“How did you get out a breath attack without a cheek?”

He chuckled, speaking with clipped words to overcome the distortion from his missing cheek, “Well done, but I’ve experienced similar things before. I used my defensive magics.”

Tala’s head rocked back slightly as she made an ‘Oh’ of understanding. Her shoulder was healing slowly, the cauterization slowing down the process, but not overly so. “You used the currents of air around your body to press inward, containing and directing the breath attack?”

“That, and my aura.”

She grimaced. She wasn’t allowed to use her aura yet, either. She understood why. It was a crutch, a useful crutch, but it would inhibit her growth in this area. Even so, she focused on the other part. “How do you have such fine control over the currents of air?”

He grinned again. “Heat, Mistress Tala. When used with understanding and skill, it is more precise than a scalpel.”

She shook her head, glancing to his exposed teeth once again. “We should get that looked at before we continue.”

He shrugged. “I’ll swing by the healers while you practice dispersion patterns.”

Dispersion patterns were exactly as they sounded, the different shapes that a breath weapon could take after exiting her mouth.

It was something she was starting to grasp, but practice was rarely amiss.

Tala nodded. “As you wish.”

***

Tala spit up blood as she did her best to quickly return to her feet.

Master Cru was there, slamming a gauntleted fist into her chest yet again.

This time she reacted properly, spinning on her planted foot and flowing around the hit, allowing it to slide off of her as she smacked the man with a backfist, laden with as much iron-mass as she could quickly shift and allow to come to bear.

They’d moved past training blows long ago, though she was confined to weaponless combat for the moment.

Impossibly—though not unexpectedly—her knuckles met the broadside of a wide-bladed sword, which she drove forward, slamming into Master Cru’s torso and launching him to skip across the arena.

The interposing weapon had distributed the near-lethal blow into one that simply moved the man a considerable distance.

Tala growled. That was not what she had wanted.

With still-startlingly perfect movements, the Refined flipped back to his feet, sliding to a stop, seemingly no worse for wear.

She knew what he was going to say before he said it.

He knew that she knew, but he said it anyway, “Hit down, Mistress Tala. Throwing an opponent away is wonderful for gaining space, and I’m sure it served you well when you were a butcher for the arcanes, but here we are protecting the weak and innocent. We need to keep threats contained.”

She didn’t let herself get distracted by the repetitious, intentionally irritating words. She crouched, amplified her surface-area-enhancing scripts, and launched forward as he shot toward her as well.

She knew that he’d expect an overhead attack, meant to follow the instructions in a powerful way.

He’d do the same, and somehow, the clash would end with her embedded in the ground yet again.

Even reviewing the clashes, she had a hard time picking out what she was doing wrong.

He simply moved perfectly, exactly where he needed to be to counter whatever she did and deliver his own attack.

It had happened a dozen times already, if not more. She could see them all, in not quite a montage. To her mind, they were all overlapping, easily seen together in all her failing glory.

It was time for something different.

She aimed lower, and even as she did, she saw the frown of irritation on the man’s face.

She was going against his instructions.

She spun as she dropped, letting her back hit the not-sand as she slid under him, a comically large warhammer bearing down on her.

Even so, she was able to tuck her legs up to her chest and kick straight upward.

Master Cru’s eyes widened as her feet connected, the surface-area expanding scripts giving them good purchase to throw him straight up, into the ceiling.

She used the motion to kick up, landing on her feet right beside where they’d clashed.

Above, there was a cacophonous BOOM as Master Cru slammed into the ceiling.

A moment later, he came crashing down, heading for exactly where she’d launched him from.

She swung her fist to intercept him, but he somehow hit the back of her hand with a U-shaped blade hard enough to drive her attack downward before a morningstar caught her in the now-exposed back of the head.

She faceplanted into the ground.

He wasn’t even winded as he stood over her. “While I applaud your desire to not listen to your opponent, I am trying to teach you, here.”

Tala rolled backward, coming back to her feet as she cleared debris from her face.

“Still”—he glanced upward—“you did keep me horizontally locked, so well done there.”

“Thank you.”

“Now, let’s try to aim our attacks downward, shall we?”

She grinned. “We can certainly try.”


Chapter: 20
Preparations

Eanlaith normally loved his job.

He and his family ran a hatchery below Alefast, and they had for generations. They had decided to stay for the waning because people still needed food, and there was money to be made in supplying them.

No, that’s not true. I pushed for us to stay, despite beloved’s reservations… I should have listened to her.

The defenders during wanings, historically, really appreciated the lean meats of chicken, duck, and turkey, causing the sellers of those meats to have a ready market for a large amount of product.

Unfortunately, there had been some sort of development with the Culinary Guild, and now it seemed that many, if not most, of the newly arrived defenders for the waning were buying from them, instead.

It’s a disaster…

Eanlaith still did a brisk business, selling a hundred fowl a day or so. He sold more butchered birds to the restaurants, but it wasn’t the nearly one thousand or more that records had led him and his to believe they should be able to grow rich from.

The market changed, and we didn’t realize it. He had so many birds coming to maturity soon, and no ready buyers. He’d planned on turning the best into breeding pairs, but that would only delay the problem, making it worse in the end.

They were making enough to get by, but what had seemed to be ten years of tremendous profits, followed by an easy move to a new city would be replaced by a decade of scraping by, and coming into another city with little money, with little chance of getting a good foothold.

We need something to get us enough capital to get out of here…

As if like a gift from the stars themselves, a passing young woman halted in her tracks, turning to look at him, then his sign.

She was an odd one, first of all because she was in this district of the market, which was usually only pervaded by business owners, or those looking to purchase large amounts, and she didn’t have that feel about her.

Eanlaith had developed a sense for detecting business owners, and he suspected she wouldn’t choose that role if she could help it.

Beyond that, her leather clothing was precisely tailored and clean to the point of looking unworn, yet she had no shoes at all.

Her hair was in a perfect braid, and her eyes were a lovely, ruby red. There were faint tracings of metal under her skin, and only then did he realize that she was a Mage.

I’ve never seen such fine inscriptions! he thought, surprised. As he considered it, he might be able to bear the pain of such thin ministrations. Maybe that’s why she got them so small? She must be at least a little averse to pain.

She smiled and stepped closer. “Excuse me, I’m Tala.”

He bowed deeply. “Mistress Tala, it is an honor to have you visit my stand. I am Eanlaith.”

“Well, if you have what I need, it is my good fortune to have found you.”

“What can I assist you with?” He felt himself growing excited. Dare I hope?

“I need birds… lots of birds.”

He hesitated, his shoulders sinking. “My apologies, Mistress, but I sell ducks, turkeys, and chickens for eating, not pets or decorative species.”

She colored slightly. “Aren’t… aren’t those birds?” She then seemed to talk to herself. “I was sure they were. Aren’t they? Yeah, I thought so.”

By this point she was frowning, and so Eanlaith waved his hands placatingly. “My apologies again, Mistress. Generally, meat birds are not called ‘birds,’ but fowl or poultry. I simply did not wish to deceive you and ended up confusing you instead.”

“Oh…” She hesitated a moment then shrugged. “Well, that’s alright then. So, how much are they?”

“Well, how many do you need?” At least I can make something off of her. She clearly has money.

“I suppose that depends on how many you have, and how much they are?”

“At the moment, we have in the range of twelve thousand chickens, ten thousand ducks, and seven thousand turkeys. With that supply, we can meet any ongoing needs with ease. I assure you, however many you want, I can supply.”

Her eyes widened, clearly in delight. “You really are the premiere poultry supplier in the city.”

He smiled, nodding with pride. “That’s what the sign says.”

“How much for all of them?”

Eanlaith felt his mind hitch, and he shook his head to clear it. “I apologize, I must have misheard you.”

She stepped a little closer. “How much for all of them? I want to know the rough number.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it. “Well, that would close down my business, without any breeding pairs left.”

“Oh… I didn’t think of that.”

“It isn’t a problem for the right price, but I wanted you to be aware of what you are requesting.”

“Of course.” She looked rather uncertain now.

Stop dithering! How much? I can’t just charge her for the base price I’d sell live birds for, that would be about sixty gold… How much would his family need to pull up their roots and move? “My apologies yet again, Mistress, I was not expecting such a question. One moment if you would?”

“Certainly.”

“Thank you.” A year’s profits would be fourteen gold on average, so ten years would be a hundred and forty, but to get it all at once removes much of our familial expenses that would need to be paid during that time, and I have to also consider good years… “I think a hundred gold?”

She blinked at him a few times. “That…” She frowned. “That is both more expensive and less expensive than I would have thought… Huh…” She shook her head. She seemed to be considering the price, but she was clearly on the fence about it.

How much money does she have? I would have thought it was either much too expensive if the wealth she displays isn’t her own, or nothing to her if she has as much as it appears… He almost laughed, realizing that that was almost precisely what she had said.

Finally, she nodded. “I’ll give you sixty-five gold for them, half up front, and I’ll come to claim them… in two days. You may keep selling until then, keeping the profits, so long as the number you quoted is still a reasonable approximation.”

He hesitated. That was a reasonably good deal. If he had two days, he could get an exact count and sell any excess to his current contacts with relative ease. He could even sell the best, the prized breeding pairs to his few, much smaller competitors. The process wouldn’t net him anywhere close to thirty gold, but it would gain him quite a lot.

And the growers have been asking after my caverns…

That decided it. He could sell his rights to the feeding, breeding, and housing caverns below the city, and that would allow him and his to depart if not as well-off as he’d hoped, certainly better off than he’d been fearing.

And much, much sooner. That meant a safer trip, and more time to get established. Money now is worth more than money later.

He bowed deeply, grabbing his Archive slate and quickly drawing up the contract, blessing his father for insisting he train with a local Mage until he could at least utilize magically binding contracts.

“I accept.”

The woman carefully read what he’d written, pausing when she got to the numbers. “‘At least eleven thousand, five hundred chickens, nine thousand, five hundred ducks, and six thousand, five hundred turkeys.’”

She glanced up at him, one eyebrow raised and a small smile on her face. He shrugged.

She huffed a laugh and shook her head. “That is the literal interpretation of what I said, I suppose.”

Then, bless the stars above, she confirmed the agreement in the manner only the most powerful Mages could.

“I look forward to seeing you in two days. Is the address on this contract header that of your warehouse?”

“My offices, Mistress. I can lead you to the pens from there. Will you need help arranging transportation?”

She shook her head as she turned to walk away. “I’ll handle it.”

“As you wish. Good day!”

She waved over her shoulder. “Good day.”

As he watched her disappear among the other pedestrians, he realized that he’d never asked what she wanted the poultry for.

I suppose I’ll never know. He chuckled. Or I can ask her in two days, I suppose.

Regardless, he had a lot to do in the next two days. There were at least three people he could approach about buying his best breeding pairs, and he needed to start his cousins on getting a precise count immediately.

Even with all the new work added to his plate, Eanlaith found himself humming as he closed down his main-thoroughfare stall and headed back to the main office.

You know, I can sell the rights to our stall location as well. That had been with them for generations as well, ever since they were a small family farm, selling what eggs they could spare.

They were moving on.

I can’t wait to tell my beloved.

***

Leolo normally loved her job as a captain of the city guard, but things had gone sideways with the waning’s early ramp up.

There were Refined crawling all over her city, and monsters were attacking at regular intervals that she could do nothing about.

You were supposed to retire before it got to this point… She was a scant handful of years from the end of her service as she’d planned it. Then, she would go buy a small shop in a newer city near her children and live out her days.

Honestly, she could have retired right then and there, but she did enjoy her job. She’d never expected to love it so much when she’d taken up her husband’s sword after his death. She’d come to it because the kids had needed to eat, and she’d found comfort in using the skills he had taught her while they were still courting.

Decades later, the kids had moved on to another city, and she’d decided to stay to finish out her tenure. No need to start at the bottom of the ladder yet again.

The grandkids were getting older, though, and it had been a few years since she’d seen them… Maybe—

“Excuse me?”

Leolo jerked as she noticed the woman standing in front of her desk. “Oh! Pardon me, Mistress.”

The captain stood and bowed over her own desk.

“I should have acknowledged you immediately. Were you waiting long?”

“Not long, no.” The woman smiled. “I’m Tala.”

“Mistress Tala, it is a pleasure to meet you. I am Leolo.” She hesitated. Wait… is she…?

“Well, Captain Leolo, I am told that you are the woman to speak to if I wish to reserve access to a towertop for my own purposes?”

The captain was momentarily torn. She was almost certain that this was the Mage who’d fought a cyclops outside the walls some weeks back, but as she hadn’t been in any new skirmishes, there wasn’t a lot to be shown.

Focus, Leolo, you’ve a job to do. “Oh! Of course. Will there be any other considerations? Will we need to clear the wall-walks or the lower rooms in the tower? What about the wall-road below or near the tower?”

“What?” She looked genuinely startled. “No, no. Nothing like that. I just need one of the eastern towers on the nineteenth.”

“Of this month?”

“Yes, please.”

Leolo flipped through her records. “I believe we can accommodate you. We’ll need you to fill out these usage forms, and we’ll review the request.”

Mistress Tala took them and scanned over the documents with quick eyes. “I can do that.”

Leolo almost asked what the Mage wanted to use a towertop for, but experience stayed her lips. Leave Mages to their business, and carry out your own.

It was advice her first commander had given her, and in her decades of service, it had never steered her wrong.

“Well, then. As soon as I have those back, I’ll be able to reserve the space for your use. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“No, thank you.”

The Mage gave a shallow, appropriate bow and departed, leaving Leolo to get back to her ever-growing list of tasks, and the consideration of the pros and cons of an early retirement.

***

Derasan was cross.

He loved the theater more than almost anything, and the city was filled with rich, potential patrons, but the house-master wasn’t allowing them to perform more than once a week.

He said that there just wasn’t patronage for it, at least not at the moment.

They had more than a dozen plays practiced and prepared, which they would cycle through, and it would take them months to get to them all, even if they changed plays every week, and Derasan knew they’d do each play at least three times.

I am the lead in five, but I can’t bask in that glory for months! It was madness. They were doing most of the work by practicing. Why not get a little money for their efforts?

But, apparently, having too many showings, with too few people in attendance, was worse for business than letting the theater be nearly full for every—far less frequent—performance.

Derasan came out of his inner thoughts to deliver his lines flawlessly, as always, and to draw his prop-sword.

The duel was rote, but he still gave it all of his attention.

He was a professional, after all.

As he was collapsing ignobly to the stage floor, he noticed the house-master talking with an odd young woman.

He’d have dismissed the interaction as another hopeful actress, seeking work, but with the waning afoot…

The woman departed, a clear spring in her step, and the house-master turned toward them with a beaming smile.

He clapped his hands thrice, garnering their attention. “Good news, everyone!”

***

Raon was used to dealing with Refined, and rarely even Paragons, and so he maintained his best, plastered on, ‘there’s really nothing I can do’ face. “I’m so sorry, Mistress Tala, but we simply cannot allow those of lower advancement into the Refined-level training arenas. There are rules and regulations that we must follow. I am happy to reserve it for your personal practice, though?”

Please?

The woman grimaced, clearly irritated. “But I already said there’d be a healer on hand, and the Mage in question spars against me quite often. Why won’t you allow us to have a better space for the training? Please?”

“As I have explained many, many times: It really has nothing to do with me, Mistress. I simply am not allowed to…” He trailed off as someone instantly recognizable appeared next to the Refined who had been… inquiring with Raon for nearly ten minutes. “Master Grediv, sir.”

Raon bowed in his seat, blushed, stood, and bowed again.

The Paragon—leader of the Archon Council of the entire city—waved him back up, a kindly smile on his lips. “Thank you, Raon.” He then turned toward the Refined. “Mistress Tala.”

Raon relaxed. With Master Grediv here, the persistent woman would have to see that there was nothing that could be done.

“Master Grediv.” Mistress Tala smiled brightly. “Maybe you can help me.”

Raon felt a sinking sensation settle into his gut. It was possible that he had entirely misjudged who had just received what they’d been wishing for.

***

Pedrin stood before the Mage whose visits had earned him many a drink at the local tavern.

The tales were becoming something of a local legend, even before he’d embellished them.

The three times he’d seen her had all been memorable in different ways, which was what made this time so unique. It seemed to be a rather normal inquiry.

“Are you sure that’s all you need? A reference to someone I’d trust to forge masterwork tools?”

“Yes, and if that’s you, all the better.”

He considered the craft in question. “I do have some experience, and I can make the rasps well enough, but the chisels? Those are highly specialized, precision pieces that take experience to do just right.”

Mistress Tala frowned for just a moment before realization dawned across her features. “Oh! No, no. I said ‘quarrying’ not ‘carving.’”

He blinked at her a few times. “Quarrying? You want to cut your own material out of the mountains?”

Mistress Tala shrugged. “It seems like it would be more economical. I’m already a bit over budget…”

She wrinkled her nose a bit as if smelling something off.

“But that’s not your issue.”

Pedrin was a bit at a loss, but he thought he might have another idea for her. “I might recommend you speak to the masters of the wall, if you’re seeking material of that kind. Though they’re Mages, they often bring in materials to work with, and their needs cause the crews to come across a lot that is nicer than is required for the walls.”

She hesitated. “Really?”

He shrugged. “From the tavern tales, that’s how it sounds. They may be a bit overblown, but there has to be at least a kernel of truth.”

She tilted her head to the side before shrugging. “I suppose that makes good sense. Thank you, master Pedrin.”

“It is my pleasure, Mistress.”

She turned to go, then paused one last time, glancing back. “Is your offer on the iron dust still in effect?”

He felt himself grinning despite himself, and not just because this had become another tale worthy of earning him drinks. “It most certainly is, Mistress. My smithy’s never been cleaner than after your last visit. Truly, I’d be grateful if you were to collect again, though there’s not near as much as before.”

“That’s understandable.” She smiled in return. “Thank you.”

He felt a tingle of something before all the iron dust in the smithy suddenly shot towards her in streams and rivers, merging and flowing toward her until it seemed to vanish upon contact.

A moment later, it was all gone, and she departed with a smile and a wave. “Thank you, again!”

“And thank you, Mistress! I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

The young woman turned a corner and was gone.

Pedrin shook his head. “What does a girl like that need with blocks of fine stone, anyway?”


Chapter: 21
Some Well-Acquired Information

Tala felt rather happy as she walked through the early morning streets of Alefast.

Her training was going well; her new job was well and truly underway; and she was making new friends and acquaintances across the city.

I still need to drop in on Adrill and Artia…

But there would be time for that. Right now, she was on the way to the Gredial estate to act on some well-acquired information.

-By me.-

Of course by you, Alat. Thank you.

-You are most welcome.-

In truth, the information hadn’t been hidden, it just hadn’t been prominently displayed.

-Don’t diminish my accomplishment. It’s not like there’s a central repository I can query for things like this…-

Today was Rane’s birthday.

Tala, herself, didn’t like big to-dos for such events, and she didn’t think Rane did either.

In fact, she believed that he’d likely prefer not to have it known or mentioned at all.

Therefore, she wasn’t going to celebrate his birthday.

No, she was simply going to spend a day with a friend, and if he happened to secretly enjoy and appreciate it more because the day in question was his birthday, who was she to judge?

Her smile grew just a bit at the thought.

She came to the gates of the Gredial compound and almost knocked on the great doors.

After a moment, she shook her head. It was still early, and she didn’t need to disturb the guards. They’d be awake, of course, but they’d be cozy in the guardhouse off to the side, likely enjoying some coffee, an early morning card game, or both.

She walked to the side of the small gatehouse and easily leapt up onto the ten-foot wall.

She was becoming quite adept at dropping her gravity to near zero as she pushed off, to allow for easy leaps without needing to damage what she leapt from due to overly powerful push-offs.

True, it was a slower leap than if she powered through, but in cases where speed wasn’t the primary concern, it was quite the acceptable tradeoff.

She landed lightly, glanced from side to side, and hopped off the wall, removing her gravity again after falling for only a couple of feet.

This allowed her to drift down and land softly once more.

Nicely done. Training pays off.

-Indeed.-

Tala knew that she had been added as an exception to the defensive magics around this compound, otherwise she’d have created much more of a commotion by going around the gate than simply by knocking.

As it stood, no one would be disturbed by her roundabout path.

Thus, it was with some surprise that she found Rane waiting for her at the front door.

“Tala? What are you doing here so early?”

She tilted her head to the side. “Why are you at the front door? Were you expecting someone or something?”

“I get a magical ping when you enter the compound.”

She felt her eye twitch. “And yet, you still let me be brought to you when I come to visit?”

He shrugged. “I generally use the time to make sure I’m ready for whatever shenanigans you have in mind, even if that’s usually just tafl.”

She hesitated. “I suppose that’s fair. So, are you ready to go, then?”

He looked over his shoulder. “Well, I was just about to go to the kitchens to ask for breakfast.”

“So, you haven’t had breakfast yet, and nothing is being made for you?”

“No… I suppose not?” He gave her an odd look.

“Good.” She grinned.

With a deft movement, she flowed around behind him and struck at his back with an upward angle.

As expected, his defensive magics reacted, launching him up and away from the hit.

Tala laughed at Rane’s sharp intake of breath, though he refrained from crying out in surprise.

With an expansion of her surface area expansion scripts, she launched herself after him, hooking the door with the barest tendril of thread from her elk leathers so it would close behind them.

With all her newly refined and unified techniques, she easily cleared twenty feet, triggering Rane’s defenses again on the way up.

She had to maintain most of her gravity to keep in line with his trajectory, but that was fine. She had just intended to take him well outside his family compound, not all the way to the city wall.

They came down on a still mostly empty thoroughfare, garnering a few startled glances, but not much more.

Rane had landed softly, his magics absorbing the kinetic energy before he could slam into the ground.

Tala landed softly a few moments later, having to keep her speed slow for the same soft landing.

He turned to her. “What was that? Some sort of kidnapping?”

She shrugged. “You can go back, if you want, but I thought we should eat breakfast on the city wall, watching the sunrise over the forest.”

He frowned. “Isn’t that not for another hour or so?”

“Fine, watch the sky lighten behind the forest.”

He shook his head. “I’m not sure what’s up with you, today”—he gave her a half-smile—“but sure. Why not?”

It was a short walk to the wall where they easily gained access and climbed to one of the tower tops.

This one was clear of guards for the moment, so the two of them set up a table and a couple of chairs. Rane gave Tala a critical look. “Are you on duty right now? Is that why we’re on the wall?”

She laughed. “No, nothing like that. I did get permission to be up here, though.”

He grunted and didn’t comment further.

Tala began pulling out dishes, setting certain ones before her and others in front of Rane.

All those for her were on yellow plates, and Rane’s were on orange.

He gave her an incredulous look, then chuckled, shaking his head again.

A moment later, he glanced up at her in confusion. “Tala, these dishes are magical. I can’t eat your food.”

“Right on both counts.” She grinned.

“So… care to explain? I trust that you didn’t have them separately plated to have variety in your eating.”

“Look at the magics.”

He did as she asked, then shook his head. “I don’t have any knowledge in interpreting natural magics in this medium.”

She opened her mouth, then closed it, grimacing. Finally, she opened it again. “Well, that ruins the surprise a bit. I didn’t consider that. They’re your magics—as close as I could get.”

He blinked at her in confusion. “What?”

“Master Grediv told me about a few of the creatures you modeled your magics on, and I was able to track them down, or at least the founts.”

He blinked at her. “You did what?”

“The last time my unit went out to deal with a cell, we stopped by some of the kinetic founts in the region. While I never found a ‘stop-dive’ swallow, I threw enough chickens through the fount that we ended up with a few that matched your magics.”

His eye twitched. “What happened to the other chickens?”

She glanced away. “Well, most died passing through the fount, but some came out with other abilities.”

“And you just let them run off?”

“What?” She looked back to him. “No! I’m not insane. Terry ate them. It was rather entertaining to see him hunt them down. One rooster was actually able to outmaneuver him for a good five minutes before Terry got a lot smaller, and I think the chicken lost sight of him at the wrong moment. Things ended quickly after that.”

Rane was staring at her in confused awe. “You… really hunted down creatures that bore my particular magics?”

“Those that we could find, yeah.”

“And you made others?”

“It wasn’t very efficient, but yeah.”

“How did you even get the chickens out there? Just within Kit? How did you wrangle them?”

She glanced away. “We won’t be discussing that.”

He looked back at the food. “Mistress Petra prepared this?”

“Absolutely. She’s really gotten the hang of locking magic into the food in a way that’s still accessible after you eat it.”

He lifted his gaze back to her. “Why?”

“Well, I mean, she makes food for me all of the time. She was bound to become good at it, even if she had no experience beforehand.”

“No, Tala. Why did you go to all of this trouble?”

She was at a loss for a moment. Finally, she shrugged. “You always see me eating my magical food. I thought it might be nice for you to have some of your own. It’s not like it can be an everyday thing; I didn’t find or make that much.”

He took a careful bite, and Tala gave him some guidance as to how to move the power in the food through his body to where it needed to go.

In the end, the meal took around two hours as Rane slowly got the hang of it, and Tala ate her own sizable portions.

And true to her initial offer, they were able to watch the sunrise over the forest to the east.

Once they were done with breakfast, Tala took them underground to an arena that she’d reserved for them.

Rane looked around. “I haven’t been in one of these very often. Why are we here?”

“I thought we’d spar.”

“We do that pretty often.”

“Ahh!” She held up a finger as Mistress Vanga walked in. “But we never go no-holds-barred. This is Mistress Vanga.”

“The healer from your unit?”

“Yup.”

Rane gave the healer an appropriate bow. “A pleasure to finally meet you, Mistress Vanga.”

“And you, Master Rane.”

“Thank you for being willing to sit in on our match.”

“It is my pleasure.” She pulled out an Archive slate and proceeded to tuck herself off to one side.

Tala cracked her neck, pulling out her white steel, scale hauberk and slipping it on before coating herself under the armor with iron followed by white steel.

Rane grinned at her, though she only saw it through her mirrored perspectives. “Going all out, are we?”

She opened a crack over her mouth, moving the metal with her lips to allow her to respond. “I won’t be going for any one-shots, but otherwise, yes. You call the start.”

His grin widened as he took a deep breath, and his clothing writhed.

She’d long ago gotten used to his silk clothes making him look like he was always ready to attend a high-society function, and they’d long since faded into the background as something that she never really thought about.

Now, she watched as his clothing morphed into what could only be classified as armor, with overlapping plates of what appeared to be bone, bound with the same silk that had previously made up his clothing. There also appeared to be a thick padded garment below the plates, also of silk.

“When did your outfit become morphic?”

He shrugged. “I’ve been doing some hunting and research of late. I was lacking in the ‘defense from an unavoidable hit’ department. The hard material is from a bone-golem that gained power and existence in a previously undiscovered bone-yard deep in the mountains to the north. That was a beast to put down.”

She grinned. “Likely literally.”

He laughed, his armor now fully formed with a smooth helmet growing up over his head. The faceplate grew down, leaving only thin, perfectly placed slits for his eyes.

He walked a good distance away before turning to face her once more.

Force came into his hand, its greatsword length seeming right in the big man’s grip.

Tala pulled with her will and felt Flow snick into her grip even as she resealed her armor. She knew there was a new band of metal around Flow’s handle, right below the crossguard, but it was so minute that it wouldn’t have been irritating even to her bare flesh, let alone through layers of protection.

Rane nodded once. “Begin.”

A hundred iron spikes shot from Tala, all angled downward to pierce into the ground even as she launched herself forward.

Her aura blanketed the whole near-region of the sparring arena, radiating from herself and the iron spikes, causing Rane to take a step backward in obvious, short-lived surprise.

The second wave of spikes followed the first, then a third, and finally, a fourth.

She was able to guide each successive wave precisely with her aura, originating from the already in place iron.

Rane pushed outward with his own aura, but even when they had been at the same level of advancement, she magically outweighed him greatly.

Now? It was all he could do to keep her aura from pushing past his armor.

She closed the distance in a breath, holding Flow up for an obvious downward chop, which Rane readied to block.

At the last moment, Tala let go of Flow, keeping it in place for a brief moment with her aura, and swept her hands down, out, and around, claws of white steel growing on her fingertips as she struck for his gut and chest.

Then, Flow struck downward, guided by her aura-enforced will, applied to Flow itself and the three bloodstars embedded equidistantly spaced inside the new metal band.

The attack wouldn’t have her muscular power or her physical weight behind it, but it did have literal barrels of iron worth of mass behind it. So, Tala was willing to accept the bit of lost power.

Force slammed up into Flow, throwing the sword back a hair before Tala’s claws found his armor, even as the counter-force from blocking Flow’s attack drove Rane’s feet into the soft flooring.

Her raking attacks triggered Rane’s passive defenses, and he was blasted backward, jerking his feet from the ground and his body out of the way of her swipes.

Even so, she planted her foot for the next step and launched herself forward again, even faster now. Flow flew at her side in the form of a glaive, keeping pace with ease as she pulled it along with a simple act of will.

In this way, she chased him around the arena, sending out waves of iron spikes to claim the area she passed through and keep his aura ruthlessly suppressed.

Force and Flow clashed uncounted times, and Rane, to his credit, struck back at her more than she’d expected, not being kept fully on the defensive, but he simply couldn’t seize the momentum of the match back.

She wouldn’t allow it.

Regardless, Rane was a ridiculously frustrating opponent to pin down.

Finally, she decided to use a trump card.

She opened Kit, and two tower shields were pulled out, triangles of metal affixed to their backs, three bloodstars in each to allow her three-axis control.

She snapped them around and forward, using her aura superiority to move them into place, hemming Rane in on two sides from the back, even as she breathed out a breath attack near his feet.

Flow struck from above, and Tala drove her right fist forward.

Her shields snapped toward her at the last moment, performing a blunt-force strike that activated Rane’s defenses, sending him directly into her other, slightly delayed attacks.

His magics tried to react, but her shields were still coming from behind.

His magics couldn’t move him up because Flow was pressuring Force from that direction.

They couldn’t move him down because a cloud of near-burning dissolution magic awaited there.

His passive defenses couldn’t get him out of the situation.

Her clawed hand slammed into his armored abdomen and was slowed.

With all her strength, all her momentum, her claws barely penetrated the bone plates far enough to draw blood.

She immediately tightened her grip, clinging to the armor as she drove her other hand forward.

“Yield!” Rane called, hands opening in surrender, obvious strain in his voice. In that strain, Tala detected the hints of rage.

Tala halted all attacks instantly and pulled back her tools, stepping aside as well.

Mistress Vanga was beside them a moment later, even as Rane’s armor faded back into more normal clothes, blood flowing from under the cloth on his stomach.

Tala winced. “Are you alright?”

A wash of magic moved over him as he allowed Mistress Vanga to heal him, uncontested.

The healer clucked her tongue. “No serious damage. The injury is now repaired with no lasting effects or need to coddle the area.”

Without another word, Mistress Vanga withdrew.

“Rane?”

Rane nodded, panting. “That was…”

Tala waited, uncertain.

“… Amazing!” He laughed out loud. “You are incredible! I had no idea that you’d grown that much.”

She smiled in return, tentatively at first, but quickly growing to a full grin. “I’ve been training a lot with some very competent teachers. I feel like I’m really starting to come into my own.”

“I’ll say! That really was incredible.”

She laughed softly. “You said that.”

He shrugged. “True is true.” He took a deep breath, clearly trying to calm his heart, and exhaled. “Can we go again?”

Tala nodded. “We don’t have anything else scheduled until after lunch.”

He hesitated, frowning. “What’s after lunch?”

“There are a couple of plays. There aren’t many, as this is a waning, but I managed to find a couple that seemed interesting.”

He gave her a long look, his smile returning. “Well, then. It seems like we have a busy day ahead of us.”

“Indeed we do.”


Chapter: 22
Safety is Gone

Tala sat in comfort as the unit glided through the air in what was nearly the twentieth iteration of their combined construction.

She was still seated on flat stone, but there was no need to keep as still as possible, and that made a surprising difference.

Terry, as had become his habit, was proudly perched atop his perch at the pinnacle of the sleek glass shell, which redirected wind away from the passengers.

Mistress Cerna had perfected the scripts she used to propel the craft, making for a smoother, more controlled, more stable flight.

Master Girt had increased the compression in the stone platform below them, changing the shape to more suit their needs and adding to the inertial stability. Though, something was off with the man.

I should check on him at some point…

Master Limmestare had refined the contours of the glass to aid in movement and flight, rather than detracting. Though, he still left Terry exposed to the airstream, as the terror bird preferred.

Tala had narrowed in on the right amount of gravity to leave affecting the construction, allowing for easy maneuverability without undue burden to keep the whole thing aloft.

The Paragon who was with them on this outing had been suitably impressed by the combination of effects and talents, inquiring at length as to each part of the construction as they headed to the south, toward the plains near the edge of the forest where this next cell awaited.

The Paragon was older-looking than Mistress Kep had been, but he appeared in no way feeble.

He had a studious air to him, added to by his insightful and thorough questions. Each one conveyed his interest and attentiveness in a way that prompted those of whom he was inquiring to speak at length in response.

Honestly, he reminded Tala of Master Nadro in that way.

He had introduced himself as ‘Abali,’ and Master Abali had proven himself to be quite a pleasant companion.

Truthfully, the Paragons who had come with them to the various cells had all been enjoyable to interact with, each in their own way.

This was only their second ‘new’ cell, but they had gone to three other known cells for the standard maintenance for this cycle. Apparently, the added turmoil of this waning made it so that more cells needed maintenance than usual.

Finally, Tala decided that she couldn’t ignore her unit-mate further and took a chance to move over and sit next to Master Girt. “Master Girt?”

“Hmm?” He grunted, looking up to meet her gaze.

“Is everything alright?”

He shrugged and sighed. “I’m just having some trouble with those who I’m living with.”

“Oh?” Tala frowned. She thought she remembered that Master Girt rented out rooms in the home he had in Alefast. “What’s the issue, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Well, my new housemates think my house is haunted.”

Tala’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “What?”

“Yeah! I mean, I don’t know what they’re on about. I’ve lived there for nearly three hundred years, and I’ve never seen anything worthy of concern.”

There was silence then, and Tala noticed that everyone was looking in her direction.

Her expression fell into a neutral mask. “That’s meant to be a joke, right?”

The man huffed and shook his head. “See? I told you she wouldn’t think it was funny.”

Master Clevnis grinned. “I thought it was hilarious.”

Master Abali breathed a soft laugh. “It would work better if the person you tell it to doesn’t know you’re Refined.”

Master Girt grunted. “Yeah, I suppose I can see that.”

Tala sighed. “So, you’ve been acting grumpy all morning, just to set up a joke?”

“Hmmm? I’m not grumpy.” He frowned.

“Why do you think I came over here?”

His frown deepened. “I’m not grumpy.”

Mistress Cerna didn’t look away from their flight path as she spoke up. “Yes, you are. You’ve been sulking. It’s why we thought you attempting some humor would be good for you.”

“Wait. You told me to try to make her laugh, for me?”

That caused the unit leader to look back at him. “Of course. We know you won’t tell us what’s wrong, but we thought it might help you. She doesn’t need cheering up. Mistress Tala’s been nothing but happy since she took the day off to be with her friend.”

Mistress Vanga took that opportunity to sit down beside Tala. “Speaking of which, you never did tell us how it all went. I mean, I had to heal him a few times, but that’s hardly a good way to get a picture of the tenor of a day.”

Master Limmestare looked up from his book. “Are you two courting? If not, I’m going to read while you tell everyone else the details.”

Tala flushed. “No! We’re not courting. Why would you even ask that?”

He gave her a flat look. “I just told you why. If you are courting, it’s important enough for me to give my full attention. I take great pains to pay attention to my unit-mates and the weighty things in their lives that they feel worthy of sharing. However, if this is just our fellows forcing you to expound on a standard day with a friend, I prefer my book to such things.”

“Oh.” Tala blinked a few times. “I suppose you did imply that… Well, we’re not.”

“Alright then, thank you.” He turned back to his book.

And from there, Mistress Vanga re-took over the reins of the conversation, and Tala did her embarrassed best to convey how the day with Rane had gone.

Overall, they passed the trip with their regular comradery, Master Abali interjecting only occasionally as was appropriate.

They touched down lightly outside the forest, and blessedly, they wouldn’t need to enter it.

Tala had made her team aware of her storied history with the Leshkin, and Master Grediv already knew. Together, that ensured that they wouldn’t be picked for any ‘in the southern forest’ cell work.

Their construct was complex enough that Master Clevnis stored it once they’d all disembarked and after Mistress Cerna had removed her spell-forms from the bottom, which took very little time.

They were on the rolling plains, atop one of the higher hills, the forest some quarter of a mile distant.

Tala immediately scanned their surroundings for the fold in reality that would indicate the hidden entrance into the cell but didn’t find one. When she reported this, Master Abali nodded, considering.

“It is likely one of the many cells that are underground. It can be tricky to find the exact location of those if you don’t come prepared.” He pulled a handful of white powder out of thin air—seemingly from his spatial storage—and threw it up. “Thankfully, I am prepared.”

Power sparked between the particles, seemingly drawn from the air itself, before the growing cloud began moving against the wind.

Little portions broke off from the main formation to swirl around each of the Archons. That which moved toward Tala seemed most drawn toward Kit.

The vast majority of the dust, however, seemed to be pulled down the hill upon which they stood to settle in an oddly static pile in a small dell.

Tala frowned. “What is that powder, if I may ask, Master Abali?”

“It is a metallic synthetic powder. It is known to have a magnetic-like attraction to disruptions in reality when properly activated—at least in this form. Though, the attraction and movement is far more powerful and works rather differently.”

Master Girt jumped down the hill, landing beside the pile and tapping his foot. “Yeah, there’s a cavitation below here. It goes deep. I can barely detect the highest portion, close to a hundred feet down from here. There’s a fair amount of iron in this soil restricting my perception.”

With a flexing of power that clearly came from the rock and earth-inclined Refined, a vertical shaft opened below the white powder, letting it fall down with surprising rapidity.

Terry flickered to Tala’s shoulder and looked back and forth between her and the hole before shaking himself.

“Not interested in going down there?”

He shook himself again.

“I thought not.” She opened Kit, and Terry vanished within.

Master Abali leaned over the edge, looking down, and Tala saw something incredibly odd when the man utilized his magic.

The darkness in the pit seemed to pull back, drawing the light of the mid-morning sun in after it.

There wasn’t more light, per se, but the light definitely was penetrating deeper and deeper into the hole.

Master Limmestare had put his book away, and it was he who asked, “What sort of power is that?”

Master Abali smiled. “Control over darkness, and wherever there is not darkness, there is light.”

Tala shook her head. “Alright, I call that rusted. How is that not conceptual magic?”

Instead of being offended, Master Abali laughed, power still flowing around him in intricate patterns as he clearly did more than bring light down the vertical entrance. “When I was but a boy, my family lived away from the cities, and we were attacked by arcanous creatures. My father got me into a deep pit and closed it up before the defenses were fully overwhelmed, and I hid in there for more than a week.”

His tone and demeanor did not fit the tenor of story he was telling, but Tala didn’t interrupt to ask about the incongruity.

“In that time, I found the darkness around me to be an almost tangible thing, like the very air we breathe, but not in the same way. I think it was my own power manifesting in a time of stress, reaching out to the darkness, because by the time my father was able to circle back and recover me, I was more at home in the dark than the light.” He shrugged. “It has been like an old friend ever since.”

She almost started to argue but then stopped herself. Who was she to argue with someone else’s fundamental understanding?

Soon enough, there was no darkness below them as they looked down the well-lit shaft.

“After me, then.” The Paragon stepped forward and dropped.

Tala, as the designated ‘blocker’ of the group, followed moments after.

She briefly considered wrapping herself in iron and void, infusing them into her defenses to create an existence separation field as Mistress Kep had explained it.

She shuddered internally at the thought.

The magical interweaving was a powerful defense under the right circumstances, but the way it made her feel… it was like her worst nights at the Academy.

True, it didn’t start out that bad, but from the first moment, it had echoes of her darkest moments of loneliness, isolation, and worthlessness.

She wouldn’t dismiss it as a tool, just like she didn’t avoid anything that was useful because it was uncomfortable, but it definitely wouldn’t be her ‘go-to’ defense.

Instead, as she fell, she directed her power and focus toward feathering her gravity and leveling the bottoms of her feet to be able to adjust her surface area expansion scripts and thus increase her drag to aid in slowing her fall as well.

She fell slowly enough that she wasn’t surprised that Master Abali was out of the way when she hit the bottom, even though she’d followed closely after him when jumping in.

All the darkness seemed to gather around the Paragon, flowing around him in quick streams, only discernible by the ripples of the exteriors because the insides were so dark as to appear two dimensional.

Tala pulled her gaze from the man and immediately oriented on the fold in reality that she could now easily sense down a long tunnel, angled smoothly downward.

Even if the darkness hadn’t been pulled back, she’d have been able to see all there was to see in this place.

Above her was a perfectly vertical shaft, and before her was an equally perfect downslope of a tunnel leading to a dead end.

Tala called up, “Clear! Advancing.”

While she and Master Abali moved toward the folded prison entryway, the others made their own ways down with varying degrees of quickness.

While each of the cells she’d seen so far was a bit different in their own way, this one seemed oddly… blank?

There was nothing special about this tunnel, buried in the earth, except it was a tunnel buried in the earth. That, by its very nature, made it odd.

It was nearly featureless, but that just served to highlight how unnatural it was.

The effect gave the impression of someone trying to remove all markers, without really realizing that the lack of such things was a marker of a different kind.

Who would be so capable, yet still naive?

-Or so pressed for time that they weren’t careful?-

That actually made a lot of sense, and she frowned. The prisoner?

She had a mental flash of a faceless something standing right behind her, similarly stripped of features to ‘better blend in’ and thus standing out in the worst way.

Its long, clawed hands were reaching toward her with inexorable power, ready to disembowel her through her spine.

Tala spun, Flow snapping into her hand, but only found Master Girt behind her back up the tunnel, one hand on the wall as he examined the ceiling.

He saw her movement, turning to face her in confusion. “Mistress? Is everything alright?”

She shook her head, feeling a sweat of fear roil over her even as she sheathed her weapon. “No… I just got the unshakable feeling that something was behind me…” She hesitated, then shook her head again. “No. That’s not right. I just realized that, somehow, I have no feeling of safety, here. I think my own mind might have filled in the rest?”

He frowned, then glanced up again. “Yeah… I can feel the integrity of the stone around us, but I keep checking. Like something in me is refusing to let me feel… safe. Yeah, that is exactly right.”

Tala again felt like something was standing directly behind her, but this time, instead of reacting, she simply analyzed her own surroundings more closely, her mirrored perspectives already providing complete awareness.

There was nothing there.

But… was she sure?

She whipped around again, managing to contain her reaction enough to not draw Flow this time.

There was nothing—as she’d known there would be.

But what if? She groaned. “Please tell me this doesn’t have to do with the prisoner.”

Master Abali visibly trembled before he shook his head. “No such luck, I’m afraid. There are all sorts of conceptual twistings layered over this tunnel and—I suspect—the entryway to the prison. Likely things the prisoner was doing in an attempt to lash out at his captors or keep the prison from sealing as it closed.”

Tala shuddered. “He didn’t want his captors to ever feel safe? How can such a working even…? How is it still in effect?”

“It was wrought on this space, and this space has gone undisturbed since. The magics likely originally extended above as well, but they would have dispersed with time. Down here, though? It’s concentrated, and the conceptually-altered matter is still here, waiting. The change should fade while we’re here, and the effects should be all but utterly gone by the time the cell is maintained again.”

Tala grimaced, glancing over her shoulder reflexively. “I rather hate this…”

Mistress Vanga lifted up her shield with a little shrug. “I’m feeling alright thanks to this. Thank you all, again, for letting me claim it.”

Tala did her best to not begrudge the woman. “This conceptual nonsense won’t extend into our dimensional storages, will it?”

She had the horrible thought of the Zuccats feeling unexplainable, undirected danger within Kit.

Or Terry… Yeah, that wouldn’t be good for anyone.

Master Abali hesitated. “Not unless they are opened. As to what will happen then? I’m not sure, but let’s get a look inside the atrium for this cell, and I’ll know better.”

Great… going deeper in.

It was obviously a bad idea to do anything with this cell, even checking on its integrity was foolish. She—

-Tala.- Alat’s tone carried a note of warning within Tala’s mind.

Tala jerked her head, shaking it. “Oh, that’s awful. Not only is the feeling of safety gone, but so is faith that what we’re doing is the right course.”

“That,” Master Abali said with a shake of his head, “should pass incredibly quickly. What I would watch out for more closely is if you all start to feel less confident in each other or anything like that.”

She felt her eye twitch. “That’s possible?”

“I wouldn’t think so, not with the level of magic that I’m feeling, but people have had odder specialties. Be careful.”

Tala sighed. “I’ll pay special attention to our reality-thread connections…”

“Thank you, Mistress. Watch for suppression as well as severing, if you will.” The Paragon smiled at her kindly.

She grimaced and nodded. “Should I enfold myself in my existence filter?”

Master Abali paused for a moment. “You could try it, but I don’t believe it would help. You still react to external stimulation, so you aren’t truly cut off from reality, at least not in the way the prep-documents outlined the ability. This effect is equivalent of looking at a kitten and thinking it’s cute. Now, once we know more about the prisoner, I very well may recommend its use.” After a moment’s consideration, he shrugged. “That said, you are welcome to experiment. You have good enough control that you shouldn’t cause yourself or anyone else harm. Again, though, that’s just from my understanding.”

She nodded, accepting his words for the recommendation that they were.

After a long consideration, and several involuntary looks over her own shoulder, she gritted her teeth and sealed her mouth, forcing the manifestation of the void into her bound iron and defensive magics.

Because she was looking for it, and because she already felt unsafe, she immediately felt like everyone had abandoned her, and she would never find her way back to the surface.

She tried to start hyperventilating, but she couldn’t breathe.

She couldn’t breathe!

Claws grew out from her fingers, and she scrabbled at her face, trying to get free of the cloying inability to take in air.

Her perspective seemed to fade as her mind spiraled into panic.

There was another voice that seemed that it was trying to get her attention, but that didn’t matter, not now.

Can’t breathe.

Can’t see.

Can’t breathe.

Can’t see.

She couldn’t bring her focus to bear sufficiently to mirror Flow’s cutting onto her claws to get them to work.

Something hit the side of her head, and she felt like she rang like a bell, even though she knew that wasn’t true.

That outside stimulus was something to grab onto.

She wanted the outside.

Something was keeping her separate from it.

Get away!

Her iron exploded away from her into the dimensions of magic, destroying the synergy that created her existence filter, and the rest of the world came crashing back into focus.

Master Clevnis was standing over her.

I’m on the ground?

“Mistress Tala? Are you alright?”

Tala groaned. “Yeah… that was an awful idea.”

He helped her to her feet, and she found herself clinging to him for a long moment.

He didn’t pull back, instead rubbing her upper back comfortingly. “You’re alright, Mistress Tala. We’re here.”

Mistress Cerna came up beside them, resting a hand on Tala’s shoulder. “Let’s verify the safety of the entrance, then get up to the surface for some perspective, shall we?”

Tala nodded mutely, working her lips to bring moisture back to them. Finally, she managed, “Yeah. I think that would be good.”


Chapter: 23
Aura Supremacy

Tala sat in a little dell beside the deep hole down to the prison cell.

Mistress Cerna sat beside her on the grass, silently watching the light change across the plains as the sun moved toward midday.

A slight breeze was washing over the hills, causing the high stalks to dance and sway in rhythmic waves.

A few nearby bushes added the sound of shivering leaves to that of swishing grass—and the occasional animal call or bird song in the distance—as the two women sat, just absorbing the beauty and peace.

Tala didn’t really know how long they sat there before she finally spoke, “Thank you.”

Mistress Cerna smiled and gave a slight nod but didn’t otherwise respond.

“I think I made the whole thing a lot worse by enacting the separation while in an extreme emotional state.”

“That makes sense. Do you want to talk about it?” The unit leader turned to meet Tala’s gaze, understanding and care evident in her eyes.

“I think so? Though, I’ve talked through most of this with Master Nadro.”

“That man is a blessing to all of humanity.”

“Indeed, he is.”

There was another long silence before Mistress Cerna spoke again. “Regardless, I’m here if you want to talk.”

Tala smiled briefly but didn’t say anything for a long moment. Finally, she nodded to herself. “It felt like I was back at the Academy, and not in a good way. I… had issues with my immediate family, so I felt alone to start with. Then, I was messing with iron on my skin, which made other students not really want to be near me. I thought it was them being mean or uncertain. I didn’t realize it was making them actively uncomfortable until after I’d graduated.”

Mistress Cerna made a noise of engaged interest.

Tala felt herself smile, recognizing Master Nadro’s tendencies in the woman. Nonetheless, she continued. “So, the Academy was a time of pretty extreme isolation for me. I buckled down and got through it. Having such a clear end-goal was rather more helpful than I realized at the time. But I wasn’t ever scared.” She shrugged. “Lonely? Unquestionably. Uncertain? Often. Afraid? Never. I’m not really sure why.”

Mistress Cerna shrugged. “They do a fairly good job of ensuring that we Mages don’t develop a fear of magic. That was apparently a difficulty early on, and it caused some to actively hurt themselves with their power, simply because they believed that their magic would do so or required that. Our predecessors worked that kink out rather quickly.”

“Yeah, I can see that possibility being an issue. But down in that tunnel?” Tala’s eyes flicked down, then back up to their bright surroundings. “I felt like I was on the edge of disaster. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I knew that you all were down there with me, so even though I felt like I was about to die, a deep part of me was leaning on my connections with you all.”

Mistress Cerna nodded slowly. “From what you’ve described, that would have been building your connections with us. Is that correct?”

“Precisely. So, when I isolated myself…”

“The building of those connections couldn’t happen, so that feeling that was anchoring you…”

“Was stripped away on the instant. I spiraled quickly after that.”

A mundane pair of songbirds flitted about up slope before them, drawing the women’s attention for a long moment.

It was calming to watch their swooping patterns and listen to their melody.

“I didn’t really realize how far I’ve come from my Academy days, but I really have made a lot of connections with people. You all are the most recent—and certainly the quickest—whom I’ve built a rapport with.”

“Working and fighting alongside each other can do that. We have to trust one another explicitly or we’re going to get hurt.”

Tala nodded seriously. She wouldn’t have died in the last weeks without that trust, but she certainly wouldn’t have succeeded on many, if any, of the missions without the others, and she likely would have taken some incredible hits.

“Was that what you experienced down there, then? Terror in isolation?”

She thought about it for a moment before giving a hesitant shrug. “I think it might be more accurate to say ‘terror of isolation,’ alongside everything else. It quickly pivoted as my mind lost coherency, though. Things that I was in full control of were suddenly greater sources of fear than those I couldn’t affect at all.”

“The human mind can be an oddly self-destructive thing at times.”

“Yeah, it’s amazing how often we can make ourselves miserable.”

The other Refined huffed a laugh. “Yeah, I can think of at least forty strategies I already use to make myself miserable, without even really meaning to.”

“That’s… that’s a lot.”

“Isn’t it just?”

They sat in silence for another long while before Tala slowly got to her feet.

She patted her gear, mentally off-kilter enough that she wanted to verify Flow and Kit were in place.

Flow on the left, Kit on the right, just as always.

Tala smiled slightly. “Let’s get back down to the others.”

“Are you going to be alright?” Mistress Cerna’s tone carried concern but also a sense that she would trust Tala’s answer.

“Yes. I’m just not going to use that defense.”

“To be fair, you did originally put that together under very particular circumstances. It’s possible that, if varied, it might be an excellent defense in even more cases.”

Tala looked down, then back at her unit leader. “Let’s experiment when we aren’t in the field, shall we?”

Mistress Cerna chuckled. “That is probably the wise course.”

Tala dropped down, slowing herself as she had before.

The sense of creeping unease was noticeable much sooner since she was looking out for it.

Even so, she didn’t let that distract her as she marched down the slope toward the now-opened folded-prison entrance.

She twitched, barely keeping herself from jerking around as Mistress Cerna touched down behind her.

It’s just Mistress Cerna. You’re fine, Tala.

-Tala?-

Alat had been strangely quiet since the incident. With that in mind, Tala responded to her alternate interface with a carefully inquiring tone. Are you alright, Alat?

-I… I think so. That was… I did not like that.-

What was it like from your side?

-Like we were utterly uncontrollable. I couldn’t even master my own thoughts. I think I was screaming there at the end… I’m glad you couldn’t hear me, or at least couldn’t process what you were hearing. I think I would have just made it worse.-

Tala projected comfort and understanding within her own head, and Alat reciprocated.

The two Refined stepped through the previously folded entrance into the massive cavern beyond.

It was bright, with no obvious source of light in evidence.

I do wonder how Master Abali would do against Eskau Pallaun.

-Sadly, Tala, I don’t think that we will ever see that fight.-

Why wou— Tala stopped, glaring internally. Was that a joke?

-Of course. They both use darkness. Nothing to see.-

Tala shook her head and huffed a laugh.

It helped that there was a bit less of the pervasive wrongness in the air within this space, when compared to the tunnel outside.

The inward curving walls were decorated in the traditional manner expected of cell antechambers.

They were covered from top to bottom with simplistic, but clear, depictions of the prisoner and how his power worked.

Each picture seemed to be in a set of at least two, though more complex concepts used more sequential images to get the point across.

Negation.

This prisoner somehow wielded the concept of negation or at least something very near to that idea.

The most prominent images showed what seemed to be the being negating their own death and injury.

That is so broken. How can someone just say ‘Yeah, I’m not going to die. Thank you, though!’

-It likely took a perfect confluence of events for him to be exposed to his own death in a way that he magically outweighed the particular instance enough to negate the entire concept.-

I… I think that actually made sense.

-Of course it did. You may not have studied all the arcane books we have, yet, but I have much more time than you do. Add to that the fact that I know how to put facts forward in the perfect way for you to understand me, and it’s no wonder that my quick explanation makes sense.-

Fair.

As she walked farther into the large space, it was blessedly obvious just how much less it was affected by the feeling of fear, or rather the negation of the feeling of safety.

The walls were clearly carved and polished smooth before the painted depictions were added. The floor, on the other hand, had been left a bit rough, likely to allow for easy footing.

At the center of the space was a gazebo-like structure made of black stone. That is where the reward or bribe had been waiting for them.

There hadn’t been anything too incredible this time around, but there was a good bit of precious metals, so that was nice.

She felt a tickle run up her spine, like someone was about to tap her to get her attention, but the tap never came.

She knew it would never come because she could still see in every direction.

This isn’t awful or anything.

-Yeah, it’s totally worth the money.-

Tala hesitated. You know, it actually is worth the money and experience… I should stop complaining, shouldn’t I.

-…We both probably should. I do wish that the Paragon would hurry up.-

Master Abali grunted from the far side of the room, almost as if he’d heard Alat’s mention of him. Even so, he spoke to no one in particular, “It looks like he’s only Honored, and yes, that means he’s on the path of advancement used by the arcanes.”

Tala frowned, walking in that direction even as she asked, “Is that meant to imply that he’s not an arcane?”

“From what I can tell, he was born human, but I see no references to gates, so he’s gateless. Even so, there’s reference there”—he pointed off to the left—“indicating that he somehow negated his own humanity. I have no idea what that actually means, though. There’s no real way we could, as it would be based on the caster’s own perception.”

Tala blinked a few times even as she came to a stop, standing beside him. “I think I know, and it’s pretty obvious.”

The Paragon turned to her, then slowly nodded. “Oh, right. Concept magic.”

“Precisely, yeah.”

The man frowned. “But he’d have to have used some form of concept magic to accomplish a removal of his humanity?” He shook his head. “Maybe it was a natural effect from somewhere or something else not recorded. The nullification of his humanity is seemingly connected to—or it was accomplished around the same time as—he negated his ability to die. That might factor in.”

Tala grunted. While this was interesting, it wasn’t really necessary to know. “Do we know how long you’ll need? I’m not really a fan of this one, and I’d vote for a quicker turnaround if possible.”

The Paragon shrugged. “I mean, we could make the attempt now, but I think we’d be wiser to wait for me to confirm some things… at least one or two.” He pointed to a section off to his right. “The best way to combat him, however, seems to be aura supremacy. That’s one of your areas of expertise, right? I recall that being in the briefing on your magics.”

Tala perked up. “Yes, or at the very least, I’m trying to make it a foundation for my abilities.”

“I think we’ll want you to have your aura on full display before we open the cell then, and you’ll likely want to be braced for a direct assault against it.”

She nodded. “I’ll prepare.”

“Don’t get ahead of us. It’ll still likely be a day…” He hesitated. “You know, I can go faster than that… Maybe, a few hours? Yeah, I can make that work, and…” He trailed off, a frown growing across his features. “Well, rust me. That’s devious.”

Tala was already forming an iron spike to begin working with her aura, but she paused, really paused and considered. “Oh… rust.”

Master Abali raised his voice—though it wasn’t really necessary—to ensure that everyone was paying attention. “The removal of safety seems to have been dimmed in here to make room for a dampening or removal of patience or something very similar. I think it is effectively encouraging us to rush or act recklessly. Thus, I will be taking a bit longer than I normally would, just to be sure I haven’t missed anything. My apologies.”

Tala felt herself nod. “I’m still going to start experimenting with my aura and these… removals.”

“Nullifications, I think is the closer term.”

“Nullifications, then. They are established, and I don’t have active magics to oppose, but there might be something I can do.”

The Paragon smiled. “I look forward to your results.”

Master Abali was good to his word and took a good five days to check, double-check, and consult with other experts.

Tala continued her training through that time, going up to the surface more often than was strictly standard, but as they were all doing it to get away from the gnawing sense of impatience and low-level buzz of danger, it didn’t cause an issue.

The senses of danger and impatience were useful for honing her mental focus under adverse conditions, though she did that work in the cavern more often than the tunnel. The last thing she wanted was to train herself to ignore her innate sense of danger. After all, in more cases than not, she needed that sense.

Her experiments with her aura ended up being little more than practice for her aura control in general.

As she had no conceptual basis for her power—let alone one that could act on the lingering effects of this nullification magic—her aura was unable to push back the already in place effects of the concept magic.

Truthfully, she hadn’t really expected differently.

She couldn’t push back heat with her aura after it had already come into being from a Mage like Master Doitean.

That said, from what Master Abali and the experts he worked with were able to determine and verify, this prisoner couldn’t indirectly negate things that led to the death of others. Nor could he fully control another indirectly.

Thus, an aura defense was the best way to deal with him.

All of that led to Tala standing beside Master Abali as he prepared to open the cell, the unit behind her, ready to back her up to the best of their ability.

They had all been briefed on the particulars of this inmate, and they were as ready as they could be.

“Establish your aura here.” A line of darkness made a large circle on the ground around an unassuming, seemingly random lump in the uneven ground of cavern off to one side.

Tala nodded, throwing out a series of iron spikes, evenly spaced a foot apart around the whole circumference.

She used a manifestation of Flow’s cutting ability into the iron that was a part of its nature to let the spikes slip easily into the mundane rock.

Some twenty-five spikes were used to encircle the four-foot-radius space, and Tala’s aura radiated strongly from each of them.

It took a bit of adjustment, but she altered the enforcement of her own control to allow Master Abali to work within her area of control without having to take that sovereignty away from her.

It was an odd thing, feeling another Mage’s power working within her aura. It was something that she specifically forbade under most circumstances, but even with the odd feeling, it wasn’t hard to continue to allow it.

The sensation was much like letting another Mage heal her, but she didn’t have as much experience with that as others, so it took a moment.

I suppose the practice with the unit on this front paid off, too. They needed to be able to work around each other at need, and they couldn’t be constantly fighting for aura supremacy of the space.

Tala nodded. “Alright, I think I have it.”

Master Abali checked and nodded in return. “Can you maintain that? If you deny me later, it will break my work and force me to start over.”

“I can maintain this. I have it locked in, now.”

“Alright.”

Master Abali’s power reached out as he activated the cell’s unlocking sequence.

The odd bump on the floor—centered in Tala’s ring of spikes—expanded upward, and the rock appeared almost to bend and twist outward—like clay in a sculptor’s hands—until it took on the shape of a rectangular doorframe of seemingly randomly spiraling stone.

Oddly, those uneven waves in the stone gave Tala a unified feeling that the door stood, alone, as the center of the universe.

No… not the center. The feeling that is trying to overcome me is that the doorway is alone in the universe, in all of existence.

Master Abali had told them the name of the prisoner, and Tala was finally beginning to understand what sort of monster would choose the name: Sole.


Chapter: 24
Sole

Tala’s aura was a manifold shield, wrapped around the opening cell door before them.

Her metals almost seemed to bleed through her skin, coating her all at once, even as she released her suppression of her through-spike.

She was already wearing her armor.

While she always left the iron that lined her inscriptions in the dimensions of magic, she had found being fully coated to be inconvenient when around other people.

Master Abali’s working progressed steadily, the twisted doorframe seeming to become more real, and the first inklings that something lay beyond came into focus, something more than the cavern within which they stood began to appear.

As soon as the beginnings of a true passage started to form and her influence spilled through, Tala launched iron spikes through the doorway, angled outward to embed all around, controlling them and moving them along with her well-established aura.

She strode purposely forward, sending out waves of iron, her aura reinforcing and overlaying itself with every spike added.

She was leaning heavily on her training with Master Akra, almost hearing the man’s voice in the back of her mind: ‘Your aura, more than anything, is a magical representation of your authority and power. It cannot be shaken if you are not shaken. Where you hold sway, your aura reigns supreme.’

That wasn’t universally true, but it did help crystalize some important underlying truths. He had told her that, too.

Iron spikes cachunked into the stone, resonating softly in tones barely audible to her ears.

This was her role.

More spikes and the resonant tone grew.

She was the front-line for her unit.

Still more.

She was the jailer, and she’d come for an inspection.

The tunnel before, around, and behind was filled with the pure note of her precisely identical spikes having chimed against the stone. Though, the sound was fading as she moved on.

She placed the last ring of iron around the tunnel exit just moments before she felt something slam into her aura, attempting to keep it from extending out beyond that threshold.

Tala was able to feel the nature of what pushed against her influence, magics trying to worm their way through her will to enact their purpose.

Obviously, she had expected this.

The prisoner couldn’t have too many concurrent effects in place due to the nature of his magics. They had been illustrated in great detail in the antechamber, and Master Abali had explained that this prisoner’s workings would disperse through the cell as a whole with time. Thus, he could only leave things in place that wouldn’t inconvenience him.

At least for the most part.

But when you can’t die or be damaged, there’s a lot more potentially on the table.

Sure enough, when Tala walked to the edge of the tunnel and placed the first arc of spikes to secure the area outside of the entrance, she sensed a change to the air, in how it brushed against her bloodstars as they orbited her, granting the mirrored perspectives.

Even so, she couldn’t tell what the change was. She might never know, and she was fine with that.

Tala mentally checked her defenses: She was fully encased in iron and white steel, her scale-mail hauberk securely in place over even that.

As protected as I can be in that manner.

Even with the restrictions that she knew the prisoner would have been under with regard to what effects he could leave laying about, she was surprised to not really feel any other direct attack.

Her unit came to the entrance of the tunnel, stepping out just enough to give them all a good view, while Mistress Vanga remained sheltered behind them and within the tunnel.

Tala felt Master Limmestare finish creating the last glass-fiber mesh behind them.

They had agreed to place such a sensory net every two feet down the length of the tunnel in case the prisoner was able to slip past them.

They would have some ability to resist passage, but their main goal was to alert them if someone made it to those points.

While within Tala’s aura, they shouldn’t be able to be disturbed without the unit noticing.

That confirmed, Tala turned her focus outward.

In this cell, the tunnel opened from the base of a cliff, and Tala’s perspective showed what looked like a solid roof extending from the top of the cliff.

-That means it’s a wall, Tala.-

Seems cliff-like to me.

-Fine; I won’t argue.-

While the cell did appear to be a cavern of sorts, it was large to the point of seeming more like a heavily shielded city district than a cavitation in the ground.

There was a momentary pause as they waited for something to happen. During that time, Tala was able to feel Master Abali’s building magics behind them, at the far end of the tunnel.

Good, the repairs are underway.

“Oh… you’re all human? That’s a pity.”

Tala’s head snapped to the side, her eyes trying to fix on the man who was suddenly standing barely twenty feet from her, mere feet outside her aura’s established boundary. Her eyes were covered, however, so she saw with her perspectives instead.

I really need to work on those reactions. But that was for later.

Her various perspectives saw the speaker as he started talking and not a moment before.

“And you are bodily blocking the way out within a heavily established aura… they were thorough in describing what I was capable of, weren’t they?”

He can negate the ability to perceive him. Seemingly limited until he takes an overt action such as attacking or speaking. Though, it is obviously just something with that effect, or he’d have to be enacting his working within our minds.

“This will be a rather boring time for all of us if you don’t speak. Not that that is unexpected.”

Mistress Cerna responded, then. “Sole, you are a prisoner here, and we are simply maintaining the cell.”

“I don’t suppose any of you have the ability to kill me?” There was a note of hope in the voice, only then allowing Tala to notice the despondency previously in stark evidence.

Mistress Cerna shook her head. “You know that you negated the possibility of your own death, Sole.”

“While that may be true, I am not—and have never been—perfect. A little like you, actually. You know it’s a bit rude not to give your name.” There was a bit of fire in the statement, but it sputtered and died as Sole sighed. “But I suppose I’m undeserving of your name…”

The unit shared a look.

This was not like the handling of Khesed’s cell; they had no requirement for silence, and there could be much learned from the prisoner if he was willing to talk and they could establish a rapport with him.

“I am Mistress Cerna.”

“Mistress Cerna? Good to meet you. I’d say that I’ve been lonely, but that was the first thing I removed from myself after the door slammed shut. Do you know what’s worse than wanting to die and not being able to?”

The shift in topic seemed to almost catch her off guard, but she rolled with the change fluidly nonetheless. “There are many things that are worse.”

He huffed a laugh. “Right. Human. The only thing worse than wanting to die and not being able to is having multiple reasons to want to die and not being able to.”

“I’m not sure if I agree.”

“I don’t really care?” He glanced up at the ceiling. “Though, saying that is probably rude as well.”

Tala spoke up then, manipulating an opening in her metal, through which she could speak, “Not as rude as trying to sneak your magic through my aura, tucked inside your voice.”

Sole paused with his mouth open, then grinned.

It was not a human expression.

“Oh… you noticed that? Pity.”

Tala was suddenly aware of Sole’s appearance, unsure of why she hadn’t really considered it before.

He had a green aura, that much was certain, but it was oddly…sparse?

Yeah, that’s the word.

It was as if his aura was somehow being propped up to Honored levels without really having the proper concentrations of power.

Anemic! That seemed to fit the bare edges of his aura that she could see even better than ‘sparse.’

Even so, she didn’t dare even consider that his odd aura would make this an easy task, and his odd aura couldn’t hold her attention for long.

He looked almost human. His ears were oddly shaped, but not outside of what some humans had, but his teeth… They were somehow sharpened in a way that both fit the man and was utterly anathema to what Tala had been expecting.

Still, she couldn’t really place what he was, or what his features reminded her of. The one thing that she was sure of when looking at him was that he wasn’t human.

Is that what that meant?

-He negated his own humanity. Maybe this is just a visible, physical manifestation of that?-

Sole was shaking his head as he spoke, “As humans, you won’t have even the potential for concept magics that could kill me. While a conversation might be diverting—though, I doubt it—I am forced to continue with Plan B.”

Mistress Cerna responded to that, “What is Plan B, exactly?”

He shrugged. “If I must continue existing, then I will end ‘existing’ as a concept. Then, I shall be free of this wretchedness.”

There was a few heartbeats of silence, followed by Tala’s words, echoing through the cavern, “What now?”

He gave her a look like he was explaining an easy concept to an idiot. “I wish to die, but I didn’t realize that until after I removed the potential. I was… more foolhardy in my youth. Thus, the only way I get to cease to be is if there is no longer any place in which ‘to be.’ So, while I am not hopeful as to the positive nature of the answer, I will ask again: Can any of you kill me?”

Tala shrugged. “I can try.”

Sole raised his arms to the sides. “By all means. I would prefer a quick end to fighting my way to Sovereignty in order to find my rest.”

Tala turned Flow into a void-knife and threw it at him.

The knife flew true, but the butt of the knife was what thumped off of his chest.

He rubbed the place it had struck. “That was a bit uncomfortable but hardly lethal. Is that the best you can do?”

She blinked a few times in confusion. What?

-What? You threw that correctly.-

Yes, Alat. I’m aware.

Sole looked down at the hole that had appeared in his shirt where Flow’s pommel had struck him. “Void magic? …And do I detect a hint of reality as well? Why didn’t you use that part? That might have worked.”

Tala frowned. “You negated damage to yourself as well, correct?”

“I have. As I said, I was rather foolish in my youth…” He let out a self-deprecating laugh. “I suppose it’s a bit arrogant to assume I’ve grown beyond that.”

Is that why it landed so incredibly badly? Flow flicked back through the air into Tala’s hand.

“That’s a neat trick. A soulbound weapon then.”

Tala shrugged, coating the outside of void-knife-Flow with iron, then infusing that iron with void from Flow and her elk leathers both.

Sole tilted his head to one side, curious. The motion moved his head more than it really should have. “That might work, but do you know how to use it properly? I do hope so, because I can’t provide that education if you are lacking.”

Tala shrugged and threw the knife again. She watched closer this time. Flow flew straight toward the man, but as it passed out of her aura, it was suddenly facing the other direction, tip pointed back at her.

Rust that. She pulled precisely on one of the orienting bloodstars, forcing the blade to flip around, again.

It hit him properly… and skittered off of his skin beneath his shirt, leaving a ragged tear in the fabric. There was a moment where Flow was about to make a claim on the barest fraction of the man’s iron, but Tala stopped the attempt. It would do nothing but expose that ability. Instead, Tala called Flow back to her hand.

Sole sighed, clearly disappointed. “You still couldn’t scratch me?” He considered. “Well, then I’ll have to—”

Master Clevnis picked up on where the conversation was going, and his magic lashed out with a blade that could shave a diamond.

“No.” The word was almost lazy as Sole spoke it, but the air around him resonated with the weight of command.

As soon as the blade of power left Tala’s aura, it simply ceased to be.

“That wasn’t very kind. It wouldn’t hurt me, but it would positively destroy the plants behind me.” Sole shook his head. “Can’t you do better?”

The ground below his feet opened, but before he could fall, he spoke again.

“That didn’t happen.”

There was an odd disjointment.

He should have fallen, but clearly, he hadn’t, and once he was done speaking, the ground was closed once more as if it had never opened.

Sole shook his head.

“People always believe they know what to expect, but no one truly understands me.” He walked forward, and Tala felt the entire outside edge of her aura flex inward, all at once.

She held firm, pulling on all of her increased magical weight to do so.

From moment one, she was losing ground. It wasn’t quickly, but it was fast enough that they were in real trouble.

She growled, desperately scrambling to find more leverage, more weight to throw behind her resistance. The line of demarcation was approaching her outer layer of spikes, and if it passed those, they would vanish into the void, leaving her weakened.

I need more weight!

A memory came to mind, from her time in Khesed’s cell. Her reality node was heavier in a sense than anyone else’s.

Would that work?

It was worth a try.

So, she leaned also on the weight that she’d perceived in her reality node.

It wasn’t quite the same as magical weight, and she didn’t think she could use it to back her workings directly, but in establishing her sovereignty over an area, her real weight seemed to matter as much or more than her magical.

-We have to have a better name for that, because your weight and your real weight sound like the same thing.-

Yeah, but that’s a topic for another time.

“Oh, you’re a heavy one… No… You’re simply well-braced?” Sole started laughing, stopping only to make a cutting motion across his body.

Tala was momentarily confused as to what had happened, but then she saw an oddly twisted spellform come into being at the edge of her aura, right as a lance of light fired from Mistress Cerna.

She held a woven ball of gold, which blazed with power as it burned itself out to enact the working.

The light struck Sole’s negation and stopped, right at the compressed border of Tala’s aura.

It was an odd thing to witness as the ripples of the light-based attack made it clear that it was ongoing.

Light flickered across the ground within Tala’s aura, but it was as if there was no source of light from the perspective of everything outside of her authority.

No dancing light, no shadows, nothing to indicate that a brilliant beam of power was only feet away.

He’s not just countering the magic, though that’s how it seems. He’s making it as if the thing never existed where he holds sway…

Tala was hyper focused on what was happening directly outside her aura. That was the only reason she saw the small ripples of something passing through the top of her area of influence.

What happened next felt like the most precisely her perception and thoughts had ever operated, the world around her seeming to slow almost to a stop.

Her voidsight manifested with a flicker, was mirrored to her other perspectives, and through it, she saw something falling toward her own head.

Worse, there were five other somethings falling in perfect unison, each aiming at the head of one of her unit-mates. Even Vanga had one falling at an angle to reach her within the mouth of the tunnel.

-Magically enacted negation of detection on some form of projectile?-

That’s my assumption. No longer magical, though, or it would have vanished at the edge of my aura. It would have at least had to contest me there. Any guess as to the nature of the projectiles?

-Magically inert, ballistic. I would bet my existence that he’s done a working to make them splinter upon impact or penetration for the greatest effective damage.-

Solutions?

-What you’re thinking would be effective.-

Alright.

Tala altered the gravity amplification on sets of three of her scales to target each projectile falling at her unit mates, carefully staggering them just so.

For her own incoming projectile, she simply began to tilt her head backward while reshaping the white steel on the top of her head to make a deflection easier. Additionally, she allowed more of her iron to manifest to the extent of affecting her body, adding to her inertia and stability.

The slowed moment passed, and there was an instantaneous, synchronized crack-BOOM that resonated through the cell, followed by the rain-like sound of gravel falling to the ground.

Sole actually blinked in obvious surprise at the sound.

The weight that hit Tala in the head would have staggered her had she not been completely prepared for it.

Her unit mates looked around, clearly uncertain what had happened, their focus snapping to the spike of rock that seemed to suddenly appear, having bounced off of Tala’s head.

Sole’s surprise passed with the blink, and his eyes narrowed. “Voidsighted as well as some sort of projectile usage and enhanced durability? Who designed your power-set? A maniac who just decided to go with random things that sounded cool?”

Tala almost moved her metal to allow herself to speak yet again, but then she realized that she had a different means of communicating.

Every one of her unit mates was hyper focused on her aura, watching for any weakness or fluctuation so they could shore it up or respond as appropriate.

She smiled internally, remembering how Mistress Odera had been able to read her thoughts in her aura before Tala got better at controlling it.

With that in mind, she forced her aura to manifest readable thoughts directly before her unit: ‘He’s masking attacks with his ability. Plan eight.’

Plan eight had the unit withdraw into the tunnel while she stood in the entrance. It wasn’t a great position to be in, as it would be harder for the others to support her if he changed tactics, but if he could drop chunks of ceiling on them so stealthily, they weren’t in a good position to begin with.

The others were durable—and had their own methods for defense—but a one-ton stalactite to the head would be fairly lethal to most people—even Refined, if they let it land.

And this guy is keeping anyone from noticing the incoming danger. Even their magics aren’t reacting.

Tala knew that Master Clevnis, as just one example, had automatic, defensive blades that should have activated to turn the rock targeting him into dust before it came within ten feet.

Tala had deflected and obliterated it less than a foot above the Refined’s head.

She forced her aura upward, embedding iron up the cliff behind them to give her more anchors from which to strengthen and stabilize.

She needed every foot of warning she could get.

Sole shook his head even as the others of Tala’s unit retreated just a bit.

His eyes locked onto Tala’s face, even though she wasn’t seeing through her eyes at the moment.

His voice had lost all levity, now carrying with it something akin to irritation. “You know what? I don’t think I like you.”


Chapter: 25
Needles

Tala once again felt like the world around her slowed, even as Sole’s last words were still fading from her ears: “I don’t think I like you.”

It felt as if uncounted small things had rippled through the edge of her aura at once, prompting her to focus more minutely with her voidsight. That unique perception showed her the minuscule reality nodes of a flight of projectiles, all targeting her.

No, he wouldn’t be that foolish. Even if he’d made these indestructible, he wouldn’t believe that they’d hurt me with what he’s seen. Not if they’re just rock.

-That seems a bit arrogant, but I’ll play along. So, what was the real attack?-

I mean really hurt me, Alat. Arguing isn’t helping.

-Not dodging isn’t helping either.-

A hair behind the forest of pinprick attacks, something passed through her aura, sliding down the cliff face.

Her eyes started to widen as she realized what it was, a wall of rock more than four feet thick, broader than her expanded bubble of aura within the cells.

How the rust did he even make something like that?

-Millennia of time and an ax to grind?-

You’re being oddly unhelpful, Alat.

There was no way that Tala could jump into the tunnel before the barrier was in place, and her unit was still retreating back into the passage.

-Do what you know you should. Stop complaining. We have this.-

Master Clevnis was the last one in the retreat, and he was standing directly under the falling multi-ton stone slab.

She didn’t have time for any further thought, even with her perception and mental enhancements making the world seem to crawl.

One of her defensive discs flicked backward, out of its sheath on her belt in the small of her back.

She kept the circle oriented broadside, even as she strained her aura to move it faster.

The flow of time returned to normal, and three things happened so close together that it was hard to tell them apart.

First, her defensive disc slapped into Master Clevnis’s chest, bypassing his defenses because it wasn’t explicitly an attack or from a hostile.

He was thrown backward with such force that Tala heard his ribs crack around the site of the impact.

Second, the stone slab hit the ground, the impact apparently sufficient to break the effect that made it undetectable. The sound it made was a mix of a cacophonous boom and crunching squelch, the former vastly overpowering the latter.

Third, a cloud of stone needles slammed into Tala, most actually driving deeply enough through her protection to draw wells of blood.

While she’d ensured that Flow’s distributive resilience was in place, it didn’t stop the needles from pushing the iron aside at practically an atomic level.

Honestly, Tala couldn’t imagine a defense that could have stopped such points penetrating through, and that was likely a large factor in the results.

Now visible, Tala was able to see that they were each an impossible shape, bulbous masses of stone with single protrusions that lengthened and thinned to the point that even her enhanced perception couldn’t see the very tip.

Wow… That’s a lot sharper than I expected. The thought came to mind unbidden, even as she gritted her teeth against the pain.

-And a lot more than I expected… Yeah, dodging wouldn’t have helped.-

Before anything else, Tala heard a man’s scream of agony from beyond the multi-ton stone slab, and she felt the tension in her back loosen in relief.

Master Clevnis was hurt but alive.

With the landing of the stone—and Master Clevnis’s blood that had splattered out from under it—she had been afraid that she hadn’t been fast enough.

Mistress Vanga can see to him, now.

Sole was looking at her with narrowed eyes. “You don’t bleed red? And they say I’m not human.”

He paused, then cackled lightly.

“No, no. That was me. I said that I wasn’t human.” He giggled a bit more.

Tala’s body was pulling back together, the internal pressure and flesh pushing in on itself driving out the needles in quick succession, causing the oddly shaped things to thunk to the ground like hail.

“Well, having a companion for eternity isn’t the worst outcome, but I suspect you could get us both free with enough time and motivation.”

Tala shook her head. “Pass.”

She flicked a hand outward.

As she did so, an orb-pair seemed almost to float below her rising palm for the fraction of an instant it took for her to change the target of their gravity amplification.

There was a crack as the orbs shot forward.

They hit the edge of her aura and encountered Sole’s nullification of magic and its remnant effects.

Like before, there was a stark contrast between within her aura and outside of it.

In this case, the orbs, unaffected by magic, were a whole lot of air.

The concussive expansion blasted Sole backward, the man letting out a confused sound that came out somewhere between a yip of pain and a yelled curse.

That bought Tala a bit of time.

Good, I think I’m starting to understand how his magic works.

She immediately turned her attention to the stone slab behind her, twisting around, planting her feet and slamming her fist into the rock.

The cavernous cell resounded like a struck drum, but the stone didn’t move.

A cackling laugh came from near the far side of the space.

I didn’t think I threw him that far. She shrugged. Good for me.

“That’s a thousand tons of granite, worked with my power to be effectively invincible. You won’t… What are you doing?” The last was more spoken than shouted, but Tala still heard it.

She grinned when he expressed his pride of accomplishment, and his exclamation likely came when he saw her magic sinking into the stone before her.

Voidsight on one of her perspectives found the node that she suspected was the man running back toward her, again, much farther away than she’d expected.

I suppose it was effectively a directed blast?

She grabbed the stone’s gravity that was oriented downward and targeted it to her understanding of Sole, based on the descriptions given of him, not her own interactions and understanding. She didn’t want the working to break if she learned something new, after all.

The redirected gravity was too weak to really move the thing with any speed. It wouldn’t even overcome the coefficient of friction, given that the stone would need to slide to move toward the prisoner. It did cause the stone to begin to groan, slightly tipping.

So, Tala poured power into amplifying the newly directed gravity, burning a couple of her gold rings to quicken the pace even as she dropped down among the fallen needles. She only hesitated a moment before scooping them into Kit despite the painful pin-sticks she got even through her defenses.

There was seemingly no emotional manipulation in the air, and any toxicity could be isolated and removed by Kit, herself.

Tala judged the risk to be acceptable, given those factors.

It only took a moment before the stone groaned and slid away from the cliff-face, bumping upward to slowly fall away, accelerating all the while.

Tala kicked up with all her strength as it passed fractions of an inch above her, giving it some upward movement even as it arced toward Sole in the distance.

Unfortunately, as soon as the stone fully passed out of her aura, she lost her connection with it, and Tala was unable to continue to amplify the pertinent gravity. Doubly unfortunately, the effects of her working were undone, yet again proving that his nullification went far deeper than just countering magics.

The slab boomed against the ground before it toppled over to crash down a final time.

Blessedly, the cliff that had been blocked by the stone was unbroken. Even the tunnel was no longer visible, and Tala felt herself breathe out a sigh of relief.

Master Girt had sealed the tunnel and wouldn’t open it again until it was time for her to retreat.

She could now engage the prisoner without fearing that he would go around her and escape and without worrying about her unit mates.

As she stood, Tala pointedly ignored the massive splatter of blood, crushed bone, and viscera that had been under the slab.

Master Clevnis will be fine. Mistress Vanga has him.

They had considered simply sealing the entrance with all of them on the outside, but that would give the prisoner free rein to do as he wished with known targets and a finite objective. They had no idea what he could do, uncontested, with that setup and a couple of hours.

So, Tala was to keep him occupied.

From what she’d seen, they’d made the right call.

She used the rest of the minute or so before Sole returned to expand her aura further in other directions both in the standard fashion and with iron spikes, focusing on above the cliff.

Around the slab of stone that she’d moved aside, she did something special.

His aura… He’s not as potent as he should be.

-Agreed. I’d say he’s forcing himself to stay at an Honored level, with very little to back it up at that advancement.-

A hardened shell at the correct density with a hollow core?

-If advancement were a balloon, then yes, I would say that tracks.-

It was meant to be an analogy.

-And it failed when one realizes that advancement is not a balloon, a core, or anything like that.-

Fine, but we know what I meant, so I’m going to do it.

-By all means. I think it’s a great idea.-

Tala tried not to roll her eyes as she set up her plan.

She transferred a large amount of iron into the dimensions of magic around the spikes there before pulling her authority back, keeping only the smallest connection to those few spikes most closely aligned with the approach of his reality node.

She couldn’t remove the connection entirely, not yet. That would sever her aura and chuck all the iron into the void, but she pulled the aura link into the ground to make it even harder to detect.

She was a bit curious as to why he was simply running straight at her, even if he likely believed that she couldn’t see him.

Not a tactician? That didn’t seem right. His ability seemed to require quick, decisive thinking and action. Not that kind of tactician?

-He’s good at what he does, and I don’t think roundabout tactics, at least physically, would be very useful to him. In fact, as they’d most likely be expected, they might actually hurt him under most circumstances.-

Huh… That’s interesting. I suppose it isn’t really relevant at the moment. We only get one chance at this before he realizes that we can detect him.

Sole reached the massive stone slab and hopped up onto it, seemingly taking a moment to examine the massive rock but found nothing changed about it.

He likely hadn’t expected to, given his own magics nullified everything that she’d done.

From that seemingly crouched position, his node twitched oddly.

What? Her voidsight caught something shooting for her, and she jerked to the side, just enough to cause the thing to cut into her shoulder instead of her neck.

As it hit her, it became visible.

It was a wedge of rock that narrowed to such a sharp blade that the cutting edge was transparent near the sharp portion.

Just like the needles that had similar treatment, the unbelievably sharp edge cleaved straight through her defenses, splitting her shoulder to sternum as it passed through her before embedding into the cliff behind her.

What the rust? He didn’t become perceivable despite the attack. Her body pulled back together, using a surprisingly small amount of her stores because of just how clean the cut had been. Huh. I hadn’t actually expected his weapons to be to my benefit.

“Good reflexes. Voidsight really makes it hard to surprise you.” He flickered into her perceptions, a sword hilt in one hand.

For the barest instant, Tala thought that the weapon was missing a blade, but then she realized that, of course, it had a blade of the same type and damage nullification as the needles and rock wedge.

Now that… I want that.

-Yeah, let’s grab that if we can. The needles are going to be great, but I want that… and grab the wedge.-

Sole strolled forward across the stone, lazily spinning his weapon with the confidence of a man who was effectively invincible and who would be happy to be proven wrong.

“I’ll admit, you surprised me with whatever that air blast was. How did you do that? I’m always willing to learn from clever magicians.”

He dropped down on the near side of the four-foot-thick slab, right between three of her iron spikes with suppressed auras, in an uneven triangle around him.

His eyes began to widen as he seemingly noticed her trap.

She reacted instantly, her smile only growing as her actions took effect.

Tala flared her aura to slam into him from three sides.

At the same time, she pulled her iron from the dimensions of magic in the shape of needles, mirroring a specific part of Flow’s magics into the magic-resistant weapons.

The needles shot forward at the outside edges of her aura even as she pushed that inward. She used each needle as a relay and amplifier of her aura as well.

The swarm slowed to a crawl less than an inch from his skin as he reacted, hands lifted as if guarding against a punch to the face.

“You really are heavy for your advancement.” Strain was evident in his posture and in his voice.

This was her gamble. She didn’t actually expect to outweigh him, but she had better leverage in this position.

She was pushing straight inward, and he was having to defend from multiple directions at the same time.

More than that, reinforcing an aura against outside interference actively took power.

It wasn’t a lot, but it was infinitely more than nothing, and he had a finite supply.

Her aura and her needles ground to a halt and started crawling backwards as he positively blazed with power.

His own aura was finally revealed in full, showing as the green of a true Honored, just as she’d thought. Even so, it was still odd to her perception.

Arcane advancement had been explained to her as similar to setting benchmarks. Once one reached a certain level, it was much easier to return, but advancing further took high magical concentration, incredible dedication, or insane talent. Usually, all three.

Sole’s aura felt like it was barely sufficient to meet the benchmark of Honored.

Even so, his body and power wanted to remain at that level, and she could feel the zeme of the entire cell pulling inward as he drew in magic nearly as fast as he expended it.

Nearly.

Tala’s smile firmed as she threw Flow.

Flow got all the way to him, the blade extending out of her aura without the knife leaving her control fully.

The tip touched him in the center of his chest, stopping there by her power as much as his resistance.

In that instant, she saw incredulity on his features. After all, she’d already tested this exact weapon against him when he wasn’t trying to defend himself.

Flow’s dasgannach magics reached out toward the iron within the man’s blood.

There wasn’t much that it could affect. After all, the tip hadn’t pierced Sole’s skin, so the magics barely brushed the smallest amount of his blood, nearest the surface.

Even so, dasgannachs were famous for having undisputable authority over their own element, and Flow had inherited the Paragon’s share of that in the merging.

Even so, this was a true Paragon-level enemy.

Honored. She would not give him the honor of being called a Paragon.

Thus, Flow only claimed a pinprick’s worth of iron.

-Nice.-

Sole’s heart beat, moving his blood through miles of arteries, veins, and capillaries.

All his blood moved, including that which Tala now had claim over.

She immediately knew that she couldn’t rip it free from him. After all, that would violate his nullification on damage to himself.

But the iron was still hers.

Her aura was now inside the prisoner, forced to remain by his own magics when it would otherwise have been rejected and ejected.

Sole’s entire aura trembled, and Tala’s own pounced, lurching inward.

Dozens of iron needles contacted Sole as Tala’s aura briefly touched the man’s skin, unable to breach his flesh.

It didn’t matter.

Each needle claimed a pinprick’s worth of iron.

Sole’s heart beat.

The prisoner screamed as his own aura—by its very nature and, indeed, the nature of magic itself—tried to reject and eject the foreign aura, the foreign matter, while his unbreakable nullification kept her iron in place.

Tala reformed the needles into a sheath of iron, coating Sole entirely, her aura pressing inward, but he was fighting back now with an animal ferocity.

Tala used the chance to clamp down on the hilt of the sword in his hand and jerk it away with a bit of iron.

Sole barely resisted, being so focused on their conflicting auras.

And just like that, the sword was hers.

I’ll figure out what to do with it later. She had more pressing things requiring her attention.

Sole was spending power at an insane rate, and at last, he couldn’t continue to prop up his own advancement.

His aura began to visibly shift, sliding toward yellow.

Her cocoon of iron solidified more than half an inch from his skin but could draw no closer.

Despite completely encasing him and, indeed, having her aura within his very flesh, she couldn’t overcome him.

But now, he was fully surrounded by iron.

He could no longer easily draw in power, and he was expending it to try to fight her back.

Her gamble had paid off.

Even so, she was coated in sweat, and her mind felt like she had a dozen icepicks slowly sliding deeper with every passing moment.

This is going to be a long couple of hours…


Chapter: 26
Oh R—

Tala continued to feel sweat pouring off of her as she strained to keep the iron containment in place around Sole.

Well… that wasn’t quite accurate, but she was sweating much more than she usually did.

Alat had sent a message through the Archive to her unit detailing the situation, and she’d received back instructions to hold and call for back-up at need.

That made good sense. Fewer variables meant that fewer things could go wrong, assuming she kept things under control.

Master Clevnis was in the process of being healed, Mistress Vanga taking her time to do a detailed rebuild of his legs to reduce any chance of dissonance with the new limbs. She was only taking that level of care because according to the current plan, there should easily be time for such a meticulous healing.

That was alright with Tala. She was fairly certain that she could hold this prisoner, even though it was steadily getting more difficult while she slowly wore down under the effort.

The prisoner had shown his experience after his initial panic wore off, and he was now essentially bouncing his power off of the inside of the iron container, building momentum within the magic, effectively acting like a slowly heating liquid within an enclosed container.

And he saves on magical power, too…

She wasn’t having to hold the iron in place, thankfully, but she was having to fight to keep her aura at least equal with the inner surface of the iron.

As a complicating factor, there was also a further odd resonance that came from the power that was originating from within his body, which she held some sway over.

Basically, it felt just a bit like she was attacking herself, which was quite conceptually unpleasant.

In order to conserve her strength, Tala pulled her spikes out of the stone. She did this for all but a pathway from where the entrance would reappear to where Sole was encased, reabsorbing the iron into herself.

She had never been so active with her aura while changing the amount of iron she had on hand, and doing so caused her to notice a slight easing of her task as the iron entered the dimensions of magic around her body.

Around my soul.

-That would be my guess, too. All tasks with your will or soul originate within your body or gate, so adding ‘real’ weight to them would make those tasks easier.-

At least it seems so.

-Agreed. More testing is in order.-

After we’re done here.

-Oh, obviously.-

Tala slowly lowered herself into a seated position while maintaining the seal on what was increasingly becoming a dangerously overheated pressure cooker of power—though, it resembled that tool in an entirely different manner from her own iron containment.

In my case, I’m continually adding more magic. In his, he’s making his magic move more. She shook her head. Not that that’s very important right now.

-This really makes me wish we could see Mistress Cerna deal with Sole. I think it would be informative.-

Tala had to nod in agreement.

If Tala hadn’t been up for the task, or if she’d failed in her implementation, Mistress Cerna was the Archon who would have stepped in to counter this prisoner.

Apparently, she had a whole slew of scripts that were specifically for aura enhancement. With that, she could effectively fill the role at least as well as Tala had, through an entirely different manner.

It would seemingly be rather expensive, however, as well as a bit less flexible.

And, I don’t know how she’d have handled the almost undetectable attacks. She glanced down at the cuts in the stone ground that the needles had sliced and poked before she had scooped them up.

It will be interesting to see how well those hold up once we’re away from him. I’m not sure in what way he enacted their indestructibility.

-He did seem to have realized that eternal nullifications can come back to bite him…-

Yeah, I definitely don’t think that I would want to make eternal choices.

-Like marriage?-

Precisely. Though, that was an odd thing for Alat to bring up, especially now. Still, the alternate interface probably had her reasons.

-Or soulbonding.-

I already agreed that marriage is too big a thing for me to choose into right now.

-Oh, I was talking about a sword, outfit, informational connection, that sort of thing. We wouldn’t want to rush into such things.-

…I need to focus, Alat.

-Sure, sure. Do what you need to do.-

Tala grimaced internally and returned her focus to the captured, weakened, pressure-cooking Honored.

Yeah, this is much less complicated.

How long had she been at this?

How long had she kept Sole contained?

-You’ve been in here alone for about half an hour, give or take.-

That… wasn’t great. Still, that was a quarter to a sixth of the time required.

Was there a way that she could vent the pressure?

Tala frowned.

If she let his power breach out, that would obviously be a flaw of containment, and it would force a much more direct confrontation. It would also be one that she’d have less bracing for.

She would likely lose that clash.

Tala could vent it downward into the ground, where her aura was thinnest, but if he capitalized on that, who knew what oddities he could work when presented with the situation and a potential to do something.

So, she couldn’t vent it into the surroundings.

She just needed it gone or somewhere it couldn’t do anything.

Huh…

-Tala… if you eject him into the Doman-Imithe, that’s a mission failure.-

I know, I know… you know I know it, too. That’s not what I want to attempt.

-But it is a possible result of what you want to attempt.-

Unlikely…

-…But still possible. That is, unless he notices; then it’s no longer unlikely. In that case, it is very likely that he would purposefully throw himself into your void-magics.-

Yeah, that might do it. She grimaced.

So, she couldn’t interweave her iron with void to negate his building magical pressure.

Then we need something else.

She frowned.

I shouldn’t be able to magically affect iron, but I can magically affect myself…

-Oh! I like that idea.-

Tala shrugged to herself. It was worth a try.

She focused on her iron, emphasizing that it was the material bound to her soul and an intrinsic part of her. She specified the iron in the area before her, that which was wrapping around the prisoner.

Just as with her siege orbs, she simply aimed the amplified gravity of the targeted material at itself, effectively increasing the inward pressure.

She was both surprised and not surprised when she didn’t feel her magic get rejected.

Let’s do this.

She poured all her inflowing power into the working, ramping up the gravitational attraction of the iron surrounding Sole toward itself.

As that got to the level that the inward pull was actively noticeable, she stopped ramping it up, taking the inward force as the boon it was without taking it to an extreme that he might find a way to use to his advantage.

I don’t want him to become a cork on the ocean.

-Yeah, too much pressure in this manner might simply eject him from the iron.-

It was sometimes hard to consider the iron for what it was: dust that moved at her will. She could make it act like solid objects, but it wasn’t actually fused together.

It was the same issue that Master Cazor faced, and like him, she could have larger chunks of iron if she established them beforehand, but doing so would remove utility more than add to it.

Also like him, she had no way of fusing the particles together on the fly; she could simply try to force them to stay in a given configuration.

Tala considered for a long moment.

If I add all of my remaining iron, I think that would be enough to keep him from being able to escape as I ramped up the pressure, but…

-Yeah, that’s not worth the risk. Also, the iron aligned with your body and soul feels like it’s all that’s keeping your control in place at the moment.-

That is much truer than I’d prefer, yeah.

Sole seemed to feel that he’d built up something of an advantage because within a minute or two of Tala’s gravity amplification, he reached his hand out, toward her enclosure of iron.

Tala had only an instant to respond as he pushed back her aura, and her iron began to bulge outward.

In that moment, she did two things largely due to her increasingly exhausted state.

First, she locked the general size and shape of the cocoon, even as she pulled back iron behind Sole to expose needle points.

Second, she let his aura push the cocoon forward.

Without direct resistance, his hand moved with ease, carrying his aura and moving her iron.

As he was focused on trying to move his hand, he wasn’t paying quite as much attention to other parts of his aura.

That was his mistake.

His movement brought a whole host of iron needles into contact with his back, each one claiming another pin-head’s worth of iron.

Sole spasmed, and Tala grew more needles.

Every jerk of the prisoner’s body—rejecting the very idea of another sapient claiming something within him—caused more needles to be slammed against him, one way or other.

She quickly doubled, then quadrupled, the amount of iron that she’d claimed within him.

It wasn’t until she had nearly thirty percent of his blood-iron under her ownership that he was able to master his instinctive, jerking reactions and pull his limbs back in tight.

Only then did Tala really feel the oddity of owning iron within his aura.

The iron, itself, wasn’t directly in his aura, though it was utterly surrounded by it.

Instead, each minute bit of iron carried her aura with it, just projecting large enough to encapsulate it and nothing beyond.

It’s like an army in a foreign land. I am the mother country, and I’ve been subverting his populace into my military.

He couldn’t directly crush her aura in order to nullify her ownership.

He couldn’t throw out the traitorous citizenry or even allow them to be removed.

Instead, they were press-ganged into unending service, continuing to fulfill their role for him despite the obviousness of their altered allegiance.

In real terms, this meant three things that she could perceive.

First, the claimed iron didn’t perform its biological functions as efficiently as it could. It was operating under duress.

This didn’t cripple Sole, nor did it do more than provide a bit of shortness of breath, among other similar inconveniences. It certainly didn’t hurt him.

Second, Tala’s aura sweeping through his body was constantly undermining his magical foundation, making it harder for him to push his power forth to enact changes out in the world.

The fact that he could still so powerfully oppose her was a testament to his advancement, experience, and drive to succeed in winning free of his confinement.

Third, Tala felt a calling from her iron, an almost palpable need to bring it home.

It was exactly like the other times that she’d been granted ownership of iron, up until she could draw it into herself.

She’d never let that feeling last more than a brief moment, though.

In this case, bringing it home wasn’t possible, so she had a building desire that could not be satisfied.

Oh, rust…

It hadn’t been too bad when it was just an immeasurably small fraction of an ounce of iron, but now that it was more than a hundredth of an ounce, it was calling to her like whiskey to an alcoholic.

Her head was pounding. I need coffee…

She didn’t have the brain space to contemplate the irony of that desire, particularly because the lack of some iron was beginning to drive her to distraction.

I need back up. Sooner is better.

-On it.-

Her gamble had backfired.

Her plan had resulted exactly as she had hoped it would but had consequences that she couldn’t have possibly predicted.

Less than ten seconds passed, and a pulse of power announced the tunnel behind her opening once more.

Her mirrored perceptions saw more blood within the tunnel and Mistress Vanga still working on Master Clevnis—though they were both looking her way when the wall opened—muscle and sinew visibly growing across exposed bone to rebuild what had been destroyed.

Two seconds more saw golden balls that were insanely intricate spellforms begin to fly into a pattern around the contained Sole.

Tala felt her aura grip slipping, but suddenly, it was as if new strength surged through her.

No, the task just became orders of magnitude easier.

It was as if her fingers had been slipping off of a ledge, and then she found her wrists strapped to a hook, now embedded and holding her up.

The result wasn’t comfortable, but it was almost overwhelmingly easier.

“Mistress Tala, how long did you have him contained so tenuously?” Mistress Cerna’s voice was firm, clear, and precise, utterly professional in an incredibly tense situation.

Tala tried to open her mouth to respond but found it difficult to shift her will-power toward freeing her mouth.

-I got this. Keep on task.-

“More than half an hour of containment, becoming slightly more difficult with time. So, you weren’t struggling this much the whole time, correct?”

-I said no.-

“That’s good at least. So, something changed?”

Tala nodded slightly.

“Then, thank you for calling on us. With such a stationary opponent, I can reinforce another’s aura… That is a lot of pressure, though. Is this enough help?”

Tala hesitated.

Alat didn’t. -I said no. Please help more.-

Mistress Cerna wove another dozen golden spheres over the course of the next minute, fixing them spatially in place around the contained prisoner.

Each one was a soothing balm to Tala’s strained will and mind.

Her magesight showed that the golden balls linked not only Mistress Cerna to the effort. Everyone in the unit was lending their magical weight to back up her aura.

As they’d discussed before coming in, this was only possible because of the static nature of the aura conflict. Their reinforcement would greatly trail behind any action she took with her own aura, and that could actually cause her to be fighting against them if she were forced into a dynamic conflict as she had been in the beginning.

Yeah, I should have called them sooner.

-Maybe, but the plan was for you to hold out if you could. To mitigate risk. We called for help when we needed it, and we have the backup that we need, now.-

Tala felt relief wash through her as she realized the truth of that statement. I’m not alone.

In the corners of her voidsight, she saw the threads of reality between herself and her unit-mates grow just a bit stronger.

As she watched, the one linking her to Mistress Cerna gained another fraction as the woman leaned in. “Thank you for saving my husband. While he might have survived without your intervention, it would have been a whole lot nearer a thing.”

Tala felt her illusion smile with weary warmth in return, reflecting her inner feelings in a way that she’d never been able to master before.

Great, so the key is utter exhaustion. Who would have thought?

-…You know that’s how you usually have your breakthroughs, right?-

Tala chose to ignore her alternate interface, instead leaning into the support coming even from the injured Master Clevnis and Mistress Vanga as she worked.

Her unit had her back, and she felt a growing contentment and certainty that she would have theirs as well.

Time passed in a blur, and it was almost a shock when Master Abali contacted them to indicate that he was done with his setup and ready for their withdrawal.

The golden spellforms had needed to be replaced at least four times, showing just how costly the workings were.

Now, as the unit pulled back, Tala braced herself.

First, she removed the iron spikes around Sole, pulling out and withdrawing all of the iron spikes from the ground back to the exit of the tunnel, even as she retreated to the entrance.

That, alone, put a strain on her iron cocoon once more.

“Ready?” She glanced toward Mistress Cerna, happy that she’d recovered enough to allow her to move her metal for speech once more.

Master Abali nodded from beyond the Refined. “On your mark.”

Mistress Cerna nodded as well, even as the other unit members braced themselves. “Flaring in five, four, three, two, one, go!”

As the golden spheres blazed with magic, burning themselves out in a final pulse of power, Tala ripped away the iron shell.

The iron flowed like a diving falcon, shooting toward them and down the tunnel, Tala’s spikes pulling free of the walls to join the flood as it passed.

Tala’s aura became more and more leveraged over those short seconds.

Only the flaring power of Mistress Cerna’s spellforms—backed by the power of five more Refined—kept Tala’s aura tightly around Sole.

That didn’t physically restrain him, however.

The man was disoriented for the briefest of moments. Then, his eyes locked onto Tala for the barest instant before he vanished from her perception.

Even so, his reality node was obvious before her voidsight as it rocketed their way, somehow almost matching the speed of her iron.

The last flecks of her iron exited the tunnel on their side just as he entered it from the other.

At that instant, the whole thing twisted to her voidsight, pinching off and wrapping back in on itself in a manner to seal off the cell.

Tala maintained spikes around the twisted doorway even as the stone distorted and shrank back into the ground.

At the last instant, an incredible blow slammed into her aura, barely being kept in place by her layers of reinforcement. Even then, it was only due to the rest her unit had allowed her that she held her aura firm, keeping out whatever working he’d thrown at them in the end.

As reality stretched and twisted, Tala felt an increasing burden, her bound iron getting farther and farther away.

This was an entirely new thing. She’d never had iron that never entered her aura proper before. Her understanding was that even with Master Akra’s training, she wouldn’t be able to infinitely separate herself from a soulbound item and generate her aura from it.

Her magic was being siphoned off in an increasing torrent, flooding into her connection with the iron, trying to prop it up and allow it to stretch into the increasing distance.

Then, the cell was closed, Sole was contained, and Tala was entirely cut off from the iron in the prisoner’s blood.

Oh r— In a terrible instant, all of her internal magic was torn from her. Though her throughput meant that none of her magics spluttered out. But more than that, she felt something within her crack, and her entire self jerked as if she had been struck by Force.


Chapter: 27
Always Welcome

Tala bent over, her metal pulling away from her exterior as she fell to her knees, her mouth and nose filling with blood.

Some of her iron had been taken, along with an unhealthy amount of power, leaving her feeling wrung dry and incomplete.

Mistress Vanga was by her side in an instant. “Mistress Tala? What’s going on?”

Clear liquid dripped free of Tala as the iron was stripped away to let the remainder fall free.

Master Abali’s voice reached her as she continued to twitch and jerk, barely keeping herself from toppling over, “It looks like either a reaction to a soulbound item losing a part of itself, or to extreme magical deficit. I detected an immense amount of power ripped from her right at the end of the closure. If that drew more from her than she had to give, it could have pulled her body into a magical deficit.”

Tala tried to turn his way and ask what that meant—how badly had she been hurt—but she couldn’t force herself to do so.

Even so, he seemed to notice something in her actions and intuited her question. “In extreme cases, prolonged magical deficits can severely damage the body, requiring a process similar to Refining or Reforging to repair properly.”

Everyone present grimaced, Tala only really seeing the reactions through her mirrored perspectives.

“With regards to causes in this case, I think that the magical deficit is a given—with the amount of magic I felt leaving her—and soul damage is a likely contributor.”

That’s why the iron was supposed to be voided, but it couldn’t be. His body was conceptually prevented from being damaged, and the loss of even that much iron would be hard to see as anything other than that.

Master Clevnis sat beside Tala, placing a hand on her upper back, rubbing in slow circles even as she continued to feel the repercussions of the cell’s closure. His voice was soft, full of concern with an edge of suppressed discomfort. “Do we need to do anything? Is there anything that we can do?”

Master Abali responded quickly and confidently, “No. She seems to have sufficient power within her, now. Her body is greedily devouring everything that flows in through her gate; though, it seems to be sparing enough to keep her scripts functional. As such, I don’t expect any permanent damage has been done.”

“What could have caused it?” Mistress Cerna interjected, maternal concern lacing her tone.

“Most likely? Something soulbound to her was left within the cell. As I implemented the seal, the bound thing was taken an effectively infinite distance from her. Something unique about that connection required power to maintain, and that requirement grew exponentially until it reached a level she couldn’t maintain, so the connection broke.”

That seemed to answer the most pressing questions for the moment, and silence fell.

Tala groaned into the silence before spitting out what seemed to be the last mouthful, working her cheeks and tongue to expel the last vestiges.

She cleared her nose and mirrored the elk leather’s ability to self-cleanse onto her face, watching the remnants fall away.

“That was”—Tala coughed a few times, sitting back—“awful.”

She smiled toward Master Clevnis, and he patted her back comfortingly a couple of times before giving her some space.

Mistress Vanga was not so easily dissuaded, the healer still kneeling beside Tala. “Do you know what happened?”

Tala grunted, pulling a breath and finding herself recovered enough for a reasonable guess. “My bound iron tried to void itself when it was too far from me, but that would have violated the fundamental nullification that Sole had established over his body, so it couldn’t work. I think that it kept trying, drawing more and more power from me as it got farther away until the connection finally broke. I think it only would have stopped otherwise if the magics succeeded in banishing the iron into the void.” She shuddered. “I’m just glad that the closed cell was sufficient to break that connection.”

Master Abali smiled. “That is, essentially, the whole point of the cells. If they weren’t magically isolated, they would be rather pointless.”

Tala grunted in agreement.

“Well”—Master Clevnis slapped his bare knees as he stood, mostly stable—“we should be getting back.”

Master Girt nodded in agreement. “Yeah, but should we take a minute to rest and have a drink first? Maybe eat some food?”

Tala shook her head. “Not in here. I don’t want to open that area of my storage within conceptually altered air.”

“To the surface!” The Refined grinned as everyone looked his way. “What? The food’s really good.”

Master Limmestare huffed a laugh. “He’s not wrong.” Some of the levity left his face as he focused on Tala. “Are you truly going to be alright, Mistress?”

Tala took a moment to sweep her senses through her body, trusting Alat to look carefully at what she found as well. Finally, she nodded. “I think so. I’m not feeling or finding anything too concerning.”

Her gate was feeling a little raw, but that just made sense.

A few minutes later, the atrium of the cell was resealed, and the unit was back above ground.

Master Girt resealed the deep shaft, mainly to keep anyone or anything from falling in by accident. As he did, he was muttering something rhythmically under his breath, which Tala only partially caught.

‘We do not fear what lies beneath?’

-Who knows. Everyone has their own mental models.-

I suppose.

There, back in the light of the sun, Tala pulled out their next meal, still hot and ready from Mistress Petra.

Tala was still far from fully recovered, but she didn’t need to be for them to return to Alefast.

Master Clevnis was rather weakened as well, and both he and Mistress Cerna seemed keen on moving back toward the city.

Mistress Vanga had done an excellent job, to the point that his new legs would be fully integrated and accepted with little issue.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t no issue.

Even a perfect healing done by someone else’s magic was never quite right. For mundanes—and even most Mages—it rarely mattered, but for Refined and those even more advanced, it could be problematic.

That was actually one reason that basically all Mages added at least some self-healing inscriptions as they advanced. The Refining scripts that moved Fused through the advancement were effectively that, and it was Master Clevnis’s Refining scripts that would complete the alignment between his new legs and the rest of his body.

Regardless, they pulled out their combined flying contraption and got underway, back toward Alefast.

They used the trip to go over the mission, discussing what had gone right as well as what could have gone better.

Master Clevnis was appropriately impressed by Sole’s sword when Tala handed it over for his examination. He happily promised to do an in-depth study of the weapon before returning it to her in a few days.

Mistress Cerna made that a couple of weeks, lovingly chastising her husband for taking on a project with a tight timeline when so recently wounded.

He grudgingly agreed before giving his wife a kiss on the cheek and turning his full attention back to the sword.

Tala suspected that Mistress Cerna had intervened as much to give her husband more time as to keep the timeline reasonable, but that was alright with her.

Tala had some ideas on what she could use the sword for, but they were all tentative for the moment.

When the unit returned to the waning city, Tala and Master Clevnis were required to report to specialized healers.

After half an hour, during which the rest of the unit waited for the results, Master Clevnis was given a solid report. The healer who examined the repairs commended Mistress Vanga for her excellent work, stating that even if it had been done under ideal circumstances, he couldn’t imagine a better healing being performed.

The healer who examined Tala afterwards got rather grumpy with her. “You know you aren’t supposed to be stretching and tearing off bits of your soul, right?”

“Yes? I feel like you’re saying that for a reason.”

Master Selek shook his head. “You have four bits of your soul flitting about your head right now.”

“My bloodstars?”

“Yes, each of those effectively pulls at your soul, stretching and drawing it outward into a connection. These are weak enough that you aren’t really straining your soul, but it leaves you more vulnerable to the potential for weakness.”

“Stretched and flexible?”

“In some ways, yes, but also stretched thin, not well reinforced. I’m not telling you to try to undo what you’ve done, but you might want to do some soul-strengthening work.”

“I thought I was?”

“Hmm… I suppose I did use vague language. I mean strengthening in the sense of adding reinforcement to a wall, not building muscle. You seem to be rather set on a path of pulling and prodding your soul into doing all sorts of things most people can’t. When was the last time you did anything to ensure its integrity?”

Tala was at a loss for words. She had never really considered that.

“The answer is plain. Once you’ve rested for a couple of days, come back and talk to me. We’ll discuss some easy things you can do to add resilience to your self.”

In the end, though they got very different diagnoses, both Tala and Master Clevnis were put on mandatory leave for two days.

At that time, he would be allowed back on duty, but Tala would have to be reexamined. In the best case, she’d be given the resiliency tasks and allowed back to work as well.

In the worst case?

She might be kept from her role for a few weeks, if not longer.

Rest is good, Tala. It won’t hurt you any.

-Yeah, think of all the books we’ve been wanting to read.-

In the end, while the mandated time away from her tasks and regular training was a bit annoying, Tala had to admit that she was grateful for the rest.

She’d been keeping a rather frenetic pace over the last weeks, and a few days truly off would be a blessing.

I need to consider when I want to go exploring, too.

There were quite a few things that she wanted to do, from exploring a recent city ruin to returning to the moving villages.

Howlton did seem like an interesting place to spend some time. But not yet. Maybe in another year or so.

For now, Tala had been negligent in connecting with some old acquaintances.

Toward that end, on the first day of her mandated break, Tala found herself standing outside a small artifact shop, located near the north entrance of Alefast.

Little shop of wonders indeed.

It looked smaller to her eye now, which was a bit silly because she hadn’t grown any larger, physically.

Still, even from outside, she could feel the uncounted magics of the various objects held within.

Let’s see what Artia, Adrill, and Brandon are up to.

The woman, herself, was sitting outside, behind her stall, soliciting business from the passersby.

Honestly, Tala was a bit surprised that they hadn’t started moving toward departing the city, given Artia’s dislike of Mages and the odd waning causing such an increase of the same.

Though, a large part of that dislike was from her association with the Culinary Guild and that guild’s precepts. Those have all changed, now.

The matron’s eyes passed over Tala, then jerked back. “Mistress Tala!”

The woman stood in a rush, catching Tala up in a surprise hug. She tried to lift Tala but only grunted, Tala’s feet staying firmly planted on the ground.

“Wow, girl. You’ve put on weight. You must be eating well?”

Tala smiled, giving a quick hug in return. “I have gained weight, in several manners of speaking, and I am eating very well, thank you. How are you? Adrill? Brandon?”

“Oh, they are splendid. We all are, really. Adrill still enjoys his experiments, and he’s been able to make some headway with the local Constructionist Guild, or at least one of their Mages. He used your endingberries to run some… questionable experiments.” The older woman gave Tala a narrow-eyed look before smiling. “Still, it ended well, so I can’t be too irate with you.”

Tala’s smile turned sheepish, and Artia laughed.

“He learned some interesting things, apparently. They were enough that the Mage took him seriously, once he got an audience. Brandon is doing… alright. With more and more Mages in the city, he feels a bit more out of place than he ever has before. Honestly, I’m uncertain if he’ll stick around. I promise you that he’d already be gone, but he’s had a girl catch his eye, and she seems to return his interest.”

“Mom!” Brandon himself came out from the shop, seemingly having caught the end of his mother’s words. “Why are you telling people that?”

Only then did Brandon take in Tala, herself. He tilted his head to the side for an instant before his eyes widened.

“Oh! Hello, Mistress Tala.”

“Hello, Brandon.”

The young man smiled her way. “Welcome back! Why haven’t you dropped by sooner?”

Artia turned to her son, eyes widening. “Brandon! You can’t ask someone that.”

He shrugged. “What? We saw the record of her fight outside the city from weeks ago.”

Tala scratched the back of her head. “You aren’t wrong. I’ve been busy, but that’s just an excuse. I’m sorry for not dropping by sooner.”

Artia turned to her, a genuine smile across her features. “Well, you’re here now. Come in! Are you in need of anything we might have?”

“I’m happy to have a look, yeah. Mainly, however, I just wanted to check in. I’ll be in Alefast through the waning, at least for the most part. I will be busy, but more than a decade is a long time.”

The two mundanes nodded in agreement.

Tala gave Brandon a mischievous smile. “So, who is this girl?”

Brandon colored, shooting a grimace toward his mom before returning his gaze to Tala. “She’s the youngest daughter of a local farming family. Apparently, they make their living in the grow caverns, so they won’t be leaving any time soon.”

“So, you want to stick around?”

“I think so.” He glanced away, a small smile pulling at his lips.

“Does she know about…?” Tala gestured toward Brandon, thinking to ask about his lack of a gate, then she stopped and put her hand over her face. “I’m… I apologize. That wasn’t something that I should—”

Brandon shrugged, waving her off. “No, it’s fine. She knows. It’s actually how we met. There’s a few of us gateless in the city, and I’ve been meeting up with a group of them… us. She’s the only one in her family, so she’s found a lot of comradery with us.”

Tala’s smile turned more genuine, happy for his graciousness and his good fortune. “And with you in particular, eh?”

He smiled. “Yeah, so it seems.”

She hadn’t really considered there being social groups for gateless, but it made sense.

They were effectively outsiders, even if most people didn’t use their gates on a day-to-day basis.

Tala considered for a moment. “Brandon?”

“Yeah?”

“Are any of those in your group builders?”

He frowned, considering. “I think so? ‘Builder’ isn’t really very specific, though. We’re from all trades, really. It’s not like one line of work leads to the condition.”

“Brandon!” his mom interjected. “It isn’t a condition. It’s just a small part of how you were born, and we wouldn’t change you for the world.”

“It’s fine, Mom. I didn’t mean anything by it.” He regarded Tala critically for a moment. “Why do you ask?”

Tala felt a grin stretch across her face. “I think I just might have some work for gateless builders.”

-Oh, that’s a good idea. The Zuccats are living pretty rough in what you all were able to throw together.-

Hey, I’m proud of what we were able to build.

-You’re right; it’s very nice, given your restrictions.-

Fine…

-You are literally trying to find people to improve it. Why is it insulting for me to comment on the need for improvement?-

Tala honestly didn’t have an answer to that. So, instead, she reengaged with the merchants.

Brandon was still frowning from her answer. “What use would you have for gateless, particularly?”

“Well, I need some construction completed within my dimensional storage. So, builders with gates are… less than convenient.”

Brandon nodded. He should have a fundamental understanding of that issue, given he often worked with his father. “I can see the benefit, there, yeah.”

Tala continued, feeling the need for a bit more explanation, “I have some things in place, but the most recent structure was only completed to the most basic standards. I would love to improve what’s there as well as add some more infrastructure.”

The young man frowned. “In a dimensional storage?”

“Yup.” Tala felt herself grin. “Is your dad available? I think you’d all enjoy seeing what’s become of the pouch you sold me.” She patted Kit, hanging at her hip and drawing their gaze to the pouch.

Artia nodded. “That does sound interesting, but I think I still need to mind the shop.”

“Of course.” Right… that makes sense.

Brandon smiled. “I’ll go get Dad. He always loves to learn whatever he can.”

Tala looked to Artia as Brandon went to get his dad. “I’d love to look at your wares after we’re done.”

The older woman smiled. “Customers are always welcome.”


Chapter: 28
City Stone

Tala only had to wait some five minutes before Adrill and Brandon came back up from the former’s workshop in the family’s basement.

“Mistress Tala! Good to see you.” The older man gave her a chaste hug before pulling back and beaming at her. “Your gift has allowed me to forward my research so much further. Thank you.”

When last she’d seen him, she’d given a goodly quantity of endingberries for use in his research, mainly to protect him when he was doing more dangerous work. Tala had returned the hug briefly, giving a cheerful laugh. “I’m glad you got use of it. You didn’t let anyone else eat any, did you?”

He huffed a laugh in return. “Are you mad? I’m not going to casually give people a sip of liquid gold.”

“Well, I can get you more if you want.”

Artia cleared her throat. “Mistress Tala…”

Tala shrugged, speaking quickly so as to move the conversation along. “But we’ll see how it goes, regardless.”

She looked around, finding the blank, empty wall beside the main entrance to the shop.

“That’s perfect.”

With a quick motion, she tossed Kit against that wall, and the pouch blossomed into a door that was almost identical to the wide, double doors that currently stood open, inviting people who came to Artia’s stall to come deeper in.

Kit took the form of a single door, however.

Even so, the three mundanes let out sounds of surprise and appreciation.

Artia muttered under her breath, but Tala was easily able to catch it. “How much did I undercharge?”

Tala grinned at them all, gesturing toward the door. “After you.”

Kit opened as she gestured.

Tala took on a tone of happy solemnity. “Welcome to my sanctum.”

The father and son tentatively walked through, and she followed them out into her central plaza.

Adrill turned to her as Kit’s door closed and vanished back to its standard internal location. “Why do you have a throne in here?”

Tala grimaced. “Why is it that people are so inquisitive about that?”

That was just the first of uncounted questions directed her way.

-I could count them.-

No, thank you.

The tour was both utterly uneventful and surprisingly quite fun for Tala.

First of all, Brandon and Adrill had much lower thresholds for amazement than those she’d shown around previously, given their lives as mundanes.

Second, Adrill actually had a surprisingly deep understanding of the underlying theories, making the experience similar to a fire Mage encountering a cataclysmic forest fire… from a safe distance.

-Or a not-so-safe distance. You know, we still don’t have proof that Kit is truly safe.-

That’s not helpful, Alat.

-I’m just saying. We outweigh Kit, magically, and she requires us to continue to exist. Mundanes on the other hand…-

Not helpful.

-Fine, fine.-

Adrill seemed to even understand some parts more fundamentally than Tala, herself.

Their tour stalled out after only a couple of stops when the man insisted on slowing down, and he spent nearly an hour just circling the isolated endingberry grove.

At that point, he turned to Tala, a glint of steel in his eyes. “You will let me get my instruments.”

She chuckled, but he didn’t laugh.

“Sooner would be better.”

Brandon leaned over from where he’d been observing. “I think he might actually do something drastic if you try to deny him.”

She looked to the son. “Like what?”

“I have no idea, but I’d rather not find out.”

Over the next quarter-hour or so, Tala opened the door out of Kit a half-dozen times for the man, eventually just leaving the door in place.

Brandon was roped into his father’s activities, and eventually, Tala left them to it, a smile tugging at her lips.

Success.

-That was a little devious.-

Only a little? That’s good, then. I’d thought it was incredibly devious.

It was late that afternoon when Brandon poked his head out of the door to find Tala and Artia enjoying yet another pot of tea, chatting about the random artifacts that had passed through the older woman’s hands over the years.

Artia was speaking as the door creaked open, “It was a seemingly flimsy reed, but it never gave any sign of breaking, not even once we figured out what it was for and tried it out a few times.”

“A switch of immolation.” Tala shook her head. “That’s a bit terrifying. Did you ever figure out how it worked?”

“It was an impressive bit of magic, actually. From what my Adrill was able to determine, it generated the fire magics, somehow constructing them in a way that made them all but natural magics. The thick cloud of those magics would explode over and around whatever was struck, clinging to its target.”

Tala found herself nodding. “I have no idea how you would do that, but the result would be… awful. It would completely bypass most Mages’ natural defense against direct magics, at least until they actively opposed the working, but at the time that they’d need to be figuring that out…”

“They would be actively on fire.” The older woman shuddered. “But I pray it’s never used against a person. That’s just horrible.”

Oh… right. Tala changed tactics. “Yeah, most magical creatures likely would have the same issue. I hope you got a goodly amount for it.”

“That we did.” There was a gleam of gold in Artia’s eye. It was then that she turned to her son who had been standing there, seemingly unwilling to interrupt. “Brandon, son. Are you going to stand there all afternoon? Is your father finished?”

Brandon looked a bit sheepish. “Actually, another Mage found us in there, and after some… confusion, we came to an understanding.”

Tala did her best to keep her glee from her features. “Oh? Master Simon is a rather avid researcher himself.”

Artia’s eyes narrowed as she looked back and forth between Tala and her son. “Why do I feel like I’m being set up in some way?”

Brandon sighed. “It’s magic, Mom. Dad was going to be sucked in if he was given any leeway at all to investigate.”

At that moment, Master Simon opened the door behind Brandon and stuck his head out. “Mistress Tala? Good. This man needs to stay. His foundation is incredible, and he doesn’t have any bad habits to be trained out. Is this the research assistant that you’ve been promising me?”

Artia turned to Tala, clear incredulity on her face.

Tala sighed. “Thank you, Master Simon…”

***

Tala stood in a circular room, deep within Alefast’s Archon complex.

The place seemed suffused with magic that seemed both utterly still and fast flowing at the same time.

She wanted to examine it more closely, but she was still a bit stuck on the absence of Kit at her hip.

The conversation with Artia had taken another few hours, and she suspected that she’d still be there—answering the merchant’s questions—if she didn’t have this appointment with Master Grediv.

Even so, she’d had to leave Kit affixed to the outside of their shop to assuage the woman’s concerns while her husband and son explored within, alongside Master Simon.

But that was a concern for later.

At the moment, she was waiting—

Master Grediv opened a door and stepped inside. “Good, good. You’re here a bit early.”

Tala gave a shallow bow. “Master Grediv.”

He waved her off. “None of that, Mistress Tala. There’s no audience here.”

She straightened. “As you wish. May I ask what the nature of this meeting is?”

He looked confused for a brief moment. “Oh? My apologies, I thought that I was clear. It is time that you learn about inner-city movement. Additionally, we really need to have the first of our conversations regarding your mindset and views of eternity.”

Tala found herself blinking, but a happy smile soon grew across her features. “Oh… well, that’s great.”

Master Grediv laughed. “I’d hoped that you would approve.”

“So, where do we begin? Is there some sort of teleportation script with limited distance but not as many downsides? I’ve theorized about such things, but it’s not really been a deep area of study.”

-What? You mean that you haven’t studied such a difficult branch of magic enough to become a master in just two years?-

You’re awfully snarky today.

-Yes, we are, aren’t we?-

Tala decided not to engage further.

Master Grediv smiled. “Well, yes on both counts. It lacks virtually all downsides but has an incredibly short range. In fact, its distance is limited to the extent of being unable to move you at all.”

Tala frowned. “What?”

He chuckled. “A bit of humor, but you’ll understand in a moment. You are young yet.”

She shrugged. “Mind if I sit?”

“If you’d like.”

An iron chair grew out of her back as she sat back, fully forming as the thick legs touched the stone floor.

Tala grinned at the Paragon.

Master Grediv chuckled. “Fair enough. We all have strengths and weaknesses.”

He waved a hand, and his own chair came out of his dimensional storage, perfectly situated and oriented to sit across from her.

He nodded once, shifting slightly to get more comfortable. “So, an explanation.”

“That would be nice, yes.”

“What is a human city?”

She gave him a level look. “I think that you and I might have different definitions of an ‘explanation.’”

A smile tugged at the edges of his lips. “Humor me.”

“Very well. A human city is the bastion of defense and power that serves to protect humanity against the predations of the arcane and magical threats of the wilds in which we find ourselves.”

He held up a hand, waggling it back and forth. “It serves that purpose, true enough, but what is it?”

“A place where humans live in a high concentration?”

He huffed a laugh. “Fine, fine. That’s true, too. I was hoping that your time in the arcane lands would have given you a different perspective.”

Tala was a bit frustrated, so she answered with more snark than was her usual, thinking about it from an arcane perspective, “It’s a place full of potential power sources?”

He smiled. “Precisely.”

She was taken aback by that. “What?”

“They are places where we’ve gathered all the gated of humanity—or at least as many as we can reasonably keep together. Can you tell me why?”

“Well…” She frowned, thinking of the moving cities, considering the vestiges and founts and the issues within her own sanctum when gated humans walked about. “To isolate the damage.”

“Exactly, yes. More than that, I wouldn’t expect you to be able to guess.” He smiled, leaning back. “We gather the abrasive potential upon reality and concentrate it in as few locations as we can.”

“You’re trying to destroy reality?” She made it a question, hoping the answer was no.

“No, no, of course not. Though, that was one fear the arcanes had when we first began the endeavor, at least so I am told.”

“So…”

“We do it to mitigate the issue. What causes the abrasion?”

“Movement.”

“Ahh, but is it physical movement that’s the problem?”

Tala was about to say yes, but then she thought about it. “My bloodstars and soulbound items don’t degrade reality when I move them about, even though they are effectively as much a gate as my gate is. They are magically centered on my soul, my gate… Is it movement, magically speaking?”

He nodded appreciatively. “Just so, yes. When our gates move through the world, when taking the dimension of magic into account, we stress reality. That is the nature of cities. We do our utmost to minimize the magical movement of human gates. Can you guess how?”

“Have you… what? Somehow made the entirety of each human city magically the same place?” She frowned. That didn’t make sense. Not only would that have been insanely obvious, but it would utterly change how magic functioned within the area of such a working. If it was even possible to enact.

Master Grediv chuckled. “Yes and no.”

“Explain.”

“The primary dimension of magic can be conceived of as a fourth, spatial dimension that correlates, and lies beside, the others. Just like everything with width also has a height. Generally, for the purposes of understanding any given bit of magic, you can consider it as having four coordinates, three physical and one magical. Zero on the magical coordinate means that it is perfectly aligned with whatever physical point it’s ‘connected’ to. Without delving into deep theory, I will say that, generally, there is a one-to-one correlation between dimensional sets. So, each physical set of three coordinates is the zero, zero, zero to a unique infinity within the dimension of magic. Again, this is just like for any place on a flat plane, there is a unique infinity of height above and below.”

Tala frowned but didn’t interrupt.

“Now, keep in mind that this isn’t always true. Such can be altered, manipulated toward various ends. Just like a flat plane rolled into a cylinder will have overlapping ‘infinities of height.’ The arcanes let us know it was possible, but we didn’t know how until the Archive gave us a clue. Do you know much of the Archive’s nature?”

“Not really? I know it is information stored in the dimensions of magic.”

“True, but the important part is that it is information stored in a section of those dimensions that is incredibly compressed and overlapping, when relating to the physical. Basically, when in that region, something stored by someone who is a hundred miles away would only seem a foot distant. Does that make sense?”

“I… think? I think I understand?”

“Good. Well, cities are just an artificial, less lofty version of that. We’ve turned the dimension of magic around cities into giant funnels that channel the power down to a singular point. The result is: for most places relatively low within the dimension of magic, a person walking around a city is barely moving at all. The surface levels aren’t altered, and thus they are still abraded and lacerated, but the underlying stability is maintained.”

“So, we have to move the cities, but less often, and reality heals more quickly?”

“In a sense, yes.”

Tala found herself nodding. “So, there exists a place above us, magically speaking, that is the same, regardless of where we are in the city”—her eyes widened slightly—“and the funnel slowly degrades over time, necessitating the shrinking of the city?”

“Well, yes, but we could fix that if we needed to. More accurately, the original perfecters of our system realized that they needed to let reality begin to heal from the outside in. Otherwise, it would create a much longer-lasting ‘wound.’ Also, it’s magically below, not above, utilizing the negative axis.”

She nodded again. “So… all that power is funneled into a singular ‘point.’ Is that the city grid?”

He shrugged. “In a sense, yes. Using the city grid is simply tapping into that singular point.”

“But wouldn’t the power flowing in simply continue going? Inertia and all that?”

“It would if we let it, but we trap it at that singular point. There lies our second great advantage against arcanes. They have vestiges, which can supply steady power of a low quality over a long period. We have City Stones. The accumulated power of people which can supply unfathomable power in a burst or a stream. It isn’t infinite, but after accumulating for so long, it effectively is for the considerations of any conflict.”

“But it’s tied to the city.”

“And we move it. The new Alefast doesn’t have the density of power, yet, to add to the City Stone’s stores, but when this Alefast has fully waned, the other will be ready.”

“So, the city names are also the names of the Stones?”

“In a sense, yes. We do that for ease’s sake, though the cities were and are named first. I am the keeper of Alefast.” He smiled. “The scales in our bond are tipped, however, and I am the weaker of us. In fact, I have died several times, but Alefast isn’t done with me yet. It hasn’t chosen a successor. So, my soul is drawn to the Stone, drawn here, and I am rebuilt.”

Her eyes widened. “Master Grediv, that sounds like a lich.”

“In practice, I can understand that comparison, but in reality and function, they are utterly different. A City Stone isn’t inanimate, but it isn’t ‘me’ either. In fact, it isn’t a singular entity at all. It is the manifestation of the collective will of those who have lived within the city and who have fed the Stone.”

Tala found herself shaking her head. “I… I need us to back up for a moment. So, we have twelve City Stones, which are massive—but still finite—reserves of mundane-level power?”

“Woven through with power from the more advanced, yes.”

“That is how arcanes advance.”

“Give or take, yes.”

“And the City Stones contain the will of the people, on a grand scale.” Her eyes widened in realization. “The Stones are City Lords.”

“Without the sapience or individuality, effectively yes.” He smiled. “I am glad that your unique experiences have gained you deeper insights into these topics.”

She decided to ignore that, keeping her focus on the matter at hand. “That’s what you meant when you said that the arcanes let you know it was possible. That’s what City Lords are?”

“In a sense. This is all a vast oversimplification, of course. We are also only speaking of magical power, not authority, ownership, or sovereignty. Sovereignty cannot be borne without a sapience.”

“You.” She felt things clicking into place. “You are the representation of the sovereignty of the City Stone.”

“As are the heads of the Archon Councils in every city. The power is not mine, but I may direct it within a limited scope, so long as it is in alignment with the general will of the Stone.”

“Then what of the rulers of the cities?”

“They wield civil authority, but we are reaching the point of over-stretching the metaphors.”

Tala grunted.

“Suffice it to say, to address your earlier concern: a lich has bound their soul—with their own power—to an object so that, in the event of their death, their soul cannot pass on. I have had an object latch onto my soul, so in the event of my death, it won’t allow me to pass on.”

“So, just a small reversal? A matter of semantics?”

He laughed. “Most important distinctions are a matter of small alterations or semantics. What is a murderer compared to one who kills a murderer in self-defense but a small reversal?”

Tala saw the flaws in his analogy, but she also understood what he was getting at.

“But we are moving off the core point once again. Inner city movement. Have you understood?”

She pulled her mind back from the dozens of esoteric tangents it was flying down. “I… I confess, I was not thinking about that anymore.”

He grunted, smiling. “Understandable.”

She frowned. “We… pull ourselves down the dimension of magic, then pop back out somewhere else?”

“Sort of, actually. It’s more like holding onto a trapeze bar as it swings through an arc. You grab it at one point and release at another. You have not moved at all, relative to the bar, but you have, relative to everything else. Once again, the analogy fails as it requires time and you don’t withdraw into the bar, but it gets the idea across.”

“Like walking down the spoke of a wheel, then walking out a different spoke?”

Master Grediv paused, then nodded. “There is some truth to that, yes. If it helps you grasp the concept, then that is as good an analogy as any. All that said, it is not an easy process and is impossible for those with too little magical density. It might have been lethal to even you when you first Fused. To be Refined, however, is to be dense enough to survive it.”

“I think I’ve seen non-Refined appear from nowhere within cities,” Tala challenged.

Master Grediv shrugged. “It’s possible. We have some here that are dense enough, either by effort, artifact, or bound item. But to continue, generally, we have a team stationed in this room, the center of the city. The magics required to briefly draw them deeper in the dimension of magic are here, and coming back is simply a cork rising to the surface. The main issue is aiming that resurfacing precisely.”

Tala looked around. “I think I can see that. What of the team, though? They aren’t here, now.”

He shrugged, pointing off to one side. “They are just beyond that wall. I prefer to have this discussion in here, when I participate in it. Waiting out there would only delay them for but a moment if their services were needed.”

“Then… I suppose I’m curious as to why we don’t deploy from here to defend the walls for the waning?”

“Expediency and efficiency. This is a marvelous way to get a team to any point in the city, nearly instantly, but it is not as efficient as having a team already there. For inner city matters, it is not feasible to have Mages stationed every hundred yards, on every street, but to protect against large exterior threats? It makes more sense to have powerful defenders there and waiting.”

Tala looked at the center of the room, then back to Master Grediv. “So…”

He grinned. “Yes, I find the best way to let the lesson sink in is to use the magics, even if it is only once. Shall we?”


Chapter: 29
Advancement Toward Paragon

Tala actually felt a little bit nervous as she and Master Grediv stood and moved toward the center of the underground room beneath the Alefast Archon Complex.

She pulled her iron back from where she had made it into a chair for herself, reabsorbing it, and ensuring that all of her iron was well tucked away.

Master Grediv glanced at his chair after he stood, and it vanished with a sweep of dimensional magic.

And just like that, they were ready.

“Mistress Tala, do you have a particular place that you’d like to go?”

“Nowhere particularly. We had more to discuss, right?”

“We do.”

She shrugged. “Somewhere good for that, then. The north part of the city might be a bit better, but it likely doesn’t matter overmuch.”

“Alright, then. I’ll select… there.”

Tala felt an odd shifting in the magics. There was an unusual sensation, a disjointment, like stepping down only to find the step missing or not quite where she expected it to be.

After a flickering moment, she felt like her vision split.

On one hand, she was still in the same stone room with Master Grediv, but on the other, they were standing in a city street, positioned out of the flow of traffic.

The next instant the stone room was gone, and they were simply standing on the side of a major thoroughfare.

Tala looked around, then turned a skeptical glance to Master Grediv. “That’s it?”

“That was it.”

“That’s how it always is?”

“Give or take, yes.”

“That was absolutely nothing like a cork.”

The Paragon shrugged. “It’s an imperfect metaphor.”

“I didn’t go ‘under’ anything, not in any sense.”

“Of course not. I’m not going to throw a person down in the dimension of magic. Do you think me mad?”

“No?”

“In the metaphor, the room is the cork. If you lack sufficient density, you can get left behind, either in a vacuous space that the room was within or within the dimension of magic.”

Tala frowned. “Shouldn’t higher density make that more likely? Magical inertia and all that?”

He shook his head. “Even though we use the terms magical weight, density, and inertia, they are, for the most part, useful for comparisons and understanding, but they don’t always work in the same way those terms might suggest. In this case, a lacking of magical density would make you like the air, and the working—the moving room—would simply pass through you, leaving you behind.”

“Oh, I can see that.” She frowned again. “But that’s another way that the terms do work.”

“True enough, yes.”

Tala waited for a moment, but Master Grediv didn’t seem inclined to answer further.

Thus, she sighed and looked around, taking in the passersby.

As usual, she was struck with how different the citizens of Alefast were from those she’d seen in other cities.

They were a bit leaner, a bit firmer of step, in some cases a bit more desperate. There were myriad well-paying tasks around a waning city, but few were free of danger. That was, in fact, why they were well-paid. Mages were generally on hand to heal any injuries, but accidents still happened, and deaths did occur.

It’s a dangerous world. Though, she felt her mindset shifting now that she knew about the City Stones.

They could move the cities earlier, bypassing the waning in a sense. But that would negate one of the purposes.

Master Grediv hadn’t stated it outright, but the implication was obvious. The funnel formation within the cities drew in not only all power of the citizenry, but of the surrounding lands, more so at the waning. To move the cities early would mean not only less growth for the Stones but also allowing greater magical density in the surrounding environment.

Wanings served so many purposes that Tala was beginning to lose track.

Regardless, she was examining their surroundings, not contemplating the purpose of various city stages.

She and the Paragon were standing just outside of a little restaurant, though they were positioned out of the way of the bustling entrance.

Master Grediv gestured toward the sapphire blue double doors, and Tala sighed. “Very well. We can discuss inside.”

He smiled and let her lead the way. Less than five minutes later, they were seated at a table, their tea ordered and on the way.

Tala had opted for a sweet and spicy red tea.

Master Grediv had ordered green tea.

She reached to pull a pastry out of Kit but found her right hip empty. Well, rust… That’s irritating.

He plucked a still-steaming cinnamon roll off of a passing cart, ensuring that the server noticed his acquisition for the bill later.

Show off.

-You could have grabbed one, too.-

Tala wrinkled her nose, ignoring her alternate interface. “So, are we going to just sit here?”

He took a careful bite of his treat, clearly savoring the confection. When his mouth was empty once more, he smiled. “If you wish, but I’d thought you’d want more information.”

She leaned back, trying to show incredulity on her features. “That would be appreciated, yes.”

“Very well. On what subject do you want to speak?” There was a twinkle in his eye as he took another bite of the cinnamon bun.

“I’d thought we would talk about advancement toward Paragon.”

“But of course! Enjoy the little things.”

“Like leading on your lessers?”

His joviality vanished in an instant as he responded, “I have no lessers here, Mistress Tala. All are equal from an eternal perspective. A soul is a soul, and we all must move on to the next world.”

“An eternal perspective.”

“That’s right.”

“So… can you expound on that, then?”

His smile returned. “Do you want the long version, medium, or short?”

“Well, I imagine that the long version might take a while.”

Master Grediv chuckled. “To tell properly, I’d say it would take at least a year, yes.”

“Then, let’s start with the short version?”

He opened his mouth, then closed it. A moment later, he huffed another laugh. “I was going to give a ridiculous response, but I think even the short version won’t be that short, so I should just get to it.”

Tala leaned forward, not interrupting.

“To be Fused was to come into alignment with your mortal self, to be true and truthful to who you are and what you feel.” He paused, waiting for her acknowledgment.

She shrugged. “Yeah, that was my understanding. A bit simplistic, though.”

“As you said, we’re going for the short version.”

“Right.”

“So, in that same vein, you aren’t mortal anymore. Thus, to become a Paragon, you need to align yourself with your immortal self.”

“My immortal self?” She frowned, considering.

“What part of you is, and always has been, immortal?”

She knew the answer instantly, then. “My soul.”

“Precisely.”

“So… isn’t it already in alignment? My body is soulbound. I chose immortality, even though it was without full information. Shouldn’t I be there already?”

He chuckled. “Wouldn’t that be lovely?” He shook his head. “While that would be easy and convenient, it wouldn’t actually be good. The power that a Paragon wields…” He paused for a long moment. “Well, you’ve seen it more clearly than any of your advancement should, I suppose. Would you have humans rise up with the power and temperament of a City Lord?”

Tala frowned in confusion. “Aren’t City Lords at least Revered? That’s the equivalent to Reforged.”

“Yes and no. You have to remember that humanity’s power is unlike arcane magic. They have an advantage in kind, we in quality. They in ready quantity, we in staying power. A Paragon can match a City Lord outside of their domain.” He hesitated. “It wouldn’t be a balanced match, mind you, but they wouldn’t be slain outright. That also neglects the fact that a City Lord wouldn’t leave their domain.”

Tala opened her mouth to argue but stopped as he raised a hand.

“My apologies. This is a hotly debated subject, and I was falling into conversational ruts. That is not why we are here.”

She chuckled, nodding in agreement. “I can understand the obsession. If it were really so easy a comparison, humanity could sweep aside the arcanes now.”

“Some think we should try, but those who know, know better.”

Tala grunted, remembering the might of the City Lord and even the Eskau she’d met. And those were just from one House.

“Though, if the arcanes really knew how close we were to being able to do just that, there’d be war on the horizon, beyond question, but back to our conversation.”

“Yes. So, I have to align myself with my own soul?”

“Yes and no. You must shift your mentality—your existence—to align with how your soul experiences existence. Some see that as a severing of all ties, but that way lies madness—sometimes literally. Our souls are intimately connected with so, so many. Denying that is to deny the very thing that makes us human.” A sad expression washed over his features before he seemingly mastered himself and moved on, “In light of eternity, one could argue that other people are all that matter. After all, we’re all that moves on to the next life. It’s not like our cities, territory, wealth, or magical advancement will have any impact on the next world.”

Tala frowned, but she found herself nodding. “I suppose I can understand that. Though, all of those things are necessary to protect and provide for other people while in this world.”

“Oh, unquestionably. I am the last to call such things bad or evil on the face of it, but the obsession over title, possession, power, or knowledge is one route toward great evil. Our cells are filled with those who sought just such.”

Tala grunted, considering her encounter with the new-born fount. “All souls have the same destination, the next world. Even Sovereigns will pass on eventually.”

“Precisely. Some will survive to the end of existence, whatever form that takes, but then, they will pass on, too.”

“So, how do I align with that? How do I shift my mindset?”

“Slowly and with great care.”

Tala barked a laugh in response.

Their tea arrived, and they thanked their server, taking a moment to get situated and enjoy the first sips.

This establishment served their tea in artifact-style cups and pots, with magic around enhancing flavor and maintaining temperature.

Somehow, the workings were able to detect a drinker’s optimal temperature and feather the drink to match.

In Tala’s case, she suspected that she was stressing the magic, or at least forcing it to its limit, right up to the brewing temperature for her tea.

A hearty physiology sometimes has its downsides.

She set her cup down slowly, lifting her gaze to regard the Paragon. “So, what is one step?”

He nodded, setting his own drink aside. “Wisely asked. One step, from my perspective, is realizing something critical. In the long run, no one ever gets away with anything, even once.”

Tala frowned. “What? That’s not true.”

“Think of eternity, Mistress Tala. Every action creates ripples that never cease. A moment of selfishness tinges all, forever.”

“That’s bleak.”

He smiled wryly in response. “It is, but that is just one side. A small kindness is also forever. Make sure you understand, not ‘niceness,’ kindness.”

“Setting that distinction aside for later, if I understand correctly, you’re speaking on a global or collective scale? That no one ever gets away with anything because someone suffers?”

“While that’s true, I am being more direct. Even if the only traceable negative is a shifting of the actor more toward being selfish in the future, there are always negatives.”

“But those are so minor…” She felt herself nodding. “But even the smallest shift in direction, on the timescales of eternity, is a monumental change.”

“Precisely. Now, as I was saying, no one ever really gets away with anything. Reality is real, and you distort and bend it at your peril.”

Tala felt herself smile. “Don’t I know it.”

Master Grediv grinned in return. “Indeed, and I’m not even talking about reality Mages. Now, of course, you can distort and bend reality, creating a rift temporarily, but eventually, that’s going to snap closed on you, and you might not even notice the connection between your initial ‘indiscretion’ and the final consequence of the same, but the consequences are inevitable.”

She tilted her head in thought, picking up her teacup once more.

He took a sip, himself, before continuing, “In fact, it’s worse than that, the consequences tend to multiply, and when we have forever…”

“That is a lot of multiplicative consequences to bear.”

“Precisely.”

She gave a half-smile. “Is it too late to be mortal?”

Master Grediv barked a laugh, quickly covering his own mouth. “I am afraid so, but some do choose… dangerous occupations in order to avoid having to consider eternity in this world. It is something to keep in mind.”

“But we can’t have eternity in this world.”

His smile solidified into something even more genuine. “That is absolutely correct.” He let that sit for a long while before he continued. “Nonetheless, we must grapple with eternity while here to achieve alignment with our own soul.”

She grunted noncommittally.

“I don’t expect you to understand or agree at the moment. I am simply planting the seeds.”

“This sounds like something you higher-ups are using to try to force the creation of altruistic humans with power.”

He nodded. “In a sense it is, but it is also the known next step. It is a picture of what awaits us. Peace for those who accept it. For those who fear it? They fight tooth and nail, body and soul, to stay away from the next world, no matter what it takes.”

“City Lords.”

“Them and most arcanes near that level of power. They seek power to avoid passing on. Theirs is a rejection of the natural order, the rejection of eternity beyond this world. We embrace the next world and try to draw it forth into even this one.”

Tala found herself slowly shaking her head. “You’re right. I can’t say that I understand what you’re saying, and what I think I understand, I can’t say I agree with.”

“That is to be expected. Don’t let that concern you, however. You have a long time to gain insight.” His smile was grandfatherly in its kindness and wisdom. “Who knows, maybe you will be the one who finds us another way. You’ve done it before.”

“Thank you for the faith in me and for the advice.”

“Of course, Mistress Tala.”

They both sat back, enjoying their tea.

They’d each had a pot of their particular beverage brought along with the initial cup, so they had sufficient quantity for an extended conversation.

If I head back now, I’ll just get another ‘discussion’ from Artia…

-Well, Master Grediv did say he had some ideas for increasing our magical density.-

“Oh!” Tala nodded to herself, drawing the Paragon’s attention. “You mentioned a while ago that you might have some suggestions on increasing my magical density?”

He carefully swallowed his latest bite of cinnamon roll. “Yes, not that you need it. Still, it shouldn’t hurt.”

She leaned forward, pouring a bit more tea into her cup as she waited for him to continue.

“Let’s finish our tea and return to a training area. I think it will be better to go through the motions.”

She hesitated, then shook her head. “I don’t want to take too much of your time. Could you describe it to me, here, and then I go and enact it on my own?”

He seemed to consider as he took a long sip. “I think that could work.”

***

Tala closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath, focusing within herself.

Master Grediv had been as clear as possible in describing this process, and so she knew what to look for.

She was fully coated in iron, both around her inscriptions and around her exterior.

She examined the flow of power through her spellforms, focusing her will and perception on the minutia.

As she monitored every part of her magical network so closely, she found what Master Grediv had theorized would be there. Some of her inscriptions felt like the power within was pushing outward, trying to spread out through the dimension of magic.

She relaxed her iron grip in that area, allowing that part of her capacity to expand.

It wasn’t a change of shape, nor an alteration of kind. Instead, it was simply like digging a river deeper while staying within its preestablished banks.

More than just her inscriptions had this feeling, however.

In places, it was as if her very flesh was straining to expand into the dimension of magic, though she knew it was only the power within it that was making that attempt.

With that in mind, she similarly pulled her iron back in the dimension of magic around those areas, allowing her reserves to grow as new power flowed in through her gate.

It wasn’t a complicated process now that she knew what she was looking for, and she was able to complete it reasonably quickly.

Nothing she was doing was new on its own; she just hadn’t used these skills in this way before.

Then, with a carefully released breath, Tala tightened the iron again, pulling it inward through the magical dimensional-axis, driving the power inward and causing a compacting of the power across her entire body.

The resulting feeling wasn’t pain, not precisely.

Instead, it felt similar to having her stomach full to the brim and then trying to swallow one more bite… while doing crunches.

She was not used to that sensation at all.

Tala groaned in discomfort, but even this initial, tentative effort yielded results.

She felt that her every cell was filled with infinitesimally more power than before. They also felt on the edge of bursting.

-Alright! That was… something. Do that a hundred more times, and we’ll have increased our power density by a whole percentage point.-

That’s a little bit insulting… Oh… Huh. Tala grimaced as she examined herself magically once more.

-See? I’m right. You didn’t really clamp down very fast, nor did you allow as much expansion as you could have before clamping down.-

So, it works in theory, but we need to try harder?

-I would have said ‘better,’ but that about sums it up, yeah. But not now. Don’t try it again now. I think if we tried to do it again now we might burst into a cloud of magical power.-

Well then, we can add it to the list. Tala grinned to herself. Not a bad result for a rest day.

Successes aside, it was time to get back to Kit.

After all, it was just about dinnertime.


Chapter: 30
Buckets

Tala walked back up to Artia’s shop as the woman was finishing the closing of her stall.

Artia noticed her, glancing up with a smile. “Mistress Tala, welcome back.”

Tala returned the smile, feeling genuine warmth for the woman who had helped her acquire both Flow and Kit. “Thank you, Artia. Can I help you bring all this in?”

The shopkeeper glanced around, then shrugged and nodded. “Thank you, dear. That’s very kind of you.”

Tala’s smile grew just a bit in return, and she helped the woman break down the stall, moving the pieces back into the shop. Artia had already moved the merchandise inside for the evening.

When they were done, Tala took a moment to look around at what was on display.

As before, a large part of the display room was taken up by tables and displays of arcanous harvests. Their inherent magics were faded to the point of being unusable, but they were still useful as demonstrations of what the shop could acquire upon request.

As she looked around the room, her eye was drawn to a group of items in particular. On one wall, she saw a section of hanging dimensional storages.

She felt a smile tug on her lips, and she patted her hip, glancing down when she didn’t find Kit.

Right.

She stepped back outside and grabbed the edge of Kit’s door, pulling Kit into her hand where she immediately took the form of a pouch.

Tala then came back inside and tossed Kit against a different wall, letting her reform as a door, this one blending with the inner wall as well as the previous door had blended with the outside.

“I’m glad I found you, Kit.” She spoke softly, but she felt like the pouch heard her.

The door shimmered slightly to Tala’s magesight, and it seemed a bit… more pristine? It didn’t blend any better, nor did it stand out more, but something seemed to have shifted just a bit.

Huh…

Tala turned her gaze, then, to the parts of the showroom that held the artifacts that Artia currently had in stock.

She knew that Adrill would have some more within his workshop, but those wouldn’t be available for sale at the moment, regardless.

There were the usual oddities, more curiosities than anything else.

There was a candle with an unusually steady flame that clearly wasn’t burning down the wick or melting the wax. There was a small card next to the candle explaining that the brass ring near the base could be turned to alter the color of the flame and slid up or down the length to alter the brightness.

It was interesting to be sure, but the flame wasn’t hot, and the brightness was generally only good for reading or seeing at night to navigate a darkened house.

Still… might be a fun gift for Sella… Tala noted it to possibly come back to. It was also a rather complex artifact, which intrigued her.

The next item she examined was a simple-looking straw hat that would keep the wearer dry in any kind of natural downpour. The item’s card warned that it would not prevent any water directed at the wearer by a sapient mind, be it magical or simply a cup of water upturned atop the hat.

There were a pair of rings that allowed the wearers to know the direction of the other with seemingly no limit.

Another item was a spool of thread that would match its dye to the last thing that it touched. Once the thread was cut, the magic would leave it, allowing the thread to keep that color.

Great for patching mundane clothes.

Beside the thread was a simple rose that never wilted. The magic had been analyzed, and it seemed that if the rose was planted, it would grow into a mundane rosebush.

Simple. Not useful to me, but I’m sure someone will find a purpose for it.

A small stone finch that, when activated, would flit about the user, consuming any insects that tried to get close.

That… That’s actually really sophisticated magics as well. Useful, too, if I wasn’t rather immune to bugs.

Still, they were pretty annoying at times…

No. Someone else will get more use out of it.

There were purely decorative items such as baubles that would shine with inner light or change to best complement the other parts of a person’s outfit.

There were a few knives, but these were not of interest while she had Flow, and she would always have Flow.

There were practical things like the candle, hat, bird, or a cup that would regulate its contents’ temperature.

Artia saw Tala looking at the last one. “That has been an oddly common magic of late, this cycle. There have been dozens of variants, and some restaurants have been buying up all they can find. That one is the most basic form, so I held onto it in the hopes that someone would want it for personal use. The restaurants are insisting on bulk discounts, given how many have been found in the last half-year or so.”

Tala tilted her head to the side. “Are there commonalities with the artifacts found?”

“Generally, yes. There tend to be trends that ebb and flow through a waning.”

“Fascinating.” Maybe due to different creatures of the void coming through from different parts? And different parts are closer at given times? If that was what the artifacts were. There were certainly some artifacts that fit that category, Kit being a prime example.

Even so, there was a lot of guesswork in that hypothesis.

But she was getting distracted.

Artia took a step back, acting the consummate shopkeeper, ready to answer questions but not hovering too close.

Tala briefly looked back at the counter and realized something. I want them all, not even because I can use them. I just think they’re neat.

She could easily afford it, but she hesitated, considering.

That is a very short view on things. I could so easily spend all my money to fill Kit with trinkets and baubles.

It was probably better to not focus on the acquisition of such things. After all, she had enough on her plate to deal with at the moment.

Still, there are some things… “Artia?”

“Yes, Mistress Tala?”

“I recall a coin that could make water colder. Specifically, it would drop the temperature down to just above freezing.”

The shop owner frowned, looking up and to the right. After a long moment, she nodded. “I do think I recall that coin. It also always landed with the same side facing up, right?”

“That’s the one.”

“My apologies, Mistress, but I sold that a while back.”

“Of course. I would have been surprised if you still had it after all this time. Could you keep your eyes out for another such item? I think it could be nice to cool the river within my sanctum, my dimensional storage.”

The woman blinked at her a few times. “The… river?”

“Yes. I’d thought you heard in context that there is quite a bit of space within Kit.”

“I… I guess I didn’t think about the possibility of there being a river.” The woman seemed to be having a small internal crisis, which didn’t have time to resolve before Kit’s door swung open, and the three men came out, looking around with intensity obvious across their features.

They immediately spotted Tala and moved her way.

Master Simon gave a shallow bow, and the two mundanes gave deeper ones as the Mage spoke, “Mistress Tala.”

“Master Simon. You three look like men on a mission.”

The three chuckled a bit self-consciously, but Master Simon continued, nonetheless, “I was talking with these two fine gentlemen, and I remembered you showing me a contraption for the manufacturing of ‘magic metal.’”

Tala was curious where this was leading and saw no reason to lie. “That’s right.”

“Would that metal happen to be the white metal that you utilized in your fight with the cyclops?”

Tala thought for a moment. Had she used the white steel in that fight?

-Yes.-

Thank you. That made sense. “Yeah, that’s the material.”

Master Simon’s eye twitched. “We had discussed me digging into your documentation and getting that working. Could I… do that?” He gestured to Brandon and Adrill. “These two would have an interest in assisting me, and I believe that we three could get it done in no time.”

Artia cleared her throat. “Now, Adrill…”

Adrill stepped forward. “Let’s close up the shop. I want to show you this place, Artia. Please?” He then seemed to remember Tala, bowing her direction again. “If you’re willing, Mistress.”

Tala chuckled. “That’s fine with me. It’s dinner time, so I’m heading in regardless.”

“Thank you, Mistress Tala.” He turned to his wife. “My love, it is amazing in there.”

Master Simon held up the inside-Kit communication stone and smiled toward Artia. “I already asked if Petra, my wife, would make enough for you all to join us for dinner. My family and me, I mean.” He then glanced toward Tala. “We can eat on our own or with you at your leisure, Mistress.”

Tala considered a moment, then shrugged. “I think sharing a meal would be wonderful.”

Adrill’s grin was positively radiant as he addressed his wife. “Just wait and see… well, you won’t have to!” He laughed. “Let’s get these doors locked.”

Tala moved to Kit’s door as Adrill, Artia, and Brandon closed up the shop. Tala opened the portal to her central plaza, and everyone followed her through shortly thereafter.

Artia stepped through hesitantly. Once through, she looked around in tentative wonder before pausing, a frown crossing her face. “Why is there a throne?”

***

Tala waited as Master Selek reexamined her soul, excited to be allowed back on active duty.

Unfortunately, he seemed to be doing several more magical scans than he had before.

Finally, he sat back, a look of bewilderment on his face. “Mistress Tala. Your magical density has somehow increased measurably in the last two days. I double, triple, and even quadruple checked, using different measuring methodologies. There was some margin for error, of course, but I am reasonably certain. I must admit, I am uncertain how the injury you sustained could have resulted in such growth.”

The poor man looked truly baffled.

Tala actually felt a bit bad about being the cause of his confusion.

“Oh. That’s not due to the injury. Master Grediv suggested a method to increase my magical density, and I tried it.”

The man blinked at her a few times, a look of owlish confusion crossing his face. “But your soul was damaged.”

“Well, I wasn’t stressing my soul, was I?”

“I have no idea. I don’t know what convoluted method that man suggested.”

She opened her mouth, then paused to consider for a moment before responding, “Well, it didn’t have to do with my gate, simply expanding my volume for containing magic, then compressing the power that filled that expanded space back into my standard volume.”

“That sounds… painful? Damaging? Ill-advised?” Master Selek scratched the side of his chin for a moment before nodding. “Yes.”

Tala tilted her head to one side. “Yes… to which?”

“All three.”

“Ahh.”

“But! I’m not in the business of making my patients feel bad for their obviously questionable choices.”

Tala grimaced but didn’t respond before he continued.

“I’m here to discuss your soul with you, along with exercises to increase its resilience.”

That perked her right up, and she leaned slightly forward in interest.

“The easiest method is to restrict your gate’s flow, closing it off entirely if you can for brief stints.”

Tala colored slightly, remembered how she’d… removed that part of her keystone inscriptions. “I apologize, Master Selek, but I don’t have the inscriptions needed to close my gate.”

He returned a baffled look. “What does that have to do with the price of gold?”

“I mean, I can’t close my gate or restrict its flow. I don’t have the inscriptions.”

“Yes, I heard you, but that doesn’t make sense?” His words were a question as he was obviously not understanding what she was saying.

Tala frowned, equally confused. “What?”

“You’re telling me the equivalent of, ‘I can’t close my mouth because I don’t own a gag.’”

She opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened it again but couldn’t think of a response, so she closed it.

He chuckled. “I’m glad that we’ve established that you can close your mouth without a gag.”

She colored a bit at that, laughing somewhat as well. “I suppose so, yeah. So, you’re telling me that I can close my gate without inscriptions to do so?”

“Of course you can close off your gate.” Again, he looked at her with obvious confusion. “You are an Immaterial Guide; this should be incredibly obvious. More than that, as a mageling, your master should have taught you quite a few techniques for manipulating your own magic. You couldn’t possibly have gotten to this level of advancement without the ability to do so.”

Tala was about to rue the lack of a master yet again, but then she remembered that others, Mistress Odera and Master Jevin included, had done exactly that: given her exercises to increase her precision and ability in controlling the movements and flow of her own magics. “Well, yes. of course, I can control my own magics.”

“Then, there isn’t an issue.”

“I don’t follow.”

Master Selek sighed, scratching between his eyes for a moment. “Can you control the power right as it exits your gate?”

“Of course.” Her void-channels required that, and they were critical for increasing her flowrate at key times.

“So… stop the flow of power.”

Tala gave him a withering glare. “That’s not closing my gate.”

“Isn’t it, though?”

“That’s blocking my gate, an entirely different thing.”

“Correct. It is closing it off, which is what I said. The two are quite similar, however, and it will become closing if you believe it is, but that’s step two. Get the result you want, then shift the methodology. I promise you, you can close your gate once you learn how.”

“I feel like you could have led with that.”

“I feel like you could have understood the principle, but here we are.”

Tala huffed a laugh at that, and Master Selek cracked a smile.

“Regardless, that is a good starting point, but it won’t do you much good on its own, long term.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but he held up his hand.

“Once you can feel what it is like to flex your gate, you will have something to focus on. You can meditate upon your soul and how it feels. What is your soul’s desire? What gives you joy? What hurts you soul-deep? Sussing out those feelings will allow your soul to strengthen, become more robustly present within you.”

“So, the same thing as advancing to Paragon?”

He gave her a shrugging nod. “Give or take, yes. They are parallel skills. Paragons, by our very nature, have incredibly resilient souls.” He hesitated. “I suppose, then, given your stage of advancement, I should be a bit more specific. Your soul isn’t actually resilient or not. The soul cannot be destroyed. Not really. When we speak of soul resilience, we mean its presence within your body and how robust that presence is.”

Tala nodded in response. “That makes a lot of sense.”

She had rather poignant, firsthand experience with the eternal, immutable nature of the soul.

“So, I’m trying to strengthen my bond to my soul.”

Master Selek shook his head. “No. Not at all. In gated humans, our gate is the manifest presence of our soul within our body. It’s there in mundane, Mage, and Bound alike. This is about strengthening that presence, not the things that tie its presence in place.”

She tilted her head to the side, frowning in confusion.

“Let me try an analogy. If I take a bucket of water out of the lake, I have manifested a part of the lake within the bucket. ‘Binding’ would be strapping the bucket down so that it won’t tip over. We can increase the strength of the straps, and that is increasing the strength of the bond. Now, what I am talking about is increasing the size of the bucket and the quantity of water within. That is an entirely different thing.”

“Oh. I think I understand.” She hesitated, then almost sheepishly added, “At least. I think that I understood your analogy.”

He chuckled. “That’s good. Matters of the soul are always a bit esoteric. It’s good to be a bit unsure. You will learn in time.”

“So, work on feeling my soul—my gate—directly, and then I feel how my soul reacts to things?”

“Those are good beginning steps, yes.”

She nodded her thanks, standing to go. She even bowed and turned toward the door, but then she hesitated, turning back. “In your bucket analogy… what would ascension to Paragon be?”

Master Selek grinned, not even hesitating before he answered, “Shifting your mindset so that you perceive the lake as your bucket.”


Chapter: 31
A Lot

Tala looked skeptically at the small golden bar resting in the palm of her hand. “Are you sure?”

Mistress Cerna chuckled. “Either you can give it back when we’re done or it simply costs a couple ounces to learn something interesting.”

-She’s giving us gold, to experiment with our items. I see this as an absolute win.-

I suppose…

Tala wasn’t really sure if it would be worth it to her, at least not at the moment, but Mistress Cerna’s priorities were different, and that was alright. “If you say so.”

Tala pressed the two-ounce rectangle of gold to her elk leather sleeve, willing the void within her garments to draw the precious metal in, just as she did with the white metal.

As expected, the void magics responded to her will, reaching out and wrapping around the precious metal to draw it into the sleeve.

At that moment, she could somehow sense the gold within the soulbound item, just as she felt the reserve of white steel.

It wasn’t tangible, nor like a feeling of a full stomach. She simply knew that she had a limited amount of gold available to work with.

Tala barked a laugh. “I feel it. I think it worked.”

Mistress Cerna grinned, actually rubbing her hands together in comically maniacal glee. “Alright, now, can you let the gold back out as thinly as possible?”

-Ahh, her reasoning makes sense, now. I hadn’t considered this.-

Yeah. She wants gold threading, it seems.

Tala shrugged, turning her hand over, growing a bit of leather out onto her palm, and then wishing for the gold to come into being in a long, thin strand, extending upward.

“Alright, as you’re going, let it leave your control. I believe you’ve been able to do that before, too?”

She nodded, thinking of her scale-mail hauberk. “That’s right.”

“Good!” Mistress Cerna’s magic reached out, seizing the far end of the gold strand even as Tala continued to extrude it. The other Refined easily manipulated the gold into a classic pattern for the formation of a ball of thread or yarn. It wasn’t long until Tala had let out all the gold that she had and surrendered it all to Mistress Cerna’s working. “Excellent, excellent.”

It was odd. Tala didn’t feel any sort of emptiness. She simply no longer had gold to work with. It wasn’t a vacancy so much as just beyond her elk leathers to make parts of themselves into gold.

Tala frowned. “What was the point of that? I mean, all that I did was turn the little bar into thread. I didn’t even pass enough power through it to make it Mage gold.”

“Hmm?” The woman looked up. “Oh, it’s incredibly expensive to get precious metals made into consistent, well-wrought thread. Wire is relatively easy, but thread? Horrifically difficult to do consistently.”

Tala gave her a flat look. “Really.”

“Really.” Mistress Cerna nodded seriously. “It’s my greatest expense as I can’t manipulate the material until it is at least close to threadlike in nature. I can purify and clean it up once it’s at least roughly threadlike, removing the flaws of imperfect craftsmanship, but that’s a losing proposition in most cases, because it takes power and focus, thus inscriptions, to do so.”

“So, you pay for it again in that way.”

“Exactly. This, though?” She held up the two ounces of wound, golden ‘thread.’ “This is perfect.”

Tala sighed, shaking her head. “So, that was the purpose? To save you some time and money? I mean, I’m happy to aid you, but you could have just said so.”

The older woman shrugged with a smile. “Well, on one hand, yes. If we are in the field, in a dangerous situation, and I run out of materials, our unit’s effectiveness and flexibility will drop dramatically. This is a relatively simple means of solving that issue.”

Tala tilted her head to the side, considering. Finally, she grunted. “I suppose…”

“But there’s more.” Mistress Cerna had an almost manic shine in her eyes. “You can cause your garment to make any shape, correct?”

Tala nodded, hesitant as to where the Refined was going with this.

“Then, can you make this shape?” The golden thread, wrapped in Mistress Cerna’s power, unwound slightly, twisting into a simple three-dimensional pattern, parts splitting off to connect elsewhere to form a lattice of gold, if a relatively simple one.

Tala examined the shape, then caused leather to grow into that pattern, hanging down from her forearm. She had to nurture some minute boning within the leather to keep it in the proper shape, but it worked.

Mistress Cerna laughed with glee, her smile slipping when she saw Tala’s face. “Don’t you see?”

“No.”

“Really? Think about it. Why am I so flexible in my magics?”

“Because you can shape any spellform at need.”

“Exactly.”

-You see, right? I mean, don’t feel too bad, I just understood what she was getting at a moment ago.-

Tala’s eyes widened in understanding.

-There we go.-

“Are you saying that I can manifest spellforms, then activate them?”

“In theory, yes, but we must be careful. You do not strike me as someone who wants to delve the very edges of all possible magics. You enjoy delving the far reaches of the magics that call to you, and that is one of your strengths.”

Tala nodded, smiling. “Yeah, I think that’s fair.”

“But you do have those arrows rather ingeniously created for and by the Guards, and your own scale armor, which acts like your own quiver of arrows and bow in one…” Mistress Cerna trailed off implicatively.

Tala felt her smile broaden into a grin. “Do you think?”

“I do. We’ll need to do some experimentation. I doubt there is a robust body of work on using that mysterious metal as a medium.”

-There isn’t.-

“So, we’ll have to figure that out ourselves. Then it will be a matter of translating the provided spellforms. Once we have that, you can add specific counter-magics at will.”

Tala laughed involuntarily. “Let’s get started.”

The older woman hesitated. “I haven’t actually investigated a new medium in a long time. We should go get a primer on the subject.”

Tala’s smile pulled up on one side. “Wouldn’t you know it? I already have such a book.”

***

Tala looked between the three men standing near her, deep in Kit’s dark underbelly. “You’re sure?”

“Yes, Mistress.” Master Simon nodded.

“Then… why haven’t you already done it?”

Adrill spoke up, then. “Well, it’s not ours, and there’s no such thing as perfect certainty.”

“So, you aren’t sure.” She turned to regard Master Simon again, more pointedly this time.

Master Simon turned an exasperated glance on his assistant. “Adrill. We have done as much as we can with the documentation that we have. The only thing left is to try it.”

The man nodded. “Of course. Even so, what I said is still true.”

Brandon cleared his throat, drawing Tala’s attention. “Mistress Tala, we are as sure as we can be, and we thought it prudent to have you present, rather than using your equipment without permission.”

Finally, she shrugged. “Very well. Do you have what you need?”

Master Simon took charge once more. “We do not. In order to follow the recipe for the white metal, we will need one part gold, three of tool steel… How about I just give you the list?”

Tala took the scrap of paper from the man.

After a long moment, she looked up to find the older two conspicuously inspecting the large magical machinery.

So, she turned to Brandon. “This is why you wanted me involved?”

He shrugged. “It was a small factor. Those are expensive materials, even if the most expensive are in quite small quantities.”

She sighed. “Fine. I’ll release some funds for use in this. What was the second thing you wanted to discuss?”

Adrill turned back to her. “Well, you might be curious why the device is still viable, being out of use for as long as it has been.”

Tala shook her head. “I assumed there was a vestige buried in there somewhere or that it had defaulted to drawing power from Kit.”

“Well, this was designed to draw power from a vestige…” He blinked a few times. “Oh… you knew?”

“More suspected. Most arcane magical items have vestiges at their core, somewhere. At the very least, they are designed to accept power from one. They basically never magic bond anything if they can help it.”

“Oh… well, that makes this easier.”

Tala glanced toward the two mundanes. “Are they allowed to know about vestiges?”

Master Simon glanced their way and shrugged. “We keep mundanes in the dark to prevent any potential of triggering their move toward becoming a fount to a minimum. These two don’t have gates, so they aren’t at risk.”

Adrill cleared his throat. “There were also extensive references to founts and vestiges in many of the documents we’ve been reading through for the various systems, workings, and spellforms within your sanctum and associated with your various… acquisitions.”

“Oh… yeah, that makes sense.”

Master Simon smiled. “But back on topic, can you tell us how it is getting power, then?”

She shrugged. “It’s just a guess, but I would say that it was designed to draw power from the vestige at the heart of the hold in which it was kept. Those are kept incredibly pure, so it was unbound as I’ve already said. Here, though? Here there is power within Kit, freely available. I would guess that it is pulling from that.”

Master Simon was nodding. “That does line up with what we were detecting. I just didn’t realize that the power source it had before would have been pure enough to prevent any sort of magical bonding.” He glanced toward Adrill and smiled. “As it turns out, you were right, Adrill.”

Adrill waved Master Simon off. “It was a guess based on the materials we were reading through.”

“Still, well intuited.”

Tala cleared her throat. “So, any other needs?”

The three men turned toward the tank in which Io floated, almost in unison. Brandon spoke again, “That thing… it gives off the feeling of just being asleep.”

“Really?” Tala turned and studied it, the purple liquid only marginally obscuring the fully grown automaton within.

Brandon nodded. “It subtly changes positions over time. I know that that’s likely explicable by being close to neutrally buoyant within that liquid, along with the currents as the liquid is circulated, but there’s a feeling about the thing.”

The young man shivered, but Tala only saw that in her mirrored perspectives. Instead, she was walking closer to the tank.

Do you see anything?

-No?-

Tala frowned. Nothing looked out of place to Tala’s sight: magical, mundane, or void. Not even her real, physical eyes picked up anything, as enhanced as they were. Not that her mirrored perspectives were worse, but there was just something about seeing through her own eyes.

-I could keep a watcher over it.-

That pulled Tala back to the matter at hand. Huh, I suppose so.

She looked around before directing one of her extra bloodstars to rest on the face of a nearby shelf, looking like nothing so much as a small stain once it had landed. Can you see through that mirrored perspective?

-Confirmed.-

Alright, monitor that as we leave. I think it should be fine because Kit is magic bound to us. She’d never tested her limits on the distance she could get from her bloodstars, but the experience of losing her iron when Sole’s cell was sealed was still a bit too fresh to not consider the potential issue.

Tala turned back around to where the three men were already discussing something about the magical smelter once again.

“Alright, gentlemen, I’ll grant the funds to Adrill so that he can get what’s needed while we’re gone, but for now, you two”—she pointed to the father and son—“need to head out.”

Adrill opened his mouth to protest, then sighed. “I knew this was coming.”

Tala nodded. “I told you that my unit has a mission outside the city. I even gave you a few days’ warning.”

The father turned to his son. “Can you tell your mother that I didn’t get out in time? I can apologize later.”

“I’m not lying to Mom.” Brandon shook his head.

Adrill took on a stern expression. “I would never lie to your mother or ask you to do so. I didn’t ask you to tell her I couldn’t get out in time, simply that I didn’t.”

Brandon opened his mouth and stood there for a long moment before grunting, “Huh… that’s true enough.”

His father gave a decisive nod, smiling.

“Still no.”

The man sighed. “Very well.”

Tala cleared her throat. “Adrill, do you need your equipment?”

Adrill turned to Master Simon. “Can I continue working with you upon Mistress Tala’s return?”

The Fused smiled broadly. “Absolutely.”

Adrill turned back to Tala. “Then, I have nothing that I need to get out of here. Doing so would simply add time unnecessarily.”

She shook her head, gesturing to the door which had just appeared. “Then out you go.”

As the two men walked out the open door, Tala’s eyes were drawn to the white metal ingots that were waiting off to one side. Yeah, there’s no reason to keep those in here.

She willed herself to be beside the remaining metal and quickly took it into her elk leathers, increasing her store of the material to work with.

There. I’ve had too little in the past when that wasn’t necessary.

-It’s about time,- Alat teased. -So, are we ready to investigate another cell?-

Tala nodded to herself. There really did seem to be a lot of those popping up.

She was grateful that she seemed to be getting the hang of handling them alongside her unit.

***

Tala kicked up her feet with a groan, letting her head hang over the back of her chair.

That was ridiculous.

-I never would have thought that sand could be terrifying.-

Stars bless Master Girt. The man had been invaluable in countering what was effectively a sand elemental of terrifying temperament.

At first, they had all been confused as to why such a basic creature had been deemed worthy of imprisonment.

The reason was now all too obvious.

It had, apparently, inexplicably gained a penchant for terrorizing any sapient it came across. The theory was that some mad Mage had bound himself to it, and the combined being had been twisted by hatred of what he’d lost. Unfortunately, the records left behind had indicated that they weren’t actually sure.

But that no longer mattered.

She was no longer being chased by a morphic horror through the halls of an abandoned city.

She no longer had to doubt her ears as the thing somehow mimicked her unit mates’ voices. Nor did she have to hear the creepy sounds or false calls for help from long-dead children.

She no longer had to fear that any bit of wall, floor, or ceiling could turn out to be a psychopathic sand elemental that was utterly impervious to even her dissolution breath.

The cell was resealed once more, and she was back home.

“Mistress Tala?”

Tala jerked, letting out a little yelp as her eyes snapped open.

-Gah!-

Mistress Petra jumped backward, not even landing before Tala had willed herself to be standing on the far side of the room.

Tala felt her heart pounding within her chest and forcibly slowed it. She’d fallen asleep and been startled awake. That was all.

“Mistress Tala? Are you alright?”

She took another moment to attempt to calm herself before answering, “I am, Mistress Petra. My apologies. What can I do for you?”

“You asked me to let you know when dinnertime was approaching. The Feshuas will be here within the next hour.”

The Feshuas? Oh! Artia, Adrill, and Brandon.

-And Brandon’s intended.- Alat’s voice sounded… strained.

Even so, Tala outwardly smiled, remembering the planned meal. Brandon and his intended were courting now, and if all went well, they’d likely be betrothed within the year. Right, right.

She would address Alat’s seeming stress in a moment.

“Thank you, Mistress Petra. I’ll prepare. Is there anything that I can do to assist you?”

“No, Mistress. I have the food well in hand. Thank you.” She smiled as she turned back toward the kitchen.

Tala shook her head, trying to clear the fog over her thoughts. Alat, are you alright?

-That was… unsettling. I didn’t even notice us falling asleep, so I didn’t split your mind so that I could stay active while you recovered.-

Tala somehow felt Alat shudder within her mind.

-I don’t like losing consciousness. It’s pretty much all I have.-

I’m sorry, Alat. I didn’t realize I was that tired. She looked around at her sitting room. I’d definitely have gone to my bed to sleep if I’d known.

-I know, Tala. It’s still… I only exist within your mind. I don’t have a physical existence that persists while my consciousness is inactive…-

Tala willed herself to her own room, then spoke aloud, “Alat? Can I see you?”

She moved one of the bloodstars that mirrored a perspective for Alat to another part of the room.

There was a brief hesitation before Tala appeared to her own eyes, standing where the bloodstar had been hovering, arms wrapped around herself, hugging tight.

Not me, that’s Alat.

Tala took a brief moment to notice the differences that were there.

Their hair was arranged slightly differently.

Funnily enough, the style that Alat adopted for herself was one that Tala had used in her early days at the Academy, before they’d been shaved for inscriptions. It was shorter than Tala preferred now and all bound up tightly to her head with blue-green cord, woven tightly and artfully throughout.

Alat’s eyes were a beautiful, inhuman yellow.

If Tala wasn’t mistaken, that was the precise color of their aura.

Alat also wore slightly different clothing, opting for a flowing, almost formal dress of amethyst-purple silk that complemented her eye color as much as her figure.

Tala smiled. “I like the look.”

Alat gave a small smile. “Thank you. I think it’s a bit more me than you, though you would look good like this.”

“Yeah, we do, that’s true.” Tala chuckled lightly. “I am a bit more… martially inclined, and I’ve never liked wearing dresses.”

“We should on occasion, though. They’re nice.”

Tala took another, closer look. “You aren’t wrong. This is better than a mirror, or even an aspect mirrored perspective. We should remember that. I know it shouldn’t be…”

Alat’s smile grew a bit. “But it is.”

“Yeah.” Tala stepped forward and placed a hand on Alat’s shoulder, drawing their tangent to a close. Even though she knew that the woman and sensations of touch were entirely within her head, they seemed utterly real. Regardless, that wasn’t important for the moment. “Are you sure you’re going to be alright?”

Alat leaned into Tala’s touch even as she gave a small nod. “I think so. I… I just wasn’t expecting it, and it reminded me of… of Be-thric.”

Tala grimaced, shuddering involuntarily at the reminder. “I can imagine.” Still, she mastered herself and smiled at Alat once more. “Is there anything that I can do?”

Alat shook her head, straightening and smiling with obviously forced confidence. “No, thank you. This was a kind suggestion, though. I think it helped to have a manifestation, even if just for a moment.”

“I’m glad. Will you be able to talk with Retson, soon?” Master Nadro’s alternate interface was a valuable conversation partner for Alat when they had the time to dialogue.

“I will soon, yeah. Right after your next manifest conversation with Master Nadro.”

“That’s good to hear.” After a moment’s consideration, Tala smiled. “Do you want a hug?” She held her arms wide.

Alat only hesitated for a moment before stepping in for an embrace.

The manifested woman shuddered slightly with obvious tension slowly bleeding out of her.

After a long moment, Alat’s voice came to Tala’s ear. “Thank you.”

Tala nodded. “Always. We have a bit. Take all the time you need.”

Alat curled in against Tala’s shoulder, hugging her self tighter. “Okay.”


Chapter: 32
Zuccat, Feshua, and Deas

Tala held the figment of Alat for nearly five minutes before the alternate interface pulled back. “You know, I’m not real.”

Tala smiled kindly. “I know this body isn’t real. You, however, are.”

“Fine, but my point is that you just hugged nothing for a long time.”

She huffed a laugh. “And yet, it helped.”

Alat glanced away. “Yeah, I suppose it did.”

“We have a bit more time.”

Alat shook her head. “No. I’m… I’m okay.” Still, she didn’t meet Tala’s eyes.

“What is it?”

She looked up then. “What will happen to me, when you die?”

“When we die. Our soul will pass on.” Tala shook her head. “You know this as well as I, Alat. The soul is as far removed from the consciousness as our body is from our mind. The me that is our soul is as much you as me, meaning Tala. I don’t know what dying will look like, nor what it will mean for the me that I think of as me. Regardless, we’ll face it together.” She hesitated for only a moment before adding, “But not anytime soon.”

Alat chuckled. “Yeah, not anytime soon if we can help it.”

“If we can help it.”

The two regarded each other for a long moment before Alat gave a little wave. “This is actually a bit difficult to maintain, so I’ll”—Alat faded from view—-go back to talking like this.-

“As you wish.” She frowned in thought before asking, “What is the bottleneck? Can we make it easier for you to maintain manifestations?”

-It’s a couple things. First is that I’m still new to it, so I need more practice so that I can do it more efficiently. Second, it’s a new way of using our mind, which seems like it should fall under the ‘practice’ thing, but it’s more like a mental muscle that we need to work.-

“Ahh. Well, feel free to practice more, and let me know if there’s anything that we can do to improve it because it’s rusting useful for a lot of things.” Tala smiled. “Including you being able to have a form, even if just to me.”

Alat hesitated for a long moment before responding. -Thank you, Tala.-

“My pleasure, Alat.” Tala stretched slightly, still feeling stiff from her unexpected sleep. “We’ll have guests soon…”

-We should get cleaned up.-

With an act of will, she was above the river that flowed around her sanctum.

She dropped in without ceremony, splashing and wriggling about.

Another act of will took her to the sparring ring, where water poured off of her.

She might have been able to leave the water behind, but she hadn’t really tried that before, and now wasn’t the time to experiment.

Around her, she felt the togetherness of the nodes of reality that made up this part of Kit. Her working had been increased to astronomical levels, and Master Simon still couldn’t find any real benefit or change, even though it felt obviously different to her.

The nodes simply couldn’t get closer together. Tala’s working didn’t seem to be able to affect their base nature or to reshape them, even with all the power she’d put toward doing just that in the last weeks.

But she was getting off track. She wasn’t here for her augmentation of intra-reality connections.

She aspect-mirrored her elk leather’s extreme self-repair onto her body’s surface. As usual, it was so perfect as to prevent anything from keeping hold of her. This caused moisture and grime to cascade off of her, leaving her almost perfectly dry.

Her skin had taken in some moisture, and that was now part of her from the magic’s perspective. So, it was not shed with the mirroring, but otherwise, she was completely refreshed and free of the usual inconveniences of such a quick cleansing.

“Thank you, Kit. That would have been much harder without you.”

Kit did not respond, but Tala smiled vaguely toward the center of the sanctum, nonetheless.

A moment later, Tala felt the knock on Kit’s door and willed herself back to her sitting and dining room.

Mistress Petra had already set up the larger table and chairs. “They are here, Mistress Petra.”

The woman, by now quite used to Tala popping out of nowhere at nearly any time, simply gave a shallow bow. “Dinner is ready.”

“Thank you.”

“It is my pleasure.”

Tala flexed her desires, and the door leading out appeared on one wall. She walked over and pulled it open, revealing four people making small talk within Artia’s shop. “Good evening, and welcome.”

Artia, Adrill, and Brandon were known to Tala, but the fourth was new.

A young woman—probably barely a year younger than me, if that—stood beside Brandon. Her stance made it seem like she wanted to be holding his hand but was uncertain if she should.

-Don’t you dare call her out on that. It’s cute.-

I wasn’t planning on it. That would be incredibly unkind.

The four bowed, and Adrill spoke for them, “Thank you for the invitation, Mistress Tala.” He gestured toward the girl. “Allow me to introduce Kedva Deas, my son’s intended.”

The woman stepped forward and gave a deeper bow. “It is a pleasure to meet you at last, Mistress Tala. I have heard many things about you.”

Tala almost asked if they were good things but decided to avoid that trope.

-Oh! You could say you’ve heard absolutely nothing about her. Really dig in the knife.-

I thought we were being kind?

-I didn’t think you’d actually do it. I was just having fun.-

Fine. A smile pulled at Tala’s lips. “That is kind of you to say, Kedva. You are most welcome in my home.”

Tala stepped back, then gestured for them all to enter, which they did with alacrity. The door closed behind them, vanishing without a trace, and without the disappearance being noticed.

“Welcome, Artia.”

The woman gave Tala a hug. “Thank you for having us.”

Terry flickered to Tala’s shoulder, startling the mundanes but not overly.

Adrill and Brandon gave deep bows, Brandon speaking this time, “Master Terry. Thank you for greeting us.”

Tala turned to regard her friend. “Terry? What did you do?”

Terry preened just a bit before trilling contentedly.

Tala whispered, “That’s not an answer.”

But no answer was forthcoming, so she dropped it.

Kedva held out her hand toward Terry hesitantly. “Is he friendly?”

Tala opened her mouth to answer but hesitated. How the rust do I answer that?

-Very, very carefully.-

Terry was eyeing her, clearly curious what she would say.

Blessedly, Tala was saved trying to perfectly word an answer by Brandon. “He isn’t dangerous unless he wants to be. At least from what I’ve seen.” The young man shuddered, and Tala would have sworn she heard him mutter under his breath, “Poor chickens…”

That seemed to satisfy the young woman, who smiled, reaching forward again.

Terry let out a sighing trill before flickering to Kedva’s shoulder.

Kedva froze, her eyes shifting to try to look at the avian perched on her without moving her head.

The terror bird regarded her critically before flickering to the other shoulder and repeating his examination.

She held perfectly still until Terry was finished, and he flickered to stand on her extended hand.

That caused her to yelp in surprise at the sudden weight, and she involuntarily pulled the hand back, drawing it to her chest, where Terry leaned in and headbutted her sternum.

Tala grinned. “He seems to like you well enough. Let’s take a seat.”

The group moved to the pre-prepared table, taking their seats at Mistress Petra’s direction.

Terry stayed on Kedva’s hand, and despite her initial panic and uncertainty, the woman seemed to get used to the bird, even stroking his head seemingly without thought.

Tala noticed and asked, “Kedva, do you have any experience with birds? I am in need of some expertise with regard to keeping and breeding fowl for food. I recently… I have more birds than the facilities in here were built for, and I find myself without convenient ways to deal with them.”

In truth, Kit was keeping the new acquisitions contained, protecting the ecosystem within the sanctum from being ravaged by so many avians.

Kedva shrugged. “I know little. I would have had some contacts for you, but they recently sold the rights to their caverns to my family. I think they were eager to leave the waning city, and they got the opportunity to sell their stock, so they took it.”

Tala opened her mouth to comment but thought better of it. Yeah, that’s not relevant.

When a plate was placed before Kedva and Terry, he went to snap up some meat from it, but she bopped him on the beak. “No, Terry. This plate isn’t for you.”

Tala’s eyes widened.

Brandon and Adrill stiffened.

Terry slowly turned to regard the young woman, eyes narrowing.

-I am not helping you hide this body.-

Well, she is already in Kit…

Kedva seemed to be oblivious of the razor’s edge she walked as she grabbed a small piece and held it up. “It’s rude to take from others’ plates. Here, you can have this.”

Terry pivoted to regard the food in her hand for a long moment.

Tala cleared her throat. “I recommend that you toss it.”

“Oh? Where?” Kedva looked at her with innocent curiosity.

Tala shrugged. “Anywhere.”

Kedva looked hesitant, but then she seemed to decide that Tala wouldn’t get mad if she did as requested. Kedva tossed the meat over her shoulder.

Terry flickered for just an instant, and the meat was gone.

Kedva let out a happy gasp. “Did you just…?”

Terry bobbed a happy acknowledgment.

She giggled. “That was amazing! You’re such a clever bird.”

Terry preened as she stroked under his chin.

That relieved the tension, blessedly, and the meal proceeded well from there.

Kedva quickly took to tossing bits of food for Terry, and that helped keep any silence from becoming awkward.

The Deas family, as it turned out, had deep roots and long-held ties in Alefast, their ancestors having moved to the city at the founding.

As conversations around family would, given the present company, the topics of conversation obviously came around to Mages and magic.

Kedva looked away, tossing a saved bit of food for Terry to flicker and snatch before returning to Tala’s shoulder, where he’d spent the majority of the meal after his initial greeting. “Honestly, I doubt I’d have gone to the Academy. Only one of my cousins went from our entire extended family. Though, now a bunch of the boys say they regret the decision to stay home, seeing the intense battles outside the city.” She looked to Tala and smiled. “It’s hard to see such power within humanity and turn away from that potential. It’s easier for me, I suppose, because I never had that potential to begin with.”

Tala almost brought up the fact that she had an arcane advancement manual, but she’d kept from mentioning it even to Adrill and Brandon. I won’t let that be a factor in their decision.

-Just a perk when they agree?-

Sure, you can look at it that way. I don’t want them looking back and regretting the choice to come work in here. She had long ago decided that she’d like the Feshua family to come work within Kit. She was just slowly maneuvering to make it happen in an ethical manner.

-Yes, no kidnapping.-

“That’s a healthy way of looking at it.” Artia had spoken up before anyone else could comment. “Me, I never had a mind for magic. Not using it, anyway. I do enjoy what my Adrill tells me about the artifacts we carry in the shop, and I find the flows of power mesmerizing when I assess harvests.”

Adrill smiled. “Magic is a fascinating thing. I don’t know if I’d ever want to use it directly, but indirectly? That is such a fun way to explore our world.”

Mistress Petra was bringing around dessert then, and Kedva’s eyes flicked to the woman. “What about you, Mistress Petra? You are a Mage, but you are also pursuing life and work outside of using that power.”

The Fused glanced toward Tala briefly, but there had never been an issue with Mistress Petra talking before, so neither of them assumed there’d be an issue now. Thus, she smiled to the young woman before responding, “Well, I’ve lived a long life. I tried to devote myself to the power and magic, but no matter what I did, I was hollow, incomplete, and unfulfilled. My Simon and I both felt the same. It wasn’t until we set aside our—honestly fanatical—pursuit of magical advancement, settled down, and had our children that we both found enough peace to…” She hesitated a moment, clearly choosing her words carefully. “…To be at peace with ourselves.”

She laughed a bit at that.

“As circular as that sounds. Even good things, if pursued overzealously, can become bad. I don’t wish I wasn’t a Mage, but I do wonder what would have happened if we’d started our family sooner. Now, we only have three left at home, and one will be leaving in barely a couple of weeks.”

That got Kedva’s attention.

Tala smiled. Karsa was leaving for the Academy in just under two weeks, and the girl was excited to the extreme. She’d been peppering Tala with questions whenever their paths crossed, and Tala had even taken a bit to sit with her and get a large chunk of them handled at once.

She apparently assumed that her parents were too far removed from the Academy to really understand how the place was in the current times. To be fair, each of them had been away from the Academy for more than four centuries, so the girl had a point.

Mistress Petra saw Kedva’s interest and elaborated just briefly. “My Karsa is leaving for the Academy, so this is actually an interesting conversation with that in mind. I don’t know what she would do if she didn’t move toward Magehood, but we are all different. Our souls are made for different paths. Not everyone can be a farmer or a scribe or a smith, and we need all of us for humanity to survive and thrive.”

There was a round of nods as they turned toward dessert, and the conversation moved on.

***

Tala and Kedva stood with the Feshua family and the Zuccats together in the teleportation room as Karsa readied herself to step into the prepared circle.

The families had gotten closer over the last weeks as Master Simon had worked ever more with Adrill and Brandon, and Artia and Kedva had spent long evenings with Mistress Petra and Karsa within Kit.

Tala had spent a bit of time with each group, but not nearly as much as they’d spent together.

At least that had been the pattern so far. Karsa was leaving, so she would no longer be a part of that group.

And Tala would be leaving on another mission soon, so the families’ time together would be on pause for that trip.

There really do seem to be more cells coming to our notice than expected…

-Focus, Tala.-

Right!

Karsa was going around giving goodbye hugs. Those to the Feshua family were friendly, those to her father, mother, brother, and sister were heartfelt, and the girl had tears in her eyes when they were done.

The hug she gave Tala was firm and full of warmth. “Thank you for talking with me so much. I really feel a lot better about going with all that you told me.”

“I told you how terrible it was.”

“I know!” The girl giggled. “And if you had such a terrible time and came out so well, I’m sure to be alright.”

Tala laughed at that. “You’ll do well, Karsa.”

“Thank you, Mistress Tala. I am glad that my family is with you.” She smiled. “I’ll tell your siblings you miss them and are thinking of them.”

“Thank you, Karsa.”

She then turned back toward the teleportation circle, hugging her mother and sister once again on the way to her place in the spellform.

Everyone waved as the girl straightened her back and strode to her place.

The Mages nervously looked to the Refined in their midst, but Tala simply smiled. She’d already had a talk with them, telling them plainly, “This is your task, not mine. I’ll not interfere.”

Still, the Mages had it drilled into them to defer to Refined or Paragons if they were present.

Nonetheless, they were professionals, and they did their jobs as such.

A moment later, power pulsed through the room, the magics reaching up and seeming to tear the young girl apart to Tala’s enhanced vision, exactly as expected, each piece being cast into the void to be caught by the receiving scripts at the Academy.

Karsa was gone.

Adrill, Brandon, and Kedva gasped, never having seen a true teleportation before.

Artia smiled, leaning in. “Just as I remember it, when my brother went off to the Academy. We should go visit him at some point. I think he was in Clevenhold, so it’ll have to wait until after the waning.”

Mistress Petra, Master Simon, and their two children bid the others a goodbye, the family taking a day to just be together after Karsa’s departure.

They’d taken the previous day as well to spend with her. This day would help recement the family ties without the missing member present.

It seemed odd to Tala, but she supposed they’d done it quite a few times before with some success. So, who was she to argue with their methodology?

Artia and Adrill headed back toward their shop, arm in arm, but Brandon and Kedva hesitated, looking around the domed room.

Tala walked over, feeling a pull to talk with them. “Hey, are you two alright?”

The two startled but turned her way with smiles. It was Kedva who answered, “Oh, we’re fine, Mistress Tala.”

Tala looked toward the spellform that was actively being refilled with precious metals. Thinking about what could have been?

-Possibly.-

She frowned for a moment before making a decision. With a firm nod, she smiled. “Come on. Let’s go to lunch. My treat.”


Chapter: 33
Aye, Eye

Tala looked up at the wall of the cell antechamber, barely illuminated by flickering flames. The light was reflecting from where their assigned Paragon was working.

“What the rust is that?”

There was a creature depicted on the wall, faded and seemingly translucent by intention as well as time. The effect was likely meant to depict the beast as insubstantial, or an illusion, or something like that. But that wasn’t what had her confused.

“It looks like a hydra, but with eyes instead of heads, and someone who doesn’t get the concept has been fighting it.”

In essence, the creature’s exterior was covered with eyestalks.

The only exceptions were a singular, central eye on its body, its four little legs, and a disproportionately large, fang-filled mouth around the region that Tala would have expected a heart.

Master Limmestare was walking by, and he lifted his face from his book. “It’s an eyedra.”

She turned on him, disbelief obvious in her response. “No.”

But he was already reading once again. Even so, his slightly shaking shoulders were betraying stifled laughter.

Tala turned toward Master Clevnis, not trusting the other Refined at the moment. “What is this called, Master Clevnis?”

The man looked toward his wife before looking back and shrugging. “She always calls things in that classification, ‘Don’t cut that.’ So, it’s a don’t-cut-that, I suppose.”

He was worse at hiding his humor, so Tala rolled her eyes and turned to Mistress Cerna, “Mistress Cerna?”

“I mean, he’s not wrong?” She was grinning openly.

Tala’s mouth formed a compressed line. “Please, Mistress Cerna. What’s it called?”

The co-leader for their unit shrugged. “Uncomfortable Eye Contact.”

Tala grimaced and shook her head. “Fine. I’ll go ask someone more reasonable.”

She walked through the almost maze-like corridors until she found Mistress Vanga.

“Mistress Vanga, have you seen the depictions of the beast held in this cell?”

The woman looked up from her Archive tablet. “Hmm? Oh, yes.”

“What is it called?”

The healer smiled. “Well, I’ve always thought of it as the 20/20/20/20/20/20/20—”

Tala threw up her hands, turning and walking away as Mistress Vanga continued, a massive smile across the healer’s face.

Tala found Master Girt a minute later and skipped the preamble to simply ask, “What’s this creature called?”

“Hmm?” He had been shaping a stone chunk into a mimicry of the thing depicted on the walls. “Not sure, but I’d call it the ‘unfair-seeker.’”

Tala frowned, not understanding. “What?”

“You know, if you’re playing hide and seek, this thing would have an insane advantage.”

Alat burst out laughing within Tala’s head.

Do you know what it’s called?

-Oh, absolutely not. The book containing that is still sealed. I think this is a god-beast or near enough.-

Great…

“Are you sure you don’t know what it is?”

Master Girt shrugged. “At the level we think this thing is, beasts are too unique to have specific names for the species. I like my name, though.”

Tala sighed, turning to go find the Paragon. “Thanks anyway.” For nothing, she added within her own mind.

She knew they were probably messing with her, but it was becoming a burning question. She really wanted to know what it was called.

Her mirrored perspective caught the Refined behind her breaking out in a broad grin.

Tala narrowed her eyes but didn’t turn around. I knew that they were messing with me.

-That’s likely.-

No matter. Mistress Suile would know.

The woman was back near the entrance, reading a large slab in a dead language. Two balls of dichotomous fire floating beside her, one over each shoulder.

The fire was dichotomous because it was at once blindingly white and dim enough to look at without damaging even mundane eyes. Tala felt like the blinking brilliance had to do with something deeper than luminescence, color, or intensity. It was nice and warm, cutting the winter chill from the air. Though, to be fair, none of them were in danger of becoming too cold, not with the relatively mild winter they’d been having so far.

Regardless, theorizing about the woman’s magic was not why Tala had sought her out.

The writing being in a dead language said a lot about the cell.

This was one of the cells that had been around for a long time. That meant they’d put in the extra effort to keep it sealed even longer than usual before the first required repair.

Obviously, many things would contribute to when a cell degraded, otherwise there would be regularity to their need of maintenance, but bad luck—or some other confluence—had made this waning an insanely concentrated time for such.

But that was also beside the point. The Paragon who’d come with them for this cell was examining the script, and Tala had a question.

“Pardon me, Mistress Suile, but do you know what this creature would be called?”

“Hmm?” She glanced toward Tala. “I’m sorry, I haven’t laid eyes on the depictions yet, so I don’t know. I’ll get to them once I’m done, here.”

Tala felt her face twitch. It was just an… unfortunate choice of words, Tala. Don’t get frustrated.

Tala took a deep breath, calming herself for a moment.

Finally, she nodded and asked, “Is there anything in the text on what it might be called?”

Mistress Suile grunted, not looking away from the ancient words. “As a species? Not really. Individually, it is referred to as the ‘Seer of Dreams,’ but that could be a bit of an oddity in the translation.” She took on a bit of a lecturing tone. “You see, the culture that this language came from seemed to think that dreams were a look into the infinite. Additionally, they saw all those who had eyes as those who could see. Thus, their word for ‘seer’ is the same as for ‘one with eyes.’ Together, that means an equally valid translation could be ‘one with infinite eyes.’ It’s really rather fascinating.”

Tala sighed. “Thank you any… way.” She narrowed her eyes as she trailed off, seeing the side of the woman’s mouth twitch. “Wait a moment.”

Mistress Suile grinned, then tried to suppress the smile, failing utterly. Finally, she shook her head. “I’m sorry; I ruined it.”

Tala threw up her hands. “What is the thing’s name, then?”

“I truly don’t know, but your unit asked me to put forward a silly one if you asked me.”

“How, under the stars, did they know I would ask?”

Mistress Suile shrugged. “It’s an incredibly odd beastie. It’s quite reasonable for anyone to ask about what it’s called. It is referred to as Lord of Dreams, Seer of Dreams, and things like that. I just made up the dual translation bit.”

“So, it has magic relating to dreams?”

“It seems likely, though it might be more closely understood as drawing power and sovereignty from dreams. Though, that is us imposing humanoid notions on beasts. God-beasts don’t really function as humans or arcanes do. Also, all of this is just from what I can tell so far, and the translation is a bit slow.”

Tala shrugged. “We’ve only been here, what? Two hours?”

-Just under, but yes.-

“Yeah, two hours or so. We have time.” Tala smiled at the Paragon.

Mistress Suile smiled in return. “Quite true. I’m not in a hurry. We’ll do this right and keep this god-beast contained.”

Tala hesitated at that. It was the second time that Paragon had mentioned those things. “So, it is a god-beast?”

“It seems very likely. From what I have gathered, as it drew power and authority from dreams, it was drawn toward human and arcane civilization, greater concentrations of dreaming beings being too tempting a target to ignore.”

“I see.” She winced, and Mistress Suile smiled. “I mean, I can understand that.”

“As it stands now, I don’t have any actionable information, so I’ll get back to work.”

“Certainly.” Tala bowed. “Thank you for your time.”

As frustrated as she was, thinking about them playing with her over the name, she felt herself smiling just a bit at their antics.

I am glad to be a part of this unit. Her smile grew as she went back to her own investigations.

***

Mistress Suile was rather faster than some of their previous Paragons had been, finishing her analysis and consultations in just two days.

They still didn’t have a name for the beast’s kind, but the Paragon confirmed that it was regarded as the god-beast of Dreams.

Apparently, the creature had dominion over all dreams within its domain, but in order to achieve that, it was asleep and would never reawaken.

In order to interact with the waking world, it could manifest creatures of nightmare, specifically the creatures depicted in the wall-paintings.

No one had recorded what the god-beast itself looked like.

The beasts—mere figments of a god-beast or not—were deadly, easily rivaling Refined in power. Though, that was Mistress Suile’s interpretation, not what had been recorded.

Each eye was the origin of a magic attack, each of a differing type. What made them truly dangerous was that all the eyes could fire at once, but at very minimal power expenditure. Once the attacks landed, they acted as defense testers. Whichever magic seemed to have the best effect was immediately amplified to slam into their target, the ineffective magics cutting off to allow for the powerful strike.

Thus, anyone they assaulted was peppered with more than a dozen lesser attacks before a vastly stronger version of the attack they were weakest to would follow.

The attacks were too quick to dodge once they were activated. Obviously, if a Refined could anticipate where the beast would be aimed, she could dodge that, but that wasn’t the same.

Sadly, things like darkness or fog were useless. Unless it was a real, tangible barrier, the ocular attacks could penetrate with ease, and the main eye of each creature was endowed with some sort of vision that could see through illusion or other obscurement.

Though, apparently, the description had been something along the lines of: ‘Since the beasts are imposed upon reality, only that which is most real can defeat their sight. Nothing temporary will blind or inhibit them.’

The creatures’ fangs carried a venom that acted upon any sapient mind, fundamentally rewiring it to put the affected creature into a permanent sleep within seconds of the injection.

To add insult to injury, once the being was asleep, their body could be used as an additional puppet.

And the final important piece of information was that because all of the creatures were projections of one being, they all shared one mind, one purpose. Blessedly, in this case, that seemed to mean that they were relatively connected autonomous beings, rather than acting as limbs on one beast.

The individuals could be killed, but that would immediately let all the others know where the successful attacker was.

All told, it was an incredibly powerful and annoying defensive swarm.

On the positive side, there should only be a few to start with, and the unit didn’t have to keep anything contained.

The god-beast wouldn’t be leaving; its manifestations couldn’t move its body, and the very nature of its power kept it in place.

In the case of a manifestation escaping, it would be destroyed when the cell was resealed.

Thus, the only thing that the unit had to do was keep as many of the things from bothering Mistress Suile as possible.

That sounds easy enough that things are sure to go sideways.

-Yeah, that’s all but guaranteed.-

Once Tala had explained the situation, Terry had insisted on joining her, and the unit had been on board, given his abilities.

The entrance to this cell had been sealed into one of the eyes of one of the myriad wall-carvings, and they all gathered around for Mistress Suile to begin the process.

Of course, it’s there.

The passage began to open, and Master Clevnis spoke into the momentary silence, “Eyes up, everyone.”

There was a round of chuckling.

“But seriously, we follow the plan. Remember to keep your sight lines clear.”

More laughter.

“Don’t let your eyes be bigger than our stomach. These will be hard beasts to swallow.”

Master Girt added, “Obliterate them with extreme prejudice. If we let them trade us an eye for an eye in there, we’re going to come up short in a bad way.”

Mistress Cerna shook her head. “Stay focused, stay sharp, and this whole thing will be done in the blink of an eye.”

Master Limmestare grinned. “Don’t forget that they’re going to be hard to surprise, those things have eyes in the back of their heads.”

Mistress Vanga even got in on the fun. “Even though they might be sapient, I doubt there will be peace. We just won’t be able to see eye to eye.”

Tala was chuckling along with everyone, and she was the last to speak, “I see what you all are doing. Well, this mission is more than meets the eye. Let’s be blindingly brilliant at our jobs.”

-Not a bad effort.-

Hush, you. I’m trying.

But it was time to be prepared.

Her iron roiled into existence, covering her from head to toe, her white steel encasing that all under her scale-mail hauberk.

She relaxed a small part of her mind, and her through-spike activated, the illusion smiling at her near-subconscious direction.

The resonance building within her enhanced all of her scripts, making her rise up on the balls of her feet in anticipation.

Connection established?

-Connection established.-

Because these enemies could hear, and react, the unit had decided to have Alat coordinate through the Archive on this mission.

With no further waiting, the entrance was fully open, and the unit stepped through, immediately coming out into a wide, stone-worked plaza.

That was a shame, because if this was one of the tunnel-entrance cells, they’d have had a convenient choke point.

Sadly, that just wasn’t meant to be.

Instead, the entrance was set into a decorative wall of what might have once been a central governance building.

The remainder of the building was lost to time, only this one wall being included in the prison cell.

The open space before them seemed to have been designed for a large number of people to gather to hear from their leaders, and the square was surrounded by low buildings of well-cut stone.

The buildings were clearly ancient, though they were less abused by time than Tala might have expected. She supposed that was due to a lack of people physically interacting with them much.

-And no animals or plants.-

Tala noticed it then.

There were no plants that she could see anywhere.

Nothing growing up through the paving stones, no gardens, no moss, nothing.

There were even open patches of dirt that Tala now suspected had been gardens, but nothing living remained.

There was nothing in the cell but cut stone and dust.

Master Clevnis took command of the combat situation, drawing all of their attention back to the task at hand. His words came into Tala’s mind, facilitated via Alat on the Refineds’ own connections to the Archive. “Plan Herding Cats.”

The unit always had funny plan names when they let Master Limmestare choose them. Even so, the names were memorable and usually pretty explicative.

Plan Herding Cats was exactly what it sounded like. They would be doing their utmost to herd the manifestations into a kill box, set up by Master Girt and manned by Master Limmestare and Tala.

-I don’t know if I should be disturbed that you think a plan called ‘herding cats’ obviously includes a kill box.-

Hey, this is a plan to deal with enemies, so…

-Excuses, excuses.-

Master Clevnis had wanted to be a part of the kill box team, but there was actually some legitimacy to the silly name he’d given to the creatures. If one of their eye stalks was cut off, they would regrow twice as many as were severed, each new one coming with new magics to increase the effectiveness and breadth of the creature’s arsenal.

Thus, Master Clevnis was on harassment and herding duty rather than tasked with finishing them off.

Terry had also indicated that he wanted to be on herding duty.

Honestly, Tala almost pitied the monsters.

They quickly assessed the terrain, and Master Girt pulled up stone, creating ramps away from them that would have sheer drops on the other side.

He left open a single, relatively level path, then covered the ground through that path with hardened stone spikes.

That—between the defensive positions on either side—was their kill box.

Tala and Master Limmestare took up positions on either side of that passage, sheltered behind machicolations that Master Girt had been sure to include in the defenses.

The others took up their positions, their job simply to keep the enemy from breaching the walls and incentivize them to head toward the gap.

The unit would change plans if the beasts were more intelligent or coordinated than they had planned for, but it was as good a strategy as any to start.

As the first of the odd, purple-skinned beasts came into view, Tala felt her nervousness fade and her focus sharpen.

This was her role. This was her unit. She knew what she had to do.

Alright. Let’s do this.


Chapter: 34
They See

Tala barked a laugh as Terry flickered into being beside the closest beast, ripping off its stubby legs with a series of flickering strikes before retreating back to her shoulder.

The eye-beast that had been delimbed plopped to the ground with an odd, squelching sound, even as all eight eye-stalks oriented on Tala and Terry, even behind the wall’s crenellations. She was watching their enemy through her mirrored perspectives, which were out to the sides for better vantage.

Do our defenses not count as permanent? Can they see straight through them?

Whether that was the case or not, it seemed like at least this enemy was able to see her and Terry.

Maybe they can see anyone who has hurt them?

-It’s a possibility. I’ll notify others of the potential.-

Eight tight lines of magic connected the eyes to their stone in an instant, but most did absolutely nothing against Master Girt’s heavily reinforced battlements. Even so, one degraded the rock an inch deep in less than half a second.

The magics had punched through her aura faster than she could oppose them, leaving her utterly unable to deny them from working against her rock. She had never seen magic move quite that quickly.

A blink later, seven attacks cut off, and Tala dove to the side, carrying Terry with her. Even as she dove, however, Terry flickered away.

Behind her, the entire wall-top defensive position, within which she had stood, vanished.

Only then did she recognize the magic.

Ending magic?

She laughed, rolling to her feet, lifting her hand, and flexing her will.

Her metal rolled back from her hand just as the eye-beam swept sideways to intersect her flesh.

Her aura resonated with her authority as she threw it forward.

She had built up an incredibly potent resonance within herself, and now, with only one opening in her iron layer, the power that had been building within her shell was shunted out in that direction, most of it being the direct counter to ending magics.

Her aura kept the power focused even when it wanted to blast outward in all directions, and together, the magic and her aura held back the eye-blast for the moment that she needed.

Beyond the mental flex to pull back the metal, she had altered the target of her amplified gravity on one scale, sending it cracking through the air to drive straight through the main central eye.

The impact was such that the beast entirely burst, coating the surrounding buildings and street in purple blood that immediately began to evaporate, sizzling away the stone as it faded.

A second after she’d sprung to her feet, her metal rolled back over her hand, and she was encased once more.

Master Girt—who was closely monitoring the walls with Alat’s coordination—reformed Tala’s missing defense. While she was grateful for the stone protection’s quick return, she and the entire unit took the previous destruction for the stark reminder that it was: these were powerful creatures.

Based on what they’d learned, with such an obvious counter demonstrated in Tala’s defensive magics, no more beasts would be created, or grow new eye stalks, with that dissolution magic.

That was frustrating as it meant that Tala wouldn’t so easily defeat an attack again.

It was good, however, because she was the only one on her team that would be likely to survive such an insane magical blast of that type.

Tala reached out through Alat to her team. Being the first to take a direct hit, she had information to pass on. “It wasn’t a question of magical weight at all. I haven’t seen anything like it since the arcane elite. The eye-beams lance in so quickly that we should expect to be subjected to direct magical effects. Don’t assume that the attacks will be of the ‘affect, direct, and forget’ types like a fireball, windblade, or hurtled rock.”

A chorus of ‘understood’s came back through Alat.

Alat was really doing an amazing amount of work.

Each of their unit mates had given Alat explicit access to their Archive connections, and through that, Alat had been able to reach through their soulbonds to those connections to speak into their minds and hear thoughts specifically directed at her.

No part of the system was really intended to work as they were using it, but none of it violated the purposes or went against the intention of the magics too much.

-Speak for yourself. I’m holding this together with spit and spider silk… To be clear, I mean mundane spider silk, not any of the overwhelming number of magical varieties.-

Yeah, I understood that.

Tala panned her focus across the creatures outside the wall and realized that she couldn’t use a scale for every incoming enemy. She simply didn’t have enough of them.

Her quick count showed more than a hundred of the beasts within easy view.

This has always been my weakness, Alat. Hordes of enemies.

-Ahh, but your weakness was hordes of weak enemies. These are strong.-

How is that better?

-Better? No, no. This is worse. I’m glad we aren’t here alone.-

As if to emphasize the point, seeming clouds of glass rolled across the near sections that she could see. Abrasive particles were thrown to drift across the eye-covered beasts and immediately had a noticeable effect.

Those that the clouds affected began thrashing and throwing magic around themselves randomly, clearly in pain and unable to comprehend where that pain was coming from.

Master Limmestare would then use the distraction to disguise finishing attacks in many cases, mainly lances or blades of glass that pierced deeply through the main eyes just as her scale had.

Oh, rust. I’m going to have a rather difficult time if I try to go get that scale. I don’t want to leave any of the white metal, though…

-Yeah, use siege orbs going forward.-

Agreed.

A bit away from the clouds of glass-dust-thistles, Terry was demonstrating his prowess as he did a rather convincing impression of a living hurricane made out of blades.

The beasts weren’t particularly resilient, so their higher advancement wasn’t an issue for the terror bird’s talons and beak.

He had been thoroughly warned not to cut off the tempting, tasty eye-stalks—Terry had worked very hard to convey that that was how he viewed them—and Tala trusted her friend. So, there wasn’t a concern that he’d render their enemy more dangerous with his frenzy of cuts and strikes.

He also somehow had time to find and toss her one white steel scale back up to her.

You are a wonder, Terry.

Tala couldn’t see what the others were doing, but she knew that Alat was helping them coordinate their efforts.

Instead, Tala’s focus was entirely on the opponents before her as she began picking her shots. Whenever the monsters were even slightly clustered together, she used pairs of orbs, retargeted to each take out the whole bunch.

The initial hit always took out one creature, and then the detonation would obliterate at least one more.

Tala was using up her stock with surprising rapidity, though she had made a lot of siege orbs and had them ready-to-hand, so it shouldn’t be an issue.

She’d even started making a larger variant… no, that wasn’t accurate. The end result was the same size, but she had started with a larger volume of air.

No, this isn’t the place to test a new tool. We’ll use the Pillar-Topplers later.

-I still hate that name.-

As I’ve said many times before: Noted.

The faster-than-thought attacks couldn’t effectively be opposed by aura supremacy, so the unit didn’t waste the effort on establishing such.

Blessedly, that didn’t extend to being able to work deeply within a target Refined. Instead, the magics worked on the surface or just away from their targets, so it wasn’t a contest of magical weight either.

Together, it made the eye-magics an odd form of attack, unlike any that Tala had ever been subjected to.

She and Master Limmestare were the easiest targets, and while Master Limmestare mainly used deflection and absorbing plates of glass-fibers, Tala took the hits almost head-on.

Her iron covering was incredibly effective when she allowed it to work, causing her to pull her white steel covering back entirely, using the material to send supporting anchors through the wall below and behind her instead.

Even so, the iron wasn’t a perfect defense, even when layered and utilized in a type of active protection system and as purposely collapsable plates like she’d practiced with Master Limmestare. Part of that was the fact that the magics tended to enact just away from her or on the stone beside her, but the greater part was just how much force was in any given strike.

The magics involved were specifically selected to best affect her given her particular defenses, after all.

A concussive blast of some form of shredding magic struck her with the force of a cyclops’ club, immediately flaying her, shoulders to navel, after punching through her elk leathers.

She was pressed back against her supporting rods of magical white steel. She was kept in place by the counter bracing, but the distributed force cracked the wall all over again, and if not for Master Girt, that entire section of the structure would have fallen into a pile of rubble.

Her iron—that had been wrapped around her torso—was splayed out behind her, stressed, stretched, and strained near to breaking as it barely hung on across her back and extending outward to either side.

It made her look like she had horribly maimed, metal wings.

Her flesh and iron were already reknitting, but her scale-mail was ruined.

The scales had survived virtually unscathed, but the underlying material hadn’t held up for even an instant as the hostile magics had flowed through every little gap.

Staying coated in the white steel would have been better for that attack.

-And worse for the five before that. We can’t know and effectively switch. Not at our level of proficiency, efficiency, and speed.-

With blood in her teeth—and blood-filled eyes—Tala oriented on the one who had attacked her so effectively. She could not let it hit her again.

It was already falling, bisected cleanly by a wagon-sized Terry, who took an instant to make eye contact with her before flickering away once more.

The message in his actions and gaze was clear: ‘No one messes with my flock.’

Tala took a precious moment to drop Kit to the ground where she expanded enough to let all the scales from Tala’s mail fall inside, before returning to Tala’s waist in the form of a pouch.

The conflict continued at a frenetic pace as the Refined strove to kill as quickly as possible, and the beasts drew closer and closer simply by virtue of numbers.

The end result was, after just less than half an hour, Tala had killed hundreds of the beasts by Alat’s count, and Tala had been torn, burned, frozen, slashed, ablated, stabbed, shocked, corroded, smashed, and severed uncounted times.

Master Girt had rebuilt her section of the defense from little more than dust and gravel so many times that her blood was now thoroughly intermixed with the other materials.

If she’d been anyone else, that would have made the rock red, but of course, that wasn’t how her blood worked anymore.

In the last few minutes, every one of her siege orbs had ended at least four opponents apiece.

The effectiveness and efficiency didn’t change the fact that the tide had finally reached the walls.

Tala had already extended her aura over the kill box, making sure to allow her unit mates’ magic to act within her authority for when that mattered.

She drew in a deep breath even as she took the last seconds before the first four-legged monster reached them to drive a row of a dozen iron spikes into the lower portion of the walls on either side of the twenty-foot corridor.

She needed as much control and aura finesse as she could get for what was to come.

Then, she exhaled, grabbing her breath-carried magics with her aura and dragging them down into the base of the kill box.

Her job beyond the walls was complete for now, and even as she continued to breathe out as much of her dissolution breath as possible with every exhale, she moved down to the inside edge of the kill box.

There, she reestablished her white steel anchors into the stone around and behind her. Then, she was ready.

The first creatures were delayed by a great scything plate of glass, aimed low to keep from severing any eye-stalks.

Master Limmestare was taking out massive sectors of the enemy with his eye-filling, deviously shaped glass shards, and so he didn’t have much finesse left to spend. The result was an attack worthy of giants.

Unfortunately, the attackers seemed wise to the incoming attack, and they moved themselves in twisting, odd ways, jumping up or flattening themselves lower than seemed possible so that only the eye-stalks were cut.

Oh, rust.

Less than a second later, they all rose up, twice as many eyes orienting on and firing toward Master Limmestare even as they poured toward and into the gap in the wall, into the kill box.

That might have been the man’s end, but as the first row of monsters stepped down, their legs didn’t catch them.

Instead, Tala’s carefully held dissolution magics obliterated their flesh, causing them to fall forward into the saturated space to puff entirely to dust.

Master Limmestare took the slight lessening of incoming magic as an opportunity to reposition and focus outward. He wouldn’t be as useful as they’d hoped in the kill box, but his magics were responsible for nearly eighty percent of the combat ineffective opponents outside their defenses, at least according to Alat.

That was where he was needed.

As for the monsters, each successive rank of creatures fell to the same fate, barely progressing a few inches farther down the path. The dissolution magic was expended even as Tala continued to exhale at the far end, her breath and aura taking the new magic where she wanted it to go.

By the time the first two hundred had died, she was straining.

By five hundred, she was sweating profusely as she fought to keep the magics from breaking apart the very air as they waited to act on the monsters.

When so many had been turned to dust that—paying dozens for each inch gained—they had almost reached her, Tala knew it was time.

“Now, Master Girt!” Alat carried her message to the Refined at the speed of thought.

Master Girt had known the tactic Tala was going to be using, so he’d reinforced the sides of this passage specifically against the incoming result. That would keep the wall well intact.

When she sent him the notification, Master Girt jerked a slab of stone up in front of Tala, carefully crafted to be concave on the enemy’s side while still being incredibly robust.

Without hesitating, Tala relaxed her hold on her dissolution magics.

The corridor—filled with dust so fine that it filled the space like a mist, hovering almost weightlessly—ignited in a concussive blast that would have staggered Tala even through Master Girt’s stone if she weren’t once again anchored in place.

The explosion incinerated or threw every one of the tightly packed beasts from the kill box with extreme effectiveness.

Tala might have been concerned about ripping off eye-stalks with the attack, but fire would cauterize the wounds, if anything, and the force of the explosion should kill all the creatures affected, regardless.

A moment later, the shaped slab of stone retracted, revealing an empty, smoking canyon of death.

Let’s do this again. She took a deep breath, filling the air in her lungs with magic before exhaling in a controlled manner.

Control the terrain, control my breath. She readied siege orbs, a smile pulling at her lips despite her burgeoning fatigue. Fire and ice.

Mistress Deigh and Master Doitean would be proud.

Tala began the cycle again, killing the first groups that came into view with her siege orbs, positioning the ice blasts to help create slowing terrain and give her unit more time to whittle down the never-ending tide of nightmare manifestations.

She saw more and more creatures with at least some eyes taken out by Master Limmestare’s glass. Quite a few also had deep cuts in their torso or missing legs that slowed them down, showing Master Clevnis’s contributions for all to see.

From the side that Mistress Cerna was manning, the beasts came variously bent and broken, scorched, or fried. It seemed that the Refined was still working out exactly which magics were most effective.

Master Girt was working beneath the surface, quite literally.

He made pitfalls full of stone spikes, broke up footing, and otherwise slowed the horde.

Terry’s contributions weren’t as evident due to the mere fact that all those that he engaged were dead by the end of their brief engagement.

After the fifth cycle of Tala fighting back the waves, filling the kill box with dissolution magic, then igniting the resulting powdered beastie to clear the near-field, Terry flickered to her shoulder, clearly panting with exhaustion.

More than exhaustion, Terry was injured.

He was cradling one leg up against his chest, and there was blood already dripping down onto her shoulder. His feathers were mussed, quite a few were out of place, and there were several wounds elsewhere on his body.

Tala was so startled that she stared open-mouthed at him for a long second before Alat snapped her back into focus.

-I’ve notified Mistress Vanga. Hopefully, Terry will let her heal him. His exhaustion makes sense, too. He’s removed more from the battle than any save Master Limmestare. It’s hard to compare, however, given that Master Limmestare isn’t killing them.- Alat didn’t mean that derisively at all, and Tala knew it.

It had quickly become clear that without the glass Mage’s clouds of micro glass-thistles, they’d likely have been overwhelmed right near the start.

The point was that Terry had been incredibly effective in thinning their incoming opponents.

Now, he was worn out.

Honestly, they all were struggling.

Alat let everyone know that Terry was at least temporarily out of commission.

After the alternate interface had clarified that Terry wasn’t mortally wounded, more exhausted, there was a series of acknowledgments and well-wishes.

Mistress Vanga offered to come and heal the avian as soon as she could, and when Tala conveyed the sentiment, Terry reluctantly accepted.

That dealt with, Tala scratched Terry’s seemingly sleeping head and reoriented on the next cycle, the first eye-beasts coming into view of her position once again.

Two cycles later, the cycles ended.

The eye-beasts weren’t that smart, but they’d finally put together that the wall shouldn’t be there, and it was an impediment to them.

An unholy stillness came over the battlefield as every one of the monsters stopped, orienting on the wall.

Their magics lanced out as one, stressing the wall but not threatening to break it just yet. Then as every creature selected its most effective magics, there was a zeme-shaking thrum.

The magic throughout the entire cell trembled in resonance with the synchronized attack, and the wall was utterly obliterated.

Some sections were vaporized, some shattered, and some turned to dust… The results were as nuanced and numerous as the attackers. The final state of the wall, however, was not nuanced.

The wall was gone, and they had an entirely different battle scenario to deal with.

There was the briefest hesitation as it seemed like every part of their surroundings took in a collective breath.

In the momentary pause, Tala saw the disposition of her entire unit.

Master Girt collapsed beside Mistress Vanga, clearly having overextended himself trying to resist the attacks.

He’d failed to keep the wall intact, but his interference explained why none of the magics had broken through to create havoc beyond. That alone was incredibly impressive.

Master Limmestare was held aloft by swirling torrents of glass, creating an incomprehensible maelstrom around the Refined.

Master Clevnis was standing up from the crouch he’d landed in, magical blades poised around him like a ready army, awaiting their general’s command.

Finally, Mistress Cerna was encased in what appeared to be a cage of precious metal at first, but on closer inspection, it was, in fact, many overlapping and intertwined spellforms, some powered, others awaiting the proper time.

They were as ready as they could be.

Mistress Suile’s voice snapped out into the silence, “Ten minutes. That’s all I need.”

Tala felt herself smile. This would be far from easy, but they could do this.

Their unit’s only response was from Master Clevnis, his voice equally strong in the fraction of a second before the roar of battle resumed. “Understood.”


Chapter: 35
Break

Tala was learning something about herself.

As it turned out, she did not like fighting the eye-beasts, and they were especially annoying up close.

Flow cut them well enough, but she was constantly under pressure from dozens of directions, the magic so thick that it was pushing her in an almost physical manner.

Currently, both of her Leshkin shields and her three defensive discs were glowing with absorbed power—each a different color—as she did her best to move them with her aura, keeping them in place between herself and the given attacker.

At the same time, she was striking down thing after thing.

At close range, that was the only word that seemed to fit.

They were things.

Each eye stared with hollow emptiness, making the eye-beast seem more a conduit to a distracted mind than the physical form of a consciousness.

They made no sound of pain.

They didn’t try to avoid injury if taking a blow would allow another of them to land a hit.

They each acted with identical instincts and reactions.

It was creepy.

Tala was fulfilling her role within the unit, bodily keeping their enemies back as the others supported her.

Still, more than half of the monsters that she came across were at least mostly blind due to Master Limmestare’s efforts.

The unit was in a relatively tight cluster near the exit, with less than a minute remaining before Mistress Suile could reseal this nightmarish wasteland.

Terry had recovered enough in the last couple of minutes to help once again, but he hadn’t come back to being fully combat effective, so while he would have been an immense help, they were saving him as an asset for their final retreat. They were also hoping that he would be a bit more recovered by that point.

The avian had been in a bad enough way that he’d allowed Mistress Vanga to offer him some healing, and that had been a big help to his recovery as well.

He was on Tala’s shoulder, shifting as she moved and practically dancing from foot to foot as he waited for the signal that it was his time to shine once more.

The beasts had enough magical weight that Tala couldn’t draw them into the void within Flow, but Flow still cut them well enough, stealing iron even from their alien blood.

With the stark reminder and near miss of Master Limmestare’s massive glass blade, Tala was incredibly careful to keep her strikes confined to the beasts’ torsos and legs.

As the time needed to maintain the cell came to a close, Tala was punching and kicking as much as using Flow, just trying to maintain space.

As she used her hands and feet for such percussive tasks, she controlled Flow using the ring around the top of its hilt between tossing it out and pulling it back.

She only had a few more siege orbs, but she was holding those back until—

“Now!” Master Clevnis’s voice came into her head via Alat.

Alat, targets!

Tala tossed out her last handful of siege orb pairs, targeting each of the sixteen highly compressed spheres at a different beast, far back into the mass of creatures, mentally chosen and highlighted by Alat.

They were purposely spread evenly around the arc they were defending.

Sixteen supersonic cracks staggered Tala backward, but much less than the orbs blasting outward staggered the eye-beasts.

An instant later, she broke the workings, and all sixteen exploded, throwing back even more of the creatures and leaving treacherous, frozen ground behind, littered with broken corpses.

That was the signal for Terry, and the little terror bird became a not-so-little avian of destruction.

Even with Tala’s clearing action, and Terry’s dervish of death, Tala still had to fight to retreat, her defenses awash in hostile power.

She was the last to step back through the entrance of the cell, leaving only Terry within.

Mistress Suile spoke sharply. “Tell me when.”

Tala glanced her way. “Start now.” Then, Tala shouted, wrapping power through the words to make sure they carried, “TERRY!”

Existence began to warp, the cell closing.

Terry flickered out onto Tala’s shoulder, more of his feathers bent, broken, and smoking than not. Still, he didn’t appear to have sustained any direct damage to his flesh in the short engagement.

Despite their valiant efforts, three eye-beasts came through the closing gateway after Terry, even as the cell resealed.

Blessedly, as they’d been told to expect, as soon as existence sealed the cell, the creatures stiffened and collapsed, dissolving into an oddly sandy smoke, which filled the air with a cloying, harsh smell.

They’d done it.

They’d finished maintaining a cell that contained a god-beast.

Everyone took a moment to just breathe before Mistress Cerna cleared her throat. “You all were fantastic. Master Limmestare, you kept the numbers manageable, and you, Tala and Terry, you two managed those numbers beyond expectation.”

There was a round of agreement and smiles.

“Still,” the woman grimaced, “that was awful. I’m going to be putting in my report that there should be a minimum of three Paragons involved when they again work on this cell, unless the Refined are specifically chosen to counter those creatures.”

Tala shook her head. “I still can’t believe that they were merely figment-manifestations of the prisoner.”

Another round of agreement followed that.

It was Mistress Suile who responded this time. “God-beasts are, often as not, lethal opponents for Sovereigns. It’s only because the beast couldn’t involve itself directly that we attempted this cell at all.”

“I can see why they trapped it, though. Imagine those things loose on the world, and anyone who falls asleep too close is suddenly a puppet, feeding power to a god-beast?” Master Limmestare shuddered, and Mistress Vanga grunted her agreement, a grimace on her face.

Mistress Suile had sat down on a chair that she’d presumably pulled from her own storage. “We are finished here. We can go as soon as you are ready for the return journey.”

Everyone exchanged looks, then turned to Tala. Mistress Cerna smiled questioningly. “Dinner?”

Tala chuckled. “It is about time. Yeah. Let’s eat before we go.”

***

Tala strode into the Gredial compound in the early morning hours, snow crunching underfoot and beautifully roiling clouds overhead. A slight smile painted her features as she now knew that Rane would have been notified of her arrival.

That does make things so much easier.

The big man met her at the front entrance to the main building. “Tala? To what do I owe the pleasure, today? I didn’t expect you back from the latest cell for another couple of days.”

“The cell went quicker than usual.” Still, she grimaced. “It wasn’t that pleasant, though.”

“I’d love to hear about it. If you’re up for talking.” There was genuine interest across his features.

Tala smiled; she had enjoyed regaling Rane with the stories of the various cells they’d visited so far, both new and those needing a check-up or maintenance. “I’d like that, but I can’t right now.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, I’m heading out of Alefast. I’m taking my first purposeful break from defensive duty.”

“Oh?” he repeated. Rane then seemed to think for a moment. “You’ve been here, working, for just about six and a half months, right?”

She nodded. “Exactly two hundred days… So, yes. I promised to bring Lyn and Kannis to Alefast once I was established, and I feel like I’d be coming close to breaking that promise if I wait much longer.”

He shrugged and nodded. “It’s kind of you to tell me in person. I was looking forward to our next game when you got back, but it can wait until Lyn and Kannis are here, or after you’ve taken them back if you prefer.”

She frowned in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

It was his turn to be confused. “You’re leaving, right? We can’t play tafl if you’re not in Alefast.” He hesitated. “Well, I suppose we could play through the Archive, but that’s just not the same.”

She shook her head, deciding to not waste time trying to understand what he was talking about. “We’re wasting daylight, Rane. Get your stuff.”

He blinked at her, frowning. “What?”

She motioned toward the gates. “We’re leaving, and I want to get to Bandfast by tomorrow evening.”

“We?”

Tala stiffened, suddenly feeling awkward and hesitant. “Oh… I mean… you don’t have to come. I just assumed…”

He shook his head. “No! No, it’s fine. Yeah, let me grab a few things and let my mom know that I’ll be gone for a few days.”

“Alright. I’ll wait here.” Tala still had yet to meet Rane’s parents, or really anyone else in his family. Truthfully, she preferred it that way. She wasn’t sure how any people could have raised both Furgal and Rane, and with her own distaste for her own parents, she wasn’t excited to add more people to her ‘I now have to politely interact with you’ list.

Less than five minutes later, Rane was back. “Let’s go. My sister and aunt are in town, and they’ve been wanting to meet you.” He glanced over his shoulder. “If we don’t go now, we’ll be stuck here all day at the very least.”

“Your sister?” Tala frowned. “That’s right, I’ve not really met any of your siblings, save… Does she take after you, or…?” She knew that his aunts and uncles were spread throughout the human cities, but she’d not learned much more than that.

Rane shrugged. “She and I have always gotten along well enough, if not exactly well. Regardless, she’s older, so I suppose you could say I took after her? Though, she went to the Academy like most of my siblings. At the moment, she’s taking a break to reach toward Fusing.”

“Oh.” Tala glanced behind Rane. “What does she do?”

“She and my aunt work for the Constructionist Guild.”

Tala felt torn for a long moment before shaking her head. “Maybe when we get back.”

Rane shrugged. “It’s completely up to you. Shall we?”

Tala nodded, and without another word, the two turned and started to jog toward the northern gates of Alefast.

***

They were an hour outside of Alefast, running at a pace that Tala could keep for… well, forever really, when Rane landed beside her from one of his arcing leaps.

He waved a hand in her direction, so she slid to a stop, turning back toward him. “Are you alright? Is this pace too much?”

He shook his head. “It’s good practice for me, honestly. I just wanted to check: You’ve let Mistress Lyn and Kannis know we’re coming, right? They’re going to be ready to take a trip?”

Tala hesitated.

-I’ll do that right now… Done.-

“Yes. Yes, I have.”

Rane lifted an eyebrow. “Did you just do it when I asked?”

She grimaced. “…Yes.”

He laughed. “That’s fine. They’ve got a day and a half before we arrive.”

He bent his legs for another leap, his magic coiling beneath him, ready to impart kinetic energy.

But he saw her hesitating and stood back up. “Tala? Are you alright?”

She nodded distractedly. “Yeah… It’s just that I should have thought about that. I only realized it was a good time for me, got permission from my unit leaders, and headed toward them. I didn’t even consider if it would be a good time for them.”

He shrugged. “That can happen. I’m sure it will be fine. Remember this and try to think of them more next time.” He smiled encouragingly. “Come on. We want to be well on our way before we camp for the night.”

Right; with Rane along, we’ll need to do that.

Alat’s voice came into her head with an exasperated tone, -You factored that in, Tala. You weren’t planning to arrive until tomorrow evening, and that gives you more than twelve hours for the long, winter night to pass.-

Oh… huh, that’s true. She smiled and turned to get back up to speed.

Rane bent and launched himself, his magics leaving the ground unaffected as he was simply imparted with motion upon himself, no backpressure required.

He’s right, he should be able to fly with that. He’s only lacking a bit of control and greater throughput.

-He’s going to be incredibly mobile once he’s Refined and has gotten used to the changes.-

That’s the truth.

She began to run, being careful to not push off too hard and disrupt the landscape.

They were both shaping their aura to mimic the form that Master Grediv had demonstrated for them.

Tala was better at it than Rane, but they were also going much slower than Master Grediv had taken them upon his blue disc.

They were also going slower than Tala’s unit traveled, but her unit didn’t much mind creating some magical resonance.

Calling down arcane and magical creatures was a bonus, rather than a detraction, for the fully combat-ready unit, though they did try to keep it to a reasonable level. No one wanted to disturb some of the near god-beast creatures that were known to live deep within the mountains to their north.

Though, those seem to be in hibernation of some sort. They’d wake up one day, and Tala was not eager to be a contributor to that wakening.

Rane’s leaps were really the next best thing to flying, with him only touching down every few hundred yards, depending on the terrain.

He was constantly surrounded by a nimbus of power contained but not masked by his aura.

What that meant in practice was that his power was easily visible to her magesight but did not stand out like a beacon on a hill would to her mundane vision.

Tala, for her part, was mostly coated in iron, the main exception being her eyes so that she could practice unifying her voidsight, magesight, and mundane vision, rather than treating them as separate things. Her eyes were the best means of doing that practice she had been able to find.

Aside from her eyes, she uncovered her mouth and ears to speak with Rane whenever they took a short break or paused to choose a specific direction of travel.

They also had a short break for lunch, during which Tala began to talk about the god-beast of Dreams and what she and her unit had faced within that cell.

Rane was suitably impressed, asking a lot of questions and talking through their tactics, successes, and places for improvement.

Terry came out of Kit every so often to flicker around through the surrounding hills and groves, but he never stayed out too long.

He was still rather exhausted from his fighting against the eye-beasts.

Rane called Terry over on one of the avian’s outings, and Tala saw Rane speaking and the bird preening, though she couldn’t hear the words.

Terry had a bit more pep in his flicker after that, though he still didn’t spend much time outside of Kit.

All in all, they passed a pleasant day, passing through well-known countryside.

When the sun began to set, they found a nice dell, sheltered by trees with the lower end of the small valley pointing to the east.

The trees were old and large, their branches mostly bare for the winter, though some few leaves still clung on here and there.

A little spring welled up near the top of the valley, just beside a short cliff, and the water flowed even through the snow, with a light mist of steam rising from the flow.

A hot spring? She didn’t remember such being marked on any map that she’d seen. Though, it was a rather small one, without any pool to speak of.

The little brook ran toward the east, exiting the small depression on that side, between the trees, making its way out into the wilderness, where it made an icefloe when the water’s heat reached its end.

Quite a few larger rocks were scattered about haphazardly, casting irregular shadows across the white and gray landscape.

The snow bore many small animal tracks, and some larger prints, as expected from around such a ready source of water this time of year.

All in all, it was a beautiful spot.

Tala placed Kit down against a low stone face on the high side, and the sanctum spread out, exposing windows along with the entrance door, making the cliff suddenly look like a quaint—if well appointed—house, dug into the rock and stone.

The windows were just that, so Tala was able to see into her own bedroom as well as the main dining room and one of the guest rooms.

Hmm… that’s unideal. With that thought, and her desires directed toward Kit, the windows became opaque from the outside, though they were still obviously windows.

Better. Thank you, Kit. She made sure to send her appreciation toward the cliff-house.

The cliff-house, of course, did not respond.

She stretched, looking toward Rane who was staring up at the clear sky, the last light of day fading from view and the stars beginning to be revealed. “Rane?”

“Hmm?” He glanced her way, his face still mostly pointing upward. “It’s looking to be a stunning night. I really am glad that it is clear on this side of the range.”

They’d passed through the cleft-pass early that morning, leaving the clouds behind, for the most part.

It had made the day all the more picturesque.

She smiled. “So it is. Shall we grab dinner? We can finish discussing the cell.”

He looked back up and nodded. “I’d like that. Can we eat out here?”

Tala felt her smile growing. “That sounds lovely.”


Chapter: 36
Views from Within

Khesed was greatly displeased.

Not only had the… Mages ignored all his juicy bits of history, they had not even bothered to challenge him on the obvious fabrications.

He had not expected humans to be so disciplined, or he might have tried another tactic.

Khesed supposed that there was a chance that the group genuinely hadn’t known the difference, and everything he said had seemed equally fanciful and tantalizing. However, he just couldn’t believe that even humanity’s memory could be that short.

More frustrating still, that girl had somehow kept him from making new connections, new paths of escape.

He hadn’t been trying to force his way out, not yet, but he had wanted to lay a few more anchors. Those plans had been utterly foiled by the human’s strict adherence to protocol and that child’s oddities.

Still… He felt the edge of his lips curl up as he considered, a proto user of existence magic could change everything.

He could be patient. He could wait and see what these ripples carried through the waters of history.

After all, time was on his side.

***

The dead was unconcerned as it gnawed on the remains of a lesser dead.

That is, it was unconcerned save the knowledge that there were only so many lesser dead before it was the least of those left. Then, it might fear being gnawed upon.

No Sovereign power flowed through this dead, and it didn’t have the mind to wish it had been among the Tide.

It simply was and acted as it was wont to do.

The mind behind its raising had locked himself in the central tower, where he had lived for eons uncounted.

If it had thought that far, the dead would have realized that even its potential for concern—becoming the least dead—was nonsense, given the necromancer wouldn’t ever let souls pass on.

The skeleton whose leg crunched pleasantly between the dead’s teeth would be reanimated and repaired within a decade or so, no one the wiser.

Save the necromancer who would rant and rave uselessly at the dead and swear to alter its foundational action matrix… or some such garbled mash of words. He never would, though. That would remove one of the few tasks that brought the necromancer from his tower, making the man’s isolation all the more complete and tangible.

In truth, the necromancer had gotten very good at repairing things as he alternated between manic research—futilely searching for escape or to perfect his craft—and self-destructive rage against his imprisonment.

He was in that part of his cycle at the moment, screaming and crying, destroying the inside of his tower.

The dead didn’t really care or take great notice save to shift a little farther from the tower entrance as it continued to gnaw on the stolen, reconstituted bone.

The necromancer had altered their fundamental commands once long, long ago. He had become irritated at having to command his dead to ignore him, so he’d simply ordered them to wander about until he commanded them otherwise.

That was why the dead did not attack the small group of living it saw as it moved farther from the tower.

The group that stood next to a new tunnel, looking around in clear, wary confusion.

The dead wanted to eat their sweet, untainted flesh, but while the dead could sneak in a bone-gnawing every so often, the necromancer would never tolerate himself being attacked, so the prohibition on attacking the living was woven of gold.

That was fine. The group didn’t stay around for very long anyway. Not even a full day passed before they departed once again.

When the necromancer exited his tower two days later, glumly commanding a report, his rage reached new heights, but there was no one living to hear him scream.

***

Sole felt the wench’s power throbbing through him, even as the cell began to seal.

As existence twisted, sealing him away once more and her power didn’t fade, he had a realization.

She didn’t know how to relinquish ownership.

She couldn’t pull it back now that she had laid claim to something within him, and her power was trying to shunt what she had claimed into the void.

That, of course, would harm him, and that couldn’t happen. He’d barred that long ago.

Would that I could undo my workings or that I dared risk my self to prevent my despair.

He would have severed the connection himself to spare the growing pain within, but he was all but dry of magical power.

He would take decades to refill his stores, but that would have to wait until after the pain passed.

He gritted his teeth against the rending sensation.

As the power built to a crescendo, reality itself seemed to reject him, and everything around him twisted. His whole being passed through the void.

That seemed to satisfy whatever the girl’s magics had been working, leaving him whole, and his own magics unopposed.

As he’d known and counted on, he had long ago realized that floating in the void forever would be an unbearable existence. So, he had nullified any chance of him remaining there.

He felt a brief flickering moment of hope. There was a chance that this would mean his freedom.

Would he be thrown out of the void back into Zeme somewhere at random?

Instead, his vision began to coalesce on a twisting existence, filled with impossible shapes, contradictions, and horrors that intrigued him.

Off in the distance, he caught a glimpse of a giant who, rather than having a head, had another body connected onto it, neck to neck. The bodies were not a match in size or specific feature, and the collation was rather odd to look upon.

There was a tree made all of leaves, and one made of unmoving lightning, stalled and seeming to just be waiting for time to return so that it may move once more.

A dragon floated, coiled around a ball of precious metals the size of a planet. It seemed to sense his gaze and cracked one eye open before it and its hoard vanished, replaced by a flower that was smaller than Sole’s hand yet somehow filled the same space that the departed beast and its wealth had vacated only a moment earlier.

Best of all within this new scape, there were beings of absence, existing solely by virtue of their nonexistence, beautiful contradictions that seemed to orient on him with a sense of welcome.

Their smiles promised him what he had always longed for.

This was an entirely new side to existence extending out infinitely in all directions. It was a convenient place in which reality could hold back all of the paradoxes and contradictions that it so hated.

When looked at in that light, reality itself was a cell, containing the few things that were deemed ‘acceptable.’ He had been trapped in a cell within a cell.

No longer.

Now, he was seeing the true nature of existence.

Limitless. Existence is without limit.

He hadn’t let himself truly feel how cut off he had become within his imprisonment.

He hadn’t let his confinement get to him.

Deep down he’d believed that he would be free eventually, and that time had arrived.

He felt tension deep within his very being loosen at the reality of his freedom.

So much to study and learn from. Maybe I can hold off on nonexistence for a while and just learn. He had been a scholar once, delving into the mysteries of magic, reality, and existence itself. Maybe, he could walk that road once more.

A final journey before the end.

There was absolutely no magic that he could sense, which would be a problem, but he had overcome worse obstacles.

All that really mattered was that now, he had—

Everything jerked around him, causing him to stumble and fall, his face smacking the stone.

The impact didn’t hurt him, it couldn’t, but when he lifted his head and looked around, what he saw cut him deeply.

The well known, isolated existence of his cell surrounded him once more.

He laid his head back down on the cool stone and wept.

***

The researcher was in a mad scramble, moving between his various projects within his limited pocket of reality.

So much to do; so much to do.

He had uncounted projects going on at the same time. His second mind tracked and cataloged all the details, simply notifying him when he had to stop his current obsession to take the next step on those that had previously caught his fancy.

He still loved them all, but he could only have one true love… well, one true love at a time.

So much to do.

His latest reality engine was expanding his cell, giving him more room to work in, but the void engine and his own gate were hard pressed to keep pace with the far more efficient construct.

After all, it was easy to make more that was real. People did that all the time. Making more emptiness? That was much harder, and his own gate had limited throughput, no matter how much he strove to expand its flow rate.

He scrambled through the maze of hallways until he reached that laboratory, quickly dialing back both engines and making sure the conduit that linked to his gate wasn’t operating too strongly.

After all, he was always in need of more magic for other projects.

So much to do.

He passed by a room full of junked automata. No matter how he tried, they always resented him for creating them within this finite space. He simply couldn’t make them see the limitless potential for exploration even within the finite confines he had arranged for himself and his work.

He couldn’t make them content enough to work alongside him, not unless he linked them with his own soul.

There was merit to that, and he would likely get back to that line of research once he had the magic to spare again.

If he did it right, he could then have two bodies—or more—to accomplish his goals.

Not that his body was the limiting factor, and he wasn’t willing to spare the power such a diversion would require.

Still…

No.

Not now.

Maybe in the next few millennia or so.

So much to do.

His extensive gardens needed barely a moment’s attention, given they were all set up to propagate automatically.

The creations that tended them weren’t true automata, given they had no capacity for critical thinking or independent action.

They were merely puppets.

He sometimes regretted the existence of the gardens’ caretakers as they all took yet more of his power to maintain, but without them, he’d be spending his life gardening, and that would have been unacceptable.

He ducked into the space just enough to snatch and eat a single all-fruit as he continued on his way.

The taste was still odd, seeming like bacon, rolled in chocolate and sprinkled with strawberry juice, but it contained all the nutrition a human would need for a day of hard work.

He’d get around to adjusting the flavor… eventually.

So much to do.

By his calculations, there would be contamination coming into his domain within the next five to six hundred years.

That would throw off everything he was doing at the time because he couldn’t possibly plan for what inane magics the maintainers would wield, nor whether or not they would leave him be while they did their menial work.

He needed to button up his more sensitive work in preparation for that disruption.

He had left his fortune as a bribe to buy his isolation, but humanity was fickle. What they saw as valuable today would be worthless in a thousand years, and he had been away for…

He honestly couldn’t remember. He was going to think back and figure out the approximate number, but he quickly decided that he didn’t care.

Always so much to do.

***

Vulture of Reality was not happy.

She had been full of confidence when she’d chosen to leave the Consumer, back when she was but a little devourling, surrounded by her broodmates in the deep nothing, outside of existence.

As she wormed her way toward all that was, she had caught the scent of powerful magics and expended herself diving into full existence, only to find herself in a minuscule pocket, cut off from everything else.

There had been something in there with her, and she’d immediately acted as her instincts commanded, taking a shape of intrigue and invitation.

The thing—whatever it had been—had seen Vul-Re as a potential for escape and had eagerly climbed into the mysterious chest at once.

It hadn’t even taken a moment to delve her with magics, at least not that she had been able to detect in her new-wrought state.

That had been quite the meal.

Once she had fully processed all that she had imbibed, she’d come fully into her own.

She knew that it was unusual to gain so much from one single consumption, and it hadn’t been a blessing in the end.

She’d gained full faculties only to realize that there was nothing else for her to consume. Nothing else for her to devour.

Reluctantly, she eventually admitted that maybe, just maybe, the being had escaped, in a certain fashion, after all.

Thus, Vul-Re sat alone, a treasure chest within this small cut-off corner of existence, sulking as she waited for something, anything to change.

***

Re-al had long ago cast aside her other names, her other bonds.

She no longer even regretted the disintegration of her previous soulbonds.

She no longer had nightmares of her familiar’s fear and pain at the perceived betrayal at the end.

There were no more nightmares.

Not that she remembered.

She didn’t remember much from before her awakening as Re-al.

All that existed now—or had ever existed—was reality, and reality was displeased.

It hated Re-al, but she was its only servant—at least the only one that she knew of—and her master was not one to share such details with one like her.

She ground her teeth, even millennia later, remembering how the foolish others had trapped her in here, preventing her from doing her good work.

They hadn’t even dared to face her, using tricks and magic.

Her mouth was filled with a foul taste at even the thought.

Gated humans were ruining reality, carving away at the foundations with every step, with every drop of magic through their profane doorways to another world.

Only she had done what was needed.

Only she had had the strength of character to tear her gate from that place of unbearable magic and connect it to the underpinnings of reality instead.

This world was all that mattered.

When offered the opportunity, she’d made her choice in a moment. She did not want to enter that next world of pain and unattainably pure magic. Even nonexistence was better than that, and she was offered eternity with reality.

She had embraced things as they were, and the humans had dubbed her ‘reality-souled.’

She wore that as a badge of honor.

Her inscriptions of iron had cost her more than inscriptions should, and the inscriptionist had still required… motivation to implement them.

Humans were so easy to manipulate. They didn’t understand that sending young souls onward was a blessing. They were banished from where they weren’t wanted, and reality wasn’t harmed.

Everybody won.

Regardless, once she was so inscribed, her power had been unrivaled, and the good work had begun.

She had seen herself as untouchable since their profanities couldn’t affect her or anything within her sphere of authority.

She had been mistaken.

The treacherous, foolish ones had acted outside of her limited view—so tainted was reality with void and magic. They had found her distracted and acted against their own much-vaunted principles, leaving ‘innocents’ to die to delay her.

That showed their hypocrisy clearly enough.

Thus, when she had finished purifying this small settlement, she’d left the low walls to find that the settlement was all that remained.

Oh, how she’d railed against the bounds of existence, but reality could only add to or alter existence, it could not bend nor break it.

She shuddered at the thought of even considering such.

That was the domain of magic and the void.

Two sides of the same rotten fruit.

Re-al hesitated, then. Had she mixed that metaphor?

It didn’t really matter.

But her imprisoners had been fools yet again.

There was no shortage of reality within her little corner of existence.

She had refined and remade herself through her early imprisonment.

Re-al was now the most real being to ever exist.

Her inscriptions were beyond reproach, and unlike the cursed markings—made by precious metals and burned away with magic—her iron was eternal.

In her second millennium, she had recognized that this pinched-off portion of existence could not last.

She would either win free as reality reasserted itself to set her free, or they would have to come back to maintain the working.

In either case, she would be ready.

When they opened the door, she would teach them the reality of who was weak and who was an abomination.

She cackled as she worked on her preparations, her voice echoing throughout the cell which was her current reality.


Chapter: 37
Charcoal and Ash

Tala woke from her short sleep, a field of stars overhead, bracketed by winter-bare trees.

She truly loved how little she had to sleep in recent days. Even with the time doubled to allow Alat to remain cognizant at all times, Tala still required only about half the sleep she used to as a simple Mage.

It was somewhere in the middle of the night, and she didn’t much care exactly when. She was just content to enjoy the view.

There was a steady breeze from the east that caused the trees to sway pleasantly and the snow to swirl lazily around her.

She was splayed out on the snow, her magic-filled body not the least bit uncomfortable on the remnants of the powder.

Rane had gone inside a couple of hours after dinner, taking one of the guest rooms within Kit for the night.

In contrast, Terry had come out and was currently asleep, curled up on her sternum and lightly snoring.

She felt a smile pulling at her lips as the little avian vibrated her ribs.

It was an impressive feat, really, given how dense she was these days.

I wonder if some of his true mass is coming through via resonance? Or… wait. Does my being denser make vibration easier?

-Could be. Regardless, he seems really comfortable.-

Tala absently shifted one hand to rest on the little fluff ball, and Terry initially seemed to stiffen. Then, he relaxed further, almost seeming to flow to press more fully against her hand, causing Tala’s smile to grow.

“I’m glad you’re here, Terry.”

He let out a sleepy, low chirp without otherwise reacting.

Overhead, the stars were as clear as she’d ever seen them.

Part of that was the cool, clear crispness of the air overhead.

It being a cloudless night certainly helped as well, as did the lack of any nearby city lights.

She had always loved looking at the stars, though she didn’t do it very often of late. Even now, her mind was filled with more existential questions than the beauty of what she was looking at.

I do wonder if there are other humans out there.

-All things considered, it’s likely.-

Yeah, but I don’t just mean one, two, or even a handful of advanced Mages, wandering the empty eternity of the void.

-You wonder if there are humans out there, civilizations, peoples like us, but utterly unlike us. Those who look as we do but with motivations, lives, and hopes that would be entirely alien?-

Yeah… She sighed, her eyes gliding across the constellations.

Now that she was fully awake—and not planning on moving about anytime soon—she focused inward.

She directed her attention to the swirling eddies within her magic around her gate, the power tumbling and roiling as it came through from the world beyond.

With practiced control, she laced her will through that which was already hers.

Her magic was easily filled with her impetus, and she slowed the rate of flow, extending her authority into each new bit of power that came out.

She had never been able to extend any sort of control back through the gate. Any power she controlled—and even her authority and will, itself—eroded as it tried to cross that threshold, and those she’d talked with had told her that such was to be expected.

Even Paragons could not reach into the next world, and she was even more misaligned with existence, there, than a Paragon would be.

Still, that wasn’t her goal this night. She flexed her control to slow her inflow of power to a full stop.

It had taken her a while to get the hang of doing so, but it hadn’t been a very exciting process.

Now, she effectively cut off her body from new magics.

She still had plenty of power within herself. With the iron that wrapped her inscriptions and most of her body, she wasn’t in danger of having her power fully dispersed any time soon.

With the inner stillness, where usually there was a torrent, she was able to feel her gate like at no other time.

There was a resonance to it as if it was constantly emitting a long, pure tone.

That note was something that Tala felt drawn to intrinsically, and she had to smile at that as much as the sound itself.

Yes, I am drawn to the note of my soul.

-It is beautiful but incomplete.-

Yeah, like the first chord of a song on an eternal scale.

While that note was both calming and pleasing, Tala also felt an almost giddy anticipation for the next part of the song, and there was no doubt within her that the song would continue.

Master Selek had encouraged her to feel the resonance of her gate—of her soul—and to allow it to grow in power within her.

As she slowly stroked Terry’s small, sleeping form, Tala felt her soul resonating powerfully toward the little avian.

She’d quickly learned that the resonance was incredibly strong when she was focused on Flow, or her elk leathers, or any of her bloodstars. That made sense to her, because she was soulbound to each of those things.

The strong reaction with Terry was also mirrored by what she could see in her voidsight; she and Terry were heavily connected by threads of reality.

They were a flock. Partners. Friends.

I wonder if we’ll actually bond soon. She thought it would be soon in the scale of her life as it was now laid out before her, but she didn’t think it would be soon in the scale of weeks or even months.

That was alright. She wasn’t in a rush.

She and Terry had decades before they had to make a choice, and she suspected that it would only be a few years before they would bond.

A part of her felt some terror at the idea of letting such a connection form.

Terry was an almost unbelievably powerful predator even without being a truly magical creature. A bond with Tala, a connection to her soul, would force him to advance through almost four stages.

Truthfully, it probably wouldn’t be too much of a change in ability, but it would grant him the magical weight to overcome even the few beings who had been able to stop his teleportation in the past.

He would also most likely become much more resilient, as she knew that all arcanous and magical creatures had at least some power devoted toward that end, and if the bond went the way she hoped, he would become a true familiar to her, able to reform from her power if he were ever to be slain.

Though, that would take a lot of power, even if it does work. She hoped that it wouldn’t ever be necessary for that and so many other reasons besides.

Truthfully, she knew that bit of fear was one of the reasons it wasn’t time yet for them to bond.

Unless they fully trusted each other, bonding could break them.

It wasn’t like the bond gained through marriage. Such a naturally occurring connection could grow and mature with time, drawing the bonded pair into greater harmony as they grew in knowledge and understanding of one another.

A magically stimulated and facilitated bond was of a different kind altogether. If and when she bound Terry to herself, it would be her soul that was the power behind the connection.

The bond would be at full strength from the first moment, though they would have to figure out how to utilize all that the bond granted with time, study, and practice.

Terry would have a lot to process through, both with the greater level of sapience he was likely to achieve and the higher level of power.

It would be an experience very much like Refining, but with his memories being torn apart and rebuilt as well, rather than just his body.

She was afraid that the creature that came out the other side of that would not be her Terry.

That was yet another stumbling block to circumnavigate before they could bond.

But all of that was in the future, the near future to be sure but the future, nonetheless.

In the now, the stars overhead had moved quite a bit since she woke and began her musings upon her own soul.

As such, it wasn’t surprising when she heard Kit’s door swing open and Rane stepped out, his sandaled feet crunching on the crisp snow.

Tala pet Terry one last time, feeling a growing resonance within her soul, even as she released her hold and power cascaded through her gate once more.

“Good morning, Rane.”

“Good morning, Tala. Though, it’s still rather early, isn’t it?”

She sat up, Terry almost unconsciously flickering to her shoulder as she did so. “It is a bit, but we can get going whenever you’re ready. Breakfast won’t be ready until a bit after the sun rises.” Her eyes twinkled a little. “Mistress Petra is making you fried chicken for breakfast, I believe.”

Rane grinned. “You still have some of the meat attuned to my magics?”

She nodded.

“My goodness. I’ll savor every bite, then. You can’t have too much more.”

Tala was not going to disabuse him of that notion. “Regardless, did you sleep well?”

He nodded. “I did, thank you. Those rooms are rather convenient.”

“That they are.” She stood and stretched carefully. Terry was probably awake, but she didn’t want to disturb him more than necessary.

The eastern wind tugged at her hair, filling her nostrils with the scents of cold mountaintops.

Rane drew in a deep breath. His eye seemed to twitch at the smell, but he also seemed to enjoy it, regardless, “That is a lovely breeze.”

Tala smiled. “It is. It’s been rather steady from the east. There might be some weather coming in.”

“Could be.” He glanced back toward the short cliff on which Kit was still spread out.

“Right, let me get her.” Tala walked over and grabbed the edge of one window, pulling Kit from the cliff and into the form of a pouch that easily hung from her belt.

Rane was stretching when she turned back toward him. One particular twisting stretch sent a series of cracks racing up his back. “Ahh, that’s the key.”

She laughed. “Feel better?”

“Absolutely, let’s—” He cut off abruptly as the wind briefly—and for the first time in hours—came from the west in one brief gust, carrying with it the unmistakable smell of fresh charcoal and ash.

Terry lifted his head and looked to the west.

There were also what seemed to be the incredibly faint sounds of conflict, mixed with yips and howls. The earlier strong breeze had been carrying the sounds away in such a manner that even Tala’s enhanced hearing hadn’t picked anything up.

More than even that, though, Tala found a surprise. The magic carried on the wind was a mixed, chaotic jumble, easily identifiable as being from arcanous beasts and humans alike.

That shocked Tala as she’d never really been able to sense such a thing before. I still haven’t really flexed all areas of my magic since becoming Refined, have I…?

Now was hardly the time for ruminations, however.

She looked to Rane, and he nodded once. “Go. I’ll follow as close behind as I can.”

Without waiting for anything further, Tala took off at her best speed, leaving large circular depressions in the snow and underlying soil as she threw herself toward where she guessed the smell and magic had come from.

Terry flickered through the woods in a parallel track before squawking at her.

Tala opened Kit. “Get in! If we’re coming into a battle with humans on one side, I don’t want you being mistaken as an enemy.”

Terry squawked again and vanished.

The wind had, unhelpfully, shifted back to blow from the east, once again hiding all signs of a conflict.

-I’m querying the Caravanner’s Guild for the locations and make-up of their caravans in the area, but we don’t have instant access.-

Thank you, Alat.

Tala pulled to a stop, bunching her legs beneath her before enhancing her surface area scripts as well as her physical strength. At the last moment, she reduced her gravity to near zero even as she launched herself upward.

She shot high into the sky, arcing forward in the direction she believed the fire to be.

She had been off a bit to the north, but from her high vantage point, she could see the intermittent glow of massive fires.

Her mirrored perspective saw Rane below and behind her, looking in her direction.

She gestured overtly toward the fires, hoping he would see her, and by the direction of his next jump, he had.

Tala let her gravity return, and she plummeted back into the barren forest.

As soon as her feet touched down, she turned and sprinted straight toward the fire, Alat helping to ensure that she didn’t get turned around or even nudged off course by more frequent trees that she had to circumnavigate.

She thought she detected Rane traveling through the woods a bit to her left, but she didn’t take the time to be certain or to meet up with him.

Instead, she put on a burst of even more speed, using every trick she had, including feathering her weight and mass, and amplifying her various scripts at critical times.

She wanted to ignore her magical resonance, aside from holding her aura in the shape Master Grediv had taught her. Instead, she kept her speed slow enough to keep from making the situation worse for those she was going to help.

Alright. I am probably going into battle. I need to be armored up and ready.

Her two shields flew out of Kit, and three defensive discs lifted from their holster on the back of her belt, dodging the trees even more effectively than she did.

Her iron sealed the last opening, encasing Kit as well, and Tala focused her mind onto her mirrored perspectives.

White steel welled up and covered her head to toe overtop of the iron.

She hadn’t had time to repair her scale-mail hauberk, so that was out for whatever conflict awaited her.

This will have to do.

-I got a response and authorization. This is likely a caravan bound for Alefast, two hundred passengers, three Mage Protectors and a Dimensional Mage. No Archons, but two magelings are along for the trip with their masters. Sixty guardsmen. Large payload of trade goods. Twenty wagons with drivers.- Alat passed through a few more details, but Tala wasn’t focused on the particulars.

Regardless, she acknowledged the information gratefully even as she burst from the trees into the wide clearing and leapt almost straight up.

Iron spikes shot from her, embedding into the ground even as her aura rolled outward, using each spike as an anchor and multiplier to gain and control more territory.

She cut her own gravity as she reached the apex of her jump and hung there in the sky over the scorched caravan.

She brought one defensive disc to float beneath her feet in case some unknown assailant got close enough to strike. The other two circled above her head, watchful for dangers from above.

Her two repurposed Leshkin tower-shields hovered, one to each side, ready to close the four-foot gap between them if she felt she needed the added layer of defense.

But her mind wasn’t really on her own preparations; those were all but instinctive. Instead, she was doing her utmost to take in the situation as quickly as she could.

Three wagons were aflame, along with more than a dozen trees in the surroundings.

There were more than a hundred dead burn-wolves among the defensive ring of wheeled wood, and she caught hints of more slinking away into the darkness, seeming to already have been retreating when she arrived.

There were more than twenty wounded guards, and several of those on the ground were unmoving.

The three Mage Protectors were equidistant around the circle, each atop a wagon. One had her mageling at her side, but there was no sign of the Dimensional Mage or the other mageling.

Tala was careful to keep her aura away from every human she sensed, but she still blanketed the entire clearing in which the humans sheltered. Her iron spikes swept around the outside of the circle in a wave, carried and positioned by her will and her iron control of her aura. Each one drove into the ground with a puff of snow, spaced as close to three feet apart as she could manage in an arcing, staggered grid.

While many focused on her, it was obvious that at least some of the guards and one of the Mages were watching the iron spikes surround them.

There were no living wolves that she could see within the circle of wagons, so it seemed that the threat had been handled, though not without cost.

Even as she watched, guards and wagon drivers were putting out the three wagons despite the occasional hasty glance thrown her way.

I wish I had a way of putting those out, but I’d do more harm than good from up here. She would drop down soon enough and help how she could.

For the moment, however, Tala drifted slowly, her forward momentum not fully mitigated by her attempt to jump straight up.

The Mages had all oriented on her, and they were obviously in states of extreme stress.

One was swaying on his feet from overexertion, and the other two seemed to almost be trembling to Tala’s enhanced sight.

The mageling practically squeaked before hiding behind her master.

In that moment, Rane burst from the trees, staggering slightly as he entered her aura unexpectedly.

Tala purposely made allowance for him and the other magic-wielders, should they enter or wish to use their magic within, so it wasn’t a large burden on him. More than anything, it would have been like a blast of hot air when he’d been expecting a cool breeze.

Not damaging, but definitely startling.

Rane took in the scene almost as quickly as Tala had, then he looked up toward her. He had a tension across his features as he called up to her, “Tala. The threat is gone for the moment.”

She nodded, opening a slit for herself to speak. “That is my assessment.”

He hesitated, scratching the back of his head. “Come down, then? I think…” He lowered his voice until only she should be able to hear him. “I think you’re scaring them.”

Tala looked again at those whose eyes were locked onto her: Mage, mageling, and mundane.

The guards were clutching weapons with white knuckles.

Mages held their most potent spells ready to cast. She hadn’t really considered that before because they wouldn’t really be a threat to her, even if she weren’t sheathed in iron.

Oh…


Chapter: 38
The Pack

Tala’s metal sunk back into the dimensions of magic, revealing her to be the human she was.

Alat… I don’t actually know what to say, here…

Alat sighed. -Fine. Just speak the words I feed you.-

Thank you.

Tala filled her voice with power so that it would carry even as she spoke softly, calmly, “Peace, travelers. I am a Defender from Alefast and detected your struggle. We are here to help.”

That was… a bit flowery?

-They expect the powerful to be verbose. If you don’t like it, think of your own speech next time.-

Fair enough. Tala felt herself smile, Alat’s antics, yet again, relieving some of her stress.

A collective exhalation rippled through those present as quite a few seemed to actually recognize her from her few recorded clashes, now that she’d given them context in which to place her.

One of the Mages turned and expended her power at the burning wagons, a wave of ice extinguishing the blaze in a moment.

The clearing was still cast in a ruddy light from the burning trees that surrounded the caravan, but none were close enough to be a threat. The forest, as a whole, did not seem in danger of catching fire, so that could be addressed later, if it didn’t sort itself out.

Several guards collapsed from exhaustion and released tension, even as Tala returned her gravity to normal and dropped to the ground.

Her shields were taller than she was, and she drew them in to protect her from behind like a hinged open circle of defense, leaving her discs to float overhead in a defensive pattern against potential attacks from above.

Rane chuckled, shaking his head. “Well, that’s one way to make an entrance.” He looked at the iron spikes in the ground nearest him. “Do you want us to pull those?”

She shook her head. “No. I can get them when needed, but I think we’ll be giving them a rest for the remainder of the night, and my spikes will make that prospect easier.”

Rane nodded slowly in agreement.

Tala took in the corpses of the wolves, and the injured guards, and gave Rane a careful look. “Are you going to be alright?”

Rane stiffened slightly. He had been taught the importance of taking the defense of others upon himself when he was quite young, and that lesson had cost the lives of a family that he’d been sent to protect. They had died to burn wolves. “I forgot that you knew that story.”

“At least a part of it.”

He looked down, closing his eyes for a moment before nodding and turning his eyes onto her. “I will be alright.” He smiled kindly, then. “Thank you.”

She felt a smile grow across her face in return. “Of course.”

One of the Mage Protectors, not the one with a mageling, had climbed hurriedly down and was quickly walking their way.

Tala smiled. “Shall we introduce ourselves?”

Rane shrugged. “Sure, but I think our first impressions are already well and truly taken care of.”

She only hesitated for a moment before nodding. “Yeah… I may have gone a bit overboard.”

He chuckled in return. “I think it will be fine.”

Together, they turned and waited patiently in the snow, outside the circle of wagons, as that one Mage Protector quickly strode over their way.

As she waited, she moved her bloodstars outward and upward to keep full watch on the situation.

She could somewhat see when things entered her aura, but it wasn’t the same as true perception. Instead, it was more akin to feeling a needle trailing along the back of her arm. Sure, she knew something was there, but she couldn’t have said exactly where or exactly what.

Master Akra had said that it could be more detailed, but that was the work of centuries of practice.

She had, of course, started the training, but she had yet to see any results, as expected.

Her focus was pulled back when the Mage stopped a few paces away. He bowed deeply to Tala, then to Rane, though he still seemed on edge. “Mistress Tala, Master…?”

“Rane,” Rane offered.

“Master Rane. Thank you for coming to our aid. We have endured four waves of burn wolves. I have never seen them this agitated before, but this seems like the work of several of the large packs working in concert.”

The large packs generally survived off the massive herds of thunder bulls and didn’t come into this smaller plain nestled within the mountains between Bandfast and Alefast, Waning.

“We fear that we won’t survive a fifth wave, if they return.”

Tala exchanged a look with Rane, who shrugged. She smiled as she looked back to the Mage. “I apologize, I didn’t get your name.”

“Oh! Cardav, Mistress Tala.”

“Well, Master Cardav, we’d be honored to offer our protection for the remainder of the night. That should let you all get some much-needed rest.”

Master Cardav nodded, pulling out an Archive slate. “That is an incredibly kind offer, Mistress, and I mean no offense, but would you mind confirming your identity?”

-It is protocol.-

Really?

-Yeah.-

Huh. I suppose that makes sense. I suppose Mistress Odera handled that in the past.

-She did.-

Tala smiled, reaching out and pressing her thumb to the slate before allowing it a look at her magic and aura.

There was a soft chime, and the slate turned green.

Master Cardav visibly relaxed, and the few guards nearby did as well, sheathing weapons that had still been drawn.

-Some wolves are approaching the eastern side… here.- Tala immediately saw where the three were coming from and where she was in relation to them.

Subtle reassurance or the hammer?

-You outweigh the beastie. We can’t do a full crush without burning a ring, but we can get the same effect in a few seconds, with focus. We could be showy, if that’s what you want.-

Tala thought for a moment, then grimaced, causing Master Cardav to hesitate. No. No showing off.

She smiled at the clearly battle-stressed Mage. “My apologies, one moment.”

Tala focused, and when the lead wolf tentatively crossed into her aura, she used her aura to jerk the nearest iron spike out, shifted Flow’s cutting magics to the leading edge of the spike, and drove it up under the wolf’s jaw and into its brain.

The action was so quick, the affected wolf didn’t even have the time to whimper.

The other two wolves—who had been a bit behind—yelped, leaping backward.

The wolves’ yelps were heard through the whole caravan, causing weapons to come free of scabbards and hangers.

Master Cardav’s eyes widened, and he started to turn, but Tala held up her hand, returning her focus to the man before her. “I apologize for the disturbance, but I needed to send a message. I do believe it has been received, though.”

She could feel the entirety of the lead burn wolf’s iron come under her sway as it died by her action, and she pulled it from the thing’s body.

She retracted her iron spike as well, reshaping it and replacing it in its place in the earth.

To be sure the wolves understood the new way of things, she purposely thickened and saturated the external edge of her aura, effectively making a sort of shell. In doing so, she once again leaned on the teachings of Master Akra to so modulate her aura.

The Mages in the caravan sensed something change, but they likely wouldn’t actually know what it was.

Rane cleared his throat. “Master Cardav, how about I meet with you and the other Protectors while Mistress Tala ensures our safety?”

The man nodded emphatically and allowed Rane to lead him away.

Tala almost opened Kit to ask if Terry wanted to hunt some wolves, but then she realized that he’d be disadvantaged against enemies who radiated heat and whose very flesh and blood could burn non-flame-aspected enemies.

I really need to improve Terry’s survivability.

-Well, it was implied that him bonding with you could make him immortal, at least as long as you stayed alive.-

Tala frowned for a brief instant. They did say ‘possibly.’ I really don’t want to rely on that, even if it is possible.

-But worth looking into?-

Absolutely.

-Oh… What?-

Tala immediately saw it, too, and she launched herself about a quarter of the way around the circumference of the caravan to slide to a stop within her own aura.

As she sent up a plume of snow, she locked eyes with a pair of massive eyes.

A wolf of extreme proportions was crouched in the dark of the trees, a hundred feet back into the woods.

It was not a burn wolf.

It also, somehow, for some reason, didn’t immediately attack Tala.

Tala’s various sights took in the creature’s aura.

Where human auras—and even arcane—were manifestations of their advancement with hints of their specific magic, this beast seemed to have that relationship reversed.

She could see it was a maelstrom of magics, tightly controlled around its physical body, and she thought she could detect the smallest hint of a yellow-level advancement… maybe.

On a hunch, she opened her pouch. “Terry.”

He didn’t come out immediately, but something told her that he heard her call and that he was listening.

The ground vibrated, the trees swayed, and snow puffed up as a voice filled the air.

“A human with bite.” There was a deep rumbling growl along with the word ‘bite.’ “How interesting.”

Tala heard Rane’s gasp, and he sprinted her way. Tala didn’t back down, but she also didn’t attack, not yet. “Why have you attacked these humans?”

“I was”—the great wolf growled deeply, almost as if taking the time to choose the right word—“testing these packs. The others of your kind were sufficient to test my weak brethren without breaking the teeth of the packs.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Many wolves died.”

“The weak.” It almost seemed like the wolf shrugged. “The weak always die.”

Rane slid to a stop beside Tala. To her surprise, he gave a shallow bow toward the wolf. “Chosen of Anatalis, greetings. For what reason have you left your Alpha’s northern holds?”

Anatalis? The wolf of myth?

-As the Leshkin are the ‘mythic demons’ of the southern wood?-

Oh… yeah…

The wolf gave a pleased rumble. “Ahh, you know the Alpha.”

“I have not known his scent, but I have heard of his deeds.”

There was a rumbling, rolling growl that shook some of the little remaining snow free from the nearby trees. It took Tala a moment to realize that the sound was laughter. “Had you known his scent, he would know your taste, pup.”

Rane bared his teeth in a purposely rictus smile. “The honor of the Pack has grown sparse, if one such as he would attack a pup.”

Tala was surprised at Rane’s tact, but he clearly had some understanding of what was going on, so she let him take the lead.

The wolf growled, seeming more angry. “You doubt the Pack’s honor?”

He shook his head once. “I merely trust your words.”

The growling cut off, and the wolf tilted its head to one side. “As you say.” The head dipped in what seemed to be an approximation of a bow. “I spoke in haste and without thought. Will you interfere with my trial?”

No apologies, I suppose.

-Well, it admitted fault, which is more than I’d have expected.-

That’s fair.

Rane was still focused on the wolf, even if he didn’t directly answer its question. “Does your trial require assaulting this caravan?”

Once again, the wolf paused. Finally, it stood, its eyes rising to nearly half again Tala’s height. “I suppose it does not. No.”

Rane nodded, seemingly carefully keeping his lips over his teeth. “Then we have no need to interfere.”

The wolf chuffed with a softer laugh. “Find me when your fangs are properly sharpened, little pup. Maybe you and your packmate will be a fun challenge.”

Without another rumbling word, the wolf turned and withdrew on huge, silent paws.

Rane leaned over to Tala. “Did you get a good look at its aura?”

Tala felt herself nodding. Alat had been doing her best to analyze what they were seeing throughout the short exchange. “I think… her aura? We’re still parsing what I sensed.”

He nodded. “Good. If we run into her again, she will expect us to recognize her.”

Tala frowned. “She didn’t give us her name.”

He shook his head, smiling. “She won’t have one, not in the way you and I do. Her aura is effectively her name. It is unique, and the only thing that can truly encapsulate a member of The Pack. Aside from the Alpha, they don’t need to refer to each other when apart, so our type of name isn’t useful.”

Tala turned to regard him. “Do you want to explain what this was?”

Rane nodded. “I should start the explanation with the Mages as well. There shouldn’t be further trouble from wolves tonight, but we should keep a careful eye out.”

“Oh, I will.” With the immediate threat seemingly dealt with, her shields and discs returned to their respective holsters and storage locations.

Keep a close eye out?

-Oh, I will.-

A few minutes later, Tala, Rane, the three Mage Protectors, and a singular mageling sat in a circle at one of the caravan’s travel tables.

Tala felt a bit nostalgic taking that seat, even more so when Terry flickered to her shoulder from the still-open pouch at her waist and headbutted her cheek in a way that made her instantly aware that he wanted jerky.

Tala obliged.

Rane cleared his throat, garnering everyone’s attention, “So, your caravan was attacked as part of a test.”

The three Mage Protectors exchanged looks, but it was the mageling, surprisingly, who spoke up, her overawe seemingly helping her overcome both the difference in advancement and any social awkwardness, “Why would wolves want to test us?”

Rane shook his head. “I apologize; I should have been more clear. The test was for the wolves, though I suspect that humanity was being tested as well. We are cycling up into the northern woods, and that always puts pressure on the wolves of the northern forest and plains. The”—he gave Tala a meaningful glance, emphasizing that he was leaving some things out—“leader of those wolves has no enmity for humanity, but he also has no love for us. You should report this when you reach your destination. Please give as much detail as you can. I apologize, but there really isn’t much more that I can tell you.”

The Mages shared more looks but nodded, giving shallow bows toward Rane and Tala. “Thank you for your assistance.”

Tala smiled. “Of course. You all should rest in order to be at full strength tomorrow.”

They thanked her and bid them goodnight.

Once they were gone, Tala formed an iron spike and drove it through one of the benches, shattering a working that had been crafted and left behind within the material. It had been subtly done, for a Mage, but it had been incredibly obvious to Tala.

They had been a bit foolish to assume that they could get away with listening in.

Still… She frowned. If she were going to listen in on those more advanced than she, she would do something obvious so that a more subtle attempt would be overlooked.

Tala took a moment to roll iron across the table and surroundings, feeling the subtle pop of three other workings being overcome.

Even after feeling them break, she couldn’t tell exactly where or how they had been hidden.

She shook her head, smiling ruefully. I’m getting a bit too arrogant in my advancement.

-Still, you caught yourself.-

Thanks, Alat.

Tala turned to Rane, whispering so softly he would barely be able to hear. “So?”

He nodded, responding in kind. Though, in his case, it was even more softly as her hearing outstripped his by quite a margin. “Anatalis is believed to be a god-beast, or near enough, though Master Grediv always implied that humanity is unsure what type of advancement he followed. He seems far too wide ranging to be a traditional magical god-beast, not to mention his ability to be peaceful toward humans.”

“And what of his pack?”

“It’s more than just his pack. All wolves are influenced by him. He somehow has a tie to all wolves that makes them less instantly aggressive toward humanity. More than that, his direct pack, which humanity has estimated numbers in the hundreds, is all bound to him somehow. Killing one of them is like killing a magical beast, but they come back at their Alpha’s side rather than on a piece of land. They come back as they were, with full memory of the encounter that killed them, and with no long-lasting harm done.”

“Like the Leshkin?”

“Yes and no. The Leshkin aren’t sapient for the most part. The Pack is. The most we accomplish when we clash with a member of the Pack is to teach them our tricks and strategies before delivering that information directly to their leader.”

Tala grunted. “That’s… Huh.”

“We have an agreement with Anatalis. We can build our cities in the forest to our north each cycle, and wolves can hunt throughout human-controlled lands, even if not on our farmland or in our cities. All things considered, they get access to—and use of—more land than we do from the deal.”

She cocked her head to one side before nodding. “I wouldn’t have thought about it in that way, but I suppose it makes sense. So, we don’t have another war to worry about?”

“No, that would be in the common mythos and history if so. Everyone has some idea of the Leshkin Wars from history lessons, if nothing else. For Anatalis? The mundanes have myths of giant wolves guarding babies in the wilderness, of lending their cousins—dogs—to humanity because they didn’t trust we could watch out for ourselves. Stories like that. In truth, from what Master Grediv implied, I don’t think that we’ve ever truly clashed with the Pack.”

“So…? What of this?” She gestured around her. “Wolves attacked humans. Is this a change?”

Rane shook his head. “Not from the stories Master Grediv told. Anatalis has a fierce belief in culling the weak. There are occasional clashes like this, where his true warriors watch from the shadows, but those skirmishes are to keep the lesser wolves culled of weaklings and to test us; I suspect the latter at least. Master Grediv was always hesitant to confirm that for me.” He smiled. “Though, now, he might be willing to answer more questions. We have two cities under construction in the northern forest, and Alefast, the new one, is complete at its southern edge. The wolves are factors in humanity’s future once again.”


Chapter: 39
Contemplations and Suggestions

Tala sat in the middle of the wagon circle, contemplating the fickleness of memory, even a perfect memory.

She could remember anything that she wanted to, but that didn’t actually mean that she constantly had her every experience sitting in her mind, actively known to her.

This time, she had ‘forgotten’ one of the hallmarks of being with a caravan.

It was rather boring.

Virtually anything that she could do to use her time more effectively would reduce her ability to be on watch for the caravan, so she was stuck where she was, doing very little.

To be fair, it was the best-case scenario, and she was grateful on behalf of those she was watching over that things were boring. After all, if it wasn’t boring, people would likely be getting hurt or dying.

As Tala took overwatch for the caravan, she saw the guards tending to their wounded. One of the Mage Protectors was working to magically heal in the most extreme case, while most of the wounds were tended by poultices, bandages, and good old-fashioned first aid.

Everyone being worked on survived, blessedly.

From all of the waves of wolf attacks, the caravan had only lost one guardsman, and he had already been dead before she and Rane had arrived.

It was unpleasant, but far, far fewer died than she had feared. This group of guards was apparently an even more experienced set than usual, due to the somewhat larger size of this caravan.

As a consequence, it was unlikely that any of those that Tala had trained with were among them, and none stepped forward, so that settled that potential.

While the guards and Mages cleaned up and dealt with the battle’s aftermath, Rane had offered what help he could give while Tala maintained her ‘vigilance’ outward.

She’d initially gone to offer help, but Rane had quietly reminded her that having her seen as watching over the caravan would offer more to the guards and Mages than just an extra set of hands.

He knew that she could do both, but trying to get the guards and Mages to understand that would have been more trouble than it was worth. Worse, even if they succeeded, an air of uncertainty would have remained, regardless.

Thus, Tala had reluctantly agreed with his assessment, though doing so brought a smile to her lips.

She could still remember the awkward young man who had joined her caravan back from Alefast what seemed like a lifetime ago. He had had the training to make these types of decisions, but he had been hesitant to take the lead or make his voice heard.

Well, no… he was granted leadership almost immediately, but he didn’t handle it as gracefully as he could have. He didn’t word things that well and put his foot in his mouth as often as not.

-That’s the truth.-

“Umm… excuse me, Mistress Tala?” The mageling—the girl who had been standing beside one of the Mage Protectors—was slowly approaching. She bowed when Tala turned her way.

“Yes?” Tala didn’t know what the girl wanted, but she didn’t much mind. It was something more interesting than standing around, reading fictitious books.

-You do that all the time.-

No, I read books while exercising, or stretching, or walking, or—

-Yeah, fine. I get what you mean.-

“Greetings. I am Narci. I…” The girl colored slightly. “I don’t know if you remember me, but I was a year behind you at the Academy.”

Tala frowned. Alat?

-Hey, I wasn’t around back then. Let me see… Let me see… Let me… Oh! There she is. Wow… You saw her… maybe four times? Your memories aren’t perfect from then, so there are some blurry people that could also have been her. Why does she think you’d remember her? You don’t even have her name in here. I’m glad she said it.-

Tala nodded slowly, making the frown that had grown across her features seem less like displeasure and more like consideration. “I do think that we crossed paths every so often. Good to see you again, Narci.”

She tried not to feel awkward at the forced social nicety. There was comfort in the fact that the words weren’t actually a lie. It was good to see her, as the other option would have been that the girl was killed before Tala arrived, and it was nice that that hadn’t happened.

-Yeah, tell yourself that. Such twists in logic are great for your moral character.-

Hey, I’m trying to be kind here.

Narci had brightened at Tala’s words. “I’m so glad! I know that we barely saw each other; I’m flattered that you remember me at all.”

Tala almost said that it wasn’t that surprising given that she remembered everything, even the smallest detail. Blessedly, Tala stopped herself, realizing at the last moment how insulting that would sound. Instead, she simply smiled and waited, putting on a patiently expectant look.

“Oh! Oh, right. I’m sorry, Mistress. I was wondering…” She looked down and away. “Would you have any advice on advancement? I was only a year behind you, but I’m still a mageling and you’re… well, I saw one of your fights for Alefast!” She lifted her eyes, excitement suddenly pouring off of her. “And how you came to our defense, here?”

The girl laughed, now looking up to the stars with obvious glee.

“I want to raise my magics to your level… or at least closer.” The girl seemed to return to the moment and feel some awkwardness once again at the end.

Tala quirked her pursed lips to the side in thought. “Honestly, I would suggest that you do as your master says, and follow the process.”

Narci looked toward Tala with a frown. “But… that’s not what you did… right?”

“Oh, no.” Tala chuckled. “But you don’t ask the winner of a coin toss how they achieved victory, and when a loss on such a gamble means death, it is probably better not to play.”

The mageling seemed genuinely confused. “But… everything I could find about you shows you going around the well-established systems, finding your own way, and flouting the means by which things have been done in the past.”

Tala felt her cheeks heat. “Well…” She cleared her throat. “Some of that was entirely unintentional. While my path has been exceptionally quick, much of that was out of my control, and even that which I did control… I haven’t always been the wisest in my choices.”

It was Tala’s turn to look away in awkwardness. Narci seemed stunned into silence.

“Many of the dangers I avoided, I had been unknowingly preparing for, long before I knew I needed to. Some of that was the wise people around me pushing me in the right directions as appropriate, which is one reason that I suggest listening to your master. More than anything, my magic being bent almost exclusively around defense in the beginning was the largest factor in my survival. That singular fact protected me from many of the repercussions of my unwise choices.” Tala nodded to herself, looking back to Narci. “That I can recommend. If your magics can be bent toward defense, do so.”

Narci was nodding hesitantly, almost to herself. “I am an ice Mage… Material Creator.” She laughed once, nervously. “It’s why I sought out Mistress Untriti. It’s said she knows how to conjure more than a hundred kinds of snow. Snow! Can you believe it?” She chuckled more fully. “And ice? That’s her focus.” She shook her head. “She can create uncounted kinds of ice, each specialized for a unique purpose.”

“That’s… fascinating.” Tala didn’t really know why the girl was telling her all of this, but it did keep Tala from having to just stand around so…

Narci colored. “Right! Well, she’s been suggesting that I bend some of my magics toward learning how to conjure discs of ice with perfect accuracy to either interpose directly in the way of incoming attacks or to deflect them…”

Tala smiled, taking a guess. “But you’ve resisted?”

The mageling nodded sheepishly.

“Well, I would recommend you do as your master says.” Tala’s smile turned into a broad grin, as she knew that to be a mirror of what she’d started the conversation saying.

Narci smiled at the words as well, clearly understanding what Tala had done. The mageling bowed. “Thank you, Mistress Tala. I appreciate that you took your time to offer instruction that should have been obvious to me. I will listen to my master and look toward survival. I can only advance if I survive.”

Tala held up one finger. “And you can only continue to protect and serve others if you survive. There is a place for noble sacrifice”—her eyes drifted toward the guards, now finishing up their work—“but if you can survive to fight another day without letting your charges down, that should be your goal.”

Narci bowed again. “Thank you for giving me some of your time and for the advice.”

Tala shrugged. “I was happy to give it.”

Narci turned and scurried back to her wagon, likely hoping to grab a bit more sleep before the morning arrived.

As Tala watched the girl go, her eyes fell on Rane.

She’d noticed him nearby before, but she hadn’t really focused on him until that moment. Now that she was looking at him, however, she couldn’t help but notice the look of utter disbelief that was painting his features.

His mouth was even slightly ajar.

Tala frowned. “What?”

***

Tala and Rane bid the caravan goodbye once the wagons were ready to depart.

Clouds had rolled in through the early hours, and it was barely starting to snow.

Tala had stood overwatch while the mundanes awoke, were reassured and fed, and were ushered back into their wagons.

The Dimensional Mage was apparently skilled enough that the passenger wagons all had extensive isolation scripts, allowing those same passengers to have passed the whole night undisturbed despite the rather raucous danger the caravan had been in.

The Dimensional Mage had noticed Tala’s presence, with a bow, but otherwise, he and his apprentice hadn’t even strayed out of their wagon long enough to get food, instead sending a servant to get that for them.

Huh… I suppose that was what was expected of me as a Dimensional Mage…

-That would have been laughably easy… Why didn’t you want a wagon and a servant?-

I had debts to pay off, and I wanted to actually experience the Wilds.

-Right, right. How did that work out for you?-

Tala glowered internally, and Alat gave her a mental hug.

-Hey, I think it’s worked out pretty well.-

Tala mentally grumbled, but a smile was still tugging at her lips.

Rane glanced her way as the wagons were rolling out of sight. He smiled, cocking his head to one side. “What has you in such a good mood?”

“Just thinking back on our time in various caravans.”

He grunted, but his smile grew. “Yeah, those were strange times. I have to say that working a caravan was nothing like what Master Grediv promised.”

“Oh?” Tala turned toward him.

“Yeah. I even confronted him about it a couple of times.”

“What did he say?” She was actually curious.

“At first, he just rolled his eyes, as he usually does when I challenge him on something he believes is obvious. Regardless, when I persisted, he challenged me to go hear stories from other Mages who had worked the caravans.”

“And?”

“And… his accounting, advice, and forewarnings were correct. It was our caravan that was strange.” He flicked his eyes to her and then away, his smile taking on a teasing lilt.

Tala narrowed her eyes. “You mean that I was strange.”

He looked at her with visible confusion. “‘Was?’”

Tala grimaced, but then they both laughed, and she shook her head. “I walked right into that, didn’t I?”

“Just a bit.”

She gave him a longer than usual look before reaching out to brush some of the newly falling snow off his shoulder. “When did you find your feet?”

It was an awkwardly worded question, but he seemed to understand her meaning, and he shrugged. “I… went on sort of a journey after you vanished. I had to interact with a lot of people before I even knew where I wanted to go.” He shrugged. “I had to grow up in ways I didn’t even realize I was still acting the child. I had to get over my awkwardness… at least the best that I could.”

He smiled, a bit of his awkwardness showing through. Tala smiled in return. “Huh.”

A moment later, she turned toward Bandfast, helped by Alat’s easy identification of the landmarks.

She shook herself, freeing a little snow from her shoulders. “Shall we?”

Rane nodded once. “Absolutely. After you.”

***

They took a leisurely pace through the wilds, allowing both of them to practice techniques that were harder to utilize within a training room or a city.

Rane practiced purposefully bouncing from tree to tree, using his magics to redirect his kinetic energy from each platform without actually harming the trunks or disturbing the snow that perched on the branches.

He said that he was trying to be able to simply add kinetic energy onto himself at will, but he was still having trouble getting over the mental block of needing ‘something to push off.’ He even knew that he wasn’t actually pushing off the various ‘somethings,’ but it was still a block.

Regardless, it was entertaining to watch the massive man zigzagging through the trees. As the land rose and fell, if he didn’t adjust his movement perfectly, he would occasionally have to slap the ground to gain height or the underside of a branch to drop lower.

Additionally, he had to spin and twist in the air to position his body to move past obstacles, making it look like nothing so much as a man running an obstacle course, without the need for running.

Tala focused on… her sight.

The main reason she had trouble practicing her sight in a training room or even in the city was that to explore it properly, she needed variance and the ability to focus mainly inward.

She knew that she needed to shift her mental model for her magesight, specifically, but she simply lacked enough understanding to do so properly.

Training rooms lacked the variance, and the city required her attention being directed outward to one degree or another.

Jogging through the countryside was a near perfect setting for this type of practice.

She was very frustrated at how she had so much trouble truly combining her mundane vision with magesight and voidsight. It was as if something about the visions didn’t want to work together.

She’d been overlaying her mundane vision with either voidsight or magesight for so long that interpreting the overlay was almost second nature. Unfortunately, that way of doing things actually hid details that her mundane sight should easily be able to see, as the bright highlights of her magesight made it much harder to notice minute, mundane details.

Similarly, voidsight was overtop her mundane sight, so if she was using all three through the same perception, there was even more interference, and it was maddening.

She didn’t want to have to vary what her bloodstar-based, mirrored perceptions were showing. She wanted each of them to show her everything, all the time.

She even knew it was possible, because there were other versions of magesight that were a greater melding of magesight with normal vision, but they tended to lose detail and complexity on the magical side, so Tala had opted for the version that she had always used.

But that was not the crux of the issue. She needed to reframe her magesight so that it could fit more cleanly in with her mundane vision and voidsight.

She might need to alter how she saw with her voidsight as well, but that was a much rawer ability, coming from her soulbonds rather than from scripts. Thus, it was much more naturally accurate and complete than something constructed could hope to be at the start.

Thus, she was focusing on her magesight.

-We need a way of conceptualizing the heights and depths of the dimension of magic, without reusing the words height, depth, width, breadth, and the like.-

That would be lovely, but where are we going to get the right words for it? Like you say, unless we can conceptualize it, how can we force my mind or magic to parse it correctly?

-Yeah, we have near and far, but what’s the word for something near or far, magically speaking, while in the same physical space?-

I have no idea… And that was a core reason why she couldn’t see anything not magically in line with the physical world. It was a limitation she had never even considered, but after Master Grediv explained the City Stones, she realized how obvious it should have been.

Well, it should have been obvious if she could have seen into the dimensions of magic, but she couldn’t.

Yes, Tala, if I didn’t have the limitation that I have, it would have been obvious that the limitation I have was limiting.

-Yeah… that was confusing even to me, and I’m in your head… and I am you.-

Tala shook her head and sighed, returning to her contemplations.

She had gotten by so far because she could vaguely sense things that were within the dimensions of magic, and only those that were also physically close to her or those that radiated so much power their effects reached through the intervening space across the magical dimension until they were close enough to her that she could sense them.

It was effectively like feeling her way in the dark, instead of being able to see.

That was utterly unacceptable.

It was unacceptable because she was leaving herself blind to a whole scope of existence. More than that, the hints that Master Grediv and other Paragons had dropped implied that a better understanding of the dimension of magic—and the ability to view her own soul within that framework—would be a key aid in her advancement.

-I still like the words that I suggested, and once we have words for the concepts, we can begin stretching our various ‘sights’ to convey those ideas.-

Tala groused slightly, even as she ran across the snowy landscape. Fine. Let’s hear them again.

Alat projected a contented smile. -Superficial for magic that is at zero on the axis, or central point, for the magic dimension.-

That does make sense, I suppose.

-Other than that starting place, we can just use anatomical terms. Posterior for ‘away.’ Superior, for ‘up.’ Inferior for ‘down.’-

I still think that superior and inferior will be confusing. She thought for a moment.

-Stay on task, Tala. We need ‘up’ and ‘down’ in the magical dimension. I’ve put forward my ideas. What do you think?-

I’m not sure. Tala bit her lip, even as she jumped off the top of a low hill, lowering her effective gravity to drift farther.

-Still thinking of anatomy terms, we could always use cranial and caudal? Those are less universal terms, but they convey the same thing.-

Cranial for toward the head, caudal for toward the tail… Tala grimaced at the inaccuracy of those.

-Or down,- Alat offered hopefully.

Yeah, I know that’s how you want to use it… Let me think about it. Alright?

-Sure, sure. It was just a suggestion. We just can’t progress easily without codifying a way of thinking about this.-

Tala knew she was right, even though she was making some progress without having words picked out. We could always use sacred and profane for up and down.

-We could, but I feel like we’d be tainting our mindset before we even started with those words.-

Tala sighed, vaulting over a downed log. Yeah.

She settled in to consider further as she and Rane continued their measured excursion through the Wilds.

As she considered, she found her mind drifting toward her friends every so often, and as frustrated as she was with her current block, she was excited that she was getting time to spend with those she cared for.


Chapter: 40
See the World

Tala had, after a few hours of consideration, finally decided to simply go with Alat’s suggestions for the present moment, mainly because it was easy enough to change her words for things once she had a good understanding, and she really needed to start building up her mental ability to actually process the concepts.

Alright, in the dimensions of magic, if it is perfectly aligned with the physical world, it is superficial magic. Beyond that, I will refer to the ‘directionality’ as cranial and caudal.

Regardless, as soon as she’d codified and agreed to the descriptors, it was as if something clicked in her own mind, and she knew her words would need to be changed.

She slid to a stop, struggling not to fall on her face with the sudden shift in her vision.

The world around her seemed to bend and distort as her mind continued to try to twist itself to align with her new mental model.

Tala fell to her knees, retching. As usual, her inscriptions prevented her from actually disgorging anything from her stomach.

-Oh… that is… that is really unpleasant.- Alat was feeling the dissonance as well.

It was worse than simply a twisting distortion of her vision and her mind’s interpretation of it. The means of thinking was rippling backward through her memories, not changing what she saw in those memories—it wouldn’t give her new information—but altering her memory of the visualizations to match her new grasp.

Primary among that remodeling was what she had been thinking of as magical depth and was now being reframed as being cranial or caudal.

To her eyes, all magic began to look… sentient, as if every spellworking, every bit of power, was a creature in its own right, moving across the world or through her own body.

She nearly gagged, momentarily horrified that this was a reality that she’d just never perceived.

Though… is this just because of my mental model? Is there more that I cannot see simply because of my chosen means of perception? My mental model?

That way lay madness, so she decided to simply let it lie for now.

Tala groaned, holding her head for a moment before replacing her hands on the ground for support.

Rane landed beside her. “Tala! What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

She waved at him and managed to grunt out. “Shift of mental model; it’s uncomfortable, but not truly damaging.”

He seemed to hesitate, but then he nodded. “I’ll stand watch. Focus on what you need to do.”

It was her turn to hesitate, but then she felt a wave of relief.

That would actually really help.

Without saying another word, she let her aspect mirrored perspectives vanish, focusing solely on her remodeling sights.

With her full focus on the issue, she quickly came to realize that ‘cranial’ and ‘caudal’ simply wouldn’t map onto what she could see, and that was causing dissonance of the highest level.

The words are wrong for what I’m seeing, and trying to force it is causing a hallucinogenic effect.

Alat groaned along with her. -It’s like we decided a pebble was a ‘big rock’ and now we have seen a mountain.-

There simply was no head or tail of magic, and so her knowledge of the biological uses for those terms was breaking this mental model even as it tried to form, and thus, it was breaking her as she tried to force it.

I reject those terms.

At the mental pronouncement, the figments and distortions of what she was seeing vanished as quickly as a mirage in the desert.

Unfortunately, she was left with quite a problem.

Her entire ethos for her magesight was in flux, and so she was reconsidering everything.

She had to start somewhere and work her way through what her magesight presented to her.

Alright, the feature that we’ve thought of as flavor or the specific source before: Do we need to reconsider that? What to call it? Flavor doesn’t really feel exactly right. For me, my magical ‘flavor’ matches my gate, which has a tone that I’m just beginning to understand. So, frequency?

That way of thinking resonated with her, especially because she already knew that frequency was usable in all sorts of situations.

Alright, that could work. Now, quality of power, or advancement of the source, I’ve always seen it as a color, so… wavelength?

An odd, painful buzzing filled her mind, and she immediately rejected that. Right, wavelength and frequency are not independently variable.

She growled. She was bending her entire mind toward finding the right model. She had started to change her way of thinking, and her magics would break if she didn’t settle on something. Blessedly, her increased attention and focus was starting to show fruits. Alright, then alignment for ‘flavor.’

She knew that she was still suffering from a bad mental model, and she was trying to build a better one while using her current misunderstandings, but she pressed onward.

Even so, considering the concept of alignment brought some clarity.

While color is helpful—and I don’t want to lose that—what’s often most important in the moment is how the quality relates to my own power… She grimaced.

Alat started laughing. -It does make sense.-

Tala groused for a moment but then agreed. For power we will use superior or inferior, in relation to my own quality of power.

Her mental model pulled together more tightly, more coherently.

Finally, up and down in the magical dimension—the whole point of this reframing and what we failed to label cranial or caudal…

Tala growled, her head beginning to hurt.

We first really learned about the extent of this via City Stones, and they are ‘deep’ along this axis, so… stoneward?

-That makes sense to me.-

What about the other direction?

They both considered, but it was Alat who came up with the first reasonable idea. -Starward?-

Fine. Starward and stoneward, with zero on this axis being ‘superficial.’

A resonant tone rang through her mind, and she recognized it as being the current tone of her own soul, her gate. She was close.

She gasped, and the world opened before her.

The ground between her hands was magically saturated at a superficial level, with neutral power, inferior to hers in quality.

Her thoughts ground to a halt.

How could she consider the ‘alignment’ of magic, if the most prevalent form wasn’t aligned at all, yet still worked as if it was aligned with everything at once?

She started to panic, but together, she and Alat reassessed.

Oh… that’s really silly.

-But it would work.-

And so, they conceptualized the alignment of magic as being a shape the power was solidified into, while neutral was a liquid, unset so it could flow through any opening, regardless of the convoluted nature of the opening in question.

-Better yet, it fits the ‘alignment’ mental model.-

Tala knew that she was losing clarity by settling on such a solution, but she needed to find something or her natural magics would begin to degrade. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too much of a loss.

Alright, we’ll take what we can get. What I can see with my magesight can be broken down as follows. Alat, your help?

-Starward, superficial, stoneward for up, zero, down through the dimension of magic.-

Superior, equal, inferior for how the quality relates to that of our own power. Non-comparatively, this is also the color for the advancement of a Mage, arcane, or bit of magic.

-We can also detect the amount of power, the amount of magic, but that’s just a subset of seeing it to begin with.-

That’s true. Which means that, finally, we can detect the ‘flavor’ of the source of the magic. Most easily, we can detect if something is neutral or aligned with our own gate. Though, we should be able to detect the origin or alignment of any magic with practice.

A single chime rang through Tala’s head, and the pain faded.

Within her own vision, she could see so much more.

The magic in the ground was superficial, neutral, inferior power.

That within the inscriptions in her hands—which were resting on the ground before her—was superficial, aligned to her power, and equivalent to her power quality: yellow with a bare hint of green.

Of course it’s equivalent, it is mine.

-Hush, we’re reframing.-

Something new came into her easy sight, somehow not blocking her mundane vision in the least.

Iron.

There were two, thin layers of iron over every one of her inscriptions, one stoneward and one starward to the magics contained within.

As she’d somewhat expected, the iron wasn’t perfectly hugging the superficial layer. Instead, her natural magics were visible, barely stoneward and starward to her superficial inscriptions.

It was incredible to actually see her natural magics, rather than just sensing them, and she could see them packed near-to-bursting with power.

No wonder I am able to get so much greater throughput. With that axis of magic factored in, the cross-section of my inscriptions is… Tala hesitated. She actually had no idea how to calculate the three-dimensional cross-section of something. The very idea seemed like a contradiction in terms.

Another thing to investigate, I suppose.

Focusing back on all that she could now see, she looked more closely at the iron itself. That metal was perfectly aligned with her and inferior, magically speaking.

Good, a lack of magic is on the axis as inferior.

Something tickled at the back of her mind, seeming to indicate that her perception was heavily being influenced by the mental model she had chosen, and that she was missing out on some details, but she squashed that thought before it could destabilize her newborn model.

Perfection was for another day. Right now, she wanted stability.

Then, she made the mistake of turning her magesight stoneward.

That way lay an infinite nothingness, without definition or content, though she did catch something out the corner of her vision, pulling her back from the edge.

Her eyes moved down to focus on Kit, hanging from her right hip.

She could see everything.

Well, not every little detail, but she could see the sanctum as if from a bird’s eye view, even higher than the actual ceiling of the space.

Laid out before her vision was a minuscule world. Magically, it was equivalent and aligned with her power, while being stoneward on that axis.

She had the sense that something about it being aligned with her was allowing her to see all that she could, but it would take further testing to fully understand what that meant.

The physical dimensions were represented to her sight almost all at once, all connected to the same stoneward locked point that the pouch—Kit—connected to.

Deeper down, stoneward, the sanctum shares a location, magically speaking? Tala felt her mind expand as she realized how obvious that was. That was why she could so freely move around within Kit.

It was very similar to how Master Grediv had described City Stones.

Kit’s unified state in the dimensions of magic could be why it took Tala’s will, her aligning of others with her will, in order to move them within Kit. She could also move stuff, but she’d never had a problem with that.

People being moved could fight it with their own alignment and power.

There was a cascade of connections that she felt like she suddenly comprehended.

Then, she shifted her vision a bit closer to the superficial and saw what had to be the center of Kit’s true form.

It was… cute?

A bundle of magic, perfectly aligned with Tala and equivalent to her in power.

No… that’s… that’s the content, not the casing.

There was something akin to natural magic pathways that were inferior and misaligned with Tala, seeming closer to neutral than Tala’s own power.

I… have no idea what that means, honestly. She obviously knew what being misaligned meant, but the fact of being closer versus farther from neutral was currently a distinction without a difference to her mind.

She focused in on the little bundle of power, filled with Tala’s own magic.

That was Kit.

The void-beast-turned-sanctum was easily visible as natural pathways, hanging stoneward of the pouch, through which the sanctum was connected.

It was beautiful, extending both starward—all the way to superficial—and stoneward to fully encapsulate the sanctum and a bit beyond.

Since she had found the core of Kit’s magic, she was better able to parse the natural magics that made up the creature, even while they were filled with Tala’s own power.

Tala considered why she was able to so easily see the twists and curves that made up Kit’s magic. It’s likely the fact that they are filled with my power…

At that point, Tala noticed something that she really should have considered before.

Kit was under stress.

The inferior nature of Kit’s magics had suborned them to Tala’s power, and the two were eroding each other, the superior obviously winning out in the conflict.

Kit was degrading.

It didn’t seem to be a fast process, but Tala would bet that if something wasn’t done, the natural pathways that she was seeing would be gone within a decade.

-That’s an awfully broad guess, but I suppose we have only observed for a moment.-

Yeah… We also don’t know what full erosion would truly mean. The magics don’t look like they would change shape, but ‘Kit’ might be gone. Whatever that actually means.

Tala found that troubling.

She would have to ask someone at the Constructionist Guild about it. They might not know, but it was better to ask.

Rane’s voice came to her ear. “Tala? Are you doing any better?”

Tala nodded, rolling back off her knees to sit on the snow.

There was still a lot of disorientation as she now saw so, so much more in the world around her.

She was a two-dimensional creature who had just expanded to look upon ‘height.’

-Reasonable analogy. I’ll let it slide.-

Thank you, oh magnanimous one.

Then, Tala caught a glimpse of Rane.

His power was aligned farther away from neutral than Tala’s power. His tightly controlled aura filled the superficial with noise, extending somewhat both starward and stoneward.

Even so, she thought that if she focused, she would be able to penetrate the noise.

Huh, just like before. She had been able to penetrate people’s aura to see more clearly before, she just hadn’t made a habit of it.

At his belt, two items stood out.

One was the loop of leather that was both his sheath for Force and his dimensional storage.

Both had power that was superficial and aligned with Rane, their magic being inferior to her own.

Oddly, Force’s magic seemed to be superior to Rane’s power, even while still being inferior to Tala’s.

The leather cord had a much, much simpler form than Kit, while still resembling Kit in basic shape.

As to the expanded space, Tala could barely catch hints of crates, books, and other items through the interfering noise of Rane’s power.

Once again, she thought she might be able to penetrate that obscurement with focus, but she decided not to.

That’s new.

She momentarily thought that she should be able to see how big the expanded or extra space was, but no. The space simply was.

Without details, she couldn’t measure it or otherwise determine how much space was there, save by way of a guess based upon the potency of the magics involved.

The dimensional magic was inferior to Rane and to Kit, so Tala at least thought she could be sure that his storage was smaller than Kit.

Yeah, that’s not really a helpful measure. Regardless, it was another point of data.

“Tala?”

She had been staring his way—likely with a somewhat vacant expression—for a moment or two. “Oh! Oh, I’m sorry, Rane. I think I am doing better, yes.”

He smiled. “That’s good. What mental model shifted, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“My magesight.”

“Oh, wow. That’s a big one. Master Grediv said that it can really affect how Mages perceive the world. That’s one reason why the teaching of deeper mental models for that sight is so discouraged. It is too easy to subvert a person’s worldview by altering that.”

Tala laughed. “I mean, that’s literally true? It would change how they view the world.”

Rane chuckled along. “I actually hadn’t thought of it that way. Regardless, it’s something that we each have to delve into and construct for ourselves, just like with all our mental models.” He grinned. “Just with a bit more obvious repercussions.”

Tala felt an odd tug at her awareness and realized that all of Rane was somehow vibrating slightly, magically speaking.

Truth? Because it’s resonating with… something? Lie, because it’s coming out of alignment with himself? Both… somehow?

Then, she also caught herself magically fluctuating slightly as well in the corners of her vision. Why was she magically fluctuating?

This makes no sense at all…

She sighed. “True enough. There’s still a lot to get used to.”

He shrugged. “Do you want to take some more time? This is a rather peaceful spot, right?”

Only then did Tala take in their surroundings.

She had stopped in a little clearing, and through a break in the trees to the north, they could see mountains.

It wasn’t anything really special, but it was nice, just as Rane had said.

She checked the time and found that they had some to spare. “You know what?”

He looked her way once more. “Hmm?”

“Let’s eat lunch here before moving on.”

He smiled broadly. “That sounds like a plan.”


Chapter: 41
Something Crazy

Tala and Rane sat in the snow, beside a large rock, enjoying the wonderful lunch prepared by Mistress Petra.

The light falling of snow was starting to obscure the distant mountains, but they both had enough enhancement to their eyes that it wouldn’t be a problem until the snowfall got a lot heavier.

Even so, the trees near at hand were also seen through a haze of snow that gave the scene a surreal, painting-like aesthetic.

It was lovely.

The food was warm, and the company was pleasant as they chatted about random things, laughing over their own missteps and the situations they’d gotten themselves into.

Tala also had some stories about her unit—and their antics—that Rane hadn’t heard before.

Tala was enjoying herself enough that she had neglected to renew her aspect mirrored perceptions, and Alat didn’t bother to interrupt her about it. The alternate interface simply left the two to their lunch.

Regardless, interruption came when Tala saw a flicker out of the corner of her eye, coming from her finger.

Her head jerked as she turned her gaze on the magic, and Rane cut off mid-sentence before asking, “Tala?”

“I just saw something that…” Her eyes widened as she actually saw what had grasped her attention.

There—wrapped around her finger and resting just starward and out of alignment with the physical world—was her Archive ring.

It was among a tangle of other magics, so she hadn’t really noticed it to focus on the magics with her altered magesight previously.

At the moment, however, it was pulsing with ripples of power, magic seeming to launch toward—and return from—starward…

No, that isn’t right.

The magics seemed to fade as they moved starward, and others faded into view as they came stoneward, back to the ring. Was she seeing echoes of the magics or something else entirely?

Alat?

-Hmm? Oh. That is odd.-

The pulses stopped.

-Wait…-

They began again.

-Tala, your ring is linked to the connection to the Archive. I was sorting through some things while you were engaged.-

Tala spluttered internally. What!? I’m not—

She would have continued, but Alat cut across her. -Tala! ‘Otherwise engaged.’ Meaning doing something else.-

Tala’s thoughts were silent for an instant. Oh…

-Yeah.-

Well, back to the matter at hand. If what you say is correct, then, what we’re seeing is faint because the magic isn’t actually here, it’s going from and coming to the other half of the ring? Tala decided to go the route of ignoring what just happened.

Alat sighed but didn’t press the issue. -That would be my guess, yeah. We’re seeing the resonance that either allows—or is a result of—the unified connection.-

Huh. So, the Archive is starward?

-That is the implication, I believe.-

That is… huh. I suppose that makes sense.

-Hmmm… Should we call it Archiveward then?-

No. Tala cut off that line of thinking immediately. We might change how we think of it eventually, but not now. We need time to let our mental model set, or we’re going to shatter our own magics.

She had been staring at her hand for a long moment—contemplating and internally dialoguing with Alat—before Rane placed his hand on her shoulder. “Tala? Is everything alright?”

Tala jerked again, pulled from her internal musing. “Oh! Oh, I apologize, Rane. Yeah. My shift in mental model is revealing a few things that I hadn’t considered… before…”

She trailed off at the end.

“Rane, I’m going to look at Flow; I haven’t yet, and I think that it’s going to distract me for at least a moment.”

Rane patted her shoulder and shifted back and away. “Fair enough. Take your time. I’ll take watch.”

She smiled gratefully up at him as he stood, finishing the last bites of his food. By the sounds of it, he hopped up onto the rock they’d been sitting beside to get a better vantage.

With a sigh, knowing that she was safe, Tala closed her eyes, drawing Flow and holding it before her.

Then, she opened her eyes and looked upon her knife.

Flow was surrounded—stoneward and starward—with iron, all perfectly aligned with the weapon, physically speaking. Beyond that, she could see the magics that made the knife what it was much more clearly with her altered magesight.

The magic pathways weaving through the iron, her own power flowing through the turns and twisting patterns.

All the magic was hers, unlike with Kit.

Tala could also feel the resonance between the knife and her own soul, but she thought that was more to do with her recent training to feel her own soul more rather than her shift in magesight.

One effect of that resonance—or an effect additional to the resonance—was that the magic moving through Flow’s spellforms seemed to have no source, simply coming into being within the patterns.

So, is that what something soulbound looks like? That was interesting.

With a comfortably familiar flex of her will and power, she pushed Flow into the form of a sword.

The magics around the blade activated as the weapon expanded into the familiar handle with a wire outline of a blade above it. As always, the body of the blade was seemingly just heat and power rather than metal.

The iron pushed outward along the dimension of magic, spreading out with Flow’s expansion, settling down closer to the superficial as it had a greater area to spread across.

Similarly, it thinned further as she pushed Flow into the form of a glaive.

Fascinating. The iron that was tucked stoneward or starward was very densely packed, and even so, it extended each of those directions for what seemed like a couple of feet when Flow was in knife form.

So… that means that… Oh, wow. How do I calculate how much can be stored into a fourth dimension? Do I approach it like trying to find how much area can be stored in a given volume?

The very idea made her head begin to hurt.

Oh, rust me, there is no way—

Blessedly, Alat interrupted, -I think that’s the wrong way to think about it… More accurately, I don’t think that’s how you are thinking about it.-

Tala considered for a long moment before nodding, realizing that her alternate interface was correct. Right, one increment away on the dimension of magic should contain as much as the superficial layer. I have no idea what ‘one increment’ is, but I don’t actually need to know, I suppose.

-Precisely. And around Flow in glaive form is about fifty increments of iron in each direction.-

To Tala’s magesight, each increment in the magical dimension appeared to be about tenth of an inch, but she knew that was just an arbitrary appearance to give her mind something to grasp onto, rather than the reality of things.

-Regardless, it works quite well for interpretation.-

Thank you, I think so, too. Thus, she had about a hundred times as much iron by volume as Flow took up in glaive form.

-Wow, you have ‘one hundred Flow glaives’ of iron. You’ll use anything as a unit of measurement, won’t you?-

It fits, Tala thought defensively. Regardless, I think there is close to six thousand pounds.

-Plus, what you have around your inscriptions.-

Plus that, yeah. She smiled. “Thank you, Rane. I think I understand, now.”

She spun out her bloodstars, aspect-mirroring her perceptions back into place.

The world came into her mind once more, and she felt herself tense a bit. Ironically, now that she could watch in every direction, she felt more on edge, more like she was about to be attacked.

She noted the feeling but didn’t dwell on it.

Rane nodded at her comment, walking back her way. “That was faster than I expected.”

She shrugged. “Basically, everything I needed was in my head, so…”

Oh… rust.

She gave him a sheepish look, and he laughed, spinning on his heel to go back to the rock that he’d been sitting on.

“Forgot something?”

“Yeah… Thank you, Rane.”

He waved over his shoulder before spinning around and sitting down once more. “Happy to help.”

She kept her mirrored perspectives active as she refocused her attention onto Flow.

-Void forms?-

Void forms.

Flow shrunk back to the shape of a knife, the iron seeming to thicken in the dimension of magic with the transition.

Tala nodded to herself and worked her will upon the weapon.

Nothing changed with the iron connected to the weapon, and the knife became the void-blade that she was used to.

Huh… I suppose I should have expected that.

-Nothing?-

Precisely. Why would the dimension of magic be altered by void?

-Void magic I would think? But you’re probably right.-

Just to be sure, Tala checked the other void-forms, and aside from redistributing identically to how it did with the normal forms, the iron didn’t react to Flow’s change in shape.

Yeah, that makes sense. She grinned and stood. “Thank you, Rane.”

He looked her way from the rock. “Are you sure? Or are you just trying to make me do more squats?”

Tala laughed. “I’m pretty sure. If I think of anything else, I can test it or look into it later.”

She quickly tucked the remains of their lunch into Kit and stood.

“Shall we?”

He gestured. “After you.”

She rolled her eyes and huffed a laugh, shaking her head. “See you in Bandfast.”

She bent low and launched herself powerfully into the air and away, altering her gravity as she did so to sail a good distance.

-Nice jump!-

Thank you, I really think I’m… Wait. Why are you commenting? Tala narrowed her eyes in suspicion.

-That really was a well-executed jump. The thing is… Bandfast is that way.- Alat highlighted a direction behind and to Tala’s right within her vision. -And Rane is already moving in that direction.-

Tala landed, flushing with embarrassment. Not one more word.

Alat sent agreement and remained silent as Tala turned and moved in the correct direction.

After a few minutes, Tala grudgingly sent, Thank you, Alat.

-Happy to help.-

***

Tala wasn’t sure if Rane let her catch back up or if he had some bad luck that slowed him down enough for her to do so. Regardless, they arrived on a hill overlooking Bandfast at nearly the same time.

Neither of them commented on her… odd choice of starting direction or on who might have actually arrived first.

The sun was barely past noon, so they had made good time regardless.

Tala felt an odd tightness within her chest. “It looks the same.”

Rane tilted his head to the side, a small smile on his lips. “Did you expect different?”

She shook her head. “No… Yes? It feels a bit like it did going back to Marliweather the first time. Bandfast was my home, but it isn’t any more. I think of it differently, so it shouldn’t look the same.”

He nodded hesitantly. “I… That sounds confusing for you.”

She chuckled under her breath. “Yeah, well… we’re going to see a lot of things changing through the decades and centuries, but not yet. For now, life continues, and humanity crawls ever forward.”

They stood on that hill for another few minutes.

Rane seemed to be about to say something, when Tala reached up to touch the back of her neck, her through-spike. “You know, I’m a bit tired of hiding. I don’t mind pulling my metal back around most people, but I don’t like hiding it this way.”

He frowned. “Oh? That seemed… out of nowhere.”

She shrugged. “I doubt I’ll do anything about it, but I’m finding myself disliking the deception.” She tsked. “So much about our lives is deception, and I understand the need for much of it, but do I really need an active illusion on me at almost all times?”

Rane shrugged. “You could ask Mistress Jenna for her opinion. She’s who gave it to you, right? Or Mistress Holly? She always has words that she’s willing to speak on such topics. Even Mistress Lyn is likely to have an opinion if you care to hear it.”

Tala smiled at that. “Yeah, she will.” She looked to Rane. “Come on. Let’s go.”

Together, they turned and walked down toward the gates of Bandfast.

The outer defensive towers drew closer until they were within easy view, and Tala marveled at the intricate natural magics that were woven throughout the nearest of these.

She knew for a fact that there were custom-made, massive spellforms for whichever Mage was currently on duty within the tower to use for defensive purposes, so the magics that she was seeing were something else.

When she noticed how they extended stoneward, she thought that she understood.

This is meant to be part of the current outer boundary for the magical funnel. That magic is anchoring the funnel to the superficial in order to prevent it from expanding or falling further away.

Out of curiosity, as she kept walking, she allowed her magesight to turn stoneward.

She didn’t really see anything out of the ordinary save the edges of some natural magics, weaving through the otherwise empty reaches of the dimension of magic.

There was a higher degree of magical density as she looked further stoneward, but that was it, until—

Tala staggered.

It was like looking at a mountain peak, and when she focused on the peak, suddenly realizing that it was, in fact, directly above her.

In this case, the peak that she could see was a blazing well of power, and it was directly stoneward of her, now that they were within the city limits.

In fact, what she saw seemed to actually be one of the Stones for which she’d named the direction.

That’s the Bandfast Stone.

There were intricate nets of magic that seemed to be constantly filtering the power that was being sucked stoneward out of the city.

No, not filtered… Tala didn’t understand what was happening, but it almost looked like the magics from various sources were being mixed as they came stoneward, until they reached a neutral state, and then that portion would be let through to the Stone.

It was a hideously complex working.

Rane had placed a hand on her shoulder when she stumbled, and he spoke, drawing her attention back to the superficial. “See something?”

“The—” She caught herself. Rane likely didn’t know of the City Stones. “I think I see the city’s magical grid.”

“Oh! That must be fascinating. Yeah, I can’t wait until I’m able to alter my sight to have a look. Master Grediv always gets coy when I ask about how it works.”

I’ll bet. As she continued to take in that which was stoneward of the entire area, she realized that there was in fact a ‘pulling in’ of the physical dimensions as the magical one decreased. It seemed that without anything physically in those dimensions stoneward, they were able to draw closer together, though trying to conceptualize what that actually meant made her head hurt.

Regardless, when she realized some of the implications of what she was seeing, Tala had an idea blossom within her mind.

-Oh… Oh! Is that how their transportation magic works?-

Well, I don’t know if that’s how they do it—though, I’d be surprised if it is—but I think it would work for us?

Tala turned a bright smile toward Rane.

He laughed. “You just thought of something crazy, didn’t you?”

She hesitated, then nodded in admission, her smile barely fading. “Yeah. Yes, I did.”

“We made great time; do you want to go to the Archon Compound or Constructionist Guild to test your crazy idea out with backup? You said Mistress Lyn and Kannis aren’t expecting us until dinner, so they’re likely at work right now.”

Her smile returned to full strength. “That is an excellent idea. Let’s go.”

They set out once again, a spring in their step, which for their level of advancement meant they were moving at a ground-eating pace.

After about a half a mile, Rane turned to glance her way.

“Can I know what this idea is?”

She glanced back. “Hmm? Oh, nothing too extreme.” Mischief gleamed in her eyes. “I’m just pretty sure that I can increase my gravitational attraction along the axis of the dimension of magic.”


Chapter: 42
Without Issue or Fanfare

Tala and Rane walked through the open gates of Bandfast without issue or fanfare, simply joining the near-constant traffic moving in and out at this time of day.

As they entered, Tala asked Alat to send a few pertinent messages through the Archive.

One was to Lyn and Kannis, letting them know that they were in the city and confirming their scheduled meet-up at Lyn’s house that evening.

The second was to Mistress Elnea, the head of the local Archon Council, letting her know that Tala had entered the city, per protocol. It was helpful to know when anyone—Refined or above—was in the city, as they could show up oddly on the detection grid on occasion, and it saved some hassle for the defenders to know who to watch for as expected.

The final was to Mistress Ingrit, the Librarian who had helped Tala so much, and who was still managing the access to her memories from the arcane lands. Alat and Tala asked Mistress Ingrit about the best place and assistant for the testing of a theory and working relating to the dimension of magic.

Lyn responded quite quickly. Though, that was likely only the case because her job required that she work with her Caravan-Guild-assigned Archive slate, and the message would have been immediately obvious in those circumstances.

Tala and Rane had barely walked a block from the gate before that reply came in.

-Oh, hey! Lyn says, ‘Welcome back! Excited to grab dinner this evening. See you then.’ That was kind of her.-

Can you let her know we got the message?

-Already done.-

Thank you.

They had only traversed another two blocks through pedestrian and vehicular traffic—all feet, hooves, paws, and wheels working together to churn the still-falling snow—before a response came from Mistress Elnea.

Well, it was a response to the message that they had sent to Mistress Elnea. The magical signature on the response didn’t belong to the Paragon.

Alat couldn’t quite place the person who had responded. So, they assumed that they’d either never met her or had only seen her in passing without getting a good peek at her magics.

-She conveyed a thank you for letting them know of your arrival. When she asked, I informed her that you were here for a short visit and weren’t interested in any standard work. Even so, if anything was needed that was particular to you and your abilities, you’d happily hear the request.-

Thank you, yet again.

Alat sent a mental shrug. -This is what I was designed to do. The fact that I do more is testament to how amazing we are.-

Tala’s mouth pulled up on one side. And humble, don’t forget humble.

-It is humble to have a correct assessment of our capacities. False humility is not humbleness, nor is allowing things that we are capable of doing to go undone for fear of being seen as prideful.-

Her smile manifested fully. True enough.

Finally, when they were passing into the inner ring, Mistress Ingrit responded.

-She’s asking for a brief description of what we intend. I assume it’s alright for me to explain your idea?-

Absolutely, thank you for asking. Alat would have already known how Tala would respond, but something about being asked anyway helped her relax.

-She is surprised that she isn’t surprised by the oddity of the idea, but she doesn’t see an issue in theory. There’s a couple of Refined, who owe us for memories shared, whom she’s getting lined up. They have specialties that should be able to help mitigate the risks. We should head to the Archon Compound.-

Tala grinned, turning to Rane. “Shall we go to the Archon Compound? We have some people expecting us.”

Rane gave her a side-eyed look. “You have it all arranged ahead of time, then?”

“Yes.”

“That seems unlike you.” His eyes widened, and he flushed. “I mean—”

Tala held up a hand to forestall him. “It’s fine, Rane. I know I often rush into things, but this seemed like it was… important to have some safeguards in place.”

He smiled and shook his head slightly. “Well, let’s see what we can do, then.”

They made their way to the Archon Compound in the center of the city, down the long hallway, and into the atrium.

The receptionists greeted them and ushered them toward a testing room on the lower floor.

The Refined area beneath Bandfast was almost perfectly identical to that beneath Alefast, being made of the same network of wide, vaulted passages and having the same facilities within, in basically the same configuration.

The main differences were in the materials used—given that they were in a different section of bedrock when compared to Alefast.

I wonder if all the Archon Compounds are the same?

-I’d bet so. With Refined and above moving around so often, relatively, they likely want some stability and familiarity. Plus, these are the facilities for the defenders of the city. It would be foolish to juggle them around just to be different. In defensive situations, moments matter.-

That’s fair.

Tala had never actually been in one of the testing rooms in this lower facility. In Alefast, she had done her training in one or another of the big fighting arenas below the Archon Compound.

Regardless, the massively thick iron door standing open on one side of the hall made it obvious that they’d reached their destination.

Interestingly enough, Tala could see that there was iron extending starward and stoneward of the door as well, likely to help passively contain whatever higher-level magics were to be utilized within.

She had the usual mild desire for the iron, but given her certain knowledge that it was not hers and never would be, there wasn’t really a pull or temptation. After all, there was no reasonable way that she’d ever own the metal here.

The door was standing open, and Tala saw inside with ease, recognizing the iron-clad walls, ceiling, and floor, all with iron somehow forced stone- and starward along the magical dimension to make the space incredibly insulated to such power, even before the active defenses.

Additionally, with the Stone—waiting stoneward and pulling all power to drain in that direction—magic would have a hard time going truly out of control.

Within the room waited two figures, both barely taller than Tala herself.

As Tala and Rane entered, Rane immediately bowed to the two as they were more advanced than him.

Tala and the two exchanged the nods of equals.

The man spoke first. “You must be Mistress Tala, correct?”

“I am.”

He smiled. “I am Anam.”

“Good to meet you, Master Anam. This is my companion, Rane.”

Master Anam gave a shallow nod to Rane once again. “Greetings, Master Rane. This is my wife, Spiora.”

Tala nodded to Mistress Spiora again. “Greetings, Mistress Spiora.”

“Hello.” The woman’s voice was soft like a warm summer breeze. It almost sounded timid, but there was a subtle strength in the single word that, instead, conveyed a simple tendency to use precisely the volume needed.

“Well, I think I should describe what I am going to attempt while Rane closes the door, and you two can let me know your thoughts?”

The two nodded, and Rane moved to close the door without comment.

“I manipulate the gravitational attraction of objects toward one another. Unlike most, I do not work with areas but individual targets.”

The two shared a look but didn’t interrupt.

“Recently, I have been able to latch onto reality nodes and increase their attraction to each other, but without too much of an effect.”

That got a raised eyebrow from Mistress Spiora, but she still waited silently and patiently as Tala continued.

“Thus, I would like to increase my own gravitational pull along the axis of the magical dimension. If it works as I expect, I believe that I could effectively ‘bob’ to a different place in the city.” She glanced toward Rane who had just secured the iron door.

Master Anam nodded. “I see. Is Master Rane familiar with City Stones?”

Rane spoke up for himself in this regard, “I know of the concept, but not the particulars.”

The two Refined shared a look before nodding. Master Anam continued, “Very well. You may have already considered all of them, but there are six things that you should be concerned about, that we will go over.”

Tala’s eyes widened. “Oh?”

He smiled. “First, the traditional way this is done involves imposing a type of magical buoyancy into the space within the transport room, before pulling it down and letting it move back up to the correct place. If I understand what you are proposing correctly, you will be giving yourself a vector of movement along the axis of magic, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Then, how will you come back to the proper level?”

Tala nodded. “My intention is to establish a pull back to this level first, then overcome it with an outward pull along the axis. Then, when I break that second working, the first should return me here.”

Master Anam tilted his head to the side, considering. “That should work.”

He looked to his wife, and she nodded as well.

He continued in a professional tone, “Very well. Second, time passes differently as you move along the axis. Toward the Archive, time moves slower, relative to us, and toward the Stone, time passes more quickly. The next two issues lie there. One is that your gate will not increase its flowrate, relative to here. If you go too deep, you could easily become power-starved. It sounds like the workings you will set up will mitigate that risk as you will not need to enact new magics. Is that correct?”

She nodded again. “It is.”

Still, Tala was reeling just a bit from the provided information. Variable timestreams?

-More like one timestream with a gradient along this axis, but I get what you mean. It does explain why the Archive is so stable. It is far starward, so time must be passing incredibly slowly.-

But, shouldn’t that make it slow to access?

-Only if adding to or taking from the information there actually took any time, but such actions are instantaneous in the most literal sense. No time is required for the process, so the lengthening of a second wouldn’t affect it.-

I… I’m not sure I understand exactly, but I think I do?

-I think we do, too, but that’s not the most helpful check.-

Master Anam continued, pulling Tala’s focus back. “Then, the final of the first three issues is that your mind is similarly tied to this level within the dimension of magic. Even if you have the means, do not change that. Doing so will misalign your mind and your soul in ways that are very difficult to fix.”

Tala considered for a long moment before nodding. “I have the capacity to process incredibly quickly, so it shouldn’t be an issue, even without shifting my mind’s perception of time.”

He regarded her for a long moment. “Very well. My specialty is the triune relationship between body, mind, and soul. If there are issues, I should be able to keep you from passing on.”

She swallowed, feeling slightly nervous for the first time. “Well, thank you for that.”

Mistress Spiora stepped forward just a bit. “Without the cage of the transportation room, your body will not be tied to this timestream. Oddly, my husband has proven that that doesn’t cause a synchronization issue with your soul or mind, though we are unsure of why. Regardless, if you aren’t careful, you can suffocate, die of dehydration, or starve before you even know anything is wrong. Though once again, this is theoretically only an issue if you go too far.”

Tala took a moment to consider. “That shouldn’t be an issue for me, so long as it isn’t days or weeks.”

“Unless you go past the Stone, it shouldn’t be that long, and within a city, if you go that far you’d pop regardless. That is the next issue: Don’t go near the Stone. It’s far, but not incredibly so. From what you described, what you’ll be doing is akin to skipping along the surface of the ocean, where the bottom is the danger that I’m warning about now.”

She nodded, regardless. “Right, another danger of going too deep.”

“Precisely.”

“And the sixth thing?”

“There is something akin to the coefficient of friction, keeping everything physical aligned with us, here. You will require quite a bit of force to overcome that, but don’t let that tempt you into reckless overuse of power, or you will be thrown far, far beyond where you want to go.”

Tala nodded slowly in understanding. Or like surface tension I suppose.

She considered for another moment before smiling.

“Alright, I think I understand the issues.”

The two shared a look, then shrugged. Master Anam smiled when he looked back. “Very well, then. One thing that I can do—if you will entrust me with one of your soulbound items—is draw you back to it, in the case of disaster.”

Rane had listened to all of this with rapt attention, clearly trying to absorb all that he could. Now, he seemed to have reached his limit. “Wait, you can draw someone to their soulbound item?”

“That is what I said, yes. More accurately, I can create a mutual draw, which can act as a guide to the person. It wouldn’t normally be enough to matter, most people wouldn’t even feel it, but Mistress Tala will effectively be in a frictionless vacuum. Any force, no matter how small, will eventually be enough to draw her back, so long as she breaks her working after it pulls her out of what we consider the physical layer.”

Rane grunted, then looked to Tala. “It might be wise to leave Kit?”

Tala cocked her head to the side, then nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. That is probably wise. The magical weight of the sanctum might affect things.”

She tossed Kit to Rane.

“Keep her safe.” Tala then pulled Flow from her belt in its sparring sheath. “This should do for my soulbound item. It was my first.”

Master Anam’s eyebrows rose at the implication as he received the weapon. “Interesting. Bound even before your body, then?”

Tala nodded.

“Then that will be a very powerful connection indeed.”

Without further need for discussion, the Refined couple and Rane spread out to give Tala room.

Alright, first… She reached out and targeted her own node of reality, focusing on its gravitational pull toward the nodes of reality that currently surrounded her. She then poured all her focus and incoming power into the working, feeling her node pressing outward on the surrounding nodes through her voidsight.

Physically, it was an odd feeling of closeness and comfort. Huh, I wonder if something like this happens when you live somewhere for a long time? Though, it probably isn’t gravity.

-Focus, Tala.-

Right!

She let her watchers know what she was doing and continued the amplification for a full three minutes at her maximum.

An oddity of the work was that she now felt like she really didn’t want to leave this place. She was content and might have simply sat down to rest if she weren’t in the middle of a task.

Yeah, we’re noting this for later.

-Noted.-

The extent to which she powered the amplification was probably overkill, but she’d prefer to come back too strongly than linger stoneward.

That done, she again targeted herself, but this time, she aimed her amplification at a zone of existence just a few increments stoneward of superficial.

It was interesting because there were still nodes of reality there—surrounded by void, just as all were—but they were utterly empty as if simply waiting to be filled or otherwise used.

Regardless, they would do as a focus for her amplification.

After taking a deep breath and notifying the others that it was time, she began the amplification.

At just after the four-minute mark, the whole world stuttered and went black to her mundane sight.

She felt the barest instant of something akin to slipping across a ledge, her footing about to fail her and let her drop, and her eyes widened.

With now well-honed instincts, Tala canceled her own effective gravity and hoped that she’d been quick enough.

My in-place pull to where I was should correct any fall that might have begun.

A moment later in the blackness, she cut off the working that was pulling her stoneward, taking in her surroundings as she trusted in her original working to reverse her momentum and draw her back.

There truly was nothing visible to her mundane sight.

Nothing existed, physically, this far stoneward.

Quickly looking back through her memory of the very start—right after the physical world had gone black—she had caught a glimpse of a Flow-shaped blob of iron for a bit longer than she’d seen anything else. Even the iron of her surroundings hadn’t been visible for quite as long.

To her magesight, however, there was no difference.

She kept her sight focused, ignoring the City Stone stoneward of her in favor of near surroundings.

She could still see all of the magic that she’d seen before, and without the interference of her mundane sight, she could see rather minute details, though not as finely depicted as before.

Her thoughts were racing to enact all of the changing magics and make all these observations, as it had been less than a second since the world had gone dark to her mundane vision.

-Huh, I think I can feel the change to timeflow around our body. Our heart rate is rather regulated in any given situation by our inscriptions, and so I can count the beats.-

Sounds like a plan.

It took what seemed to be ten seconds to her body before she felt that she was nearing the superficial again, based on what her magesight was showing her.

She was about to resurface when she had a thought.

She’d been practicing with her through-spike, after all…

She grinned mischievously for the barest moment before making her decision.

Tala flicked back into being bare seconds after she’d vanished, from the perspective of those watching.

They had barely even had a chance to move. Rane’s eyes were still wide, his eyebrows raised, from her sudden disappearance.

But something was different.

Tala was hunched, her hair gray, her skin wrinkled.

Her voice was shaking as she asked, “How did it go for you all?”

Three sets of eyes stared at her in brief horror.

“What?” Then, she acted like she noticed her own voice. “What’s wrong with my voice?”

She lifted a hand and stepped back in feigned shock.

“My hands! Did I go too deep?”

Then, Mistress Spiora snorted a laugh, pulling the two men out of their shock. “Mistress Tala, Refined don’t age.”

Tala stopped, then she lost her composure and cracked a grin. She straightened, and her through-spike illusion returned to normal. “That’s fair enough.”

Rane was rubbing his face even as he shook his head.

Master Anam had a small smile. “I take it there was success, then?”

Tala nodded triumphantly. “Yes. First test, complete.”


Chapter: 43
Let It Go

Tala allowed her effective gravity to return to normal as she stood firmly in the testing room. Then, she stretched, feeling her body almost seem to realign after its moments of weightlessness.

She cleared her throat and looked directly to the two Refined. “We need to add something else to the list of warnings.”

They shared a look before Mistress Spiora pulled out an Archive slate, an almost hungry look in her eyes. “What did you experience?”

“Gravity. I was still in existence, but there was nothing holding me up, and I would have started to fall if I hadn’t noticed something while still standing on the iron sheathing around this place within the dimension of magic. I was basically slipping toward a precipice when I noticed and negated the downward force before I went off of it.”

“That… that actually makes a lot of sense. We have had unbound items go missing.”

Master Anam nodded, considering. “It also explains some of the anomalous readings we’ve gotten.”

His wife spoke again, seemingly continuing his thoughts, “And with gravity, that would be pulling the items back toward alignment with us, here, but likely very physically near the center of mass of Zeme.”

“Then, the theories of high matter concentrations in the far magic dimensions…”

“Could just be from those who didn’t parse their data well or who didn’t have the right sort of measurements.”

Tala frowned. “Wait. I can’t be the first person to have done something like this.”

“The first? Absolutely not. There are those like us who send items to learn more about the dimension of magic, and there have been some, historically, who have dipped their toes in the waters, but some vanished without a trace, and others kept their notes private, not trusting anyone else with access so that the information is lost now.”

Tala grunted, feeling irritated and wanting to do something to correct the injustice, but Alat responded before Tala could ask her.

-All notes and memories of possibly pertinent events are actively shared with Mistress Ingrit.-

What about—? Tala briefly thought about a certain cell and the prisoner within.

-Yeah, no. That’s not spreading because of us.-

Tala flickered her existence defense, just in case. She didn’t know if it would do anything, but there was no way she’d let that prisoner get an attachment to her if she could stop it with something so simple.

The two Refined moved backward, eyes widening, but their further reactions were utterly different.

Mistress Spiora was suddenly covered in what seemed to be a transparent suit of diamonds that moved with her perfectly.

No, not diamonds… but similar visual effect?

Additionally, Mistress Spiora’s hands came up, magic gathering across her palms.

Master Anam simply lifted his hand as if ready to snap his fingers, before he asked, “What was that?”

“A precaution against something that doesn’t affect you.”

They shared another look before Mistress Spiora shook her head, her defenses fading, while her husband lowered his hand. She sighed. “I suppose we’ll have to take your word on that. Did you need us further?”

Tala grinned. “Oh, yes. I have quite a few more things to test. Pull me out in… five minutes?”

The two sighed, before Master Anam pulled out a pair of chairs, hesitated, then pulled out a third for Rane.

Rane thanked the man as they all sat.

As they were getting settled, Mistress Spiora cleared her throat tentatively. “Mistress Tala. I hope you are aware that that is plenty of time for you to drift too far.”

“I appreciate your concern, but I think it’s worth the risk.”

Rane shifted slightly, drawing her gaze before he spoke, “What can I do?”

She considered for a moment before shrugging. “I apologize, but I don’t think there is anything. I’m sorry for wasting your time. If you want to leave, we can meet up later?”

He shook his head with a smile. “No waste, and I don’t wish to leave. This is fascinating, and it’s giving me a lot to think about.”

She smiled in return, then looked back to the Refined couple. “Ready?”

They conferred briefly, then nodded, Mistress Spiora speaking for them, “We are ready.”

Tala still had her working in place, anchoring her to the superficial, so she began amplifying her pull stoneward once again.

This time, she amplified it toward an empty reality node less far removed from the superficial.

That should allow her to get enough force to break free more quickly.

As she felt the beginnings of the pull stoneward, she broke her bonds of gravity pulling her downward so that she floated up a bare fraction of an inch from the floor before her mundane sight went black.

She moved stoneward more quickly. It was barely an instant before she arrived at the node that was the aim of her amplified gravity, starting to oscillate a bit as she came to a near rest in place.

That done, she verified the state of herself.

She had a good lungful of air, which was an additional boon, even if she could get on without it.

There was the odd lack of pressure which Mistress Spiora had warned her of and Tala had barely felt during her last, brief test.

Now, floating in the emptiness, the feeling was akin to an odd tightness of her own skin, like her skin was fighting against her body’s desire to expand outward.

It wasn’t the most comfortable feeling, even if it wasn’t dangerous.

Her eyes felt more pressure—as well as other types of attempted degradation—than her skin, but their defensive inscriptions were more than sufficient to keep them intact and functional.

With her physical safety verified, she began to look around, testing the extent of her magesight.

First, she panned stoneward and starward within the testing room that she was using.

As she did so, she really couldn’t see much, as nothing much seemed to exist away from the point of origin, along the dimension of magic. It was like staring straight up at an empty sky.

Or out at an unbroken ocean.

-We simply can’t perceive everything at once. We aren’t able to grasp it. At least not yet. Let’s sweep outward.-

What layer of the dimension should we focus on?

-Let’s look around at the level of the Stone?-

Oh, that’s a good idea. Tala shifted her focus to that level, then cast her gaze outward, immediately seeing many somethings in the distance spread out around her.

Tala gasped, releasing her held breath.

The other Stones. I didn’t consider it, but of course we should be able to see them. They aren’t that far away—not really—and there shouldn’t be anything in the way.

They were above or below, physically, but now that she was looking at the right level, magically, they were obvious to her magesight, blazing in the distance.

Tala looked around, turning in place as she counted. With Alefast, Waning, near its end, the new Alefast won’t have a Stone yet, so… there should be twelve?

Alat cleared her non-existent throat. -Um… I count fourteen.-

Some were in nearly a perfect line—leading away from Tala—but at different heights, physically. That allowed Tala to see them with relative ease. Yeah… I count fourteen, too. And the spacing for those two is off. Where are they?

All of those that Tala could see were of significantly varied power, making it rather obvious which were newer compared to the others.

The two that she could see that didn’t fit the expected pattern were both much weaker, and they seemed to be positioned out toward the plains in which the moving villages could be found.

Do you think that a couple of the villages could be trying the City Stone method to augment their other stabilizing techniques?

-That seems quite possible.-

Still worth noting… Do you think the Archon Counsels know how obvious the cities are when looked at in this way?

-I think that the obviousness may be the entire cause of the swelling power, and dealing with the City Stone is a purpose for the wanings. Like an allergic reaction meant to remove the contaminant.-

Tala frowned. After hundreds of years? After a moment’s thought, she answered her own question. On the scale of reality, that is quick. Isn’t it…

The last wasn’t a question, but Alat answered anyway. -Yeah. I think that’s a rather good guess.-

That was fascinating to consider.

Even so, she didn’t have long to look around, so now that she knew she could see the City Stones, Tala began sweeping her magesight around all that was laid out surrounding her.

If she focused on the superficial, she could actually see into the city around the testing room, but it was like looking from a distance. Though she could oddly see around physical barriers, and it was only her magesight that gave her input.

It was almost like looking through a window, with how disconnected and oddly turned everything seemed to her sight.

Because I’m misaligned with them, seeing everything from an oblique angle.

Not wanting to happen upon things that she didn’t want to have seen, she moved her focus back to the dimensions of magic, like turning her eyes back toward the sky.

As she did, she saw something move.

It was out of the edge of her sight, and when she shifted her perspective to try to find it, she couldn’t.

Regardless, it left her feeling suddenly incredibly exposed, dangling there surrounded by emptiness.

With barely a thought, iron and white steel welled out of her, coating her in layered defenses.

She looked about, feeling a moment of almost frantic panic like there were things in the darkness around her, and eyes were looking at her from every direction.

On a terrible hunch, she focused on her voidsight and found what she had expected. Everything around her was composed of empty reality nodes, abutting one another throughout.

As they were empty, however, there was nothing to obscure the void that surrounded each node, and through the void—as if through barely translucent glass—Tala caught glimpses of a twisty-not-quite-right side of reality.

The Doman-Imithe was just visible if she focused.

But she instantly knew, somehow, that that place wasn’t the source of the motion that she’d seen.

There was something on this side of reality, moving through the dimension of magic like a shark through the deep.

She’d been stoneward for nearly three minutes by Alat’s connection to the Archive.

-How does the Archive keep accurate time if it’s slowed down?-

Not the time, Alat.

-Right, possibly being circled by an unknown predator.- Alat seemed to consider. -You are scanning our surroundings like you would on land, but you are in the water, and you can see the currents.-

Tala was about to snap at Alat for a horrible analogy, but then she understood.

She could see the magic flowing stoneward from every human in Bandfast. Even she, herself, was shedding a bit of magic due to inescapable inefficiencies, and that power was flowing toward the Stone with every other morsel of magic.

Those flows were regular—predictable even—as people moved around the city.

There. She caught sight of an unexplainable eddy.

After all, it wasn’t like there were obstacles for the power to have to divert around.

Now that she thought she knew what to look for, she could trace a series of eddies of varying intensity, seemingly showing the path of something.

Alright. There is something, but it seems to be moving away.

-Tala…-

What?

-Look more broadly.-

Tala pulled back her perspective and realized why the eddies hadn’t stood out to her.

They were everywhere.

Only now that she knew to look closer did she see clear patterns or paths through the magic.

A shudder moved through Tala’s entire being.

Nope!

She broke her working and shot starward, back to the superficial world that she knew and was familiar with.

Rane was the first to notice the changes on her return. Though, she had no idea how he could tell the difference despite her through-spike. “Tala. Where’s the danger?”

Master Anam and Mistress Spiora were immediately enveloped in shifting magics that hugged their skin, though Tala didn’t have a chance to determine their composition.

She split her metal, opening her mouth to respond, even as she relaxed.

That was when it hit her.

She had only an instant’s warning as something flickered at the edges of her magesight.

In that instant, she allowed all of her iron to weigh down on her—not keeping it in place relative to her body with her will—to increase her inertia.

The blow came from stoneward and at an angle, physically.

She was thrown backward, away from the other three, and her mundane sight just briefly went black as she was pushed starward before settling back into the superficial, like a ball balancing on the edge of a hole before falling in, where it belonged.

There was a response from the city’s defenses, and Tala felt an odd flavor of magic slam into the creature, even as it rushed past her.

Force was in Rane’s hand when she refocused on the physical.

“What was that?” His face was pale, as were the visages of the two Refined.

-I found it.- Alat highlighted what had attacked her in her vision.

Tala growled, glaring at the thing that the three with her couldn’t see.

It was coming around again.

-Ready?-

Now! Tala lashed out with her hands, snatching for handholds that she could properly see.

It was exceedingly difficult, because she couldn’t change where her hands were positioned along the magical dimension.

Still, as the beast impacted her—trying to push her stoneward this time—her hands trailed behind her body, remaining superficial just long enough to latch onto the thing.

Her still-active working was actively working to pull her back starward, and she began amplifying that working for all that she was worth.

Her hands began to ache despite her incredibly enhanced strength.

Not taking a chance on being able to hold out, she immediately tried to extend her iron and white steel forward and into the beast, putting her power behind the growth, but as soon as her magic touched the creature, it began to bleed away before it could help her penetrate the seemingly hard exterior.

A magic absorber?

Her magic pulled her back to the superficial layer, and she was suddenly able to hear Rane and the Refined exclaiming in alarm as Tala wrestled with something that was moving in and out of alignment with their layer of physical reality.

Alat did her best to put together a cohesive picture of the thing but, as expected, it didn’t really make sense from a three-dimensional perspective.

At times, the beast had the look of a person in various positions, flickering through the peripheral portion of her mundane vision. At other times, it looked like a squid, and that seemed like a fuller picture of the reality of the creature’s shape.

Long tendrils extended in all directions, somehow having purchase or generating thrust within the dimension of magic, continually fighting Tala, trying to get free. It was also scrabbling against her, but it didn’t actually seem to have any blades, claws, or teeth that it could bring to bear on her.

Oddly, it didn’t feel like the white steel was slowing it down at all, each impact simply landing on her iron as if the other metal weren’t there.

To add to the chaos, the city’s defenses were slapping into every part of it that passed through the superficial, and Tala began to see ragged edges, indicating that the thing was taking damage from whatever specialized magics were at play.

Do I kill it? Or I could just hold it until the city’s defenses do?

-I would say a hard no. This seems to be a creature that lives off of the magic in its environment, and we stood out too much as a good source of its food.-

Tala felt herself pale. And if there is such a bottom feeder…

There very well might be a predator or carrion eater, and we do not want to draw the attention of such a thing.

Tala growled. “Have you all gotten a good look?”

Mistress Spiora wore a pair of gauntlets now, each with blades strategically growing out of them for both defensive and offensive use, and she had fallen into a fighting stance yet again, eyes fixed on the flickering thing that Tala held.

Master Anam held a simple ball of what looked like steel between himself and Tala, his own magical shell seemingly of shifting shadows—or at least something that looked like flickering shadows.

The Refined seemed surprised by her question, not understanding what she meant, but Rane answered quickly. “Yes. Let it go.”

Tala did so, and the thing, whatever it was, rushed stoneward at speed.

It was only then that Tala noticed her arms seemed to have vanished somewhere between her shoulders and elbows, but even as she watched, they shifted back into line with the superficial.

That was… disconcerting.

-Quite.-

Everyone was in a state of shock, Tala included.

Rane visibly swallowed. “It was passing right through me, and the defenses on me. It just pulled magic from me with each touch, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it.” He glanced to the two Refined and nodded his thanks.

Only then did Tala notice swirling layers of what seemed to be diamonds and shadow overlaying Rane’s entire body.

Those defenses faded, along with the ones on the Refined, themselves.

Master Anam nodded. “The power taken was very little. I doubt that I’d have noticed at all in almost any other situation.”

Mistress Spiora looked around. “I would hazard a guess that we haven’t noticed it in the past.” The woman paused and seemed to consider. “I understand you have iron around you?”

Tala nodded, still gazing stoneward, trying to catch a glimpse of the thing again but to no avail. It was lost among the vastness. “I think that’s what it was hitting, and what allowed me purchase. Magic was just sucked away, but iron could interact with it.”

Rane cleared his throat, sheathing Force. “So, it was a sort of parasite that nibbles away at our magic, and we never really notice, save to think things are less efficient than we might expect.”

Tala nodded, but it was Master Anam who responded verbally, “So it would seem. Though, I don’t know that ‘parasite’ is exactly the right term.”

Mistress Spiora oriented on Tala, hesitated, then seemed to gild herself before asking a careful question, “Was that the only one?”

Tala heard herself let out a nervous chuckle. “Well… no. I think it’s safe to say that that was not the only one.”


Chapter: 44
Contemplative Silence

Tala spent the next few minutes conveying what she’d seen to Master Anam, Mistress Spiora, and Rane who had been waiting while she delved stoneward.

Alat reached out to Mistress Ingrit, and the Librarian assured them that the creatures were known and generally not dangerous.

That information seemed to frustrate Mistress Spiora and Master Anam.

The man shook his head ruefully. “That would have been good to know, but I suppose we’ve not only never inquired about creatures living away from our layer of reality, but nothing also we’ve done would have been done differently if we did have the knowledge.”

Mistress Spiora sighed. “There is too much information on any subject to garner expertise with it all. Even so, the fault lies with us for not inquiring more broadly. We will remedy that.”

Rane didn’t have much to add, as made sense, and he didn’t seem to feel the need to interject. So, he remained mostly silent as the three Refined discussed various things.

Eventually, Tala decided that she needed more information before she did any further experiments.

-For what it’s worth, Mistress Ingrit expressed her apologies for not mentioning the creatures. They are generally non-hostile, and even when they act aggressively, all that they do is pull off minute amounts of power. Again, across the board they are not considered dangerous or even bothersome, just oddities.-

Because Mages don’t work with iron, they wouldn’t have the same issue we did.

-Precisely. Mistress Ingrit has updated their records with that added information.-

Rane and Tala bid the Refined couple goodbye after thanking them.

While they hadn’t been necessary in order to save her, Tala had felt better for having had them with her, just in case.

-Mistress Ingrit really does seem to feel bad about what happened. She wanted to assure you that the city defenses heavily discourage the creatures from coming through the superficial layer. It doesn’t happen often, and they don’t spend enough time to be harmful to anyone.-

As they came back out into the street in front of the Archon Compound, Rane turned to Tala. “You know, as exciting as that was, it really didn’t take that long.”

Tala glanced up at the sky, where the sun was still quite a bit above the horizon. “Oh, yeah. Huh.”

“Is there anything else that you want or need to do?”

She thought for a long moment. “I had some questions for Master Boma… Let me send him an Archive message.”

-Done.- Alat was only silent for a moment before continuing. -Oh. He’s a bit cross.-

Oh? Tala frowned, and she and Rane stepped to the side of the street to not be in the way.

-Yeah. He says he’s right in the middle of something, and such a question will take at least a day or two of research. He also is frustrated that he hadn’t thought of that idea, himself, though I got that from subtext. He was ranting a bit, likely due to the haste of his reply.-

Did you ask what we talked about?

-Yes, I asked him if soul-binding an entity with a dimensional space characteristic causes the same issues as soul-binding a pure inanimate storage.-

Well, if he doesn’t know the answer, we can do our own research… Tala considered for a moment. Can you ask Mistress Ingrit?

Alat laughed within Tala’s head at the contradiction, but she still did what Tala had requested. -Done.-

Tala turned back to Rane who had been waiting patiently, though he had pulled out his Archive slate and was reading through something as she’d been trying to coordinate things. “Well, it seems like I’ve nothing pressing at the moment. It might be nice to swing through and say ‘Hi’ to Mistress Holly, though.”

He looked up and smiled, tucking away his slate. “That could work, sure. It’s a bit anti-climactic. We go into an underground testing room, learn about creatures who live all around us, possibly flitting through us at any given moment to drain bits of power… and now we’re going to go visit a friend.”

Tala chuckled. “Yeah… I was hoping to test a few more things, then pull off a fun combination of what I had learned at the end, but… I don’t really want to go diving in infested waters again so soon. It seems like my iron will be a detriment this time around.”

He nodded but clearly had a question in his eyes.

“Don’t get me wrong, as soon as I can get my head around it, I’ll sequester my iron and try again, but…” She hesitated. “Wait… Rust… That would just be putting it around me in the dimension of magic, which is part of… no, wait. It would be around Flow, and I can just tuck Flow into Kit.”

Rane grinned. “It sounds like you’re still thinking through all that you learned. It also sounds like you’ve learned a few things that I don’t know yet. Do you want to go find somewhere to sit and think for a bit before we drop through Mistress Holly’s workshop?”

She felt herself relax at the suggestion. “You know, that would be really nice. I think I remember a tea place a few blocks from here in the right direction.”

He raised an eyebrow, giving a small, mischievous smile. “You ‘think’ you remember?”

She waved him off, though she felt a smile tug at her own lips as well. “It’s a turn of phrase. It’s this way.”

They spent about an hour enjoying a couple of pots of tea in companionable silence while Tala and Alat processed through all that they had seen and experienced during their experiment.

Tala did take the time to tell Rane what she’d learned that he hadn’t been aware of before bouncing a few ideas off of him, but whenever she fell back into contemplative silence, he easily left her to it.

As they finished the last of their tea, he looked to her questioningly, and she nodded with a smile. “Thank you. I think I’m ready.”

They thanked their servers and departed, heading toward Mistress Holly’s workshop.

As they entered the incredibly familiar building, Tala felt the expected tickle of magic interfacing with Alat’s inscriptions.

-Oh, that tingles. Huh. I didn’t think it’d been that long since we were here, but—-

“Child!” Mistress Holly’s voice resounded from the back.

The receptionist—likely yet another aspiring Inscriptionist who probably wouldn’t be around for very long—sighed and gestured for them to head on back. “She clearly knows you and wishes to see you.”

Tala gave the young-seeming woman a sympathetic smile and wave. “Thank you.”

Rane and Tala walked the usual path back to Mistress Holly’s workroom and through the open door.

The woman herself stood in the center of the space, hands on her hips. “Nearly two-hundred and fifty days since you last came back to update my records.”

Tala quirked a smile. “You mean nearly two-hundred-fifty days since you got far too much personal information about me?”

The Inscriptionist raised an eyebrow. “You’ve gotten some spine, working as a defender, have you?”

Tala shrugged. “Just putting forward another interpretation.”

The door slammed behind Rane, causing Tala to frown. She hadn’t seen anything coming from Mistress Holly, even with her magesight.

“Regardless, I was in the city and thought it would be nice to stop through and see you.”

She looked closer at the woman. It was the first time that Tala had seen Mistress Holly since Tala’s eyes had been fully Refined, enhanced by Refined magics, and allowed to settle.

Mistress Holly’s inscriptions had always appeared extensive, being more visible than most and covering all her visible flesh.

Now, however, Tala saw a detail that she hadn’t, before, aided by her altered magesight. Tala’s magesight seemed to factor in because Mistress Holly had, for some reason, altered her aura to be entirely transparent to Tala’s magical vision.

As to what she saw?

Every single line of inscription that Mistress Holly had was, in fact, a long chain of unbelievably minute inscriptions. That wasn’t all that surprising, though it was far more detailed than Tala had ever realized. After all, inscriptions were Mistress Holly’s central focus. It would have been odd if the woman didn’t have any surprises within her own magics in that regard.

No, what caused Tala’s breath to catch was that the inscriptions extended starward and stoneward as well. Again, though, she shouldn’t have been surprised by that, but the sheer unexpectedness of it caught her off guard.

Mistress Holly’s every inscription was actually a four-dimensional tapestry of precious metal, perfectly aligned with one of the most robust sets of natural magics Tala had ever seen.

Tala’s mouth opened in shock as she stared through the woman’s chest, at Mistress Holly’s gate.

Where most Mages had a keystone inscription surrounding their gate, catching all that came through, Mistress Holly had inscriptions across, around, and through her gate, seemingly passing into the next world even as they glowed with power.

Mistress Holly glanced downward, then looked up with a smile. “So, you have improved your perception, then.”

Tala looked up, meeting the older woman’s eyes. “What am I seeing?”

“My next experiment… well, one of them. Very, very few of my magics function when enacted in there. Evidence suggests that it is only the ones which are in full alignment with existence, rather than just in line with my mental models.”

Tala nodded slowly, even as Rane looked back and forth in obvious confusion.

Still, he held his tongue, seemingly interested in seeing how the conversation played out.

“Well”—Tala swallowed—“that and your fourth-dimensional inscriptions.”

Mistress Holly’s eyes went wide. “So, I was right!” She cackled. “You took a trip toward the Stone.”

Rane gave Mistress Holly an arch look. “Just how much information are you gathering about Tala, Mistress?”

Tala waved that off. “It’s fine, Rane, but thank you for caring. Mistress Holly, what I really want to know is why and how, under the stars, are you shoving inscriptions back through your gate. That should be impossible.”

Mistress Holly laughed. “Oh, is that how it looks to your sight? Fascinating.”

Rane opened his mouth to ask for clarification, seemed to think better of it, sighed, shook his head, and moved to sit on the chair to one side and listen. As he went, he muttered under his breath at a volume that he had to know both women could hear. “She’s as bad as Tala.”

Tala felt herself smile, and Mistress Holly’s lips twitched ever so slightly.

Mistress Holly seemed to decide it was worth responding. “The difference between us, boy, is that I have the theoretical knowledge before I make the leap. Though, she does seem to try to gather that information afterward, these days. Improvement is improvement.”

Tala grimaced but decided not to contest the issue.

“Regardless, no, Mistress, I have not been shoving precious metal into the next world. To be clear, that would be foolish in the extreme for all sorts of reasons that I cannot begin to convey with your level of understanding. What I have been doing is using dimensional magics to bend the usually flat plane of my gate inward, to create a convex space in which I can enact conducting, enhancing, and purification magics in a more concentrated and efficient manner.”

If Tala understood correctly, that meant that what Tala had interpreted was simply a visual artifact by which her mind was trying to interpret what she was seeing. On the other side of the gate, it would still be a flat opening. Not that anyone actually knows or understands exactly what is on the other side…

She nodded in understanding of Mistress Holly’s words, even if not all the implications they hinted at.

Tala kept her tone level as she brought the conversation back to something the Inscriptionist had said, earlier, “I’ll admit, that makes a lot more sense, but what did you mean earlier, then?”

“To what are you referring?” Mistress Holly arched one eyebrow.

“You said that few magics work when enacted in there.”

“Oh, that. The dimensional distortion seems to expose that expanded pocket to the rules of the next world more fully than the rest of Zeme. So, within that pocket, magics have to be more aligned with existence.”

“That is… fascinating. I can’t say that I understand all the implications, but one thing is pretty clear.”

“Oh?”

Tala narrowed her eyes. “You’re a Paragon.”

Mistress Holly gave her a small smile. “You can’t prove that.”

Tala opened her mouth, then closed it and shook her head. “As you wish, then.”

The Inscriptionist turned on Rane. “Now that that’s out of the way: You’re here; let’s check up on you for your readiness to Refine.”

Rane’s eyes widened, and he stood up hurriedly. “Yes, please.” He glanced toward Tala. “Do you mind?”

Tala smiled and shook her head. “Of course not! That’s pretty important to get right, and you’ve been more than patient with me today.”

Thus, Tala was the one who ended up sitting in the chair while Rane was tested over the next couple of hours.

When they were done, Mistress Holly shooed them out, simply telling Tala that she’d have a proper analysis of her inscriptions—and how they were meshing with her changing mental models and natural magics—in a few days.

“Oh, you can give me access to that when it’s ready?”

Mistress Holly raised one eyebrow once again and simply waited.

Tala cleared her throat. “I’ll be back in a few days, I suppose.”

“That sounds excellent. Goodbye now.”

Rane and Tala left, exiting onto the lit streets in the dark, early-winter evening.

They headed toward Lyn’s house and only walked in silence for about a block before Tala spoke up. “So, just about two months before your first session?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Honestly, while I’m excited, I’m also a bit nervous. My magics weren’t very physically oriented, and now I have all these inscriptions slowly changing me, and the actual Refining will do even more, building on the foundation those workings are establishing.”

“What is your concern?”

He shrugged, clearly feeling a little self-conscious.

She lightly bumped him with her shoulder. “What is it, Rane? You can tell me.”

He smiled, glancing her way before returning his eyes to the street ahead.

After a moment’s silence, Tala added, “But you don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to.”

“I know.” He looked up to the sky, then shook his head. “It’s silly.”

“If it’s concerning you, it matters, even if you think it’s silly.”

He huffed a laugh. “That’s kind.”

“That’s true.”

They walked another block or so before he broke the silence, “This is me. This is who I am. There’s good and bad. I have capacities, strengths, and weaknesses. I’m not perfect, but I’m me.”

Tala nodded, not interjecting verbally, somehow knowing that that would cause him to close up.

“Refining will change me. I will no longer be me, not as I think of myself.”

She frowned, but he clearly wasn’t done, so she simply waited.

After a long moment, he continued, “I’m not married.” He colored, not looking her way. “Ideally, I will be at some point, but I’m not married now. What if…”

He was quiet for a long time.

They were almost to Lyn’s house before he barely whispered, “What if whoever I marry wouldn’t have married me as I am now? What if they only want to be with me because I’ve changed?”

Tala frowned but didn’t answer immediately.

Rane’s face was a rather noticeably bright red, but he seemed to have said what he was going to say, and that was relieving some of his embarrassment.

As they stopped in the small front yard, Tala turned to him. “Should a child remain a child, for fear that the woman he eventually marries wouldn’t love him as the child he once was?”

“What?” Rane frowned. “Are you saying that the un-Refined are as foolish and naive as a child?”

“What? No.” Tala shook her head. “Not at all. It’s to make a point.”

He scrunched his face, then shrugged. “Well, then… I suppose not? A man must grow up in order for marriage to be appropriate. Therefore, he is leaving that childhood behind. He is no longer a child. So, his future wife’s opinion about his past only matters in that context. He shouldn’t care if she’d love him as he was when he was younger or not, because he will never be like that again.”

Tala smiled. “See? You already took it to the logical conclusion.”

He huffed, grimacing slightly. “I know it doesn’t make sense, but… it still doesn’t feel great.”

“Oh.” She looked down. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to say you were being foolish. I was just trying to help.”

He shrugged one shoulder, not meeting her eyes. “I know. I also know it’s silly, but I still feel it.” He let out a long breath. “It sometimes feels like I feel a lot of silly things.”

As he turned back toward Lyn’s door, he was stopped by Tala placing her hand on his shoulder. “Rane. It isn’t silly to have concerns. No matter how much sense they make to someone else. How you feel matters. Let me know if I can help. Otherwise, please know that I’ll be here, regardless.”

He smiled tiredly, but her words did seem to help, even if only just a bit. “I know. I really do. Thank you, Tala.”

She let her hand fall back to her side, and they took the last few steps up to Lyn’s door and knocked.


Chapter: 45
A Fun Evening with Friends

Tala and Rane stood in the pleasantly chilly, winter air after knocking on Lyn’s front door.

“One moment!” Lyn called from inside, her voice easy to hear for their enhanced ears.

What is she doing…? Oh. Huh. That’s an interesting idea.

-Oh! Yeah. That is an interesting idea. We might as well try it here, but if you bring another of those things… I suppose it won’t actually hurt anyone, so what’s the harm?-

Tala’s aura—just like all Archons’—extended stoneward and starward, even if just barely. So, Tala did the now insanely obvious thing and pulled one of her bloodstars stoneward, into her aura that was there.

Just like popping her head over a wall, she could suddenly see into Lyn’s house as if it were a model, cross-sectioned for her easy analysis.

Kannis was sitting in one of the chairs, flipping through a book with a cup of tea at her side, clearly taking a moment to relax between a day of mentally intensive work and a fun evening with friends.

The girl looked… more grown up, even after less than a year since Tala had seen her last.

Her inscriptions were more extensive and had a more perfected feel to them, as if they’d gone through a few iterations as Kannis had gained deeper understanding and expanded her abilities to work with her own magics.

The mageling’s magic and inscriptions were laid bare before Tala, especially given how relatively weak the girl’s magics were, but Tala held to propriety and didn’t inspect her more closely.

Lyn looked much as she always had for as long as Tala had known her. Even so, the woman’s inscriptions were slightly different, at least those that were visible on her exposed skin.

Tala looked a bit closer as Lyn approached the door, curious whether the changes to Lyn’s inscriptions were superficial changes or substantive.

Tala immediately flinched as she realized that she could actually see into the woman, the layers of her flesh as open to Tala’s mirrored mundane sight as the inside of the building now was.

Her star was barely stoneward, so the farther away, physically, things were, the less she could see ‘around,’ but with Lyn now less than four feet away, it was almost like Tala could see every layer of the woman’s physical being.

Oh, that’s… that’s so hard to parse.

-Insanely useful, though. And now that we can see it in isolation, I can safely say that our bloodstars don’t bleed power like we do, even with our every attempt at efficiency.-

Alat was right. Using another bloodstar’s perspective to look at the one she held stoneward, Tala couldn’t see any power flowing from it in any direction. There was barely anything to make it stand out at all, even though it should have looked like an ember in the dark emptiness.

With all the magic streaming stoneward, it was actually a bit difficult to pick out.

Perfect.

Rane had noticed her flinch but only raised an eyebrow in question.

Tala smiled his way. “I just found a better means of situational awareness.”

But I need a few more bloodstars… She could make one in less than five minutes, but that would have to wait.

At the moment, she pulled two bloodstars starward and two stoneward, starting them orbiting to sweep her surroundings at all times.

-We’ll want eight in each location to see in all directions.-

Yeah. She felt a bit nervous about doing that as it would strain her capacities, but it would be good training, at least. Eventually, she’d have constant, complete visibility into anything that could be approaching her.

Lyn opened the door before Rane could respond to Tala’s cryptic comment. The older woman blinked at them a few times. “Why are you two standing out there? What’s with the knock? Come in, come in!”

Rane stepped forward, into the entry hall and enveloped Lyn in a massive hug. The older woman returned it with a smile.

“Welcome back, Rane.”

“Good to be back, Lyn, even if only for a visit.”

Kannis’s voice came from the sitting room. “Is that them?”

Lyn called over her shoulder as she stepped back to allow Tala to come in as well. “It is.”

“What were they knocking for?”

Tala watched Kannis place her book to the side and drain her tea in one long pull.

“Well, don’t come all the way in. Since you three are at the door, let me come to you, and we can be on our way.”

Lyn looked to Rane and Tala with a questioning glance, even as she gave Tala a hug.

Tala grinned. “That’s a good plan. Do we want to eat here, in the city, or here?”

She patted Kit, and Lyn rolled her eyes. “We can eat there on the trip. Let’s get some regular-people food.”

Kannis came down the hall, a smile pulling at her lips. “Mistress Tala, Master Rane, welcome back to Bandfast.” The mageling paused to bow deeply. “It is a pleasure to see you both once again.”

Tala grinned back at her. “Suddenly so formal, are we?”

The girl shrugged even as she straightened, a cunning smile pulling at her lips. “Formalities are important, but they shouldn’t delay dinner.”

Rane huffed a laugh before giving the mageling a quick hug.

Kannis and Tala exchanged an even quicker—but still not awkward—hug.

Tala looked to her companions, purposely making eye contact. “Cheesy little caravans?”

That solicited a series of laughs and one groan.

“What’s wrong, Lyn? You don’t want cheesy goodness?”

“Tala, I sit behind a desk all day, and that is so much food. I’d have to alter my workouts for a month to keep from bending my inscriptions away from true.”

“You could stop after just one. I know they’re tasty, but there’s no cause to go overboard.”

Lyn gave Tala a flat look.

Rane and Kannis turned to regard Tala quizzically.

Lyn cleared her throat. “That is with me eating just one. Those are massive, Tala.”

“Oh…” Tala grimaced slightly. I don’t really think about food that way anymore…

-Yeah, that much was obvious.-

That’s not helpful. Tala turned to Lyn with a sheepish smile. “Alright, then. Where do you want to eat?”

The four shuffled back out the still open door, pausing while Lyn closed and locked it.

It was in good spirits that they set off. None of them really cared where they were going to eat; the food really wasn’t the point, and they all knew it.

The plan was for them to leave the following morning rather early, so they wouldn’t stay up too late this night.

In the end, they chose to go to the food carts, where everyone could find good food to eat in whatever quantities they wanted or needed.

One particular food cart was manned by an old acquaintance.

Gretel noticed Tala as soon as she came into sight, and the older, mundane woman grinned broadly and waved her over. “Child, child! Welcome back. It’s been far too long. Do you want any pies today, or did you just come by to say hello to old Gretel?”

Tala laughed. “Both, actually. How are you?”

They chatted for a bit while the others grabbed the food they wanted from the surrounding carts. Lyn set down a coin on Gretel’s cart and took the pies that she wanted so as not to interrupt the two’s quick exchange of words.

Soon enough, though, Gretel had to get back to her business, and Tala bid her goodbye to eat with her friends.

Throughout, Tala had been fighting distraction, but the older woman either didn’t notice or didn’t seem to mind.

Tala was doing her utmost to focus utterly on what her eyes told her, leaving the mirrored perspectives to Alat, but Alat was actually having trouble parsing all of the information that was coming in.

The result was that bits and flashes of ‘more’ had been pulling at Tala’s awareness during her conversation with Gretel, and they continued to do so, intruding in on her thoughts throughout the evening.

While they were chatting and eating, Tala would suddenly have a complete look at Kannis’s skull move through her perspective or a layer-by-layer cross-section of Lyn’s shoulder.

There was a sudden understanding of what her current meat pie looked like from the inside or knowledge that the person walking past was walking funny because they had a rock in their shoe.

That was the type of thing that threatened to make her eye twitch.

It was distracting, but with the focus training she’d been doing, she was able to manage.

The four passed the time in pleasant conversation, with good food and drink in just the right amounts.

The most notable topic came about when Kannis gained a mischievous gleam in her eye. “So… cyclops?”

Tala frowned, not understanding for a moment. “I’m not sure what you mean. Are you asking what they are? Big humanoids with one eye.” She looked toward Lyn. “I’d have thought you would have taught her that, assuming that she didn’t know already.”

The mageling laughed, shaking her head and drawing Tala’s focus back to her. “No, Mistress Tala. You’re a little bit famous. The defensive battles around Alefast are beginning to make their way through the other cities. They aren’t really regular enough to fill battle-pubs with new content, so the places often have the highlights replaying on rotation.”

Tala’s frown had shifted to one of cautious embarrassment. In Alefast, she was occasionally recognized, but as she’d only been involved in one clash within recording range of the city, she wasn’t that well known. “Oh?”

“Oh, yes.” Kannis grinned widely. “Your fight was short enough and flashy enough that they include it fairly often.”

“Oh…”

Rane interjected, then. “It can’t be that pervasive, right? I mean, no one has acted like they knew or recognized you.”

Lyn gave her mageling a disapproving look. “No, it isn’t. Tala’s face isn’t exactly easily discerned in the fast-paced clashes. Most of the defenders move much less, so they are much more easily identified, but…” She glanced at Kannis again and sighed. “She does have a point. We’ve had a couple of interested parties come by the Caravanner’s Guild, asking about you, Tala. I think they are building out profiles for you or writing up articles or the like. My bet is that they are holding off until your next recorded fight so that it is more relevant information.”

Tala didn’t really know how to feel about that. Honestly, she hadn’t thought about the newssheets in ages. “Do people even still read that type of thing?”

Lyn shrugged. “Archons? It seems like not really, or at least not that often. There are better sources of information, after all. That said, mundanes and magelings? Undoubtedly.”

It was Kannis’s turn to grimace. “Don’t say it like that. It makes the information sources sound suspect.”

“Not at all, Kannis. I am simply letting Tala know that it makes sense that she doesn’t really consider or come across the newssheets.”

Tala gave a sheepish smile. “Honestly, I don’t really follow widespread news through any source…”

Rane grunted. “There isn’t much at the higher levels. If someone needs to know, they are informed, and a lot of the filler just doesn’t get conveyed because there aren’t people who are interested in writing it for a more advanced audience.”

Kannis grumped. “I like knowing that some of those defending Alefast, Waning, have done so for the last three waning cities as well. It’s fascinating.”

It’s a lot more than three… But Tala didn’t say anything. She really had no idea what sorts of information was hidden and what wasn’t. It would be a colossal pain to have a mageling…

The topic moved on from there as they simply enjoyed one another’s company.

In what seemed like no time at all, the evening had passed, and they headed back to Lyn’s house for the night.

Kit was allowed to grow into a door on an inner wall, and Rane and Tala retired to their rooms within the sanctum, leaving the master and mageling to sleep in the house after gathering their things for departure in the morning.

***

“Tala, this is… odd.”

Tala glanced down at her torso even as she and Rane neared the outside edge of Bandfast. “What’s odd?”

Lyn looked up at her friend with a flat expression. “You have us looking out of a window in your stomach. Though, I will admit whatever distortion effect you have in place to give us such a wide range of view is impressive.”

Rane grunted. “She looks pregnant, but with two adult women’s faces visible within her belly.”

Tala grimaced. “That’s why I didn’t do this until we were past the last farm.”

Rane shrugged. “I wasn’t saying it was bad or good, just responding to Mistress Lyn’s statement.”

Lyn shook her head. “So, as I was saying: Odd.”

Tala groused, “We talked about this. I could just close up Kit entirely, but you wanted to see the sights on the way. This is the best way that I could think of to allow that.”

“Yes, but I…” Lyn sighed. “I suppose I never really considered what that would actually mean.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“No… neither of us have any means of fast movement.”

“Well, I am open to changing things, but I don’t really have any better idea.”

Lyn hmmed. “What about putting the window on your back? That’s a larger area, and will be pointed at a more upward angle?”

“I considered that, but then you won’t really see things that I look toward, and you’ll mostly just see sky even with the distorted lens expanding your angle of view.”

“Ahh, I suppose that makes sense.”

Tala considered for a moment before suggesting, “I could carry you piggyback, or in my arms?”

Rane cleared his throat. “I still say if they are to be carried, it makes more sense for me to do it. I can protect them from kinetic jostling. My method of movement isn’t compressive or inertially stressful. Your leaps are powerful, and effectively mundane bodies would not do well when subjected to that.”

Lyn huffed. “I’m quite a bit tougher than you might think, Master Rane, but you are right, that I am probably not up to the same level of physical stress as Tala. More than that, as you said, my mageling is not the most robust.”

Kannis grimaced, her face also visible through the window into Kit. “I don’t exactly need bodily focused magics in my day-to-day”—she glanced over to her master—“but the point is taken, master. I’ll stop dragging my feet on that side of my training.”

Lyn grinned in return. “I’m glad to hear it, but that doesn’t actually change things, for the moment.”

Rane shrugged, seemingly a bit awkward about staring at Tala’s abdomen to talk with their friends. “I could carry one of you on each shoulder. So long as Tala and I went a bit slower than usual—and she stayed in a position to watch our surroundings—it would be safe.”

The master and mageling shared a look before Lyn shrugged. “How about we try that after lunch?”

Tala smiled. “That sounds like a plan.” She wove a tendril of magic into her words before continuing. “Terry, do you want a bit of a run?”

The terror bird flickered out in front of Tala—just out beyond the city’s outermost defenses—before trilling toward the sky.

Tala’s perception focused on her avian friend for a fleeting moment and saw… nothing?

Well, she saw nothing new.

No, that’s not right.

-Yeah, we can see something extending from him both starward and stoneward, but there isn’t anything actually starward or stoneward. It just… fades in those directions.-

And his node of reality is fully contained in what we can see. It’s not like he’s just hiding it somehow.

It was worth investigating further, but now was hardly the time. That fact was emphasized by a loud exclamation pulling Tala’s attention back to her passengers.

“Oh!” Kannis grinned widely. “We could ride on Terry.”

The avian looked back, tilting his head to the side for a moment before shaking.

Tala huffed a laugh. “Unfortunately, that wouldn’t work too well. He can’t carry you while flickering around. That might not seem like that big of a deal—he is rather fast, regardless—but one of the largest downsides would be that, in the event of danger, he’d be unable to quickly dodge or defend you without dropping you to the ground, effectively removing any easy chance for escape.”

The mageling sighed before nodding. “Right. I didn’t consider that.”

Tala clicked her tongue once, waiting for a long moment to see if any more ideas were forthcoming. When they weren’t, she nodded once. “Right, let’s go!”

Lyn gasped, and Kannis squeaked as Tala launched herself after the avian, even as Terry flickered forward, reappearing farther into the plains, already running.

Rane took off after Tala a moment later, magic swirling through him in tightly controlled patterns, imparting precisely directed kinetic energy.

The day passed blessedly uneventfully as they tried various methods of transporting the two physically limited friends.

While they preferred the view from Rane’s shoulders, it was a bit awkward for everyone involved, and Tala had put an end to it when she couldn’t keep her laughter contained, given just how comical it looked.

They took a late lunch at the caravan campsite just before the long, straight pass through the mountains, pausing once again on the south side.

Tala let Kannis and Lyn out to stand beside her and Rane, looking down on the city a few miles distant.

“There you have it.” Tala gestured expansively. “Behold, Alefast, Waning.”

Lyn and Kannis both turned to regard Tala, but it was Kannis who spoke, “‘Behold’? Really?”

Tala shrugged. “That’s what has you hung up? Look! A waning city. You know, the whole reason Rane and I came to get you two?”

They laughed and turned back to regard the expansive sight.

Rane was grinning her way, and Tala met his gaze before whispering, “Not a word, Rane. I was trying to be grandiose and present it well.”

He smiled ever wider, keeping his lips firmly pressed together, mirth dancing behind his eyes.


Chapter: 46
You Never Asked

Tala, Lyn, Kannis, and Rane all stood looking down on Alefast for a few long minutes, the two travelers taking in all their surroundings, including the edifice of the mountains a good ways behind them.

-You know, we never examined our voidsight.-

I know, but something tells me I already have all the pieces, I just need to recognize them. Also, I didn’t particularly want to fall out of the sky while carrying Lyn and Kannis.

-Yeah, that wouldn’t be the greatest impression… Also, please don’t add anything to my sensory load at the moment… Please?-

Tala had made the remaining bloodstars that she needed to fill out a set of eight for each starward and stoneward of herself, and Alat was struggling mightily to process the flood of perspectives as they came in. It was a mess of sensory experiences, but the alternate interface was at the very least keeping it from harming Tala’s usual interactions with those around her.

-I really need to codify this somehow, but I don’t know that I have the capability…- Alat seemed to take a moment to consider, loosening her concentration enough that Tala was slapped, mentally, with the knowledge of what the entirety of a nearby tree looked like, root to twig, deepest core to bark and last-lingering-leaves. -Can I collaborate with Mistress Holly? She’s already pouring through our inscriptions.-

Yes, of course. Thank you for asking, but you don’t need to ask further. Please do what you need to.

-Thank you.- As Alat refocused, Tala’s own perception was no longer clouded with unnecessary knowledge of the world around her.

As Tala was able to return her attention to her companions, she noticed that Lyn and Kannis were asking Rane about growing up in the city and the area in general, seemingly having had enough of just looking around.

They were a bit away from the pass, so Tala made a suggestion, “Do you want to walk the rest of the way? We should be able to reach the northern gate before full dark.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Lyn nodded. “I think that could be fun. I even have my walking shoes on; we both do.”

True enough, both Kannis and Lyn had something closer to hunters’ boots on their feet, rather than the sandals that they both preferred in more civilized terrain or warmer weather.

Rane grinned broadly. “Great! Then let’s get started.”

Thus, the five, including Terry, began the trek down to Alefast, weaving around the various groves and dells, keeping to the cleared areas as much as possible.

There were only a few arcanous creatures that dared approach, and Terry dealt with those before the Fused and mageling even realized there were threats.

Tala was sure to toss some jerky Terry’s way in thanks, even though the avian also ate each of his kills.

Regardless, Terry seemed to appreciate the gesture, coming to ride on Tala’s shoulder for the first time that day between various interceptions.

“Good to have you with me, Terry.”

He headbutted her cheek and trilled happily in reply.

The trek into the city was quite uneventful, all things considered, but Lyn and Kannis were both quite worn out when they were finally on the last stretch toward the gates.

There was visible relief in the stance, stride, and expressions of the two women. They weren’t struggling, per se, but it had definitely been a longer walk than they were used to, over rougher terrain.

The gates were standing open, and the four walked in without hesitation.

As they did so, Tala leaned over toward Lyn and Kannis. “Don’t panic if the portcullises are dropped.”

The two looked at her in alarm, even as they reached the center of the tunnel through the gatehouse.

Instead of the iron grates dropping before and behind, fields of magic flashed into being blocking the two ways out of the thoroughfare into the city.

“Oh!” Tala looked around with interest. “This is new.”

A voice called down from above. “Who goes there?”

Rane was the one to respond. “Rane Gredial with Mistress Tala, Mistress Lyn, and her mageling Kannis, newly arrived from Bandfast.”

“Where is the rest of your caravan?”

“We had no caravan. We crossed the distance alone.”

There were a few moments of stunned silence. Tala looked upward, trying to determine what was causing the delay.

In that moment, another guard up above leaned over to look down before pulling back and slapping his companion on the shoulder and whispering, “That is Mistress Tala. I won an entire gold off her fight with the cyclops back in early summer. I knew she looked like a quick closer. She’s one of the defenders, here. And didn’t you hear that other one’s name? Gredial.”

The first guard stepped back from the slit he was looking down through, grimacing. After a moment, he nodded, coming back to look down. “Very well, good Master and Mistresses. Welcome to Alefast.”

The other one leaned over and added his own greeting on top. “Welcome back, to those of you who are returning.”

The magical defenses dropped, and the four strode the rest of the way into the city.

As she passed a threshold, Tala had a feeling like the ground falling away below her and realized that it was the translation of her magesight’s perception of the Stone that was now below her.

Additionally, she realized that she had seen much more than she should have been able to while in the gatehouse. She had even easily been able to tell what the guards were doing behind magically reinforced and enhanced stone.

Alat’s panting voice came into Tala’s mind. -You know, it is really hard to keep these senses from you when you focus on part of them.-

Tala hesitated for only an instant. It can’t be that hard if you have enough energy to fake panting.

Alat hesitated for only an instant before sending a mental snort. -Fine, but I wasn’t lying. I quite literally couldn’t keep the perspective from you, and they just sort of… clicked into place, allowing you to see what was important to you. It reduced the burden on me enough that I was able to keep everything else away.-

Huh… so, when I narrow my focus…

-You can process the increased volume of perceptual information in that narrowed area.-

Good to know.

-But it doesn’t last… enjoy your time… get me back to Mistress Holly, soon. Please.- Alat’s voice faded as genuine strain seemed to reenter the alternate interface’s projected voice.

“Well, that was intense.” Lyn’s words pulled Tala out of her own head.

“Hmm? Oh, yeah. They’re just being careful. Some magical creatures can do odd things, and some can even look like groups of people or caravan wagons.”

“That’s…” Lyn seemed to have started speaking without knowing what she was going to say, and now, she found herself at a loss.

Kannis filled in for her master. “Unexpected? Concerning? Terrifying?”

Lyn nodded. “Just a bit.”

Tala chuckled even as she shrugged. “Well, we’re within the city, so it’s fine.”

“Uh-huh.” The woman seemed a bit skeptical. “Syphons? Spi—”

“Regardless!” Tala moved on quickly, speaking over Lyn before she could build up steam, “Let’s get us some food. There’s an observation establishment less than a block from here. There doesn’t seem to be an attack under way, but they should have more recent highlights, good food, and it won’t be too disruptive if we just want to chat.”

Rane nodded, then added, “Or, if you prefer, we could go to my family’s house for dinner. If the family is eating, we can join, or if we’re too early or too late, it won’t be hard to get what we need to enjoy the time. Either during the meal or around it, we can even review some of the clashes. Master Grediv ensures that we have access to unedited records of all the clashes from every waning on record. There are far too many to actually go through, but he’s prone to highlight some based on the capabilities of his guests. I think there are some built around word-Mages. You both fall into that category, yes?”

The master and mageling shared a look, and it was Lyn who spoke, “Yes, we do… I wasn’t aware that there had been defenders within our sub-focus of magic.”

Rane answered the implied question, “Likely not recently, if that’s your understanding, but ‘all those on record’ covers a broad scope.”

Lyn glanced to Tala, and Tala just grinned. “That sounds fascinating. Rane, why haven’t you mentioned this before?”

He shrugged. “It never came up. If we eat together, it’s usually on the way to something else.”

“Huh. Well, we’ll have to fix that.”

She turned and started walking toward the Gredial estate, but she couldn’t help but catch Rane’s blossoming smile in the kaleidoscope of expanded perceptions, even as he followed along with Lyn and Kannis.

I suppose I was focused on him at that moment. She shrugged internally, otherwise dismissing the flash of visual insight.

Regardless, she felt her own lips stretch with a bit of a smile in response, before she looked toward Lyn to begin telling their guests about the city.

As they walked and she pointed out some highlights, Rane filled in the details as he had more knowledge of the day-to-day features of the city.

They discussed hunting down some artifacts for the two the following day, along with some basic plans for the rest of their time in the city.

Sadly, Lyn and Kannis were only planning on staying for a few days before they needed to be back in Bandfast. Apparently, it was hard to get away from work, given Lyn’s position, and only Tala’s promise of a quick trip each way had made the idea feasible at all.

Even with the short timeline hanging over their heads, they had decided to make the most of it, arriving at the estate in high spirits.

The guards at the gate let them in with deep bows toward Rane.

“Master Rane, welcome home.”

Rane thanked the two by name and asked after who was in residence at the moment.

“Your mother, your eldest sister, and your aunt are in for the evening. You will have to speak to the head of the household for more than that, I’m afraid.”

“That is more than sufficient. Thank you, again.”

“Of course, Master Rane.”

Without further delay, the four moved into the expansive gardens that were maintained inside the compound’s walls.

Kannis and Lyn looked around in amazement.

Tala grinned. “It’s exactly like I said, right? Didn’t I tell you? These statues are amazing.” She looked around with a smile. “Rane says he’s always been interested in sculpting. I actually got him some stone for his birthday, but I’m not sure if he’s done anything with it, yet.” She glanced toward her friend. “Am I ever going to see one of your sculptures?”

Rane was coloring a bright red, not meeting her gaze.

“Rane?”

Lyn cleared her throat. “Tala, dear.”

Tala turned toward Lyn with a frown. “What?”

“I think, based on context clues, that these”—Lyn gestured at the statues all around them—“are examples of his work.”

Tala stopped midstep, looking back to Rane. “Really?”

Rane gave a small nod.

“Oh… why didn’t you say anything? I’ve always said how much I like them.”

He shrugged. “You never asked.”

Tala stood there, flabbergasted for a long moment. Finally, she shook her head. “I suppose I never did.”

He shrugged again, clearly feeling a bit awkward. “Come on. Let’s keep going.”

Tala followed the other three in a bit of a daze.

Terry pulled her out of it when he flickered to hang from her belt beside Kit, letting out a little squawk.

She looked down and frowned. “You haven’t done that before.”

She opened Kit, and Terry flickered inside.

“What was that about?”

-No idea, but I can confirm that Terry doesn’t use the magic dimension for teleportation.-

And we didn’t see anything odd around him earlier, so his size changing isn’t utilizing that, either…

-So it would seem.-

But… how did I not know that Rane is this good of a sculptor? Did you know that?

-I’m… I’m a little busy, Tala.-

Right! Right. Sorry.

Tala found herself staring at each statue as they passed them by, only half listening to Lyn and Kannis raving about the same works. In fact, the two insisted that Rane lead them around the perimeter of the estate before they went to the house.

So, around they went.

These are really fantastic.

Tala paused to look a bit closer at a sculpture of a wolf that had been tucked into an alcove against the wall. In fact, as she looked, she realized that the ground had been dug down in stairsteps, leading to the base of the statue to allow for it to keep below the nearly twenty-foot walls behind it.

The creature was massive, and there was an odd weight to it as if she could feel its gaze upon her.

She felt herself shudder.

At the back of her mind, she sensed the memory of an aura impression swirl through her awareness, and she instantly knew that the memory was of the wolf that they had seen so recently.

Somehow, in stone, the wolf before her was more than that enormous canine had been.

There were muscles beneath the beast’s skin that stood out in stark relief, seeming almost to shift as she watched.

Tala felt like she could see each individual hair on its pelt.

The eyes seemed to be staring into her very soul.

Anatalis.

Tala knew that this statue was meant to depict the wolf of the north.

The canine maw seemed to stretch into a knowing smile.

“Tala?” Lyn’s hand on Tala’s arm jarred Tala from her thoughts.

“What?” Tala jerked, looking to her friend.

“Are you alright?”

“Yeah, that statue is…” As Tala turned back, she saw the same statue of a wolf, but it was less than it had seemed. It was incredibly lifelike, but it was no longer dripping with the weight of a god-beast. “I… I’m sorry, I was caught up in my own thoughts.”

“Well, come on. Master Rane was just telling us how he manages to make such works of art.”

He shrugged in response, seemingly picking up where he’d left off. “As I said, it’s much easier to put what I imagine into stone when I can properly conceive of what I’m aiming for. It’s become easier and easier as the pre…”—he hesitated, glancing toward Kannis before continuing—“as my physical enhancement scripts have matured. I honestly think that much of my original capacity was facilitated by my mental, perceptual, and kinesthetic enhancement magics. It’s likely that I don’t have much talent, just ability granted by my magic. Anyone could do this with some time and practice.”

Lyn scoffed. “Master Rane. That’s ridiculous. These are amazing.”

“These are clinical. They are precise.” He smiled wanly. “I sculpt what I see and imagine, but I’m not good at conveying more than is seen.”

Tala glanced back toward Anatalis.

Rane seemed to notice the glance, and he smiled. “Ahh, yes. That one… that one I am proud of. When I was finishing it, I really felt connected to my emotions. I think the joy I was feeling, the contentment, flowed through and allowed me to convey a predator more fully than others that I’ve sculpted.”

Kannis laughed. “How are those related?”

“Well, the joy of the hunt. The contentment of a meal secured for those depending on you. Conversely, the joy and contentment shattered in the prey.” He hesitated, scratching his cheek in sudden awkwardness. “It made sense to me at the time.”

“I like it.” Tala hadn’t spoken loudly, and she was almost as surprised as the others that she’d said anything. Regardless, she decided to press on. “I do. I think it evokes the sense of more that was in the wolf we saw on the way to Bandfast.”

That sparked a series of questions from Lyn and Kannis as the four finally made their way to the main house.

Lyn and Kannis were asking Rane if they could step through a bath before the meal, given their recent trek through the wilderness, and Rane was promising to ask for baths to be drawn for the women while their meal was prepared.

His eyes kept flicking to Tala, even as he addressed their friends, but Tala didn’t mind. She knew she was acting oddly.

Part of it was how much of her mind was being used by Alat to tame the myriad perspectives she was mirroring, but part of it was something else.

Tala found herself glancing over her shoulder, back at the statue of Anatalis, and despite knowing it wasn’t true, she couldn’t help but feel that it was watching her go.

We’re going to have to explore the northern forest at some point, aren’t we.

She knew that the Leshkin to the south were enemies. The wolves to the north were at least neutral to mankind.

I wonder what I could learn from such ancient beings.

“Tala, are you going to be alright while we get cleaned up?”

Tala jerked her head up, meeting Lyn’s eyes. “Oh! Yeah. Do what you need to.”

She smiled even as a servant led each of her visiting friends away.

Rane was already talking to a third servant about having a meal prepared for the four of them, but still, he was glancing her way, concern evident in his gaze.

Yeah… we need to get back to Mistress Holly to get this fixed.

-Indeed.-


Chapter: 47
Whirlwind

Tala blinked a few times as Rane came over, the final servant heading off toward the kitchens.

“Tala? You seem really distracted.”

She grunted. “Alat is using a lot of my brainpower to parse our new, more extreme, and extensive perspectives. We’re maintaining sixteen aspect-mirrored perspectives, and it’s really hard to keep everything parsed. I’m used to only having four going at any given time, and the extras are rather draining.”

“Could you… stop mirroring some? Maybe work up to that many?”

Tala stared at Rane for a long moment. “Oh…”

-Oh… that’s… Yeah.-

Tala immediately released half the aspect-mirrored perspectives.

She staggered, Rane stepping forward to catch and help balance her as the whole world seemed to shift and sway.

“Tala? Are you alright?”

She grunted. “I am now.”

“So, that helped? You just reduced the number?”

“Yeah.”

He gave her a genuinely puzzled look. “Why didn’t you do that before?”

Tala hesitated, feeling a bit awkward even as Rane stepped back, her feet solid underneath her once again. “Would you believe that I was just too stubborn to reduce the number?”

He gave her an odd look. “Well, with the way you just asked that, I’d say that’s pretty hard to believe.”

“Hmm… would you believe that I was trying to train myself with the extreme?”

A smile spread across his face as he began to chuckle. “Yeah, I don’t know that you’re fully mentally recovered yet, because I still find that hard to believe.”

“So…” She grimaced. “Yeah, I just didn’t think of stopping.”

His smile widened, and he shook his head. “That’s fine. You were under a lot of mental strain. It’s hard to think rationally in situations like that.”

Tala smiled sheepishly. “Thanks, Rane.”

He shrugged. “You would have been fine. Either you’d have figured it out on your own or endured until you could take it.”

“…Is that what you see in me?”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

Tala wasn’t certain why, but her voice was incredibly quiet. “Is that how you see me?”

He tilted his head to one side, frowning. “That you either figure your way out of a given predicament or adapt and grow stronger?”

“Yes. Is that what you meant?”

“Yes.” He shrugged. “I help where I can, but I don’t know that you’ve ever needed me to.”

She opened her mouth, then closed it.

“It’s fine. Right now, I’m less advanced than you are. Your strength is beyond what I can grasp for the moment, but I’m not slowing down. One day, I’ll stand at your side and be able to be there for you when you need me.” He smiled and shrugged again.

“I…” She frowned, digging deeply into how she was feeling, considering it closely. “You have helped me. There are so many times that I would have been alone if not for you. Sure, you haven’t gotten me food when I would have gone hungry. You haven’t often defended me when I would have died, but those extremes aren’t always needed. Help is still help, even when I could have done without. It is possible for people to exist alone, but it’s not a great existence. Eternity alone is nothing more than eternal torture.”

She felt something resonate within herself, and Alat gasped. -You just advanced another tick toward Paragon.-

Really?

-A percent of a percent, but yes. That was apparently in line with an eternal perspective… as makes sense, actually.-

Tala smiled. “At the moment, I don’t ‘need’ you, but you do help me.”

It was Rane’s turn to seem off kilter. Even so, he seemed dissatisfied.

There was a long moment of silence, and right as he looked to be building up to say something in response, the sound of two sets of footfalls came from a hallway off to the side of the large entry hall in which they stood. “Is that my Rane?”

A giant of a woman came around the corner, followed by a rather unassuming man of indeterminate age.

The woman was practically bouncing as she walked, though she was not skipping.

Rane tensed up for a moment, then sighed. “Hello, Chloe, Master Dafnis.”

The man, Master Dafnis, waved Rane off. “We’ve discussed this, Rane. I’m your brother-in-law. ‘Master’ is unnecessary. Besides, you’ve advanced beyond me.”

Both people had the red-orange auras of Bound well on the way to Fusing.

Regardless, Rane appeared ready to argue when the woman, Mistress Chloe apparently, lunged forward, seemingly aiming to tackle him.

Rane’s magics activated, and he had moved perpendicular to the ‘attack’ before she got close enough to grab him, neatly avoiding the aggressive hug.

That’s a better, more nuanced response than his magics have had in the past.

-We don’t really see him in that many combat situations these days—outside directly one-on-one sparring against him.-

Mistress Chloe grimaced. “Dafnis, if you please?”

The man sighed dramatically, but a smile was still pulling at his lips. “Yes, dear.”

Tala’s eyes widened as the whole of the air in the area shifted. Their surroundings instantly began to feel just like the man’s aura, even as it pulled inward in carefully constructed bands of hardened, power-filled air. This caused an inrushing breeze that actually felt rather nice.

Rane could likely have broken the bonds, but this wasn’t actually a fight, and his resigned look showed Tala that the events weren’t unexpected by her friend.

Mistress Chloe stepped forward confidently, bonds of air shifting out of her way as she came to within reach of Rane and wrapped him in a crushing embrace, or at least that seemed to have been the intention.

The woman who towered over even Rane set him down with a frown. “You’re much sturdier these days. Advancing has made your hugs less fun.”

Rane glowered. “I wasn’t giving you a hug, Chloe.”

She patted his head, even as Master Dafnis’s magics vanished. “Semantics, little brother.” She suddenly spun to face Tala. “You must be Mistress Tala. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Tala looked up… and up… at the woman who had nearly two feet of height on her. “Yes, I am.”

Tala extended a hand in greeting, but the larger woman moved to scoop her up in a hug.

With a mild huff, Tala allowed all of her iron to weigh down on herself, and Mistress Chloe grunted, clearly straining but unable to budge Tala in the slightest. She grunted with effort, finally forcing out, “How heavy are you?”

To her credit, Mistress Chloe stepped back almost immediately, finally taking Tala’s proffered hand with a grin.

“He moves away from my hugs, and you simply won’t move.” She barked a laugh, continuing in a slightly-louder-than-necessary voice. “That’s amazing! Like a lock and key. Opposites make the best friends!”

Master Dafnis smiled contentedly, locking eyes with Tala before giving a bow. “A pleasure.”

Tala felt herself smile at the unassuming man. “Likewise.”

Rane cleared his throat. “So… why are you in town, Chloe?”

“Hmm? Oh, a new Constructionist claimed that he made a coffee incorporator.”

Tala’s eyes widened, causing Mistress Chloe’s smile to widen.

“I know, right? But he just made coffee-scented air.”

Rane sighed. “Isn’t that a good first step?”

“Bite your tongue, boy.” She thrust her finger in his direction while turning back toward Tala. “If you place cinnamon, vanilla, and water in the oven, it smells like cookies, but there are no cookies in that oven. Only false promises and lies.”

Rane opened his mouth, then closed it again, frowning.

Tala cleared her throat. “So… no coffee incorporator, then?”

“No.” Mistress Chloe hung her head. “This whole trip just to see the unveiling was a waste.”

Master Dafnis cleared his throat once, meaningfully.

She glanced his way, then sighed. “Yeah, it was good to see the family”—she gestured at Tala—“and to meet the one we’re constantly hearing about.”

Tala turned to look at Rane with one arched brow even as Mistress Chloe continued.

“Master Grediv really gets annoying with his ‘golden children…’”

Tala flushed, looking away from Rane, but she still saw the smile of self-vindication pulling at his lips.

But Mistress Chloe wasn’t done. “Get that smile off of your face, boy. You were that golden child for a while, Rane. You remember that, right?”

Rane grimaced. “Yeah…”

Mistress Chloe leaned in close to Tala and stage-whispered, “I sort of hated him when I got back from the Academy, but we’re doing better now. It has been… ten years?”

“Eleven… give or take.”

“Right, eleven years.”

The woman pulled out a massive mug from… Tala actually had no idea where it came from, which was impressive in its own right.

-Wait… It was just a handle, and the mug constructed itself as she drew it forth.-

Really? That’s a neat trick.

-Oh! Look there, starward.-

Tala focused on what Alat was showing her, and that revealed a large, dimensionally expanded space just barely starward of the mug.

Fascinating. By the magics I can see, the setup somehow works to keep the mug filled to the right level and the liquid at the right temperature.

-And moves the mug itself into the storage dimension when the handle isn’t being held?-

So it seems. Tala resisted asking after the device, given her own propensity to over-indulge on coffee. Yeah, it’s best if I don’t know how it works.

-How very mature of you.- Alat practically beamed with pride from within Tala’s mind.

The vessel in Mistress Chloe’s hand was obviously filled with coffee, and it was steaming as she took a long pull. When she was done, she let out a contented sigh. “That’s the stuff.”

Rane was rubbing his own face. “Why? Why are you acting like this, Chloe?”

She lowered the mug and grinned. “I’ve told you already. I missed out on messing with you at the Academy because you didn’t go. You’ve got at least another few years before that itch is scratched.”

Master Dafnis moved forward. “Dear, I think that he’s actually frustrated by the fact that you are teasing him in front of company.”

The large woman turned to look at Tala and frowned for a moment. Finally, she nodded once. “You’re right. Thank you, my love.” She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek before reorienting on Tala. “I apologize for my juvenile behavior. I let my desire to tease my little brother get ahead of my manners. Will you forgive me?”

Tala almost stepped back in shock at the complete reversal in the woman’s demeanor.

The Bound had gone from seeming to be a mildly immature young woman—taking glee in making her brother’s life difficult—to a solidly professional Mage in just five sentences. It was as impressive as it was startling.

“Oh, um… sure.”

Mistress Chloe grinned broadly. “Good, good. I wouldn’t want to drive you away from the family.”

Rane visibly colored yet again.

“But I’m regressing. So, I should progress this digression and get back to our procession toward our possessions. It was good to meet you, Mistress Tala. I hope our paths cross many, many times in the future.”

Tala blinked a few times before she fully parsed the previous words. “Oh! You’re leaving?”

Master Dafnis nodded. “We are. Master Grediv has kindly arranged for a visiting Paragon to ferry us back to Audel, but she leaves in just under an hour. We don’t want to delay the good Mistress.”

“Oh. Well, it was good to meet you, then, even if only briefly.”

Mistress Chloe hugged Rane again, but this time Rane returned the hug. “Bye, sis. Love you.”

“Goodbye, Rane. I love you, too. Don’t be a stranger!”

Master Dafnis and Rane shook hands once, exchanging simple, genuine smiles.

And with that, the whirlwind of their passage was complete.

Tala cleared her throat. “Wow… she’s something. I’m sorry that the timing worked out this way. If I’d known, we could have delayed picking up Lyn and Kannis for a couple of days.”

“It’s fine. We can’t spend too much time near each other yet. We still clash a bit too much.”

“Oh? I guess I can see that. Still, she seemed to have the capacity to be professional.”

Rane shrugged. “Oh, she is. In fact, she’s rather well respected in her field. I actually considered introducing you to her when we went through Audel.”

“When we went through? When were we going to do that?”

He gave her a long, frowning look. But when she didn’t say anything further, he elaborated, “Before you went missing, remember? We were going to go to every city, well I was, and you were going to go to every city outside of the southern forest.”

Right…

-Yeah. You forgot?-

No, I just wasn’t thinking about that.

-Ahh. And I didn’t remind you because I’m exhausted. Speaking of which: food and rest soon, please?-

I’ll see what I can do.

-Thank you.-

“That’s right. Huh.”

There was a beat of silence before Rane gestured toward one end of the entry hall. “Shall we go see what we can do to prep for dinner with Mistress Lyn and Kannis? They should be done getting cleaned up sometime soon.”

“Yeah, let’s.”

Without needing further discussion, Tala and Rane went to a smaller dining room together, finding one with only a small table for six, offset to one side.

Rane was pleased because that particular room had an Archive display on the far wall. The space would work perfectly for viewing some of the battles from the past if the four decided to do so.

He stepped out to inform a servant where they had gotten to and then began searching through the records for word-Mage defenders.

As expected from Lyn’s information, there weren’t any recently, but to their surprise, they found a concentration of a few from about one-and-a-half-thousand years earlier.

Apparently, that section of magic was very popular at the time, and Mages often were entertainers, skalds, bards, or even crafters more often than they were frontline fighters or distance casters, hurtling around fire, rocks, lightning, or the like.

But that was beside the point. They had found a good selection for Lyn to look over, so they were ready.

It was only a couple of minutes after they’d found the cache of interesting clashes to watch that Kannis and Lyn arrived, followed shortly after by the first of their food.

A swarm of servants swept through the room, leaving the table properly set and food and drink on easy to reach side tables that hadn’t been there before.

Kannis gave Rane a critical look. “You’re rich.”

Rane shook his head. “None of this is mine. I have enough, but this all belongs to my family.”

Kannis shook her head. “I figured that the gardens outside were an exception, but the more I see, the more it proves true. Even if you deny your own wealth, your family is floating in gold.”

He coughed, glancing away. “What of it?”

Tala shook her head, mostly ignoring them as she started to gather some food for herself. This looks really good.

She even found a wine that looked intriguing, and she took a long pull from her cup, satisfied that it was as tasty as she’d hoped.

Kannis sighed dramatically. “How are you still single?”

Tala almost choked, barely keeping herself from spraying red across one wall.

Rane shook his head. “Yeah… no. Let’s talk about something else.”

The mageling shrugged, clearly unrepentant, and began filling her plate.

Lyn cleared her throat. “Regardless, is that a list of names that I see?”

“Yes.” Rane quickly seized on the lifeline Lyn had offered as an escape from the conversation. “It starts with Cote the Ascriber.”

“Ascriber?” Tala asked in confusion.

“Yes…” Rane pulled up some information. “Apparently, his magic specifically focused around giving things names, and as he gave names to things, it seems that no one much wanted to argue about the name he gave himself. So, he called himself an Ascriber, and his contemporaries just went with it.”

“Huh.”

“As I was saying, it goes from Cote the Ascriber to Mistress Zoe, a Librarian.”

Lyn took some time to read through the accompanying information, even as she ate some of the appetizers already arrayed for their consumption.

Finally, she settled on one of the conflicts of Master Foclair. “Here’s a good one. It says he fought a wolf-man. Apparently, a Mage had a”—she glanced to her mageling meaningfully—“soul-bonding go sideways and ended up in that form.”

Kannis frowned. “And that… blended them somehow?”

Lyn nodded, carefully addressing the girl. “It’s one reason why familiars are so rare. You are still not at a place to learn the magical process.”

Kannis nodded, smiling. “Oh, I know. I feel like I really want to know how to form such bonds, but I can wait until you believe that I’m ready. They are always really exciting in the stories, and it would be amazing to have a companion or item tied as closely to me as my husband.” She colored slightly. “My eventual husband, and in a different way, of course.” Her color deepened. “I didn’t mean that—”

Lyn cleared her throat. “Let me save you from yourself. No one thought you meant anything odd.”

Kannis looked away, muttering a thank you.

Tala glanced down at Kit. “Speaking of companions.” She opened the pouch and called Terry out, giving him some food and explaining that they were about to watch a recorded conflict. “Would you like to join us?”

Terry looked around at the food and the people, then flickered to Tala’s shoulder with a trill of hearty agreement.

Tala grinned over at her avian friend. “Glad to have you with us, Terry.”

Rane tossed a chuck of meat, and Terry flickered to snatch it from the air, chirping his thanks.

Lyn swallowed her most recent bite. “Alright, then. Let’s see how this Master Foclair handles a wolf-man.”

Tala frowned, reading over the information as presented. “Wait. Is this his last fight on record?”

Lyn sorted through the details before grunting. “It does seem like it.”

Rane shrugged. “Everyone retires or dies in the end. This could be either.”

Still, they all shared a look.

Kannis was the one to break the short silence, chuckling nervously. “Well, I suppose it’ll be an interesting fight, regardless!”


Chapter: 48
Wolves and Bears

Tala and her friends settled into their seats as Rane began the playback of Master Foclair’s long-ago fight with a wolf-man.

As the record was shown, they were almost drawn into the ancient time, the massive Archive slate showing things more clearly than even a window could have, somehow.

The region displayed was a bit more heavily wooded than that around Alefast, but it clearly wasn’t a forest city.

The man himself, Master Foclair, wore quite plain clothing, if nicely made.

The style was a bit odd, but that was to be expected.

Honestly, Tala thought the clothing was much more similar to what she was used to than she’d have guessed it would be.

He was tall, straight-backed, and strong without being heavily muscled, and he strode out of the city gates with confidence.

Waiting for him was… not what Tala had expected.

There was not one wolf-man but dozens, all easily visible with the provided view.

Kannis sucked in a breath when she noticed the same thing.

Each wolf-man seemed to have rows of scars across portions of their exposed flesh, their clothing either torn or missing entirely.

Even so, what nakedness there was, wasn’t lewd. Their humanity was gone, their bodies distorted in ways that were more vulgar than any naked flesh ever could be.

They looked like nothing so much as bipedal wolves, with exaggerated, human-like muscles bulging from their otherwise lupine forms.

Their coats varied widely from near red, browns, all the way to midnight-black, and on to snow-white fur.

Each was unique in their twisted features, whether crouched on the ground or balanced among the tree branches.

Tala leaned over toward Lyn. “What was Master Foclair’s foundational understanding? Is it listed?”

“‘Power makes words true.’”

Rane grunted when he heard that. “Well put together. Quite cynical, though.”

Lyn smiled. “Indeed.”

Master Foclair spoke within the recording. “You are visible.”

His words thrummed with power that seemed to almost come through the recording itself, causing Tala’s magesight to momentarily fuzz, even if just slightly.

-Oh, I did not like that.-

Two dozen more wolf-men stuttered into visibility, seemingly having been trying to sneak up on the man.

“You poor souls. What a curse to bring to the world, Lycaon.”

A howl echoed from the trees as a truly massive beast, standing easily twice the height of the others, bounded forward.

Tala’s eyes widened.

The others’ rows of scars now made sense. Each was a bite from this massive beast, healed and scarred over.

“His curse spread through a bite?”

Rane and Lyn both nodded in agreement, not taking their eyes from the unfolding drama.

As the massive werewolf growled, it took them a moment to pick out the words, and even then, it was Alat who did so first.

-Oh! The beast is speaking? That’s rare indeed. Let me see if I can help translate, some… Good. The recordings are open. I can put the words at the bottom for you all.-

The recording moved back to the beginning of Lycaon’s harsh speech, causing the other three to frown in question.

“Alat is adding a transcription of what the wolf-man is saying.”

Lycaon spoke, then, his growl barely understandable with Alat’s transcription. “Bound and Fused, Refined and stagnant, you have fallen for the lie of the human form. Trapped for eternity without perfection.”

Master Foclair didn’t speak, letting the creature continue.

“The freedom of the forest and the plains, the hunt and the den, await all. The strength of the pack and the moon, the fang and the pelt are granted to any and all by my tooth and claw.”

“You are intelligent, then. You retain that much of your humanity?”

Lycaon barked a harsh, rolling laugh. “Humanity has stolen that much from nature, and I have not given it back, yes.”

“Then, go, turn your pack upon the arcanes. Break your teeth against the City Lords and their pet Houses. Reclaim them for your pack, but leave us be.”

Well… that’s probably more than Kannis knows. Tala focused her perception on the mageling and saw no surprise, just studied interest.

-Honestly, they are just words to her, without context. She knows that this is from more than a thousand years ago. Without knowing what we know, it’s background details on a world that no longer exists.-

Huh, fair. Best not make anything of it, then.

Lycaon responded to the defender, bringing Tala’s attention back to the recorded confrontation. “No. The twisted shall not be twisted again. The broken-bound will not be broken again until the world is wiped clean of the scourge of humankind. Join my pack, let the taint be cleansed and turned to strength.”

Tala desperately wished that she could use her magesight on the creature, but sadly, that wasn’t an option.

Master Foclair nodded once. “So, it was a reality wolf you sought to bond. You fool. How did you even approach it to…?” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. It was a fool’s errand, and you got a fool’s result.”

Lycaon growled deeply, sinking low and preparing to spring at the Refined.

But Master Foclair acted first.

He lifted a pair of constructs that were suddenly in his hands, seemingly having come from a bound storage.

Tala could only describe them as crossbows but without the limbs. Additionally, there seemed to be a large pair of wheels holding an insane number of dimensionally compressed bolts in them.

They weren’t in an extra dimensional space, instead appearing far smaller, and taking up much less space, than the bolts that were obviously already loaded and ready to fire.

They looked rather reminiscent to the weapons that Mistress Jean, the Mage Hunter, had used. Though hers were very much intended for single, massive, magical shots, and Master Foclair’s were just as clearly intended for the rapid firing of a number of mundane projectiles, each carrying a payload of magic to be activated within their target.

Similar concept, though.

Kannis leaned forward. “What are those?”

Rane grinned. “It’s an old-style automatic bow. Incredibly expensive, and not really worth it for what you get out, but some Mages used to specialize so much that they required external weaponry to fill in the gaps in their power. Now, we try to have a broad enough set of abilities that they aren’t as needed.”

Tala got a good look at the weaponry, given the detail of what they were seeing, and while the boltheads looked silver at first glance, she was able to pick out incredibly intricate spell-workings inlaid within harder metal.

Clever. Like the arrowheads we have for specific creatures.

-Precisely that. He must have known this was coming for a while to have so many for this creature, or he had a way of mass producing them.-

As Master Foclair pulled the triggers, he swept the two weapons across the line of the enemies before him.

Lycaon lunged straight up, out of the line of fire, but most of his pack wasn’t so lucky.

Bolts lanced out, each one getting a dose of kinetic power from a small, magical disc that was ejected from the side of the weapon even as the bolt was sent flying.

One-use kinetic imparters? That is expensive. Even now, that would be… three or four silver a shot?

As the bolts lanced out, Master Foclair was speaking, though they couldn’t hear him over the roaring, howling, and whimpering of wolf-men.

What he did was quite obvious, however.

No bolt flew perfectly straight, each seemingly nudged along their trajectories, their flightpaths perfected on the way to their targets.

In a matter of moments, every lesser wolf-man had a bolt in head and heart, magic pulsing from the projectiles to send the monster-trapped souls on to the next world.

It was an insane display of wealth, weaponry, and word-magic’s power.

One of his two weapons was down to a final shot, and the other had two bolts left when Lycaon landed almost silently behind Master Foclair.

The Refined seemed to have heard, regardless.

He was unbelievably fast, spinning and firing off a bolt from each weapon in a blink.

He just wasn’t fast enough.

Lycaon raked claws across the Refined, leaving bloody furrows that began to bubble as if filled with acid.

Master Foclair screamed in obvious pain, even as Lycaon bit down on the man’s shoulder.

Still, Master Foclair’s bolts had struck true, one imbedding in each of the giant creature’s thighs.

Their magic was radiating out with powerful pulses, shredding the lupine flesh.

Lycaon toppled to the side, howling and writhing in pain as the magical projectiles turned his own magic against him, ending him in moments.

Even so, as the wolf-man died, he died laughing around his agonized whimpers. “The pack must grow, and you will do as well as I to see… it… done…”

Master Foclair was on his knees beside his slain foe, swaying in his own agony.

He lifted up one hand and groaned as thick hair began to sprout from his skin. “I am human.”

Power rippled through the words, and all evidence of the curse vanished… for a moment.

Then, like a rising tide, it sprouted from around the massive bite marks once again, racing to cover his whole body.

“I am cleansed.”

Again, the power in the words drove out the curse… for a moment.

Even without her magesight, Tala could see what was happening. “He’s using more power than his throughput replenishes.”

Master Foclair growled in frustration and anger as the change began again, but he drove it back again.

And again.

And again.

Mages were coming from the city at a run, but it was obvious that they wouldn’t arrive before he lost the back and forth with the curse.

Finally, as he stared at his arm once again bulging with muscle, hair sprouting across the surface, he seemed to recognize the weapon in his hand.

There was only a moment’s hesitation before he spoke one final phrase, clearly filled with all the power he had left, “Humanity fights on.”

A moment later, the final bolt was within his flesh, its deadly power ending the curse before it could spread further.

The recording ended, and the four exchanged varied looks.

Kannis looked a little green.

Lyn was also looking a bit squeamish, but she was more contemplative than her mageling.

Tala and Rane exchanged a look that said: ‘More later. They’re done for now.’

Even so, Tala had felt something resonating within herself at the man’s end.

Still, it was hardly the time to contemplate such things. Instead, she simply asked Alat to note it for later consideration.

Without further distractions, the four ate their food, conversation only slowly getting started once again.

Regardless, it didn’t take too long before they were laughing and chatting once more.

Despite the dour start, the night turned out to be quite enjoyable all around.

***

That night, Tala placed Kit on the inner surface of the outer wall of the Gredial estate, and she, Lyn, and Kannis slept within.

Rane stayed in his rooms within the main house, as made sense.

The next morning, after a Gredial meal for everyone but Tala, the four went out into Alefast.

Tala, for her part, had a meal prepared by Mistress Petra once again.

Their first stop was none other than Artia and Adrill’s shop so that Kannis and Lyn could get a good look at some artifact-style items.

When the four arrived, Adrill and Brandon were waiting for them, a pile of items and equipment ready and waiting, clearly not part of the shop’s inventory.

“Good, good!” Adrill smiled and waved. “I was afraid that we wouldn’t be your first stop.”

-I let them know the plan was for us to swing by today.-

Thank you, Alat. That was very kind of you.

-It’s what I do.-

Tala wasted no time in putting Kit on a nearby wall and letting the two men carry their stuff inside, where Master Simon was eagerly awaiting them.

That sparked a conversation with Lyn and Kannis, who were confused as to what was going on.

As they moved into the shop proper, Kannis clarified, “So, let me get this straight. Your… sanctum is even larger than the couple of rooms that we saw last night? We were in those rooms when you were carrying us, after all. I mean I knew that you had meals stored within it, but you have someone working in there, too?”

“Several someones, yes.”

Artia greeted them as they entered, adding to the conversation. “And my husband wants us to join that little enclave of magically fascinating bliss, apparently.” She shook her head in mock sadness. “You really shouldn’t try to steal other women’s husbands, Mistress Tala.”

Tala cracked a smile. “Never fear, good woman. Your husband is only after what he can learn, and I am only interested in what he can discover.”

“Aye, I love him for his mind, too.” The older woman grinned widely, giving a comically exaggerated wink.

Tala moved on, introducing Lyn and Kannis and explaining why they were there.

“Well, I have to tell you, while we have a great selection, if nothing strikes your interest, I have a list of items other shops should have. As a last resort, there’s also the Constructionists. They have a more eclectic collection, though you may have to get Mistress Tala to help wrestle those from their greedy little fingers.”

Tala chuckled. “Yeah, the Constructionists like buying up anything unusual.”

That signaled the start of the two visiting women wandering the shop, exclaiming over the various items available for purchase.

They were both, obviously, drawn to the dimensional storage items, but while they were less expensive than Constructionist-created versions, they still weren’t cheap.

After looking over what was available in that section, Lyn and Kannis found themselves more fascinated by the random artifacts on the final counter.

Tala was looking over the items as well. “Hey, you’ve gotten some new stuff.”

Artia scoffed. “Of course. That’s how shops work, Mistress Tala.”

Tala gave her a flat look. “I am aware of that. I mean that you have new types of artifacts. Last time you were explaining how there seemed to be more similar items showing up.”

“Ahh, yes. Well, a few delvers found a cave system filled with artifacts a couple of miles outside the city. That has created a bit of a surplus in the last weeks, including a lot of new things.”

Lyn lifted up a glass jar filled with a black semi-solid. “‘Obedient clay’? I’m not sure I understand.”

Artia smiled, speaking with a note of command but without magic in the words, “Sword.”

The black substance shifted, becoming a sword, using all of itself to make a weapon that was as large as possible… which was just a short sword.

It was now too big for the jar and teetered over to thunk on the counter.

“Once it is magic-bound, it should only respond to its bound’s command.”

Lyn nodded, picking up the sword and muttering to the weapon, commanding small changes and witnessing the results. Finally, she looked up at the shop owner. “Can mass be added?”

“In theory, yes, but I don’t know the method. I would refer you to the Constructionists for that.”

Tala smiled to herself at how much Artia had grown in her thoughts about Mages over the last years.

Lyn grinned, muttering to the item and turning it into a cube, then a sphere, then a cup. “How much?”

That started their haggling, in which Lyn also added in a dimensional storage for herself and her mageling. She was very particular about which ones, too.

Tala hadn’t looked closely enough to see a difference, but she also wasn’t in the market for such things.

Though, we do need to find some more expanded spaces for Kit to consume.

-Ooo, that would be nice, yes.-

Kannis was not having luck finding an artifact that really interested her. Finally, she despaired. “There’s nothing here for me. All of these are fascinating, but none really speak to me.”

Tala frowned. There are tons of random little things. I got whatever I could conceive of a use for.

Still, Tala knew that she was the odd one, here. So, she didn’t say anything.

Artia paused her negotiations with Lyn, turning to the mageling. “What are you looking for, dear? Perhaps I can help. Almost any of these items could provide some utility.”

The young woman lifted her hands in defeat. “I don’t actually know. It seems silly to consider when looking at artifacts, but my foundation is that I seek the truth in all things, even among falsehoods, but looking for an item like that is probably ridiculous. It would be nice to have an ever-sharp knife, but I can’t justify the expense.”

“Truth?” The shopkeeper got a far-off look, then reached to the far end of the counter and pulled over what seemed to be a small teddy bear of indeterminate material.

Kannis blinked a few times. “Is that a teddy bear? Like… for a child?” She frowned then. “Well, I suppose it wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t magical. I didn’t even look at that one, and that was likely a mistake.”

Artia smiled happily. “Yes, the magics are centered around this little bear, but the analysis is what brought it to mind. ‘Give truth to bind, ask truth to befriend, reveal truth to grow in power.’ This one, apparently, doesn’t require a gate to magic-bond, according to the Mages who analyzed it. They put this little iron collar around its neck to prevent its early bonding.”

Tala’s frown deepened, trying not to remember her own time wearing a collar. “Care to explain the esoteric information?”

“Well, they discovered that there is a sapience dormant inside. They were going to simply destroy it as a creature from beyond, or something like that, but they found none of the markers of dangers to humanity or even individuals within the twists and turns of its magic.”

Tala groused. “I feel like the knowledge that some artifacts are ‘creatures from beyond’ is important information, and it rather weighs scales in regard to the likely source of artifacts. Even more so, if you all are regularly finding examples of sapience among the artifacts.”

The shop owner shook her head. “Hardly. I even told you about the dangerous ones the first time we met. Regardless, if artifacts are somehow remnants from ages past, moved through time, or otherwise preserved only to be revealed now, then it would make sense that some guardian creatures would come through, too. Most are… less than useful, targeting anything not of a given family line, descriptions, or race—that race is never human, incidentally. Those have to be picked apart and dispersed as soon as they’re found. In order to keep my license as a seller of artifacts, I am bound to report any such to the Mages.”

Kannis’s eyes narrowed. “Then why is it available, still?”

Artia shrugged. “The accelerated waning has most families with small children, or who want them, already out of the city. I would bet that most dismiss it as you did. Beyond that, there really isn’t much to go on with what the Constructionists were able to pull from the rats’ nest of magics within. They did say that once it was activated, once it bonded with someone, those magics should unspool and be easier to read. At the moment, they are folded in and dormant, only presenting what I’ve conveyed to any with the skill to understand the spell forms.”

Lyn and Kannis shared a look before the older woman shrugged. “Could be worth a try.”

Kannis picked up the little bear, turning it over in her hands. “It’s cold.” She pulled it to her chest, almost instinctively, before hesitating and chuckling. “But, I suppose that’s to be expected.”

Lyn and Artia entered another round of negotiations before they settled on a price that Tala found hard to accept.

Lyn truly was a master of negotiation. That, or Artia had been kind to them. Likely it was a combination of the two.

The deal done, Artia removed the little collar from the bear and motioned to Kannis.

The mageling held up the bear, looked it in the eyes, and spoke, “Hello, I’m Kannis. What’s your name?”


Chapter: 49
Often… Frustrating

Tala was curious to see what the little bear would do, given the incredibly complex magics that she could see bundled into it. Thus, she watched with anticipation as Kannis addressed the little artifact.

The mageling seemed resolute as she held the item, but Tala could still detect a note of uncertainty. What they knew of the artifact implied sapience, and while that was expected in powerful arcanous creatures like Terry, and virtually all magical creatures, it was rare in objects outside of forbidden experiments and the like.

-Well, Kit shows all the signs of either sapience or incredibly intricate procedural magics, on the order of complexity far beyond our ability to create at the moment.-

That’s true enough.

Finally, the young woman firmed her resolve and spoke, “Hello, I’m Kannis. What’s your name?”

At the first sentence, power seemed to be pulled toward the bear. Tala was able to see it being drawn starward, out of the otherwise stoneward streams of power.

Natural magical pathways seemed to awaken from their dormant state, much as silver inscriptions would for Mages.

At the second sentence, another set of interweaving spell-forms immediately started to draw in power, and Tala thought she saw flickers of power moving between Kannis and the bear.

Forming a connection, just as expected.

With all the moving pieces of the spellform, spreading out to overlay every part of the small bear, it was a wonder how fast it progressed.

Less than three seconds after Kannis had asked her question, the bear’s eyes opened.

They looked like doll eyes as it looked up at Kannis. “Hello, Kannis. I am Mathan Fannas Geard. Do you have a magical source attuned to you already?”

The voice was melodic, like Mathan was barely keeping itself from singing. Even so, it was surprisingly deep, wholly incongruous with the tiny thing.

Kannis was clearly taken aback by the articulate artifact.

Even so, she cleared her throat and answered, “Yes. I have a magical source.”

Wait… It isn’t speaking. Tala narrowed her focus on the magic around the artifact.

-No… it isn’t. It is pushing what it wants to communicate through an insane lattice of magic… It’s not a powerful effect, but it is complex. It looks like it’s outside of the range of anything we’ve seen and analyzed, ourselves.-

Not human magic, then… concept magic? We weren’t able to analyze too much concept magic even while among the arcanes. Is it simply using the concept of communication to… communicate?

-That’s a reasonable guess. That’s why we’re all hearing it, because that’s what we expect and will receive best.-

And it’s verbose because that’s the only way to convey exactly what it’s trying to convey.

-Precisely. The concepts involved are likely incredibly simple, from the artifact’s perspective, but the magic expands and elucidates it until we can understand it precisely as intended.-

That’s… useful?

-Indeed.-

The magical pathways widened and deepened within Mathan. “Excellent. It is convenient that you are so equipped already, and we do not have to seek out a source to claim. In that case, initiating our magical bond will only require your consent. Simply extend some of your power to me as a form of agreement, and I will do the rest.”

The mageling was obviously, rightly hesitant. “Is that required?”

The second set of pathways drew more deeply, thickening and deepening within the dimension of magic.

‘Give truth to bind, ask truth to befriend…’ Is it purposely cycling on its own conditions to add to the two-way bond?

-That seems likely. If something like this was set up to do harm, it would be insidious.-

Indeed.

Mathan was silent for a moment before responding, “No. A magic bond is not required, though I believe that I could not leave this region without it. The magic here sustains me, but now that I am active, I would waste away elsewhere. I sense much power nearby, but without a proper bond, I cannot detect its nature or how to access it for use elsewhere.”

Kannis nodded, understanding.

Tala, Rane, and Lyn had all discussed that portion of artifacts with the mageling, so that it wouldn’t be a surprise or require detailed answers while within Artia’s shop.

Rane, Lyn, and Artia, for their parts, were all standing back and watching with various looks of fascination.

Ironically, Artia seemed the least surprised by the developments.

I suppose doing this for a couple of decades has made things like this, if not everyday, certainly not unique.

The mageling considered for a long moment, then pulled her own power up and into her hands, which were still clasped around the bear’s middle.

There was a pulse of power as the drop of Kannis’s magic seemed to change the composition of all the power within the small thing like dipping a teabag into hot water.

With a wave of black fire, the hair burned away, leaving a surprisingly lifelike metal bear in its wake.

Kannis gasped, pulling her hands back and allowing Mathan to drop the few inches to the counter, where it landed in a crouch.

No, not a bear, a bear-man. It was eerily similar to the wolf-men they’d seen in the recording the night before, but mainly in that it was an obvious blending of man and predator.

In Mathan’s case, there was none of the wrongness that the wolf-men had exuded.

The little figure stretched, the metal moving as if it were flesh. It then looked down at the wooden counter and tapped one foot.

Immediately, wood seemed to flow up through the material, and it was a wooden figure instead.

It looked up with a smile. “There. I determined that you did not have any form of enhanced strength, so the added weight of a metal form would be a burden. Did I do well?”

There was a look of childlike need for approval in the little wooden face.

Then, Mathan frowned. “You look startled. Did my transformation shock you? I apologize.” It looked down at its articulate paws. “I only have my nature to act upon, and it seems that it has been so very long since one of my kin was able to gain a foothold here. I do not know what I should be doing.”

Kannis cleared her throat, moving a bit closer, “Your kin?”

“Yes, I am a keeperling, born of the ordered void.”

Tala felt her eye twitch. What?

-What?-

The little wooden bear-man nodded as if satisfied. “Your people have done an excellent job keeping the devourlings from gaining a foothold within this place of magic and power. While the power you have supplied is minor, I can do much with it. You have a truly excellent, unending source.”

Kannis straightened. “Oh! Let me give you some more. I am a gated human, which means that my soul draws in magical power from… well, I don’t truly fully understand so I shouldn’t pretend like I do.”

Beside her, Lyn smiled brightly but didn’t interject.

Kannis reached out and tentatively placed her hand on the bear’s head, directing her meager throughput into the artifact. The creature froze, clearly drinking in the power that was offered.

A minute later, Kannis pulled back. “Better?”

“Oh, yes. Thank you, bonded one.”

“Is there anything else that I can do for you?”

“Well, if what you say is true, then I seek souls for myself and my kin. I sense so many nearby, can I have those?”

There was a long beat of silence.

The bear looked around. “Was I not understood? Did my conveyance sub-spell fail?”

Kannis shook her head. “No, Mathan. You want… souls?”

“Yes. As many as possible.”

“Why?”

“For power, of course. We cannot exist here without power. You sustain me, but you cannot possibly sustain all my kin. Souls will remove the need of sustainers.” It looked around, seemingly fervent in its desire.

“You can’t have human souls.”

“Why not?”

“Because people are using them?” Kannis responded with a bit of disbelieving exasperation.

“Truly?” The bear looked around again, seemingly able to see through the walls in some manner. “Are you sure? Interesting… Regardless, I take your meaning. What about after their frail vessels fail? The souls will not mind being put to use, then; I am sure. May we have the souls of the dying?”

The mageling’s eye twitched, but she seemed utterly at a loss of what to say.

Rane glanced toward Tala. “Tala, would you inform my master that something here requires his attention?” He turned to the little bear and nodded sagely. “He is a leader of this city and has the power to negotiate for anything within its walls.”

“Oh!” The little artifact sounded genuinely pleased. “That is excellent.” It looked to its bound. “He will be able to help us, then.”

-Done.-

Thank you.

-This is fascinating… unless it actually has a means of harvesting souls… Then it’s terrifying.-

The little bear turned its head to regard Tala. “You. You are communicating… with yourself, who is not your self but is tied to your self, within yourself… Are all humans as confusing as you?”

He can sense us talking?

-Maybe? It seems likely based on what he just said, but I don’t really know what that means.-

The quick exchange passed in less than a blink, then Alat gasped. -Existence shield!-

Tala flooded her elk leather’s defenses with void and iron, even as her iron pooled outward across her skin, under her through-spike, ensconcing herself in self-isolation.

Mathan seemed to sway slightly even as he turned his gaze elsewhere.

Rane drew its attention back with a few words. “She is a special case, really. Most of us are rusted easy to understand. Tala just likes to go about things in her own way.”

The bear seemed to hesitate, as if unsure of what was going on.

Explain, Alat.

-Reality threads were reaching out to you, manufactured and manipulated by his magics. You got your defenses up in time, but I think he’s forging bonds with the others.

Before Kannis could respond, Master Grediv appeared beside the counter.

Artia gasped and stepped even farther back than she’d already been standing.

Lyn’s eyes widened, but she maintained her place, protectively off to one side of her mageling, seemingly still ready to attempt to interfere.

Rane visibly relaxed at seeing his mentor’s arrival.

Tala smiled. Good. That didn’t take long.

-Indeed.-

Mathan looked toward the new arrival. “Oh! One of power and might. May we have your soul?”

Master Grediv raised an eyebrow, then lifted a hand, power wreathing the digits in what seemed to obviously be a means of smiting the little artifact.

“Wait!” Kannis stepped forward, surprising everyone, seemingly herself most of all. “I don’t think he means any harm. He seems to be learning about our world for the first time.”

“‘He’?” The little artifact resonated. “Am I a ‘he’?”

Now, that’s a can of worms. Identity for an artifact has to be a tricky thing to handle.

Master Grediv didn’t lower his hand, but he blessedly seized the conversation. “Little artifact—”

“I am Mathan Fannas Geard. So named by the maker.”

The Paragon tilted his head to the side. “A void-bear guardian? Is that your personal name, or that of your kind?”

“Personal… name? I am what I am. The ‘who’ is irrelevant. I am bound and will serve my bonded in search of souls or other suitable means of powering myself and my kin.”

-Umm… Tala? Look at this.- Alat showed Tala a few key points from the conversation as seen by Tala’s voidsight, and each time that Mathan explained something to them, or them to him, his reality node grew. It wasn’t a lot, but it was noticeable.

More than that, the tether between it and Kannis was already huge, considering they’d only just met. It was still something that Tala might expect between new acquaintances who had hit it off well, but it was definitely an oddity. Moreso that it seemed to grow whenever… Whenever a truth was asked for. ‘Ask a truth to befriend.’

-‘Reveal truth to grow in power.’ Every time it reveals a truth, or has a truth revealed, it grows… stronger?-

At least more present.

Master Grediv looked up to Kannis, deciding that he should talk with her, given she’d stayed his hand. “I’m sorry, Mistress. I do not know you.”

Kannis colored, lowering her head. “My apologies, but I am no Mistress. I am a mageling to Mistress Lyn.” She gestured to Lyn. “This is an artifact that we just purchased and are trying to understand.”

Master Grediv sighed. “A potentially sapient artifact? Those are often… frustrating.”

“I am fully sapient, thank you. I do have the potential for more, though.” The bear seemed positively gleeful to share information.

No wonder. Every time it does, the node grows.

Tala cleared her throat, drawing everyone’s attention, though Mathan didn’t orient on her. “Its magics are creating a relational connection between itself and whoever it’s speaking with, growing it in depth and meaning. I believe that it might be doing something similar with everyone as questions are asked and answered. Additionally, it is more present every time it reveals truth or has truth revealed to it.”

The bear’s node grew.

Really? I suppose I revealed truth to others, around it? That counts?

-That’s so unfair…-

Tala sighed. “I cannot judge its intent, but if we aren’t careful, you all might regard it as a long-known friend before we’re aware of what’s happening. I’ve protected myself, but I don’t think I can protect any of you.”

Master Grediv narrowed his eyes, gazing pointedly at the little wooden bear. “Is this true?”

“Is what true?” It seemed genuinely confused.

“Are you magically forming relational connections?”

“Yes.”

The Paragon seemed taken aback by the simple, forthright answer. Still, he seemed hesitant. “Do you wish to explain?”

“I very much would like to, yes.”

There was a momentary pause before Master Grediv prompted, “Please explain.”

“Of course! The magics that make up my being are not hidden or obscured in any regard. I have no core morality, because morality implies the ability to choose, and I have none. Though, I do have sapience…” There was almost a hitch in the little artifact as it seemed to try to comprehend what it had just said. “I do not understand that contradiction, so I will not focus on it. I simply act upon my base magics and the instructions of my bound, either directly or those implied which I interpret. Thus, without a morality, I have no need to hide from either those you would deem ‘good’ or ‘bad.’ Neither should want me destroyed because I oppose neither. I am wonderfully compatible with all thinking beings.”

Master Grediv opened his mouth, then closed it in a motion that was hauntingly reminiscent of Rane.

I guess we know where Rane learned it, then?

-So it would seem.-

The Paragon shook his head, a hardness entering into his eyes. “I don’t like that you are magically forging emotional ties with me, little creature. Are you capable of stopping?”

“No. If I severed that portion of my magic, I would no longer be me, thus ‘I’ cannot stop.”

After a short moment, Master Grediv nodded. “But you can stop and leave an altered ‘you’ who doesn’t do so?”

The bear tilted his head to the side, seemingly considering. “Yes. It would cause a cascade, the results of which are beyond my understanding, but it would leave me without that portion of my functionality.”

-That was another big boost in its reality node.-

Yeah… do we know what a larger reality node even means?

-I think we’ve found it correlates to how much sway a being generally has over the world around it?-

That’s not vague or unhelpful at all…

-Sadly, it’s what we have.-

I know…

Master Grediv nodded once. “I am not comfortable with the magics this artifact is demonstrating. We do allow sapient artifacts on occasion, if their functions are not hostile, but I believe the emotional connections that are being forcibly formed should be considered a form of hostility.”

The bear nodded once. “If my bonded agrees, I will initiate the severing. I feel I should note: I cannot be held responsible for the results. The connections you wish to prevent go in both directions, and my magic has quite a lot of… sub-aspects to deal with anything not so connected.”

There was a beat of silence before the bear continued.

“But, as I will no longer be me, that’s his problem. I pity that guy… and all of you, but mostly him. Kannis? Is this your wish?”

Was that… a joke?

-I think so? Maybe he is flexing his sapience?-

Possibly.

“I… I have no idea.” Kannis looked to the Paragon. “Isn’t this like cutting off a part of a person’s brain?”

Master Grediv shook his head. “No, it is more like castrating a particularly aggressive dog.” He paused. “It isn’t ideal, but it is preferable to putting the creature down. At least, that is how I have always understood it. I know much, but not everything.”

“And if I say no?”

“I will suppress his magics until they cease to be, leaving a well-sculpted wooden statue.”

“Ahh…”

Mathan looked between the two. “I am glad you find me well crafted. I do not wish to be sent back to the void, but I will not contest any action taken.”

Kannis sighed. “In that case, Mathan, yes. Let’s remove the involuntary connection building magics… if that’s what they are called.”

The little bear gave a serious nod. “Understood. You have all taught me so much in my short stint of existence. Thank you. Goodbye.”

Without further delay, a blossom of power reached out from the core of the magics within the artifact and struck at itself, savaging one section of the magical pathways within.

There was a flash, and the majority of the power held within the destroyed spellforms was sucked back into the remainder of the structure of the artifact’s natural magics.

Tala watched as the remaining magic severed from the artifact, now identical to Kannis’s magic, snapped back to its source. It was more than ten times what the girl had offered the magical item to begin with.

Kannis jerked and gasped as if she’d been slapped, but Lyn caught her shoulders and steadied her.

The little bear shifted, looking around itself before reaching out and touching a silver coin artifact laying on the counter within its reach.

The wood gave way to silver, the shape of a bear morphing into that of a stocky man, before it lifted its gaze to Kannis. “Hello, bonded. I am Fannas Geard. Am I more acceptable to you, now?”


Chapter: 50
We Are Undone

Tala regarded Fannas curiously, uncertain as to how Master Grediv would proceed.

There was a beat of silence as Rane, Artia, and Tala stood back, watching the scene unfold almost as if it were a play.

Kannis stood nearly directly beside the counter upon which Fannas stood, Lyn behind her to the right, and Master Grediv across from her.

All eyes were focused on the little, dwarfishly-proportioned silver man.

The Paragon sighed. “With the magic that creates connections removed, it shouldn’t be any more of a threat than any arcanous companion.” He met Kannis’s eyes. “Any harm, destruction, or death caused by the artifact will be your responsibility and that of your master.”

The mageling took a half-step forward. “We will work with the Constructionists in Bandfast to keep tabs on his development.”

Master Grediv nodded. “That is acceptable. I will inform the lord of that city as well as the head of the local Archon Council of this.”

“Understood. Thank you, Master Grediv.”

Tala released her existence defenses, reveling as the growing sense of isolation vanished, and she once more felt embraced by the world.

The Paragon’s eyes flicked to Tala, and he winked before vanishing without a trace.

-Oh! He gave us access to a section of information… Oh… Sapient artifacts are almost always immediately hostile, so while they are vastly more common than we thought, they are almost universally destroyed… Hmmmm… Syphons are considered in the same overarching grouping, as are many other not-quite-creatures. Though, they also aren’t actually artifacts either. Basically, if a thing is a spontaneous manifestation of power—rather than propagating through biological means—and it shows even a hint of decision making, it falls into this camp.-

Dasgannach?

-Precisely. Though, I will state again that in almost all cases, the sapience is arguable.-

Fascinating.

Fannas still had his eyes locked on Kannis.

The little figure now looked like nothing so much as a squat mannequin of silver, with barely more features than a dressing dummy. Though he deviated from such in that he lacked the obvious joints, having retained the flesh-like movements of his seemingly solid form.

Good, actually. Otherwise, he might have looked like an automaton.

Kannis regarded Fannas before smiling. “I am not sure exactly what will come of this, but thank you for your willingness to try to work with me.”

“Of course, bonded. Existence is preferable to non-existence, and I exist now, where I did not before. But you have not answered. Am I acceptable in this form?”

She nodded. “You are. Thank you.”

Fannas actually glowed, a deep purple light shining forth in a clear manifestation of the natural magics showing a mimicry of inscriptions.

Purple in the visible spectrum, not the magical indication of advancement? That’s just… frustrating.

Tala and Alat watched carefully and still didn’t detect anything even slightly resembling reality threads coming from the figure, nor anything that seemed to act on the reality threads already in place.

As the light faded, Fannas was a few inches taller than before, now standing at around eight inches from foot to head. He also had a bit more detail but still relatively little.

Kannis held out a hand, but the little man took that for an invitation and jumped straight to her shoulder, dexterously spinning and sitting, looking for all the world like an expensive doll placed there on display.

Though, he ruined the effect by kicking his feet like a bored child. “Let’s go learn!”

Tala cleared her throat. “Before that, I feel that we’ve missed something important.”

Everyone turned to regard her.

“Fannas, why do you want to bring your kin here?”

He tilted his head to one side. “Is it nice here?”

“Generally, yes.”

“The void is… not very nice. Here is better. I want to bring others like me to a better place.”

“That… makes sense, actually. Is there any urgency?”

Fannas seemed to consider, looking up. Finally, he pointed at an upward angle toward the east. “There is a ball of finite burning power up there, correct? I am not sensing a falsehood?”

Kannis glanced toward the being on her shoulder. “Yes, the sun.”

Shouldn’t his communication magic have provided the name?

-If he referred to it, it likely would have for our understanding, but that wouldn’t have told him what it was called.-

That’s… confusing, but it also makes sense?

-I hate concept magic…-

Yeah…

Fannas nodded. “Before that stops burning should be soon enough to prevent non-existence for my kin.”

That caused everyone to shift in a moment of hesitation.

Lyn cleared her throat, asking the question likely on everyone’s mind, “You mean… you need to rescue them before the sun goes out?”

“Yes. That should be soon enough.”

Kannis shrugged, causing Fannas to bob. “Well, that sounds like something we can discuss later then.”

“That is acceptable, bonded.”

Artia stepped forward once again. “Well, I am glad that you are satisfied with your purchases.”

Tala gave a small bow toward the shopkeeper. “Thank you, again, Artia.”

“Of course, Mistress. Is there anything else I can assist you with?”

“No, thank you. I will be back later for my storage. I will let your husband and son know before I move it.”

“Thank you.” Artia smiled. “They might not notice the passage of time, even with your false sun.”

Fannas watched the interaction with interest but didn’t comment.

The four friends walked back outside after the rest bid Artia goodbye and thanked her.

It was still a beautifully crisp morning, and Tala took a moment to revel in the feeling.

She was rudely jerked from her revelry by Fannas. “Devourling! And so strong? We are undone… Bonded, run! I will delay it.”

The little man-shaped being lunged from Kannis’s shoulder, charging… at the door that was Kit.

What?

To Tala’s surprise, the door opened on its own, revealing a tall stone that tipped and fell out, smacking Fannas even as he tried to jump to the side.

The stone shattered, leaving the little figure sprawled on the ground, seemingly dazed.

“It’s… too… strong… I have failed before I’ve even begun.”

Kit’s door had already closed, but now opened again, a larger stone beginning to tip out.

Tala stepped forward. “Kit! Stop that.”

The stone paused, seemingly precariously balancing, even though it looked to be far past the tipping point.

“I’ll not have you punching down.”

The stone slowly swayed before being drawn backward before the door closed.

Tala felt surprised. She generally communicated her desires mentally, rather than verbally, but she supposed that this wasn’t really any greater obedience than Kit had demonstrated before. I move around within all the time, and that takes just a thought.

Fannas’s head moved so that he was regarding Tala. “You command the devourling? Impossible! They eat all that they can.”

Tala shrugged. “I don’t know about a devourling, but Kit is mine, yes. She is magic-bound to me as you are to Kannis. We get along quite well.”

The little silver creature slowly stood, a large dent obvious in its head and shoulder.

“Will you tell me what a devourling actually is?”

“No, not right now…”

Kannis stepped forward and seemingly on instinct trickled power into Fannas.

-Be kind. That’s most of her throughput.-

Oh… right.

Kannis dumped power into Fannas, and the metal slowly moved back into shape.

Fannas gave a little bow toward Kannis, then addressed Tala once again. “I will tell you what I can, later, when I feel it is time. Please don’t ask until then.”

Tala hesitated for a moment, then shrugged. “Alright. I can wait.”

Thankfully, there wasn’t any traffic in the little sideroad beside Artia’s shop at the moment, so they hadn’t had an audience.

“Well”—Tala cleared her throat—“with that out of the way, shall we begin our tour of the wall and the rest of the city? There really is so much time and so little to see.” She hesitated. “Strike that, reverse it.”

Kannis was regarding her little artifact somewhat distractedly. “You know? I think I want to get you some clothes.”

Tala thought for a moment, then smiled, an idea blossoming within her. “May I try something?”

Kannis regarded her for a moment, before nodding and taking a small step backward.

“Fannas, may I touch your shoulder?”

The little metal figure regarded her for a moment before standing taller, as if stretching up to make the requested act easier. “My bonded has agreed. I shall not contest her on this.”

Tala stepped toward him, bent over, and extended her aura outward to wrap around the two, extending as a full circle.

Even as she surrounded the girl, Tala held back at Kannis’s skin, feeling a slight resistance, similar to touching a knife to flesh. Don’t push. No need to break through.

At the surface of Fannas’s metal… Huh.

There was an unbreachable wall as if her aura couldn’t exist past that point.

It wasn’t a question of strength, nor of resistance. It was as if there simply wasn’t anything at the surface level or below to claim, even though Tala could see the magics within, which should mean there was no resistance to her aura.

That’s odd.

-Yeah… study later?-

Maybe. But investigating the artifact’s oddities wasn’t the point of what she was doing.

Her elk leathers grew down over the top of her hand, extending tendrils until they grew down her finger and to the silver man.

It was actually fairly easy for Tala to picture the little figure in clothing, so the elk leathers were able to respond to that prompting with equal ease.

Soon, the little silver man was dressed in well-fitting—not tight—black leather pants and a flowing sapphire blue set of Mage’s robes.

She left his feet bare.

With a thought, she severed the extended part of her elk leathers from the rest, retracting the tendrils back into her own clothing.

Everyone stared at the now somewhat well-dressed, stocky little man, even as Fannas looked down at himself. Truthfully, Fannas was more square than rectangular as a human would be, reminding Tala of Thron for the first time in a while.

I hope that the dwarf is doing well.

-I’m sure he’s fine. He has a legendary blade and a powerful concept. Assuming he avoided the gaze of any City Lord and escaped to the continent, he’s likely corroding through… whatever he has to do there.-

True enough. She returned her focus to what she had just accomplished.

The clothes were… serviceable.

Tala grinned, happy with the general results of her attempt. “Do you like it, Fannas?”

Fannas shifted about on the street, seemingly testing the limits of his movement in the clothing before he looked up at Tala. “Though they do restrict a bit, I think that I do. Thank you.”

He gave a little bow.

It was still odd to hear his voice without his silver mouth moving, but Tala had gotten used to odder things. The addition of clothing definitely made him seem more like a small person, instead of an oddly animate statue.

Rane cleared his throat. “Tala?”

“Hmm?” She turned to regard him.

“Since when can you make clothes for other people?”

She thought for a moment before shrugging. “Now? I’ve not done it before, except on myself, but I’ve been able to make things and sever them from my bound item for a while now. So, I guess the actual answer is: for a while now? I’m sorry that they aren’t that well-tailored. I can probably get better at it with some practice.”

Lyn cleared her own throat, in a humorous mirroring of Rane, before licking her lips. “With some training and practice, you could make a lot with that one ability.”

Tala shrugged. “The results are just mundane material, so it’s not really a way to make much money. Plus, it’s not like I want to sit in a shop all day.”

The woman looked a bit exasperated. “You know, you could just be available at need, and I would bet you’d have people who need last-minute outfits paying you insanely well for the time. Well, at least if you perfected the process.”

Tala frowned, considering. Finally, she shrugged. “Maybe when I get older? I really don’t want to be bothered about it at the moment. It’s not like I know much about fashion. I just thought the gem-tone blue and black would look good with his silver.”

“They do.” Her friend considered her for a long moment before sighing. “It is up to you, but think on it. Okay?”

“Sure.”

Lyn smiled. “Now, with that out of the way. Shall we see the rest of the city?”

It ended up taking the rest of the day—and two further—for Tala and Rane to take the two—now three—around the city, showing them the sights and the setup for the waning.

They walked the walls, careful not to get in the way of the guards who were on patrol.

They ate in each of the eight battle-view restaurants, which was a new experience for Tala and Rane as well.

Each establishment was geared toward a different type of food. For entertainment when there weren’t active defensive engagements underway, the restaurants always had some fun or silly things to bet on, even if not for large amounts of money.

Rane won a silver by correctly guessing the number of steps Master Akra took between beheading two horned bears in a recording of a fight that had taken place a few days previously.

Kannis claimed fifty copper when she chose the right number of smaller versions that a toxic rabbit would split into when a defender slew the larger form, as well as how many would immediately attack the defender.

Lyn even won a half-dozen silver when she was the closest guess to the number of arrows in a volley used to soften a swarm of rodents of unusual size before the unit on duty crushed the mini-horde.

None of the fights were new, but the addition of small-to-medium bets on such random parts of the conflicts made them just as fascinating to watch.

Fannas rode on Kannis’s shoulder throughout, seemingly absorbing everything that he saw.

Terry, whenever he was on Tala’s own shoulder, eyed the little figure curiously, but he never did much more than that.

The only tense moment really came that evening after the first day touring, when Kannis and Lyn were entering Kit to sleep for the night.

Fannas was horrified that they were going to enter what he said was a devourling.

I mean, it does sound like Kit, but she’s friendly.

-Yeah… though, if we’d known the name beforehand, I don’t know that we’d have acted the same.-

A devourling by any other name is just as sweet?

-I don’t think that’s really applicable?- Alat sent amusement through Tala’s thoughts before continuing, -Kit likes us now, and I have no fear of her harming us, but ‘devourling’ isn’t a great name with which to inspire confidence. Tala, you jumped inside the pouch within hours of buying her.-

…Fine. You’re right. I probably wouldn’t have done that if I’d thought she was a ‘devourling.’

-Is it wrong that the ‘probably’ bothers me?-

I wasn’t in a great place at that time.

-That’s fair. I’m glad that you’re doing at least a little better now.-

Me, too.

Kannis and Lyn had walked into Kit, despite Fannas’s protests, even as the little silver man had stood outside, hopping from foot to foot in agitation.

Thankfully, they’d been in the Gredial estate at the time, so it hadn’t caused too much of a scene.

When Kannis had stepped back out, Fannas had stopped cold, shocked into immobility by her return.

She’d then stepped back and forth across the threshold a few times before Fannas had reluctantly agreed to accompany her.

When Kannis went back inside once more, the door had tried to bite them, reminding Tala of how Kit had eaten the holds that she’d captured in the arcane lands.

Even so, Tala had given Kit a smack and a hushed talking to, and that seemed to have worked, because the door hadn’t actually bit down, and Fannas had emerged the next morning, unharmed.

Now, it was the morning of their departure back for Bandfast, and Fannas was entirely of a different mind, seeming almost to be talking to himself whenever he was inside of Kit, though Tala couldn’t understand the words.

Not really another language, just his magics aren’t directed toward me, so I can’t understand him?

-Maybe? I hate concept magic.-

So, he’s talking with Kit?

-Could be.-

Is she responding?

-Probably not…-

Regardless, Kit seemed to have stopped trying to end Fannas, at least so obviously.

-It is rather frustrating… I can see that there is more to Fannas, similar to how there is more to Terry, but it isn’t starward or stoneward.-

Are the magics void related?

-That would explain Terry and Fannas’s reality nodes, though they aren’t identical or even that similar.-

What even is the void? Tala grimaced internally, considering, even as Rane, Lyn, and Kannis chatted about how the trip had gone.

Tala added thoughts and comments here and there, but her mind was elsewhere.

I think we’re wrong.

-Explain. I mean, I see what you mean, but articulate it so we can both process it.-

We see stoneward and starward as increments away from superficial, and that seems perfectly accurate.

-It does yes.-

But basically, nothing exists as only perfect increments, certainly not a spatial axis.

-Correct.-

Then, that’s the answer. The void is between the increments.

It was incredibly obvious now that she considered it.

It was conceptual, and that made her nervous, but it was more about how she conceived it than about enacting a concept.

She considered, nodding to herself.

It really did make sense.

It didn’t matter what the units were, between the increments was the void.

Alat sent along mental agreement. -Yeah, that’s just like the physical world. If we look down to the molecular level, between the molecules is the void.-

If we examine even closer? To the atomic level? Between atoms is the void.

-At the level of protons, neutrons, electrons and all that?-

Between them is the void.

That’s as minute as she’d learned of, but she felt like it held true further down as well.

So, it should be with the magical axis. Between each increment was the void.

Every whole number is harmonized with, and seeable by, our magesight.

-Every fraction is the void.-

…By that conceptualization, the Doman-Imithe would be… at the half increments? Reality translated a half-step?

-The back side of the world.-

Tala decided that she needed to consider and let the idea brew within her mind, so she returned her full attention to her friends as they enjoyed their last meal in Alefast together.

Together, they ate warm, delicious food, drank hot, steaming drinks, and watched the sun rise over the stunningly frosted landscape.


Chapter: 51
Threefold Sight

Tala felt rather content as she and Rane happily bid goodbyes to Lyn and Kannis at Lyn’s house in Bandfast.

The trip back had been wholly uneventful.

No caravans in distress, needing their interference or otherwise.

No magical monsters posturing or attempting to waylay them along the way.

It was simply a peaceful run through the wilderness from shortly after sunrise to quite a bit after sundown.

But now their time with their friends was drawing to a close.

Lyn and Kannis had to prepare for work in the morning, so they had simply eaten a meal prepared by Mistress Petra as Tala had continued the trek alongside Rane.

It really was kind of him to come. He didn’t have to.

-Yeah, and he insisted when you offered for him to remain in Alefast.-

True enough.

All the goodbyes had been said, and Tala and Rane were heading toward the door, when Fannas spoke from Kannis’s shoulder, “Mistress Tala, may I have a moment?”

The little man had picked up proper forms of address, along with a whole lot more, over the past few days.

Early on, he’d apologized for requesting souls as soon as he came to understand exactly what that meant and would have meant. He still said that he was interested in using them if offered, but he regretted essentially asking to kill a bunch of humans for his own gain.

That had made Tala feel… honestly not much better.

It had seemed to mollify Kannis and Lyn, though, so Tala had decided to have trust in her friends for the time being.

Fannas was, at the moment, wearing a ruby-red tunic with dark gray pants—one of myriad sets of clothing that Tala had made for him simply because she could.

The most recent ones had actually been quite well-fitted, if she did say so herself. It wasn’t a skill that she’d expected to need, but now that she thought of it, it would be useful for when she had children.

No clothes shopping. Just tell Mommy what you want, and we’ll make it happen in a snap.

-Yes… children. Still far in the future, and not something you’re thinking about at all.-

Precisely.

She turned her full attention to Fannas. “Yes, Fannas?”

As usual, his mouth did not move, and she only ‘heard’ him in the sense that she processed his communication as if it were sound. “I wish to discuss your dimensional storage—your devourling— that you call Kit.”

Tala nodded. “You did promise to tell me what you meant by that, and you also asked me not to prod.”

“And you honored your side, so I will honor mine.”

Needless to say, everyone else had focused in on the conversation between Tala and the artifact.

“Devourlings are like keeperlings in that we all are creatures of potential magic within the void. We would say that they are corrupted keeperlings, because they devour all that they are given instead of preserving and ordering that which they do not need to survive. They would say… Kit has said that I am a corrupted devourling, because I use up magic but try to hide that base nature with silly platitudes.”

Tala blinked. “What?”

Fannas tilted his head to the side. “What didn’t you understand?” He glanced toward Kannis. “I might need my magics investigated sooner even than we planned.”

That was another thing that had made everyone feel much better: Fannas had seemed almost eager to have his magical nature delved into by experts in the craft.

But that wasn’t what was at issue.

Tala shook her head. “No. Kit ‘said’? Kit talked to you?” She looked down at Kit. “You talked with Fannas?”

The pouch did not respond.

Fannas held up a hand and waggled it back and forth. “‘Said’ is probably not correct, not in the literal sense. All of us, regardless of kind, communicate through variations in our magical nature. You all do it, too—at least you still make plain the variations. It seems like you require vibrations passing through the air to actually comprehend one another, which I find endlessly fascinating.”

Rane interjected then, “What do you mean?”

The little man looked toward the larger. “Imagine that you came across a group of humanity who were constantly talking, speaking their thoughts aloud, but they were all deaf, so they could only actually communicate by writing things down for one another. It feels sort of like that.”

Variations in our magic… like the automaton Io could use to see our truthfulness?

-And how we communicate our desires and wants to Kit.-

Fascinating.

Rane nodded slowly. “I can see that… well, I can understand the analogy, at least.”

Fannas literally swelled with the pride of accomplishment.

Well, with truth revealed, not accomplishment. Thankfully, it wasn’t enough of a change to necessitate an alteration to his wardrobe.

The little man was now a bit over a foot tall, which had been another reason for Tala to have continued to make him clothing.

His growth did seem linear rather than proportional, so it would likely be decades, if not centuries, before he was anywhere close to ‘life-sized.’

But Tala had let herself get sidetracked once again. “So, the keeperlings and the devourlings are the same type of creature, but they simply act differently?”

“Hmm?” Fannas turned back toward her. “Oh, no, not at all. Not on any level.” He made a sound like chuckling. “We aren’t creatures in the sense you understand, and our base magics are very different, but our core, around which our magics exist… that might be the same? I can’t say I understand it any more than you all actually understand your own souls, but they aren’t souls.” He quickly clarified. “I do know that much.”

“So, like a core that allows sentience?”

“Near enough. I wouldn’t cease to exist if my magics failed, I would simply return to void and need help from one maker or another to re-spin magical pathways around myself before I could reenter this world and try again.”

“Maker?”

He was being far more responsive than he had been up until this point. “One who makes. I’m not sure I can be clearer.”

Tala sighed. Well, there ends the helpfulness, then.

-Not necessarily.-

Oh! Her eyes widened at the realization. “Are the makers creatures of the void like you?”

“Of course. Their nature simply causes them to spin out magical matrices for others.”

That was, in fact, the end of the useful information.

The four humans asked a few follow-up questions, but nothing more was revealed.

Even so, Lyn gave Kannis a look, and the mageling nodded. “We’ll go to the Constructionists now.”

Lyn smiled. “That does seem wise, yes. Tala, you’re heading over to see Mistress Holly, right?”

Tala nodded. “Yeah. I need to have my scripts slightly modified. I’m still finding my mind skipping about due to over-strain.”

Kannis opened her mouth, a mischievous quirk to her features, but the girl paused, then closed her lips once more, seemingly thinking better of whatever she’d been about to say.

Tala, likewise, decided not to comment on the mageling’s actions.

They all went back out of Lyn’s house, said final goodbyes, and parted ways.

Rane came with Tala, as made sense. He was only in Bandfast to accompany her, after all.

Just a short walk to Mistress Holly’s… Even as she walked, she found her mind drifting, considering.

Short walk… short… by what units? In what increments? Tala felt the final pieces of her conceptualization of her voidsight clicking into place.

-Oh… Oh! Like the magical spatial axis.-

Exactly. Our conception of the void began with understanding the superficial, physical world, so why wouldn’t that conception of the void extend to it? Between every increment of every spatial axis is the void. Voidsight just reveals the ‘thicker’ delineations, where more incremental gaps line up, where the void is more… void?

Alat chuckled within their head. -Yeah, like between molecules, the void there is not only the gulf between atoms but also that between molecules.-

At the edge of an object, there is also the void between one object and another. It’s not larger or more ‘void’ because of that, but in a certain way of thinking, there is less there.

-Exactly.-

Tala felt her magic take a noticeable step forward.

-Oh! Another little increment toward Paragon. That is a nice confirmation that we’re thinking in the right direction.-

She smiled. Definitely.

With that boost to her confidence, she dove back into her contemplations.

So, reality nodes were an emphasis of the unique existence of what they delineated as well as the sphere of influence of the being or item.

Tala’s node would seem larger as she held more sway over that which was around her.

Sovereigns must have reality nodes that are truly colossal.

-And mundanes seem to barely extend beyond their own flesh.-

That does imply that it takes into account both voluntary and involuntary action and ability. After all, most mundanes actually have very little control over their own bodies.

-That’s true enough.-

Tala jerked as she nearly walked face-first into a door, realizing that they’d arrived at Mistress Holly’s workshop. “Oh!”

Rane grinned. “You seemed rather lost in thought.”

She chuckled slightly. “I rather was, yeah. Did you try to talk with me?”

He shrugged. “Only once, but it was rather obvious that you were otherwise occupied.”

“Oh… Thank you for just walking with me. I apologize for ignoring you.”

“Any time, and think nothing of it.” He smiled.

She smiled in return before pushing open the door and leading them inside.

That was kind of him.

The receptionist greeted them, only to be overridden by Mistress Holly calling from the back. “Come, come. I don’t have all day.”

Tala gave an apologetic smile and wave to the receptionist that she’d likely never see again, even as she and Rane passed through.

As she considered the Mistress-Holly-imposed rush, though, she frowned. You know, I don’t know that I’ve ever found her with another person, another client.

-I don’t think she works directly with many?-

That’s true enough, I suppose. Then, she fills her time just by going over schema?

-That’s more likely than most theories.-

Mistress Holly gestured them inside before closing the door behind them. “Alright. I have more than a dozen other things that require my attention, so we’re going to do this quickly. Get all your iron off and away and set it there.” She pointed to a side table in one corner. “In fact, place all your items there, save your clothing. I won’t ask you to strip. You can save that for a more appropriate day.”

Tala frowned even as she complied. What does that mean?

Mistress Holly didn’t give her time to process or ask. “You will also need to cancel any aspect mirroring or any other form of consciously initiated or maintained magic.”

Tala did so, feeling an almost staggering mental load shift away from her. “Oh!”

Oh, that’s nice.

-Yeah.-

It’s like having a worry I hadn’t realized I was carrying eased and taken away.

-Yeah.- Alat gave off a feeling almost like a cat stretching. -It’s great.-

Mistress Holly nodded once. “Right, so the first thing we’re doing is expanding your mental enhancement scripts. More accurately, we’re compacting them and then filling in the newly vacated space with compatible variations to allow for the incremental shifting and deepening of your natural magics without having to try to counteract or scrap them. Secondarily, we’re also going to fill in the missing pieces in your magesight inscriptions to match the voidsight that you’ve been using through aspect mirroring. Do you have a coherent conception of how you will process that?”

“I do.” Tala nodded, deciding not to mention how she’d only fully done so on the walk over.

“Good. Don’t tell me. You might have greater insight than I do, and I have no desire to try to reconstruct my methods of sight. I’m too old and set in my ways for that.”

“Alright.”

“Then, let’s get to this, and get you out of my shop.” Mistress Holly hesitated, then shrugged. “It is lovely to see you, but I really have almost no time today.”

Tala laughed. “I understand, Mistress Holly. Thank you for your help.”

“Of course.”

She slipped Mistress Holly’s auto-inscriber over her head for what felt like the first time in ages, settling in as it tightened around her entire upper torso, neck, and head.

“Hold your breath, and let’s begin.”

It was… unpleasant, but much less so than the reinscriber within Kit, so that was a plus.

Partway into the process, Tala noticed something that should have struck her the first time this machine worked on her.

It was almost entirely silent.

The magical motion of the needles in and out to deliver their precious bits of metal was carried out with basically no noise.

Fascinating.

As usual, the machine built out the inscriptions in their entirety before connecting them into her others so that power could flow through properly, all at once.

As the last bit of gold was added within her head, there was a flaring within Tala’s own mind, and Alat gasped.

She felt as if a massive chest she’d been carrying was suddenly unloaded, even as she held it. Though, the feeling was on a mental level.

Next, the last metal was added around her eyes, and Tala suddenly could see more, even as the shroud still enfolded her.

It was even more odd because her eyes were closed, and she still couldn’t see anything, not really, but the darkness was somehow… broader?

There was the sense of magic stoneward, like the sun on her back.

She knew it was there, without really being able to see it at the moment.

Tala also could somehow sense the infinite void between her eyeballs and eyelids.

There was nothing there blocking her sight, her eyelids did that, but for the first time, she felt like she could see the distinction between the orbs that facilitated her sight and the lids that protected them.

The process completed, and Mistress Holly pulled the device off, but before it was fully free, Tala re-mirrored her perspective onto her bloodstars both stoneward and starward.

Information flooded through her mind, and… she understood it.

-Oh, wow. It’s like we have perfect vision of every layer of the world surrounding us for… sixty feet? Give or take?-

Yeah, that would be my guess.

Tala could see and parse the assistants in the surrounding rooms working on various inscription schema. She could see Mistress Holly and Rane, both sheathed in their own auras.

The auras blanketed both the Mages stoneward and starward, so she didn’t instantly see every layer of their physiology.

Fascinating. So, auras are more important for privacy than I was really considering.

Alat and Tala focused on their sixteen aspect-mirrored perspectives, watching every direction from both stoneward and starward of her superficial position.

It was like before she’d been blind, and now she was experiencing true sight for the first time.

She felt like she could see each thing in its entirety.

The mug of tea on Mistress Holly’s workbench was completely open to her.

She could see the structure of the earthenware that made it up, the minute flaws plain before her.

Tala and Alat could count the fractured tea leaves still in the strainer.

She could parse the layers of glazing.

They knew exactly how it was compressing the fibers in the wood of the table below it, and how that load—minor though it was—was distributed outward across the boards and supports to the legs.

There were hints of magic swirling stoneward and starward around the tea, indicating that it had been from an arcanous plant.

The existence nodes of the individual components overlapped and were encapsulated by that of the ‘mug of tea’ as a whole, and it was fascinating to see how the tea within seemed near the edge of the node, and the whole was only barely linked as such.

They could perceive how deeply connected things were like never before, and in ways that she’d only guessed at in the past.

She looked to the mug with her mundane sight as well, finding that her oft-neglected sight gave details that—in the moment—she hadn’t even realized she was missing.

It was a red-brown, with a matte finish, matching the aesthetic of the room rather beautifully.

I can see everything. All of existence is laid out before me.

-Existencesight?-

That’s probably accurate—if a little cumbersome—when we use all forms of vision available to us on a given target. A threefold sight to see all.

-But that’s not the default.-

No. So, I think it still makes sense to conceive of it as the three overlapping visions.

-Truesight might be better for using all three?-

A little pretentious, though.

-Fair.-

Mistress Holly turned back, having tucked the auto-inscriber into its cabinet. “So, how do things seem?”

There was latent magic in Mistress Holly’s words that Tala simply hadn’t noticed before.

It didn’t look like it came from an inscription, natural magic, or even just intentional direction of power into the words.

No, it was just the natural extension of having been spoken by someone of a high magical density.

Mages’ words carry more weight just by coming from our mouths. It was obvious in retrospect, but she’d never even considered it.

“Great. It looks like an improvement across the board.”

“Wonderful. Are you certain you won’t grant me continual access to the data collected from you?”

Tala scrunched her face. “To what purpose?”

“So that I can learn from what happens with and to you. So I can be better prepared to assist with future incremental changes.”

She considered for a moment, then sighed. “Fine.”

Mistress Holly grinned widely. “Excellent. Now get out.”

Tala laughed, hugged the Inscriptionist, and departed with Rane.

Rane said his own goodbye to Mistress Holly as they left.

-We have a message waiting from Mistress Ingrit. It’s not delineated as urgent, and I think we could use some sleep.-

As they stepped out into the late evening streets of Bandfast, Tala turned to Rane. “Sleep first, then start back?”

He thought for a moment, then nodded. “That seems fine with me.”

“Wonderful. I have a message from Mistress Ingrit, but it shouldn’t—” She cut off as Alat exclaimed in excitement within her head.

-Oh! It’s about Kit! She and Mistress Elnea have some knowledge about sapient storages that they want to share in person.-

Rane obviously noticed the harsh cut off of Tala’s sentence. “Is everything alright?”

She felt herself grinning. “I think so. I’ll need to go to the Archon Compound, but that will likely be tomorrow morning. Are you up for a bit of a delay?”

He shrugged. “That’s fine with me. I’ll see if I can connect with some people tomorrow morning, then.”

“That sounds like a plan.”

-Appointment set for early tomorrow morning.-

Finally, we’ll get some answers about Kit and what might be involved in us bonding with her.


Chapter: 52
Dependable, Reliable, and Useful

Tala and Rane rose well before sunrise, meeting up in a rarely used gazebo among the gardens of the sanctum.

Mistress Petra had made a large spread of food for them, most of which was for Tala.

Rane had set his Archival slate aside to critically eye the omelet that had been set before him. “This has some of my magic within it.”

“Hmm?” Tala glanced his way, distracted by what her expanded sight had been showing her within Kit and her still-increasing mental enhancement. She felt like it was close to a tipping point, where it would leap ahead to where it would settle until her scripts were changed again. For the time being, however, it was like her head was slowly clearing away a fog she hadn’t noticed clouding her mind.

She sat slightly stoneward of superficial, within the spatially expanded sanctum. Thus, her clusters of bloodstars that resided stoneward and starward of her own position didn’t need to move even as she did.

They rested outside of the increment that was spatially expanded for Kit’s contents.

She had tested it, and when she willed for herself to move within Kit, she would bob starward as if moving toward Kit’s anchor at the superficial, then come back down wherever she’d wished to be.

Additionally, she was still able to see what was going on outside Kit’s door as easily as if she stood there herself, save that her mundane vision wasn’t receiving any light.

She could have moved one or more of her bloodstars into the superficial to gain access to that sight, but she had no need at the moment.

Though, it would likely only look like a bit of red coloring on the door. Probably worth experimenting with in the future.

Her increased ability to process her sight meant that she could see almost the entirety of the sanctum at once, though she purposely didn’t allow her mind to process what she perceived around the other people within, trying to give them their privacy.

She’d been able to look around Kit’s interior for a while, given her connection with Kit, but it had been a much more selective thing, requiring attention and a specific area to focus on.

At the moment, she could simply see it all.

She wasn’t focused on any of it, just like she wasn’t focused on the street outside of Kit’s door, but she had a sense of what was going on like she had looked at it just a moment before.

It was overall an odd situation.

Io’s still doing nothing.

-I would have told you if that changed.-

Still… somewhat disappointing.

Terry was curled on one of the other chairs in the structure, content just to be nearby.

Rane shifted to face her more fully. “I was saying that this omelet has some of my magic within it.”

Tala glanced at the egg dish, confirming what he said. “So it does.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “These are fresh eggs.”

She shrugged. “I would assume that they are. Mistress Petra is very particular about the ingredients that she uses.”

“How? My birthday was…” He seemed to be calculating. “That can’t be right. Was it exactly one hundred and sixty days ago?”

Tala considered. “Yeah. That is pretty funny. Happy almost half-birthday, I guess?”

He shook his head. “No, that’s not my point.”

She took a bite of her own omelet, infused with various dollops of magic mirroring her own by way of the eggs and vegetables. “What’s your point then?”

“How do you have these?”

“Well, when a rooster doesn’t love a hen very much—”

He glared at her, and she chuckled.

“Fine, fine. We have some chickens left over, and Mistress Petra noticed that for some, your magics came through to the ‘next generation.’ Though, in this case, the eggs are unfertilized. Hence my previous comment about the rooster.”

Rane gave her a flat look, which was better than the glare of moments previous. “Do I want to know how many birds you went through for that little project of yours?”

Tala considered, then shrugged. “Honestly? No. I think not.”

It was his turn to laugh, the mock seriousness he’d been trying to cultivate shattering. “Fine. I suppose I did ask. Keep your secret.”

They continued their meal in companionable silence.

Tala was continuing to explore parts of her newly coherent vision and expanded mind.

Rane was reading something on his Archive slate.

Each of them tossed pieces of mundane food outward at random for Terry, and though he never seemed to move, the flickers of dimensional power and vanishing food told the true story.

With Tala’s new sight, she was starting to put together a theory about Terry’s teleportation and size changing, but it wasn’t solidified yet.

He definitely wasn’t moving to another increment of any spatial axis that she could perceive in order to somehow bridge the distance.

I’ll figure you out, Terry. Then we’ll see how it goes in the ring.

When they finished up, Tala called the exit to them.

It was suddenly there, standing free-floating in one of the open sides of the gazebo.

Despite the visual cues, there was absolutely no change within Tala’s mage- or voidsight, and it finally clicked, something that should have been obvious the whole time.

The door is an illusion. Kit can take people in and out from and to any point within the sanctum. The door is a courtesy to let us feel like we know where we’re going. It also sets up the person to give Kit tacit permission to move them.

“Isn’t that right, Kit?” Tala muttered under her breath.

Kit did not respond.

But…

But there was something within the natural magics, encircling and making up the bones of the sanctum.

Maybe that’s it? Is that what I should be watching for?

She shook her head as Rane pulled open the door, leading the way out onto the few-day-old snow on the street outside.

Winter came and stayed early this year.

Tala pulled Kit off the random wall they’d allowed her to spread out on, near the city center.

Tala had an early appointment in the Archon Compound and didn’t see a need to find anywhere particularly special to put the entrance to her sanctum.

Rane stretched up and back beneath the now cloudless sky, then twisted to crack his back. “I’ll catch up with you later?”

Tala nodded. “Tell everyone hi from me.”

“Will do.”

When Tala had asked that they stay at least for the morning of another day, Rane had made plans to meet up with some of their old sparring partners, as well as some of his own acquaintances.

I wonder if he’ll see Mistress Aproa?

-Would you mind?-

No? Why would I?

-No reason.-

Rane smiled. “Just send me a message when you’re ready to meet up and head out.”

“You know, I can come to you. In fact, let’s do that. I’ll message you when I’m done and then come to you.”

After a moment’s hesitation, he smiled. “That sounds good. Until then, Tala.”

Rane turned and walked away, waving goodbye over his shoulder.

Tala started to wave back, then huffed a quiet laugh. He couldn’t see her either way.

“Until then… Rane.” She opened her pouch slightly. “Want to come, Terry?”

Terry flickered out to her shoulder, looked around, squawked, headbutted her cheek, then flickered back inside.

Tala chuckled, closing the pouch once again. “Fair enough.”

It was a short walk to her destination, and Tala didn’t mind the time to herself.

It has been a long time since I’ve really had that much alone time. It’s nice.

-Never alone.-

Tala huffed a laugh. You’re right. I always have myself to annoy me.

-I aim to please.-

Tala walked into the atrium and greeted the receptionist.

As she was expected, it was a quick thing before she was directed to one of the testing rooms in the underground complex.

That’s interesting.

She shrugged and nodded in acknowledgment. “Thank you. I’ll head on down.”

Without further discussion, she left the atrium and made her way to the indicated room where Mistress Ingrit and Mistress Elnea were both waiting for her.

Tala bowed to the women. “My apologies, Mistresses. I thought that I was on time.”

Mistress Elnea smiled and gave a shallow bow in return. “You are in fine form, Mistress Tala. We simply met a little earlier than the time we gave you, in order to talk through a couple of things before your arrival.”

“Oh, alright.”

The Librarian gestured to the head of the Archon Council, and Mistress Elnea spoke, “First off, thank you for including me in this. I didn’t actually expect you to remember that I had asked to be notified when you considered bonding your storage pouch.”

Tala shrugged. “Well, I need expert help. I see it as a win for both of us.”

“A wonderful perspective. Regardless, as Mistress Ingrit has ensured I don’t forget, this is an opportunity well worth a tangible payment. I have arranged for such, but that will factor in later.”

Mistress Ingrit had a self-satisfied smile, and Tala found herself ever more grateful for the woman. “Well, thank you. I must say, you seem both interested and knowledgeable, so I am glad to have your assistance, regardless.”

Mistress Elnea grinned. “Oh, I am; I can assure you of that. Honestly, though, this is a bit of a newer approach to things. We had not considered putting storages that acted differently into the same camp as some sapient artifacts because they don’t really give the same impression—nor have the same style of magics—as many of those artifacts or spontaneous creations of magic that we’ve encountered elsewhere.”

Tala nodded but didn’t interject.

“So, there are three tests we can run, and if the results are as we expect, then Mistress Ingrit and I would advise that you bond your storage as soon as possible.”

Mistress Ingrit nodded. “Right now, you have a somewhat symbiotic relationship with what could be a hostile entity. The bond would stabilize the relationship between the two of you and assure mutual cooperation going forward.” She nodded again. “That is, assuming the tests come back as expected.”

Tala frowned. “What about the issues? Will people still be able to enter Kit without…?”

“Soulbonding you? Oh yes! My apologies, we should have led with that. You see, when a standard storage is soulbound—especially if it is unmoored from the physical—the person’s soul becomes the gateway. Thus, to enter, you are essentially passing through their soul to get to the space within, or near enough… That isn’t a perfect description of what happens. Regardless, that change is what causes the bonding issue.”

Tala blinked. That actually made a lot of sense. “But that is not the case with a sentient storage?”

“Sapient. It must be sapient, not just able to receive and respond to stimulus. Sapient bits of magic have something that is enough like a soul that it cannot fully mesh with one, thus a soul-bond does not create a combining effect. Your soul never becomes a ‘pass-through-point.’”

Is that what Fannas was talking about? The core of their being that would return to the void if their magics ran out?

-That sounds likely.-

Tala nodded, asking the next obvious question, “Can Kit still be unmoored?”

“Yes, actually, but there will be a couple of differences. First, there will be a physical manifestation whenever you open the storage, seemingly appearing in thin air, rather than simply an opening into the storage.”

Tala blinked. Wait. Is that all that happens? The ‘unmooring’ is just a removal of the physical doorway or opening, making the Mage the regulator of where things go in and come out.

-Just as Kit is now.-

So, for us, the unmooring would just… She found herself nodding. It would make me the anchor, without making me the arbiter.

-The sanctum will still be stoneward, held in place by the magics bound to our soul, but the entrance will be held separate by the being that is Kit.-

“So, that’s what causes the soulbond, then? Passing through or close to the Mage’s soul?”

Mistress Ingrit nodded. “It does.”

“So, it won’t be an issue?”

Mistress Elnea responded this time. “Not in the slightest.”

“And we can unmoor Kit from requiring a physical connection point?”

“We do have the magics for that. Interestingly, the third test will determine if this applies, but in some cases, dimensional storages have been able to continue to be expanded after being bound and unmoored, in certain circumstances. Given your experiences with Kit eating arcane holds, I believe that you won’t have any issues with expanding your storage after the bonding or the unmooring.”

Tala narrowed her eyes, focusing hard on how she wanted to proceed, and pouring more magic than usual into her mental enhancements to allow for quicker thinking.

Apparently, Kit was a devourling, though Tala wasn’t sure she fully trusted Fannas’s information. Not yet.

Regardless, what the little silver man had said seemed to add up, aligning with what Tala had learned from elsewhere.

Kit had been a constant companion: dependable, reliable, and useful.

Tala had done her best to provide Kit with what she could, but there was more she could do.

Tala could cement their partnership as Mage and pouch, but she needed more information. She wouldn’t let the bond go forward if it would hurt Kit or make it so she couldn’t have other people within her sanctum.

She pulled herself out of her musings and looked down at Kit on her belt. “Do you want to see what we can accomplish together, bound in purpose and power?”

Kit did not respond.

But, Tala thought she felt a hunger from the artifact.

With a grin, she poured more power into Kit, topping the artifact off once again.

Tala nodded once more, lifting her gaze to the two patiently waiting women. “Let’s do these tests. And I think there is someone else who should be present for the tests as well.”

Master Simon is going to enjoy this.

“That sounds excellent.” Mistress Elnea smiled.

“I’ll have some other questions as well, before I move forward with a soul-bond.”

“Oh? Let’s hear them now so that I can give them due consideration.”

“Mainly, my understanding is that if I die while soulbound to Kit, its magic will fade, and the sanctum will dissipate, correct?”

“That’s correct. My understanding is that you have something in place with the local Constructionist Guild so that those within your sanctum will not be trapped in the wilds if the worst should happen.”

“That is correct.”

“Then, that will crumble, I believe.” She chuckled. “They didn’t get quite as much time out of that investment as they’d hoped, I think. Rather lowered the odds. That said, I think that the issues that you’ve been having with teleportation into and out of Kit will be mitigated by the soul-bond, but we can discuss that in a moment.”

Tala nodded. “Alright. So, we’ll need to get the teleportation working. Otherwise, it won’t really be safe to have people with me, will it?”

Mistress Elnea paused to consider. “Well, they will be as safe as you are… so, likely not the safest, but you are rather robust, so there are more dangerous places in which people live and work just fine. As with all magics, however, access to the sanctum within Kit would only remain for a day after your demise, if that’s what you’re asking. The space, itself, shouldn’t degrade for a very long time, regardless.”

So, teleportation is key, and if we get it working, there will be time for it.

Satisfied with the initial answers, Tala invited Master Simon out of Kit, and they discussed the tests to be done on Kit with Mistress Ingrit and Mistress Elnea.

After the discussion, Mistress Ingrit chose to step back and return to her other duties, as Master Simon was capable of assisting during the tests.

It was also agreed that Mistress Petra and the Zuccat children shouldn’t be inside of Kit during the tests and the hopeful bonding to happen afterwards.

There shouldn’t be any danger, but there was also no reason to chance it.

Thus, Tala and Master Simon went back up to the atrium of the Archon Compound and got his family set up to spend the day in the city.

Tala let Rane know that they’d leave the next day but that she’d still probably be able to join before the evening.

Terry came out of Kit as well, and that was that.

Upon returning to the underground testing room, Mistress Elnea checked one more time. “So, Kit is completely empty of sapient or magical creatures?”

Tala hesitated. “Well, no? Sapient and magical, yes. Or? No.”

“I assume you don’t have any other sapients in there, so what sort of magical creatures are we talking about.”

She told the woman.

“What?”

Tala shrugged. “The primary function of my sanctum was set up to be a producer of magic-laden food for my consumption, and I’ve expanded on that.”

“I see.”

“Is that going to be a problem?”

Mistress Elnea sighed. “It shouldn’t be, but it’s not the cleanest basis for testing. I do not wish to try to figure out how to remove an entire ecosystem, along with a medium-sized farm production facility.”

“Yeah, that would be unideal in my mind as well.”

Master Simon cleared his throat, interjecting with some hesitation, given his relatively low advancement. “Alright then, I think that first things first, we should address the exterior elements.”

When the two women nodded, he continued.

“Can you determine the location and attachment of the ‘return’ spellform that has been established around Kit?”

Tala tilted her head to the side in thought. Alat?

-Hmmm… Oh! There it is. An inactive set of magical forms.-

Ahh, yeah. They sort of blended into the background of the magic flowing through Kit.

Mistress Elnea couldn’t easily have seen the same—even if she had magesight that worked in a way that allowed it—because it was Tala’s magic, well cemented within her aura, and thus protected from any prying eyes unless those looking intentionally breached her privacy.

“I see them. They are in place around Kit’s core, and the connection between the sanctum and her manifestation.”

Mistress Elnea smiled happily. “Wonderful. That means the removal of the permanent physical manifestation won’t trigger the latent magics. Honestly, if they had been purely embedded in the exterior of the pouch, it would have needed to be stripped out before we could unmoor the storage artifact. This is an even better case than we could have hoped.”

Master Simon was still a bit troubled. The return magics had been a safety-net for his family. It had also meant that he could more easily invite others to research with him, without having to expose them to greater danger.

Now, they would need to turn research back toward teleportation to and from the storage, but with someone as accomplished as Mistress Elnea committing to assist in that regard, he didn’t have any complaints.

The Archon Council leader cleared her throat. “With that out of the way, we need to test three things: Kit’s sapience, individual identity, and ability to consume.”

Tala felt a smile tug at her lips.

I do believe that our Kit will excel across the board.


Chapter: 53
Before We Proceed

Tala grumbled as she and Terry waited outside of the testing room while Mistress Elnea and Master Simon performed the first two tests with Kit.

They had asked Tala to make a request of Kit, then leave the room so that they could test Kit’s sapience and individual identity.

The request?

“Kit, do as you wish.”

To be fair, Tala had also topped off the pouch, magically speaking, as there was no reason to tempt Kit into devouring things that she shouldn’t, but aside from that, she hadn’t done anything to influence the outcomes.

Ten minutes later, Master Simon came out and invited her back inside, his face was slightly pale. “Well, it’s confirmed: I’ve been living inside a sapient creature.”

Tala and Terry reentered the room to find Kit resting on the floor in the middle, in the form of a pouch.

Mistress Elnea smiled at Tala. “Well, that was definitive. Kit is both sapient and has a unique identity.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.” And the woman didn’t elaborate further.

After a long moment, Tala decided to move on. “Alright then. So, we just have the final test remaining?”

Mistress Elnea nodded, and Tala saw a pulse of something moving starward from the woman. “Long ago, we acquired a minor arcane hold—well, more than one, but that’s not the point—and while we’ve stripped it of all that we can, the inscriptions which purify the power from the core vestige are all but gone. We do not have the knowledge to restore them.” She held up a hand to forestall Tala. “Yes, we are aware of Mistress Holly’s auto-inscriber, and for reasons I won’t get into”—her eyes flicked to Master Simon—“it can’t work. We have others, so this isn’t a unique thing, but it is an opportunity for me to pay the debt to you for my participation in this process.”

Tala frowned. “How can you have more than a few? How do you even have one?”

Mistress Elnea grinned. “Well, one of our number was in a position to usurp a newly founded arcane city, and after defeating the warriors defending the city, he demanded that all vestiges be left behind when he banished the population, giving them their lives.”

Tala’s eyes widened, remembering an offhand comment that Rane had made on their first caravan trip. Master Grediv said he wasn’t going to destroy another arcane city for one of his family… He actually did that? Rane wasn’t just trying to impress me, and Master Grediv wasn’t just making up stories for Rane?

“I see you understand what that means.” Mistress Elnea misinterpreted Tala’s shock, though she wasn’t wrong about Tala’s understanding. “So, that has allowed us the opportunity to study arcane holds. Our progress hasn’t been very fast, partially because they did their best to sabotage or obscure all the magics within everything that they left behind. They are rather effective in that regard, unfortunately. Now, I believe that I hear them coming.”

A moment later, the doors opened, and two men came in carrying an ornate door between them. It had heavy magical devices clamped all the way around it, creating and projecting a stabilizing net of power around the contained magical item.

“Against that wall, please. Thank you.”

They obeyed, setting the door against one wall, removing the inscribed devices, bowing, and departing.

Mistress Elnea took a moment to inspect the door before nodding to herself and turning to Tala. “Now, on one hand, you might be thinking, ‘This is insane! This is far too valuable.’ You are correct. This hold is almost incalculably valuable except”—she smiled—“except that, as I already said, it is on its last legs. It is effectively worthless to anyone but you, or someone who has a storage like yours. I know of no one like that. So, my payment to you is something of effectively no value to me but of incredible value to you. Do you accept?”

“Would you offer three as payment instead?” Tala prodded, only half-joking.

“No.”

“Then, I accept the one. Yes.” Tala grinned. “How large is it?”

“It is a minor hold, but it was for a Major House. They were attempting to establish a foothold in the new city. Sadly, the arcanes destroyed any evidence of which Major House they were from before they left, likely to hide their shame, and the conqueror of the city didn’t bother to get details of the local political landscape before he took his plunder and obliterated the rest.”

Tala nodded along, but Alat had already taken a look.

The hold wasn’t within anyone’s aura anymore, and so Alat and Tala had a clear look at the expanded space, resting just stoneward of superficial.

“So, it is a spherical linked space that…”

-It has a two-mile radius.-

Tala’s eye twitched, and Mistress Elnea nodded. “I see that you’ve already seen for yourself. Yes. It is a small hold for a Major House, but if the information you shared with us upon your arrival back in the human lands is still accurate, this should be a substantial increase to your own storage’s capacity.”

Tala was at a loss. “Can’t someone with a still-unbound dimensional storage combine it with their own? Master Jevin did something like that for Kit and me in Makinaven.”

“Unfortunately not. Holds are not designed to be moved. Those devices that the porters took with them are required to stabilize the dimensional integrity of any hold entrance for transport, and even then, we can’t move them faster than a walking speed. What that means in relation to your question is that their magics are entirely different from our own dimensional storages. We can’t combine them safely. That is, except…” She trailed off meaningfully.

“Kit. Kit ate arcane holds. They were aware of artifacts like Kit, and they knew how to get the most out of them.”

Mistress Elnea nodded. “That is what your memories implied, yes.”

“Alright, then, what’s the test?”

“Kit needs to consume the hold from the outside. That will show that it isn’t about being physically present at the core of the hold.”

“Because Kit won’t be able to be present at the core if unmoored.”

“Precisely. All defenses, both passive and active, have been disabled. There is nothing resisting Kit’s absorption save the act itself.”

Both Master Simon and Mistress Elnea pulled out large Archival slates that seemed to be equipped with powerful detection scripts. Master Simon spoke up for the first time in a while. “Would you be willing to withdraw your aura from Kit for the test? Your magics are obviously still present, but we should be able to see through those, if you allow.”

“Alright. That makes sense to me.” Tala picked up Kit and tossed her at the closed door, pulling back her aura at the same time. “Eat up, Kit.”

Kit slapped against the door, sliding almost comically down to the floor.

There was a beat of startled silence from the humans in the room before Kit expanded on the ground underneath the doorway.

The hold’s door dropped downward, vanishing in an instant, and Tala and Alat watched in fascination as the connected space dropped to hang stoneward of Tala’s sanctum.

From there, it looked as if there was some sort of pulling force, tearing apart the lower expanded space and drawing it starward to be added to Kit’s own containing volume.

The process wasn’t instantaneous, but it was relatively quick, taking less than five minutes to fully complete.

When Tala pulled her attention back to the superficial, the two other Mages were enraptured at whatever information their devices had been able to glean.

Mistress Elnea chuckled. “Well, that answers the question rather thoroughly.”

Master Simon nodded slowly. “The magics to consume and incorporate what it devoured are integral to the storage artifact.”

Tala looked between the two. “So, Kit won’t be locked to a particular size if I bond with her or unmoor her?”

The Paragon shook her head. “Not in the least. Moreover, that large of a ‘meal’ should help pacify the storage artifact, making it easier to achieve a preferable outcome to your bonding.”

“Okay, thank you. Before we proceed, I still do have a few questions.”

Mistress Elnea nodded. “Now would be the time. Ask away.”

Tala obliged. “Right now, I can place Kit on a wall, and she stays there in whatever form she chose to take. I can then walk away. I could, in theory, walk to another city, and so long as I got back in enough time to keep her full up on power, she’d be fine.”

“That sounds about right. What’s the question?”

“After we bond, could I do that? Leave Kit on a wall here in Bandfast, then go to Alefast?”

The woman considered for a long moment before shrugging. “I don’t see why not. Most unmoored storages are not able to do so, but that’s because they don’t have anything to ‘leave behind’ save a tear into an extradimensional space. Leaving such a tear would be unwise. In this case, Kit will be manifesting a physical form in order to open. So, I don’t see why you couldn’t leave her anywhere that you would have before. You will have the obvious additional benefit of not needing to return quickly to refill her reserves either.”

Tala nodded. “Then, since I am soulbound to Kit, in the situation that I just described, could I open another door in Alefast?”

“No. That is a rule so universal it might as well be considered a law. No dimensional storage can have more than a single opening at a time.”

She nodded again, having expected the answer. “I can’t say I’m surprised. Now, in the same situation, could I, while in Alefast, call Kit to me, thereby closing the opening in Bandfast and allowing me to open the singular exit in Alefast?”

Mistress Elnea frowned. “Not in that manner, but if Kit were to close, thus losing her physical form, you could open a new door wherever you were. More accurately, wherever you held sway.”

Tala straightened, eyes widening, as a smile spread across her face.

The Paragon held up a hand. “Hold on, now. The issue, there, is that while the expanded space is unmoored from what we consider the physical, it still exists, and thus still has to travel to you. So, unless you had a means of crossing the intervening distance in a manner that didn’t cause magical resonance, and/or was quite rapid, it would take a bit before you could actually open a new entrance into your sanctum.”

“Ahh, I see. That’s fair, I suppose.”

-Maybe we can figure something out with reality nodes or maybe the void? Maybe both?-

Yeah… but that’s going to be a bit before we can actually understand those at a level deeper than: ‘Bow shoot arrow far.’

Alat chuckled inside Tala’s head. -That’s fair. We’re just barely scratching the surface, here.-

“So, with it unmoored, I won’t have to toss or pick up the physical form, will I just be able to manifest it anywhere around me?”

Mistress Elnea waggled her hand. “Anywhere within your aura, most likely. I would be careful attempting to open it within objects, but every Mage with a newly bound storage finds it fun to refill a waterskin from the inside at least once. Just be smart about what you do, and how you do it. There are a few other things that most people enjoy figuring out and playing with, but I’ll not spoil those for you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Was there anything else?”

“To confirm, once I bond Kit, you will help solidify the teleportation functionality so that those within my sanctum can escape back to a city at need?”

“Yes. We’ll have to take a few measurements after the process is complete, but it shouldn’t be beyond myself and my team to get the process working by the end of the day.” She gave a nod to Master Simon. “Especially if Master Simon will join us. His growing expertise on the oddities of your sanctum will be invaluable.”

The Fused had been taking notes as the two women talked, but at this direct address, he bowed. “It would be my honor.”

Mistress Elnea smiled at Master Simon before turning back to Tala. “Please consider my and my team’s assistance with that problem the ‘valuable to me’ portion of my repayment, and thank you again for allowing me to participate in this process.”

“You are welcome.” Tala tilted her head to the side. “Is there any danger of people with gates moving around inside Kit causing me damage over time?”

Mistress Elnea shook her head immediately. “Only if it goes to the point of a breach. Kit will be much more durable in that regard, as all soulbound items are much more durable. Remember, also, that Kit is not the expanded space; Kit is the housing and connection to that space. Having a breach in existence in your stomach would hurt you quite a lot, and that’s about what a breach in Kit would be like for the artifact.”

Tala nodded, considering. “Alright, then. I just have one more question, then.”

“Oh? What is that?”

A grin spread across her face. “How many more of these ‘useless’ holds do you have, exactly?”

***

Mistress Elnea did not, in fact, have a long line of useless-to-her holds that she was willing to give to Tala. She did have others that would degrade within the next decade, but the Paragon insisted that such things should be discussed after the bond with Kit was completed.

That left Tala with a single critical thing left to do before truly starting the process.

She sat in the center of the room, Kit just before her, a copper and a silver coin in her two hands.

“I know we tend to understand one another just fine, but I don’t want any room for doubt.” Tala took a deep breath. “If you want us to continue as we are, take this coin.” She pressed the silver coin to the outside of the pouch. “If you want to soulbond, take this coin.” She touched the copper coin to Kit’s outside as well.

And, for the first time that Tala could point to without quibbling, Kit responded.

The copper coin vanished from Tala’s fingers without a trace.

Tala’s whole face blossomed into a grin, and she immediately began the process to create a full-powered blood-medium Archon Star. With her increased throughput and control, it would only take a few minutes.

Terry trilled happily from the corner where he waited on a pillow beside a trembling chicken.

The chicken didn’t run, so Terry didn’t give chase.

It was a delicate balance that was currently distracting Tala.

Right.

“Thank you, Kit. Let’s get this done.”

Mistress Elnea and Master Simon got to work, the testing room’s own magic allowing for the quick creation of the spellforms needed for the merging and bonding.

This was, after all, a rather common procedure for those advanced to Refined.

True, Tala could have just given Kit a bloodstar to enact a soulbond, but that would have been the ‘wild’ way of doing it. It also wouldn’t have allowed for the unmooring to take place at the same time, at least not easily.

Doing it this way, with the proper spellforms and a Paragon in the wings, would allow Mistress Elnea to assist at need, both other Mages to monitor the progress, and merging with the unmooring magics to occur at the same time.

Mistress Elnea once again sent a message through the Archive, and it only took a couple of minutes for someone to arrive carrying an iron strongbox.

The Mage in question bowed to each of them, hesitated briefly to stare confusedly at Terry and the terrified chicken, then departed.

Tala moved closer as Mistress Elnea examined the exterior of the box. “What is it?”

“A cheshire core.” When Tala made no indication of understanding, the Paragon continued, “There is a forest far to the east, across the plains outside the woods that surround us. In that far forest, there exists a species of feline predators that hunt with nigh impunity, shifting in and out of reality at will, even seemingly able to do so with just parts of their bodies. When they are slain, we sometimes find a core within, which contains magic allowing the unmooring. It is not a full set of their magics by any means, but it allows us to accomplish what we need for this.”

Tala nodded. “Interesting to know. Thank you.”

Soon enough, the great spellforms were in place, and at the center were three open circles, perfectly sized for their would-be occupants.

After Mistress Elnea and Master Simon did a final once-over, they turned to Tala, Master Simon speaking up once again, “It’s time, Mistress Tala.”

Tala turned to Terry. “Are you going to be alright in that corner?”

He squawked, slowly running one set of talons down the still-trembling chicken’s back.

“Are you going to be able to keep the chicken from interfering?”

Terry practically cooed as he pushed down a little more firmly, and the chicken pulled in on itself.

“Okay, then.” Tala turned back to the two other Mages. “Alright, let’s…”

Mistress Elnea was regarding Master Simon with a look of bafflement. “And you allow your children in the same area as that avian?”

Master Simon shrugged. “He’s really quite friendly to anyone who isn’t prey.”

The older woman raised an eyebrow. “I… see.”

Tala smiled. “He’s a wonderful flock mate and looks after the kids quite well.”

Mistress Elnea seemed ready to argue, but Master Simon was already nodding. “He really is quite intelligent and kind when he wants to be.”

Finally, the Paragon just shook her head. “Well, far be it from me to doubt the two of you. You know him better than I do.”

Tala didn’t delay any further, walking to the center and setting Kit down in the designated spot.

She, herself, sat down in the largest circle, and the cheshire core was already waiting in the third open space.

Was that there a moment ago?

-I think so. I didn’t really notice it, though.-

Fun unmooring magics for the win! Tala chuckled wryly within her own mind.

She couldn’t actually recall anyone placing it there either, but that wasn’t really the point of the moment.

Mistress Elnea and Master Simon took their positions and indicated that they were ready to proceed.

Tala closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and pulled the now full-powered bloodstar stoneward, out of her finger and into her aura that was projected in that direction.

It came with no resistance, and after she maneuvered it a bit, she pushed it back starward, into the superficial in front of her.

To those watching, it likely looked like an exceedingly magical drop of blood simply popped into existence in front of Tala’s chest.

She nodded one last time. “I’m ready.”

With a thought, she moved the blood-medium Archon Star into deliberate contact with Kit, activating the merging magics around her at the moment of connection.

The whole world went white as she slipped into the all-too-familiar void of a merging.


Chapter: 54
The Familiar White Void

Tala laughed maniacally as magics rained down upon her.

She stood, arms spread wide as those who feared her fed her their power.

Her aura—empowered by the devourer bound to her will, her soul—splintered any remnant energies before drawing them into her stoneward core of power, while her very being consumed the material parts of any attack.

Her starward gate let forth a deluge of her own, pure power. Her deeply established, natural magics pulsed and flared as she methodically targeted each of those arrayed against her before crushing them to paste.

Before, when she was incomplete, she had struggled to match those of a greater advancement than herself.

Now, the stoneward core of power added more weight to her every action than a dozen Paragons could bring to bear. Soon, she’d be able to out-muscle a Sovereign.

Then, finally, she’d get some truly amazing meals.

Around her, the remnants of a city lay broken, toppled, and half-consumed.

Her every flicker of power not devoted to crushing the Mages rising against her was directed toward amplifying the pull of surrounding things toward herself, drawing them in so that they could be devoured.

She didn’t require anything as crass as a mouth to do so. The material simply vanished as soon as any part of it touched her.

Yes. More.

There was one who opposed her—the wielder of the local City Stone—whose attacks she could not resist, so she simply shifted herself out of existence whenever one of those attacks came her way.

In the worst cases, Tala had to move herself before allowing her physical form to remanifest.

Inconvenient, but hardly relevant. Soon, she’d be able to overpower those magics as well, and then, the City Stone would just be more food for her.

Guards ran up to her with mundane weaponry or fired arrows or bolts from a distance. They didn’t matter.

Not even the highly tuned magic in the weaponry was able to undo her. Not anymore.

All was consumed.

All was devoured.

On a distant mountaintop, a purposely dormant man stirred, seemingly irritated that someone had disturbed his long-suffering anticipation.

A Sovereign would soon—

+Nope!+

-Yeah, no.-

The world flashed white.

***

Tala was in the familiar white void for only a moment.

What was that?

-It seemed like an unholy abomination of your tendencies to… overachieve… directed towards devouring everything around you.-

The void vibrated as a storm of thoughts, feelings, emotions, and visualizations slammed through her mind, threatening to overwhelm her. In order to make sense of them, her consciousness compacted the storm down to their core meaning, and words came to Tala’s mind: DEVOURER of ALL.

What?

-Devourer of all. That’s what I got from it at least.-

Yes, Alat, thank you. But what does it mean?

-Fine. It seems a rather apt description of what we were doing in the vision.-

Yeah… I did not like it.

The white of the void swelled, overriding her and taking her into another vision.

***

Tala moved through her enemies striking with fist, foot, blade, and magic.

As she made space around herself, she would throw out her left hand, opening it to reveal a great mouth that was far too big to fit where it was housed.

The mouth simply didn’t exist when her hand was closed, but when it was opened…

Tala grinned hungrily.

As the mouth opened in a sort of reverse roar, everything before her, be it magic, material, or monster, was violently dragged in for her to devour.

It wasn’t a perfect devouring in that it was only drawing in from one direction. Moreover, she was locked in place while the mouth was drawing in her prey.

It didn’t matter, though.

She was strong enough to overcome the inconvenience.

Enemies came from the sides, trying to remove the arm on which the great fanged maw was anchored.

She fought them off with Flow and her own magics for as long as she could without moving before closing her hand, hiding the maw, and allowing herself to move once more.

A minute of quick work allowed her enough breathing room to reopen her hand and devour everything in another direction.

On and on the battle went, everything falling before her with a little time and effort.

Excellent.

+These are… weird.+

-And very similar…-

+Yeah… I say ‘No’ to this one as well.+

The white of the void swelled, overriding her and taking her out of the vision.

***

Tala grimaced, floating in the white void once more.

This is not very ideal. It seems like we’re working on a theme, here.

-It does indeed.-

The void vibrated, and the storm of mental images and senses came again. Tala’s mind and enhancement magics once more distilled them down to words that came to Tala’s consciousness.

DEVOURER of ALL.

Tala sighed. This is going to take a while.

-So it would seem.-

Great…

***

The next dozen visions were all similar in that they depicted Tala as the central figure, devouring anything and everything around her with extreme prejudice.

To be fair, though, the methods and techniques involved in the consumption were varied.

Finally, in the last potential merging, Tala had had it.

These visions were not getting better, and she would never agree to anything like she was being shown.

Currently, the vision version of her was massive, corpulent, and basically sloshing over the landscape as she stuffed anything her many, many hands could reach into her perpetually gnashing mouths.

+ENOUGH!+

***

Tala floated, panting, in the white void.

NO. THIS ISN’T WORKING.

Emotion, a sense of self that was other washed through her: DEVOURER of ALL.

NO! We are not… Then, she understood, but that is you.

DEVOURER of ALL. The storm seemed contented somehow like it was pleased that she’d understood, finally.

But I am not. I am not devourer of all. So, we cannot be.

DEVOURER of ALL? Even the question in the torrent of mental impressions was hard to understand, but Tala thought she was getting the hang of it.

She hesitated at the question, as it was, at long last, a change. NO. We don’t devour all. We devour what we want to devour, that which we can claim, the loss of which doesn’t harm those we care about.

DEVOURER of…? The hanging implication made the mental images and sensations discordant and painful.

Tala felt almost compelled to finish the statement. Enemies! Resources to make us stronger.

She was scrambling; she didn’t know what to do.

-Kit showed us what she is. Show her us? Who we are? Who you are?-

That was an idea. Tala gathered up the thoughts, sensations, and memories that she felt represented her and sent them to the other thing in the white void with her. Kit. The ‘thing’ is Kit.

There was a moment’s hesitation before Kit responded, RAVENOUS, JEALOUS DESIRE!

Tala sighed internally. No… wait—

Kit took Tala’s mental impressions that had represented her and meshed them with Kit’s own. RAVENOUS DEVOURER of ALL!

No, no. Tala grimaced, fighting against the pounding within her own head. That’s going backwards. Not everyone is our enemy.

The sheer quantity of information flowing back and forth in every exchange was actively painful to Tala, even with her newly upgraded enhancement scripts.

She dumped more power into the enhancements, and that helped some. These are going to set much faster than usual…

Kit devours anything that it is able to… No… that isn’t true. That might have been how Kit started, but it isn’t true any longer.

Tala sent the conglomeration of her interactions with and feelings toward Kit.

It came back from Kit recontextualized and in the form of a question. DEFENDER of… HOME?

Yes, that is how I see you.

NO! DEVOURER of ALL!

Tala growled internally. No. She wracked her mind, trying to blend herself and Kit. Ravenous, jealous devourer of all who would oppose us or that which would make us stronger.

There was a long pause at that. The combination was clearly much, much too long.

Then, another wave of impressions and emotions struck Tala. RAVENOUS, JEALOUS DEVOURER.

Tala almost said no but then considered it more deeply.

Jealousy implied that the thing in question was something, or somethings, that she had a right to.

Envy would have been the feeling that she should have, or a desire to have, that which belonged to another. So, it was good that they avoided that.

Jealousy, at its root, was the feeling that she had a right to what was hers.

Jealous actually fit her rather well.

-So does ravenous, if we’re being honest. You approach the possession and improvement of what you believe is yours with great hunger and voraciousness.-

That’s true.

-And devourer is just a step beyond desire. It is a statement that you use what is yours.-

More that I use up… I don’t like that implication.

-Not necessarily. You can devour a book, and the book is fine when the devouring is done.-

Tala hesitated. That was true, and so much of this was about mindset.

Alright, let’s see what we can do with that.

RAVENOUS, JEALOUS DEVOURER?

Ravenous, jealous devourer.

-Yay…-

***

Tala’s aura washed out across the landscape around her, carrying her iron spikes to drive into the ground and propel her aura ever onward.

Whenever there was anything of note, anything that might strengthen her, a small trapdoor opened beneath it, dropping the item or creature into her sanctum for processing.

Before her, Leshkin raged and fought unknown humans as Tala’s aura rolled over and around them, leaving the human fighters untouched while laying oppressive power down upon the plant-creatures.

With the might of her will and focused attention, she either claimed the creatures where they stood, or she distracted them enough to let the humans slay them, allowing her to claim their corpse after death.

It was a sweeping victory.

+Hey, this isn’t bad.+

-Yeah… it seems too good to be true.-

The battle was won without a single human casualty, the largest injury barely more than a scrape.

The Leshkin in this area were overcome.

She had achieved total victory.

The humans who had fought by her side were no longer assets.

Her aura was already spread across the surrounding plains, and so it was trivial to clamp down and claim their still living bodies, locking down their souls as she dropped the still-live specimens into her sanctum one after another.

There, their bodies were broken down into their constituent parts, and their gates were locked into an ever-growing grid of power that constantly fed her advancement.

+Rust, I spoke too soon.+

-Just a bit, yeah. Moving on, then?-

+Yeah… but I’m so powerful like this…+

-…- Alat was unamused but didn’t comment further.

+…+ Tala grimaced internally at the choice before her.

-Are you sure we haven’t been seeing options that are actually tempting to you?-

+Hush you. I don’t want to be fat.+

-That’s the one you object—!-

+Rejected!+

***

Tala was only in the white void for a moment before she growled out within her own mind, NO. We will not eat people.

She sent memories and senses from the times that she’d enjoyed being with her friends and colleagues.

We will not use people and then take from them what we want. We are better than that.

She sent the times that she had protected those around her, and they had gratefully accepted her help.

We will only take that which is ours by right.

She sent her claiming the iron in the blacksmith and the barrels that Master Cazor had provided. She shared the times she’d given things to Kit to devour.

We will defend ourselves and take the spoils of those battles, but we will not harm those who mean us no harm.

Tala pushed along memories of conquering her foes and looting the remains, keeping some, and feeding Kit other parts.

After a moment’s hesitation, Kit responded, RAVENOUS, JEALOUS DEVOURER.

Yes, ravenous, jealous devourer.

And Tala was overwhelmed once again, falling into another—hopefully the last—vision.

***

Tala was… herself.

She could detect no discernable change in herself as the vision of her moved about her day.

As she came to an alley, Tala gestured, and a door blossomed into existence, allowing her to step into Kit, into her sanctum.

The perspective of the vision stayed outside of Kit for a moment as the doorway vanished, leaving no evidence that Kit had anchored there.

Tala could see in the vision that the sanctum was still there, stoneward of the wall that had held the door into Kit.

+Oh, that’s amazing.+

-Isn’t it just? That makes it an almost impenetrable fallback point.-

The vision fuzzed, and Tala was suddenly in a battle, ducking and dodging around opponents.

With a thought, the Tala of the vision caused a ring of leather to appear out of nowhere. Within it, a portal into her sanctum manifested, no light coming from the inside.

It was a small opening, just large enough for what needed to pass through.

With an act of will, Tala changed the target of the gravity amplifications placed on her siege orbs waiting inside the hole that was tucked deep down in the foundation rock beneath her home within Kit.

Even as the orbs tore their way out, the connection—the portal—was already gone.

The speed of the whole action was such that from the beginning of Kit opening until all traces were gone took less than the intake of a sharp breath.

+Ooo…+

-Hush, you. Don’t rust it.-

The orbs devastated several of her opponents, even while Tala, herself, called Flow out of another very-temporary portal.

The weapon snapped into her hand even as she was already swinging to sever all those within reach who opposed her.

The vision shifted again, and Tala was fighting along with others.

Small openings into her sanctum appeared to drop weapons into their hands or to allow them to throw broken weapons or shields away.

An archer’s quiver was filled between draws, a warrior’s hand found a new sword in his scabbard after his first one had been struck from numb fingers, and a wounded man suddenly fell out of the way of an incoming attack, drawn into the sanctum where a healer began patching him up immediately.

Tala was a one-woman logistical genius even as she tore across the battlefield with her own destructive might.

With her pervasive sight, she was able to keep all those fighting alongside her equipped and in the fight or remove them from the fight with efficiency and timing that kept them as safe as possible.

Throughout, she saw—highlighted in the vision—Kit consuming that which was unneeded.

Blood from the wounded within vanished before it could stain anything, and the stains that were already there slowly faded.

Tala started to get an odd mental picture of something lapping up the blood even as it left the wound, but she suppressed that with a shudder.

+Nope! I’m not conceptualizing that.+

Weapons broken beyond salvaging were devoured before they landed in the repair pile, and enemies that were dispatched were drawn in and consumed without delay or regard, only their most valuable parts finding their way to the treasure vaults in the sanctum’s depths.

The Tala of the vision never had want for magical power, but her every drop of magic that was not used for workings—other soulbonds or to push against her own density, increasing it—gushed into Kit, drawn by a ravenous need to keep all that which was theirs.

Her power was theirs.

It did not belong anywhere but with them.

To use it was fine, but to leak it was unacceptable.

And Kit was an endless reserve, taking everything with room to spare.

The artifact was so expanded by Tala’s advancement that Kit’s reserves of power seemed like an empty ocean being fed by a single spring.

But there was no desolation in that ravenous, jealous consumption.

Nothing was wasted.

Everything was used.

All had its place whether as a part of Tala’s kit or belonging to someone else.

That was fine.

There was enough that belonged to Tala to be getting on with.

There was enough that she could claim.

After all, even when Tala didn’t seek enemies to fight, they found her more often than not.

+Yes.+

-Oh, stars above, yes!-

Assent trembled through the vision, Tala’s mind, and her very soul.

YES.

The vision vanished in another saturation of white.


Chapter: 55
Hidden Monsters

The humans traveled in their boxes, pulled by dim-witted, horned beasts and ringed by experts of profanity and near-sacred steel.

They tried to cross the land that was not theirs. They were not welcome, and they knew it. This explained their vigilance.

Their travels were always opposed, but despite that, they won through the opposition far more often than not.

Too often.

This time—this group would not succeed in their trespass.

This “caravan” would not reach its destination.

Night had fallen, and the boxes had been drawn into a circle, the humans attempting to forge a shelter against the harsh world in which their very existence was a violation.

They were wise to be afraid and take precautions.

They were foolish to think they’d done enough to be safe.

A creature with no human name sank downward from a cloud-filled sky.

There was a guard on watch atop each box and three more walking various patrolling patterns within and without the circle of the caravan.

The single Mage Protector was awake, scanning the surroundings with his power.

Unfortunately for those below, even as that man’s power swept over the slowly lowering form, it detected nothing.

Nothing is also what the guards saw when they glanced toward where the Mage had last been seen. His place was suddenly vacant, his mug steaming beside where he had been sitting.

Nothing was what the guards on the wagon tops saw when they looked about for those who had been patrolling. Though, the sharpest among them almost had time to notice the tracks through the snow that stopped suddenly, without obvious evidence of where the one who had made them had gone. She almost had time before—

Nothing was all that watched over the helpless mundanes in their false sense of security, asleep within their oh-so-flimsy boxes.

And moments later—

Nothing remained.

***

Mar-achi watched contentedly as rope-like hostility rose from the deep.

The human fishing boats had strayed to the edges of their annoyingly effective defenses, and a winter storm had miraculously come out of nowhere, drawing the struggling, disparate fleet out to sea.

As if by magic. His too-slick lips pulled back in a smile, revealing an almost beak-like mouth.

That unexpected storm had drawn them out into the turbulent ocean, where humanity was ill equipped to survive.

There was nothing protecting them now save a bare handful of Mages.

None of any consequence, their blazing, forced-open gates wastefully dumping power into the world and making it all the easier to find them.

The ships who carried such would be dragged down first.

Their city defenders would not detect the minuscule threads of power used to provoke the storm, because the storm, itself, wasn’t magic in the least, and Mar-achi had been careful.

After all, he was well-practiced at this game, having played it many times through the passing millennia.

The surface of the sea was already choppy as winds whipped and pulled, tore and flayed.

The sky was dark with heavy-laden clouds, only occasionally lit by green lightning.

The watchers in the city wouldn’t see what happened to these men.

All as planned.

It was in one of those flashes that humans finally noticed their own predicament. They were so unobservant. With a barest fraction of the power each of them naturally drew forth, the least talented Child could be safer and better informed.

The threat from below crystalized in their awareness.

Sea-serpents by the hundreds boiled up from the depths.

The greatest among the swarm were as large across as a man was tall, and there was more than a dozen of even those.

To their credit, the fishermen did not despair.

The creatures of the deep were known to them, and they were used to fighting them.

Serpent blood filled the water, clouding even the magicsight of the few Mages with the scattered fleet, but they beat back the onslaught with barely any losses.

Yes, grow confident.

One ship was unlucky enough to have two of the largest snakes focus on it at the same time, and that crew and vessel were lost.

Besides that, the humans seemed rather proud of the defense of their livelihood.

That is, until the waters turned to glass around them.

The storm still raged, but the water had locked in place, the ships at awkward angles as they’d been riding the waves.

Fishermen stumbled as they had leaned into the movements of their vessels, only for that to have suddenly halted mid-sway.

At the moment of their triumph, Mar-achi made himself known.

The Mages spun, feeling a swelling of his power as the octopus beast-man suddenly stood at the center of the stillness.

His voice was but a whisper, but it reached every ear. The power required was so minuscule, a lesser worker of power would have ignored the expenditure.

Mar-achi had never been so frivolous, and he cataloged his every drop of power as it was drawn in or used up.

“Surrender and serve the House of the Turbulent Ocean, or die in my wake.”

The Mages attacked.

The Mages died.

Seven ships—each having supported a Mage—were no longer upon the surface of the motionless seas.

Rain poured from the skies.

Green lightning flashed.

The Eskau spoke once more. “Surrender and live. We are merciful to those who serve us.”

Thus, Clevenhold lost a chunk of its fishing work-force, and not a single one of the storm-tossed vessels returned to port.

Thus, the House of the Turbulent Ocean gained more than a hundred vestiges-to-be.

An excellent catch.

***

The roc circled high above the floating monstrosity in the dead of night.

All those bound to the earth were to be pitied, and those who broke free were to be lauded.

These ground-born had built a wonder in the skies, pulling taint from the world to keep their creation within the lofty realms, but then, they had polluted it with those who drew corruption in.

The roc did not have deep enough thoughts to hate, it wasn’t even truly angry, but from the core of its being, it felt a need to bring them low.

Unfortunately, the flying city was too well defended for the roc to bring it crashing down, despite the great bird’s desire.

So, instead, the roc orbited the dwelling place of filth, keen eyes watching for—

There.

A gated was alone, exposed enough to the glorious sky.

With a graceful tilt of her wings, the roc swooped down.

Her wings were not as silent as that of the owl, but she managed.

After all, the reality of night this high was homogeneity of noise and movement.

When she plucked the gated from within the city, she did nothing so foolish as lift him screaming into the sky.

Her back talon pierced clean through his back and out his chest, killing the abomination with the single blow before she tossed the body over the side, even as she rolled to avoid the flickering, magic-wrought lightning sent to drive her away.

The city’s defenses were annoyingly persistent, after all.

More than that, they would now be keyed into the roc as a threat. If she took another this night, she would be struck from the sky.

That was acceptable. She could return the next night to remove another stain, and her fellows of the feather would each take their due.

A few would die, usually those younger and less experienced, but it was good training for the rest, and in the end, sacrifices were to be expected when one purges disease.

***

Halinor had been a burnt-orange hue-man in life, proud of his heritage and his coloration for as long as he’d had thoughts that he could call his own.

He no longer did.

It had been uncounted years since he’d fallen to the overwhelming power of Death, sinking beneath the Tides.

Like so many before him, his death had been more of a beginning than an end, and he had come back to his feet, rising with the Tide.

At the time of his death, he’d been helping a dwarfish mining operation, and the crush of roiling bodies had destabilized the support structures, causing a collapse that trapped them all for…

Well, truthfully, he had no mind with which to count the centuries.

But that was coming to an end.

After long dormancy, the rhythmic sound of metal tools on rock began to ping through the unmoving mounds, trapped in long-forgotten tunnels.

Years, months, or perhaps only minutes passed before the sound of tools was joined by the feeling of nearby life.

That feeling started to overturn the lethargic dead.

Halinor’s fellows began twitching, shifting, and rolling off and over one another, trying to rise to their feet with long-stagnant muscles.

The flickers of Death’s power within them were more than sufficient to throw off the shackles of time—with a little bit of movement—and ensure they would be adequately functional if they were called upon—if the life drew close enough.

He remained where he’d slumped, entirely hidden within a crevice in one wall.

Despite that, his body did begin to ripple and undulate, flesh moving beneath the remains of his once beautiful red-orange skin, preparing him for action if the need arose.

There were shouts as the first small hole opened into their long-sealed chamber, the difference in pressure causing a torrent of cursedly fresh air to howl through the once-still darkness.

A moment later, stone shifted almost as a unit, the feel of living magic powerful, as the passage was suddenly fully clear.

A tunnel now connected to theirs at an oblique angle.

Light sparkled off of the untapped wealth obvious within the surface of the walls, beginning seemingly from nowhere barely inside the newly opened space.

The sheer volume and accessibility of the ores elicited gasps and mutterings of greed.

Light was absorbed and muddled by the rising Tide as it flowed forward on all-but-silent feet. That silence was only spoiled by limb or flesh falling free from rushing bodies after the too-long-absence of life.

The odd squelching elicited noises of confusion followed by screams of alarm as the living noticed the Tide.

“DEAD!!!!”

Halinor still didn’t move. The spark of Death within him bid him wait, bide his time.

The Tide did not need him to charge.

Whatever worker of power had opened the passage seemed unwilling to seal it again, instead creating a field of stone spikes around which the Tide flowed, almost unhindered.

This had been a large expedition, containing myriad races, and the outflow of dead was appropriately representative.

The miners were wholly unprepared for the onrush, and their deaths were as quick as they were gruesome.

The Tide grew.

Still, it was bare moments before the sounds of true resistance began to echo from farther up the tunnel.

Sound came back down into the mine: unified voices, the heavy thump of weaponry on dead flesh, and almost no screams of the living.

Pity.

The Tide did not slow, and none returned, but it still was not long before the defensive line of the living had advanced well past where their comrades had fallen.

Broad, magic-laden shields were interlocked, the small army advancing in lock-step, leaving no room for Death to gain hold or move around them.

A few minutes more and they had advanced past Halinor’s crevice, letting his empty eyes behold the dwarf who was directing the advance.

The dwarf was a stunning example of the race with emerald skin and thread-of-silver hair.

In his hand blazed a sword of power that called to Halinor, called to the spark of Death within him.

The Tide needed him to claim that weapon.

He, along with dozens of others, moved from their places of rest.

Of hiding.

Of ambush.

Many fell from the ceiling, others poured from the walls, and a few even came up from where they had lain on the floor, unmoving and seemingly already overcome.

The dwarfs of the front-line cried warnings, and their magics held for the moment, even if some of those that followed behind fell to bite, claw, or bodily tackle.

The lead-dwarf calmly commanded the renewed defense, striking down those dead that came near, the barest nick from the glorious blade sufficient to cause an entire body of the Tide to simply cease to exist.

Halinor charged on silent feet, coming from the dwarf’s blindside.

The Tide needed him to land even the smallest of scratches.

For such a prize, they would sacrifice thousands to infuse a foothold within the dwarven commander and bring him into the fold of the onrushing Tide.

Halinor simply needed to establish that toehold.

He lunged, utterly silent as he sailed the last thirty feet, limbs tucked tight into his body so as to not catch his prey’s attention.

There was no reaction from the dwarven commander.

Halinor was going to land his blow.

His last perception was of a glimmer of green, followed by his entire body corroding all at once.

***

Anatalis’s body struggled as he chased down the fleeing doe.

He reveled in the difficulty, having bound himself into the physical form of a yearling pup.

It was the only means he had to still reasonably find a hunt worthy of his time, to chase prey worthy of pursuit.

It isn’t worth obliterating a section of the far north—beyond the moving-settlement-filled plains—just to have a little fun hunting one of the prey animal god-beasts.

So, he bounded after the mundane, fleeing deer through the southern edge of his current domain, near where it abutted that of the Forest Spirit’s region of influence.

He sprang off of the sides of great trees, and they didn’t even shift under his slight frame.

The wind in his fur, the feel of loamy soil and the crunch of fallen leaves and twigs beneath his paws… It was fantastic.

The doe was young and strong, capable of outrunning any normal wolf.

Anatalis wasn’t cheating, not with physical enhancements of any kind, but he had long ago learned how to push any body past its limits through sheer mental effort and determination.

Sure, this form would ‘die’ shortly after he brought down the prey, but that was inconsequential.

It took half an hour, and he was frustratingly close to his borders. If the doe turned fully south, he might actually need to call off pursuit in order to not violate the old treaties.

Blessedly, however, he finally caught up to the animal as it slowed, exhaustion setting in.

It was a primitive-human-like kill, the animal falling over dead from exhaustion as its last bursts of adrenaline were used up.

Still, Anatalis was on his paws, and his prey was no more.

A good run, a worthy prey-beast. He might even eat it, even though it would be tough and gamey due to the long run.

Waste not the sacrifice of the—

He saw the barest flicker, his vision mundane and unenhanced.

That flicker was all that preceded him bursting in a cloud of blood and gore, a Leshkin juggernaut’s spear quivering in the trunk behind where the small wolf had been standing.

The world warped, and jaws reached from beyond the superficial, biting the offending Leshkin in half before Anatalis, himself, came back into existence near the ambusher.

In his normal shape, Anatalis’s shoulders were only the height of the tottering legs.

He had never seen size as a necessity for power.

His magic finished obliterating the Leshkin it had claimed, his own mouth clean and clear of the foul acidic substance Leshkin preferred for moving nutrients around their false bodies.

When the magical jaws had finished their work, he held the beast-souls that had combined to make the being that had ventured so many miles beyond its borders.

His voice rolled through the surroundings as he addressed the struggling beings of spirit. “Why are you so far beyond the line?”

There was no response, and he honestly didn’t expect one.

“Tell your princes that I am displeased with the recent violations. If humanity has advanced as I’ve hoped, we may have to join their side to end the Wars once and for all.”

That caused the eight balls of green not-fire to freeze in place.

“Yes. Mankind and canine, side by side, joined together in war. Do not test me, weeds. This is the last warning I will give.”

He yawned, allowing the souls to flash back toward the nearest birthing tree.

Anatalis knew where they all were. It would be the work of moments to turn them all to splinters, and the battle with the enraged Forest Spirit afterward would be a welcome reprieve from his centuries of lethargy.

Yes… maybe we will go to war, whether they violate the pact again or not… Something pulled at him, making him reconsider the idea. No. Humanity has yet to be up to being an equal with the Pack.

Still, they were growing.

A test, then. If they pass, maybe our fortunes can be aligned. I would love to set this duty aside and rejoin worthy hunters in the field of battle.

It was decided, then. He would send a test to the humans. They had a city nearing its end. That would be a gathering point for their elites.

He would send a division of the Pack to test them.

Best give warning, or they may see it as true aggression. Humans were odd like that.

It was a bit laughable as it was unlikely that humanity as a whole would be able to cause him more than passing inconvenience if they waged war on his forest, but it would be difficult for his lessers to fight alongside the humans if mankind saw wolves as true enemies.

A personal visit, then. I will explain what is to come.


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.
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To listen to this or other books in this series, please find them on Audible. Release dates vary.
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Thank you, again, for sharing in this strange and beautiful, magical world with Tala. I sincerely hope that you enjoyed it.
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