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My eyes shot open

 
, and I gasped for air. Everything was dark but worse, a heavy, uncomfortable pressure smashed down all around me. My chest, arms, legs, and face all ached–skin, muscles…clear down to my bones. I must have received the worst beating in my life.




Horrible images flashed before me as pain and nausea flooded my senses–violence and blood, death, and darkness. I tried to breathe but even that simple act was hard. Air rushed in. My lungs inflated. But it felt more like fire filling my chest. Why was I in so much pain? And what in the hell were those images in my head? People were fighting and dying, but who were they and why?

I rolled and turned my head. The darkness broke. Space materialized around me. I was laying on wet hay, and it smelled like–I sniffed the air–human filth. A dirty, low stone ceiling hung above me, connected to rocky walls on three of the four sides. Iron bars made up the last. A scant, sliver of light pierced the darkness surrounding me, the product of a lone torch hanging some twenty steps to my left. 

I pushed myself up, or at least tried to. My arms hurt, the muscles burning, but I pushed through. Once on my knees, I swallowed. My throat was dry, but it was the horrible and familiar metallic taste that stuck out. A splash of cold water would go a long way to washing the caked blood from my mouth. A rumble shook my belly then as if I needed something else to focus on.  

A thought stirred in my mind. It was something, or rather the lack thereof. Mana! Panic set in as my thoughts coalesced around the idea of that precious substance.

How long had I been without it?

How long had I been locked in that…place?

“Where is the—damned mana?” I whispered, struggling as my crusted lips barely moved.

I fell into a violent coughing fit. And it was only when I’d finished that my mind was clear enough for everything else to tumble forth. Where were my people? Where were my hunting hounds? And where the hell were my women?

A wave of anguish passed through me as I realized I was alone. All alone in a dark cell somewhere…most likely underground…with no knowledge of how I got there. My anger opened deep inside. Somehow, part of me knew something bad happened, and not just to me but to everyone around me. Everyone I cared about. But…damn it! I couldn’t remember!

“Wait…those images. Those memories from earlier,” I croaked, trying to summon them back into my mind. Had they been from a previous life? Was that me, dying? Had I been reborn somehow? If so, why into such a flawed body?

I forced my legs straight and tried to stand, just as something stirred across from me. I stared into that bottomless darkness, forcing my eyes to see what had moved when a riot of images and sounds punched into my mind. I fell to the side as my head seemed to swell, fit to explode. Memories dove and leaped into place, as if poured by the bucketful into my skull.

And then I knew. I realized where I was, and the predicament that put me there. I was stuck in a holding pen, just like the ones I used to lock prisoners in.

Why the hell would I be a prisoner?

I focused on my memories…a flash of blinding light and not much else before that. I knew me, or who I had been. I was—or had been—a cultivator worth his weight in divine cores. Yes, that was what I used to be? But now…now what was I? Some filthy prisoner…barred from accessing the mana around me? Why? Why couldn’t I feel any of it?

The questions piled up, despite my inability to speak or answer them. My head drooped from their weight, and I stared down at my body. Tattered, brown robes clung to my emaciated form. The garments were caked with mud and dried blood, but the body beneath was so horribly foreign.

My arms were thin, my carefully cultivated tattoos absent. My legs were long, with knobby knees. This body certainly wasn’t my own, but…why was I in it now? I clenched my fists, the muscles knotting up in response. Weak, yes. Battered, yes. But it wasn’t a terrible shell, either. There was evidence this body used to be rather strong before it was thrown into the cell.

I took in a deep breath and closed my eyes, thinking about how to proceed. If I really had died as my memories suggested, then I’d been reborn into this body.

Had the previous owner done something bad to warrant me taking over? No, that wasn’t necessarily true. Had he crossed the wrong person, gawked at the wrong woman, or just staggered into the wrong place at the wrong time? Maybe all of them.

I needed to find out who and what I was and maybe that was a question I could answer. But first, I needed to explore just what my pitiful form could do. 

I moved my fingers first, then my toes. They moved, even if they were a little stiff. I moved my head next, then my arms and legs. Everything worked, though every movement was painful. At least that meant I was alive, didn’t it? And being alive, I had to figure out if I was shut off from mana due to a weakness in my body, or if I was blocked for some other reason. 

I closed my eyes and leaned back down, breathing steadily, and pressed my hands against the ground. It took some time, but eventually, I found what I was looking for: a tendril of warm energy deep beneath the surface.

Only a sliver. That told me that something terrible had happened. My call for mana should have summoned forth boundless amounts of the priceless essence, but instead, all I received was a paltry tendril. Barely enough to warm a finger.

“There you are,” I muttered as a thin streak of power entered my arms and moved further into my body. I was more than happy with anything I got my hands on, especially since I was in such a sad state. 

I inhaled as the warm sensation trickled up my neck and into my head. It should have entered my various meridians, but since this wasn’t my body, it simply lingered for a moment before dissipating. My mana pool hadn’t been activated, at least not in this body, so I had nowhere to store the power until it was needed.

Luckily for me, activating the mana pool wasn’t a complicated task. I would just need some time. And fortunately, it was something I had in abundance by the looks of it. I sat cross-legged on the ground, folding my limbs into a formation to siphon the mana from the ground beneath me.

First, I would need to absorb enough mana from my surroundings to construct the pool deep within me, to build a reservoir out of thought and potential. Once done, I would draw in as much mana as I could reach and fill the pool. From there I could advance forth, realizing new strength. Further realms were at my fingertips.

It was a comforting experience, to feel the taste of power once again. And it saddened me a little, considering it was likely the first time for this husk of a man I now inhabited.

The heat from absorbing mana dried the hay beneath me, while the pain in my body dissipated slightly. It was just enough to move my limbs without excruciating pain, to sit a little more upright and breathe more freely. The flow of mana slowly picked up speed but was still a fraction of what I was used to at my peak.

I leaned forward, grasping the bars to look down the corridor. A single door led out of my cell, and it wasn’t the only one in the hall. At least four other caged rooms lined my side and five more opposite.

I turned and let my gaze crawl back up the hall in the other direction, but there was only a wall, meaning this was a relatively small dungeon. I knew from my returned memories that such spaces were reserved for drunks and petty criminals. 

What had this man done to deserve this? Was he a criminal? Or was he just unfortunate, stuck between a rock and a hard place? Or both? I smiled. It was my misfortune now. Sure, crime was a matter of dates and circumstance, so some could argue I didn’t deserve much better. Either way, it hurt my pride.

Something stirred again in the darkness of the cell across from me. It crawled up to the bars, but it was too dark for me to see clearly. It could be a man, a woman, or even an animal for all I knew. And yet, it didn’t speak or growl, at least not right away. 

The door on the right rattled and opened suddenly, some mildly fresh air spilling in. Then I smelled stagnant water and piss. A guard walked in, carrying a tray in each hand. His slow, methodical steps only added to my dread.

I was weak and needed food, but when would I have another chance like this to escape? I had regained some mana, at least as much as my body could handle. Nor could I guarantee that I’d be able to open my pool up fully, even given more time before the guards rotated through next time. And most troubling, there was no way of knowing if my new body would be able to hold onto the small amount of mana I was able to collect.

I made the judgment call in a snap. If I was going to make a move, it had to be now. The guard was weak. Sure, he wasn’t as weak as I was, but his cultivation level was non-existent.

The guard stopped at the third pen and set down a tray. I glanced around for anything sharp as an idea formed in my mind. I withdrew from sight and leaned against the wall closest to the door. 

This is going to hurt, I thought, bracing for the pain.

I focused on the mana and my newly formed pool came alive. Energy flowed forth and formed into a scalpel in my palm. I pulled the blade across my right forearm. I winced and bit my tongue but refused to stop. Blood leaked forth, spreading out across my palm. I forced my meager reserve of mana into the dark fluid, just as the guard knelt beside another cage, grunting as he slid the food tray under the bars. It was small and made of wood, containing a single bowl and spoon on top.

The food tray moved as soon as the guard walked away, a hand coming into view. It was thin and bony, almost skeletal. The hand grabbed for the gruel hungrily, stuffing it into a mouth that was cloaked by the shadow. It was a woman’s hand, I was sure of it, but why would a woman be in such a shitty place?

The guard finally made his way to me, shifting his weight before placing the gruel tray in front of my cell. 

“Hah, you’re awake, filth,” he spat as I moved.

I could barely make out any of his features, except that he was bald. It was the best I could do while sitting on the ground, in the dark. He stepped up to the bars, moving into the limited torchlight. I immediately noticed a deep gash running down his left cheek that ended somewhere inside his beard.

His robes were in good condition, white and gray fabric. A sword hung at his side, steel that had seen much better days. He wore no insignia or crest, nothing I could make out to determine exactly where I was or who was keeping me there.

"Say something, filth?”

I remained quiet, not wanting to give myself away. I couldn’t afford for him to suspect me or my intentions. At least, not until it was too late. He couldn’t know that I understood the ways of cultivation, but in my weakened state, it would do little to aid in my defense. 

“Water,” I whispered, exaggerating the tremble of my head and limbs. “Water.”

I paused for a heartbeat, considering whether I should kill him. He might have a family, children. He might be a decent person. But I shook it away, knowing for certain that I’d die if I remained locked up much longer.

“Speak up! What did you say?”

I launched myself into the bars and grabbed his hand. 

“Water!” I growled.

The guard ripped his hand away.

“Do not touch me, you scum!” he snarled, reaching and fumbling for a whip at his belt. Something made him pause and he looked down at his hand, frowning. “You still got blood in you? Now that’s a surprise.”

“Water!” I said a bit louder and clearer.

“You’re not getting any, you bastard! Not after that. You don’t touch a guard and…”

He moved to draw the whip again but stopped as his hand started shaking. He looked down, grabbed the whip with both hands, and promptly dropped it. Grunting, spluttering, and cursing, the guard fell onto his back.

“What did—what—Ahh! My hand! What did you do?”

I grinned as the thin, glowing line of mana formed in the air, connecting his hand and mine. It was almost invisible to the naked eye, but I could see and feel its pull. Whatever power there was inside of him, however faint, now flowed toward me. 

If I had been stronger, I would have created tendrils to bore clear through his skin, but that kind of manifestation was beyond me. At least in my current state.

“Thank you for—becoming my food,” I whispered, my voice already gaining strength.

The thirst and hunger started to abate as his mana and life power flowed into me. I’d just formed the connection and already I could barely feel any strength left inside him, despite his obvious size and strength. He obviously had no cultivator’s expertise, but that didn’t matter. Everyone had at least a small amount of the wonderful power stored inside their organs, an afterglow. And besides, when the organs were turned into mush by this technique, they could give me a nice push.

The guard tried to prop himself up but fell back onto his side. His mouth opened wide, but there was no scream, no plea for help. Without any protection against mana curses, he was doomed. At this point, it wouldn’t have mattered. Even if someone were to find him, he was too far gone. The guard lay there, half-conscious, his limbs locked, and his eyes rolled back in his head. He was dead, his body just hadn’t realized it yet.

Fool.

I sat fully upright and glanced at the gruel. Not even my hounds would have eaten that shit. Hounds. My hounds. The thought jarred my memory again.

Where were they? Had the person responsible for killing me killed them too? Or perhaps taken them as a prize? I felt my rage build, yet I had no way to release it, not yet at least.

“Figure out where you are first and what in the hell happened to—” I whispered, the sound of my stronger voice jarring something loose in my mind.

I was back in my sky palace again, as an army of thousands of cultivators and martial artists swarmed its defenses. The Emperor himself led the attack, supported by his seven lackey lords. Every one of the lords had attacked one of my towers, sapping away at my powers while I battled the Emperor. Unable to defend against their combined powers and desperately outmanned, I finally fell after two days of fighting.

Then I felt my old body die once again and knew why I’d managed to last so long. It was the two towers I’d hidden within the sky palace. They must have fallen after my death, but how? What had happened to any of the towers?

I wrenched on the bars, my feeble arms shaking with the effort. I released a trickle of mana, turning the closest bar soft under my hand. I ripped it free and broke the bar at the bottom, then did the same to the one next to it. Two would be more than enough for this withered body to pass through.

I grabbed the remaining bars and pulled myself up, stopping to dust the tattered rags clinging to my body. It was a stupid and vain attempt to get clean. I was so dirty only a dip in a river could be of any real use, but I was far from any river.

“Harlan! Where . . . the hell are you . . . going without me?” a weak female voice asked from the cell across from me.

A dirty face appeared from behind the bars, staring with hollow, almost lifeless eyes. Skin hung over her bony cheeks and chin.

“Harlan?” Was that the name of the man’s body I now inhabited? The woman obviously knew me and that meant she could be of use. 

“I’m leaving,” I replied. “Why? Do you want to come?”

I couldn’t hide the curiosity in my voice, and she twitched. I think the offer surprised her. She knew this body, or rather the man that owned it before me. He was likely the reason why she was stuck in the place. It was just a gut feeling, but the way she stared at me was a giveaway.

“You bastard! I got stuck here because...of you! And now you want to...go without me?”

I grinned. How interesting. 

“You probably can’t walk, much less fight with how frail you’ve become,” I said as I studied my own body. It wasn’t much better than hers if I was to be honest.

I would need a guide to show me around—wherever we were. It was probably a good idea to take her with me. She could help fill in some of my gaps–how long it had been since I had fallen, the state of affairs. And just maybe, in time I could learn what had happened to my sky palace, my hounds, and the rest of my previous life.

“You just open—this damned thing! Please!” she pleaded. “I’ll forgive you as long as…you take me with you!”

I sighed and nodded, then leaned down and picked a ring of keys off the unconscious guard’s belt. It took me a while, key after key until the right one slid into the lock. A faint noise echoed from the door at the end of the hall. I turned to track it, but nothing moved.

My right index finger pressed to my lips and I nodded at the door. The woman took the hint and remained silent, but after a relatively tedious pause, no one came running. No one was there. At least not yet.

The woman stumbled through the door and fell over me as I pulled it open for her. She looked much better up close in the scant torchlight. No wonder Harlan had been involved with her.

“Shit! I thought we’d die in here!” she hissed and then proceeded to limp over and stomp on the guard’s chest.

I kicked her foot away, annoyed by the immediate and unpredictable outburst. Women were such emotional creatures, ice-cold one moment and a blazing fire the next. Besides, defiling corpses wasn’t something I wanted to be known for. And beyond that, I still needed it.

“Stop! I still need his body!” 

She frowned and stared at me, her lips quivering.

“For what? Do you plan to eat him?”

“Exactly,” I said, nodding. Then grinned. “Now sit down and shut up if you want to get out of here.”

The woman frowned at me but did as instructed. It seemed that this Harlan had been someone who either had power over her or was a leader in the same group she had been in. Obedience didn’t come from just being saved, no, it was ingrained in your very being by fear, pain, or respect. That was good. It would save time if she was questioning everything. 

I leaned over the bewitched guard and pressed both hands against his chest, pushing the strand of mana back through his other hand, creating a cycle. I watched as his skin slowly changed color, then became slightly translucent.

The guard’s body suddenly started to convulse, shriveling in on itself. It gurgled and pulsed, what was previously flesh and organs turning into a mush of pure mana. I pulled at the power with all I had, the required strength and focus almost toppling me to the ground. But I held the mana cycle. Because without that strength, I didn’t stand a chance.

A minuscule amount of muscle and flesh trickled into my body, returning to my arms, chest, and legs. My power grew, satiating my hunger. For now. Bless the hundreds of sacrifices my old master made, the work he’d performed to perfect that curse technique. Without it, I’d be dead.

The woman watched me and gasped, evidently a little bit of the man she’d once known returning right before her eyes. I stopped once I had regained about ten percent of my previous muscle mass, then grabbed both her hands and pushed the mana right into her chest. Her thin, bony hands warmed slightly, the skin-softening. Her hollow cheeks disappeared and swelled along with her arms and chest. It was a small change, but perhaps enough to mean the difference between life and death.

“You’re quite the pretty one,” I said and let my gaze roam down her body. She sighed, almost purring in ecstasy.

Her dress didn’t hang as loosely around her body anymore. Her dirty hair, in wispy strands before, now glistened silky and dark in the torchlight. She possessed a feral beauty; one I would never have known if I hadn’t managed to curse the guard and steal away his vitality. I vowed to do my best and help her recover further, to see all her beauty restored. Shit, at least I had something to look forward to...if we survived our escape.





Chapter Two
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“What…what did you just do to me?” 


A sudden knock on the door drew my attention. The woman got up and grabbed the dead guard's sword, then looked me over, her gaze locking onto mine. 

“Do you really want to talk about that right now?”

She shook her head and took a deep breath as my knees wobbled. I gagged and nearly threw up as the unfortunate side effect of my curse hit me. It strained the soul unlike any other technique I knew, but it was a necessary evil.

“I don’t know what you just did, but I don’t care as long as we get out of here alive. Can you do that? Get us out of here?”

“I’ll tell you later,” I said and nodded at the door, my voice disappointingly weak. “Let’s just say that I’m not really this Harlan fellow. At least not anymore. But I do have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” she muttered and tried to straighten her dress, but it had seen much better days and wasn’t cooperating.

“So, why don’t you tell me if you can fight?”

She nodded and gracefully picked up the guard’s short sword and twirled it through the air.

“You could say that I have experience with the short sword. Or two.” The woman cut down, up, and across, before settling into a comfortable guard.

I pointed my finger toward the door and winked. She rolled her eyes and ran quietly to wait by the wooden door. I turned back down to consider the guard and his robes. They were in much better shape than mine, so I did the only thing any self-respecting man could do: I took his clothes. It’s not like a bag of bones would need good clothing, right?

A loud click reverberated in the tight space, just before the door burst open. A single guard staggered in, murmuring something under his breath.

“There you are,” he barked and slammed the door shut behind him. He turned, sloshing ale from a wooden pitcher in his right hand and looked as drunk as I was nauseous. “Are you staring at the woman again? Or have you worked up the nerve to go in for a cuddle yet?”

The woman struck from hiding behind the door, her sword slicing up and into his neck. She pulled the guard toward her, easing him to the ground as he convulsed. 

“There you go,” she said, standing and gesturing to the body.

“You just killed him! I need them alive if I’m to drain their power.”

“Well, he’s not completely dead yet!” she said and gestured to the bleeding neck. “Hurry up before he chokes on his blood!”

“You think I can do it just like that?” I hissed and glared at her. She shrugged.

I growled and ran over to the door, sliding to my knees on the damp rock. She was right. He was still alive but wouldn’t be for much longer. The cut was deep and well placed—a strike that wounded and silenced him.

I opened my second palm and repeated the curse, pulling at the man’s mana and tainting his body. This guard was even weaker than the first, and not only because he was dying. No, he seemed to lack any real mana inside his body. For my trouble, all that I managed to gather from him was what he absorbed through the ground as he was dying.

“What the hell is it with these mana-less bastards?” I breathed, heavily, as the effects of the second curse set in. “Has everything gone to shit since I died?”

“What are you talking about? Cultivating is extremely expensive and hard to do! Do you expect just anyone and everyone to master the way?”

“Everyone? No.”

I pulled at half of the mana inside his body and left what remained for the woman. The process was twofold—the first activating once I put him into a cursed state. His tissues started degrading, converting into pure power. The second started when I fed on the pooling mana inside them.

I lifted my left hand and established a link between the woman and the dying guard, funneling the remaining mana into her body. Her skin grew more beautiful—smoother and more luscious with every bit of power she absorbed. It stretched slightly and cracked in several places, an unfortunate consequence of the transformation. She would heal. Once the flow stopped, she moaned, her hips swaying seductively. I knew well enough what she was feeling.

“What are you—doing to me?” she whispered and bit down on her lip.

“Empowering you,” I replied. “You won’t stand a chance against the guards, otherwise.”

Her cold, hard demeanor lifted, a softer expression settling into place.

“What you’re doing…it’s a form of cultivation, isn’t it?” 

I frowned, holding her gaze until she looked away.

“You said it yourself.”

Her awe-filled expression faded, her eyes turning as hard as the stone beneath our feet.

“Well, whatever it is, I’d like to know where the hell you learned to do it, Harlan, and why you’ve been holding out on me for so long. Unless you’re not...Harlan anymore?”

“Later,” I said with a wave. “For now, we need to—.”

A new wave of agonizing pain slammed into me. My chest burned as if suddenly set on fire, and I felt my hold on the collected mana start to break. It leaked out of me. I squeezed my eyes shut and held my breath, focusing to keep the mana from escaping, and pushed it all into a tiny point in my heart. The first step was easy, to gather the mana and establish the pool, so I gritted my teeth and molded whatever I had into a small, thumb-sized ball.

Mana pools were strange and temperamental things. Physically they were pretty small, but they existed on two planes at the same time—the physical realm, where I pulled it to, and the mana realm, where it originated.

“Hey, what’s wrong with you?” she whispered. “Do you need help?”

“I can’t fight in this state!” I growled through clenched teeth. The pain threatened to consume me. “This body is too weak and can’t handle the burden!” It was simply too much all at once. I should have been smarter, but desperation had a way of forcing people to act out of character. 

Using her right hand, the woman lifted my head. I opened my eyes, and she nodded, understanding flashing in her eyes. 

“I’ll get us out of here,” she said, “but you owe me an explanation afterwards! For starters, who the hell are you and what did you do with Harlan?”

“And you are—.”

“Caldia.”

“Right, Caldia,” I winced.

“Wrong! As if I needed further proof that you’re not him anymore,” she muttered.

I snorted and gathered myself up, breathing steadily. Whatever mana remained inside of me finally stabilized. I let out a deep breath and got to my feet.

I took my first step, and then a second. I could walk again, even fight if need be, once my queasy stomach settled and my knees stopped shaking. It was just a moment later and my back was straighter, my legs stronger. mana was a marvel and those who knew how to gather and use it could live for centuries, keeping their bodies healthy and young. Mana could also help them regenerate from any sickness, disease, or smaller wounds.

My new body hadn’t always been so weak. So, other than saving it from the brink of death, I could make it work. Raw physical power made a great foundation.

There was no way in hell that I’d accept anything less than revenge, so I would have to make it work.

“You’ve got me over a barrel, pretty lady. You know I’m not Harlan. So, what is your name?”

“Ceres,” she hissed, her eyes narrowing, “Now follow me, stranger. I’ll get us out of this damned prison!”

I grinned and nodded. Ceres, what a beautiful name for an even more beautiful woman.

She cracked the door open and peeked through. Light spilled into the room, just enough to hurt my eyes and wash out everything beyond the door. I bent down again and took hold of the second guard’s sword. Just like the first, it was a simple blade in worn condition...nothing to write home about, but it would serve its purpose. Unless we ran into Martials. 

Ceres burst through the door and swung the blade. A man stood just a few paces away, leaning against the wall as he dozed off. I grinned as his head dropped, momentarily rolling next to his feet. Ceres didn’t bother looking back, she just ran and rounded the corner. I followed, grinning all the while. She was a sight to behold-a graceful dancer wielding a fatal blade. This was her true self, not the shriveled wretch I found in the cell across from mine.

Three guards came rushing at her as I rounded the corner, but she had already parried the first blade with ease. Her nimble body ducked under a swing, rolled, and sprang to her feet behind the three attackers. The blade sang and a man cried out as she cut his face, the blade going in through the one cheek and out the other. 

The second guard slammed into her, but she rolled with the blow, twisted beneath him, and propelled him violently into the wall. His head hit stone with an audible crack. He staggered away and toppled over in a heap.

I shuddered at the thought of such pain.

The third guard was much smarter. He stood and observed, holding his spear up in a guard. Unlike the others, he waited for her to make the first move, probably in hope that she’d make a mistake or had tired fighting the two guards before him.

My eyebrows rose as the sight of his weapon jogged my memories. I used to be a master with the spear, unrivaled beneath heaven. And now I would have one in my hand again.

I grinned and rushed forward, throwing my blade at the guard from ten paces away. It struck his shoulder, bending him forward just as Ceres lunged in, her blade sliced him open from groin to throat. 

I reached down and grabbed the dead man’s spear. As my fingers closed around the weapon’s shaft, a familiar feeling settled over me. Old memories broke loose in my mind—I was young and had just started practicing with the spear. My fingers and arms ached, the skin on my palms cracked and bleeding. I pushed them aside, realizing that I didn’t have the time to reminisce.

“Why the spear?” she asked curiously and nodded at the worn weapon.

“I’m quite familiar with it,” I answered, and she frowned. “You’ll see soon enough, Ceres.”

She snorted and shook her head, but because she didn’t believe my boast, or was still coming to terms with what she saw back inside the cells, I didn’t know. If it had been me, I wouldn’t have believed my eyes either. Seeing wasn’t always believing.

“The entrance is just ahead, Harlan. Once we’re out the last door, beeline toward the wall across from the building. At the very end is a store. They usually have two food carts that stand off to the side. We’ll use them to jump over the wall and make our escape into the woods.”

“They usually have two carts. What if they aren’t there?”

Ceres swallowed hard, her eyes pointing daggers right at me. “If I say they’ll be there, they’ll be there.”

I nodded. I liked the way she thought and tried to assert her dominance. Weak women just cowered. The strong ones, now those I enjoyed. I just needed a few days and some rest, then I’d show her who I really was. No, not just her, but everyone in this place. I’d change my face and appearance, then I’d take over and start my plan for revenge.

Ceres rushed through the last door and never stopped, even when three more guards stood at the exit, laughing and drinking. They only noticed us at the last moment, just before her blade slit through two of their throats and the tip of my spear sank deep into the third man’s head. They crumbled in a heap behind us, dead before their bodies hit the wooden floor.

We stopped for a mere heartbeat and observed our surroundings. The entrance to the prison was…lacking. A single counter, a table with four chairs, several cabinets, and two lanterns filled the space. And alcohol. Lots of it.

Ceres peeked through the door. Bright daylight flooded in, but more than that, I got my first view of the outside. She looked over her shoulder and nodded as a smirk played across her lips. She slammed her foot against the door, jamming it wide open. 

“Over there!” she hissed, pointing at the store across from us.

“I think you forgot to mention the distance. There are at least a hundred paces to the store,” I said, eyeing the distance.

But it wasn’t just the distance that caused my doubt to deepen. Pedestrians were pushing several carts with goods, horses, and even more guards filled the space between us and our freedom.

“Just do as I do,” she said and set off into the throng. She dodged several groups of men and women and stopped behind a wagon as a group of guards looked our way. I dropped to a knee as a commotion broke out and they made their way toward the prison. We forgot to close the door, so someone had seen the three dead guards inside.

“Move?” I asked as she pushed against me. She nodded and winked once.

“Follow closely.”

She darted the last forty steps, slid past two carts, and dashed toward the wall. I followed after her, pushing a trickle of mana into stiff legs and aching feet. I jumped up the carts, just as she did, pushed off the wall, and landed on the other side. 

“You good?” Ceres asked and looked around frantically.

Several people stared at us, but a young man in a pristine white robe caught my eye. He rode a brown horse, next to a young woman in a pink kimono, the garment splayed all the way to her hip. They looked at us in horror. Sure, we looked wretched, but it's not like we were mythical beasts. Their expressions annoyed the hell out of me.

I bolted past Ceres and slapped the flat of my spear blade against the nearest horse’s flank. It reared up and dropped the man, then bucked and caught him in the chest. The figure in white grunted and cried out as he toppled along the ground and lay in a heap. 

Ceres jumped atop the second horse and pushed the woman off with ease. She sprawled to the ground, landing headfirst against the cobblestones.

“Come on!” Ceres laughed. “Follow me!”

I grabbed the man’s horse by the reins and calmed him with a single look. His eyes widened and I knew just by feeling that he was frightened of us, of the noise, and by the power I released, still, it listened. I got on, driving my heels into its sides and spurring it into a gallop towards the woods.

I followed Ceres, threading through the bamboo forest, the vegetation growing in all shapes, sizes, and directions.

Several long minutes in, I finally looked over my shoulder, but no one was following. I let out a pent-up breath and grinned at the turn of events. I was alive again and no longer imprisoned. This bag of bones wasn’t so bad now that I’d given it some sustenance and muscle, but even more, I had a beautiful woman riding alongside me. One who’d shown both cunning and a fighter’s spirit.

Ceres stopped her horse a short while later, then circled her mount as if searching for something. Her eyes caught on something behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder to see what it was. My heart skipped a beat. It was a tower, almost identical to the structures that had surrounded my sky palace when I was still alive. 

“Wait a minute. How did that get there? What is this place?”

“What do you mean?” she asked but didn’t wait for a reply. “No, never mind. Let’s get someplace safe first and then we’ll talk.”

I nodded and gave the tower one last look. It was uncanny, how familiar it was, and yet, it definitely showed signs of weather and age. How long had I been gone?

“Damn them. Damn the bastards!” I snarled and spurred my horse forward again.





Chapter Three
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We rode for the better part

 
of an hour before stopping in a small clearing. I looked around and spotted a hidden waterfall deeper down the valley, nestled behind a line of trees. Ceres hopped off her horse and led it through the thick bamboo, then slowly looped around and behind the waterfall.




She tied the mount to a low branch and mounted a narrow ledge, the path taking us further into the waterfall. I followed quietly, the cold water splashing my face and my neck, the spray cooling my skin and washing away the sweat and muck. 

“No! Damn it!” she cursed as I caught up to her. “They took everything! The bastards!” She bent forward and cursed, then snapped upright and looked right at me. Tears filled the corners of her eyes.

“Who did? What did they take?”

“Everything! The wealth I’d gathered to start a new life! Damn it!” she said, but paused, her eyes going wide. “Maybe not. Maybe they didn’t find them!”

“Find what?” I asked, but she’d already run to the far end of the cave.

I followed slowly, cursing quietly as I nearly hit my head against a jagged stalactite.

“This place makes my jail cell feel bright and cheery,” I smirked and snapped my fingers. A small ball of mana light appeared above my left palm, flooding the space with just enough light to dispel the shadows in the darkest corners.

Ceres stopped, obviously caught off guard by the light. She turned and shielded her eyes. “If you want to go back to that cell, I can show you the way? And what is that? It is so bright.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I will respectively decline,” I said, waving her off. “The food and company were far from acceptable! And this, I call a wisp. It takes very little mana to create and produces quite a lot of light.”

She turned back toward the wall and searched for something, then pressed down hard on a piece of protruding rock. A part of the wall slid aside, and she squealed with excitement. 

I moved in behind her, casting my wisp around to illuminate the space. Several large ceramic pots sat to one side, a banded chest occupying the other, right next to what appeared to be a large wardrobe. I started wondering what such a piece of furniture was doing in a cave when Ceres spun around.

“Not all of it! They didn’t take all of it!” She jumped and clapped her hands, then frowned, as her gaze locked on my robes. Her eyes dropped to her own rags next.

“I have fresh clothes for both of us,” Ceres said, “But we should probably rinse off this filth first. You smell horrible.”

“Just me?” I asked, lifting one eyebrow.

She nodded, returning the gesture.

“In the waterfall?”

She nodded again.

“Here, a bar of soap and—no towels, I guess. Come on, they might come looking when they find out it was us who escaped. We probably shouldn’t dawdle too long.”

I shrugged out of my robes, my bruised body protesting. Then I followed her back to the ledge of the waterfall. Ceres led me to a wider walkway that passed directly through the curtain of water.

“It’ll be cold,” she said, stopping just short of the water, “but maybe you can warm it up with one of those little wispy things”. Then with a twitch of the hips, Ceres let her rags slide into a heap at her feet. The light from the cave entrance silhouetted her figure, accentuating the gentle curve of her rear and shapely legs. Far from the wretch I first found in the cell across from me, she was gorgeous now. And she hadn’t fully recovered yet.

I watched her quietly, struggling to hide my growing excitement.

“What? Do you need an invitation?” she smirked. “I don’t mind you watching me, Harlan. It’s not like you’ve never seen me naked.”

“Oh, but I’m not Harlan. Remember?”

She shrugged and turned fully to face me. Her breasts were full and perky, just as I preferred in my last life. They bounced as she moved, defying gravity despite their size, but then again, maybe it was the mana holding them up. Once she’d regained her weight and muscle mass, she would be a goddess.

“You appear strong and fit, Ceres,” I said, casually bringing attention to her physique. So many women I’d known had worked themselves to the bone to make others money or eaten themselves round on the fat of others.” 

“I’m a survivor.”

I nodded, admiring her strength and beauty. Somehow, her honesty, her brashness made her even more attractive to me. It felt different. She was broken, and that’s exactly what I needed and wanted. Something I could make right again. With my help, she could achieve an ethereal beauty and strength she could have never even dreamed of.

“I don’t mind if you help me rinse, but otherwise keep your hands to yourself, stranger. If I suspect any...funny business, I just might use that sword on you.”

I nodded, snorting quietly as I joined her under the curtain of cold water. She stole a glance every now and then but didn’t go out of her way to hide her body. I enjoyed it thoroughly if I was to be honest. What man wouldn’t? Especially after coming back to life.

I pressed a palm to the small of her back and I sent a tiny burst of power into her skin. She arched her body and threw back her head, gasping with pleasure. For her, the jolt of life was nearly orgasmic, but in truth, the touch of her soft skin did even more to me. A rush of warmth flooded down and into my manhood. Would there ever be a better day to celebrate life?

“Please,” she whispered, yet to straighten her back, “Don’t. At least not until I know who you are.”

I sighed longingly and was about to withdraw my hand, but not until I slid it along her spine and then rolled it back down to lightly squeeze her firm ass.

“As you wish,” I whispered and let go. “But don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy my touch just now.”

She snapped her head around and stared me right in the eyes.

“I did, yes. But I still have my self-respect. That might be the one thing that cell didn’t strip away from me.”

“I never said you didn’t, beautiful Ceres.”

“Oh, you are a smooth one, aren’t you? I imagine most women would have fallen right onto their backs after what you just did. But not me, fake Harlan. Please don’t do it again, not unless I tell you to.”

“As you wish,” I said and let out a sigh, then finished washing the muck and dirt from my body. It took longer than I wanted, but who knew how long I had spent in the prison.

A short while later, we finished getting clean and returned to the second chamber to get dressed. Ceres helped me dress, draping a black and crimson robe over my shoulders. I explored the fabric as she fastened it into place, the wisp light revealing bright golden thread that stood out against the dark fabric. The robes were magnificent, which likely contrasted greatly with my pale skin and hollow face. I was going to need some time to recover, that was sure. 

“How expensive is this?” I asked, tugging slightly at my robes. “This looks like what royalty would wear in my time.”

“I don’t know. You told me to stash it away. Keep it out of sight.”

Ceres turned around and pulled out a thin garment. First, she slid on an emerald-green bodysuit, the silken fabric hugging her body perfectly. It accented the curves of her hips, shoulders, and breasts, even hanging a little loose in a few places. But that would change, as she recovered what she’d lost inside the prison.

She tied it around her neck with a choker and then fastened a gold and brown belt around her waist. Next came silken scarves that flowed around her arms and hips. She tied several green ribbons around her legs, stuffing them with needles and thin blades. Dark brown and gold boots were next. Lastly, she pulled her hair into a messy bun and slid golden sticks in to hold it in place. A bit of hair fell out after she was done, flowing down and over her shoulders. 

Ceres looked through several pairs of boots before tossing me a black leather set that fit my feet rather well. Of course, they fit. They’d been together before the jail. Harlan had likely stolen the clothes himself. Thus, they fit. Lastly, she pulled out a small wooden box and started applying a black substance around her eyes, accentuating the color and giving them a smoky and seductive look.

“Shit, you look good,” I muttered accidentally.

It wasn’t that I cared, but I could have used more tact. Ceres shrugged and turned toward me. Her gaze lingered on mine for several long seconds before she took all of me in.

“Now it’s your turn, Harlan—or rather his impostor.”

I grinned and nodded, then sat down across from her. She sat cross-legged on a stool and stared at me before delicately applying more color to her eyes and lips.

“Tell me one thing, Lady Ceres. That tower back in the city, what do you know about it?”

“The tower? Are you joking?”

I shook my head.

Her frown deepened, but she continued after it became clear that I wanted to know.

“I’ve heard the stories. About thirty years ago, before my time, a coalition came together to defeat a dark warlord. They called him the Demonic Immortal. After his fall, everything went to hell. Or so it is told. A number of those towers popped up across the empire, most in the seven major cities, but from what I’ve heard, there is another one in the Beast lands.”

“Oh?”

“It is a desolate place where only beasts gather,” she explained.

“And the towers?” I asked.

“Prisons, I reckon. They’re—something that feeds off the land around them, absorbing all the mana from the world. They say the towers are responsible for the world losing its mana, apparently, but what do I know? They say the beasts started appearing after he fell, too, roaming the lands and causing havoc. Once the lord's daughters were sacrificed to the towers, the land stopped dying. The art of absorbing and cultivating mana is prohibited by law now. Anyone not in the Emperor's employ caught practicing those ways is executed. The hunters chase them down.”

“Emperor’s hunters? Are they cultivators?”

She nodded and looked away.

“They’re supposed to be impossibly strong. And I’ve heard a rumor that they hunt using the Immortal’s hunting hounds. Or several of them at least. If the hunters can’t take care of it, the dogs finish the job.”

“That is quite interesting,” I whispered. “Their daughters? Did the lords really sacrifice their daughters for the empire?”

“Supposedly. Or that’s what they want us to believe, at least. The books were written by the Emperor’s scribes, so they controlled the stories and the people accepted them as truth. If it is to be believed, even the Emperor sacrificed his youngest child to stave off the destructive power of the towers.”

I listened quietly, not letting on how much I really knew. There wasn’t much we could do about it yet anyway, but I had to start somewhere. And knowledge was usually a good jumping-off point.

“What’s the city called that we escaped from?”

“The City of Bones. They renamed the cities after the towers appeared. And before you ask me, no, I don’t know why they call it that.”

I grinned and nodded slowly. I respected the name, even if I didn’t understand the reasoning behind it. Bones, the structure, and thus, the strength of the body. They were the hallmark of my previous life-the second realm, where bones went from something easily broken, to like iron. From a fist to a devastating weapon.

Slow down, I told myself. I’d barely hit the first stage of the first realm. Opening the mana pool was a great step ahead, but I was far from where I’d been.

“We’re going back to this ‘City of Bones’ once we’re done here. But first, let me give you a little taste of what I’m capable of.”

She frowned but got up and walked over to me. I pulled her down to her knees and pressed my hands against her cheeks.

“You’ll be a seductress. I will make you one, but one that will only belong to me, do you understand?”

Ceres frowned but before she could say anything, I injected what mana I could spare into her face, reconstructing and tightened her skin.

“What are—you doing?” she gasped and tried to pull away, but my hold was too strong. It wasn’t just my strength, but the trickle of energy that held her there. She didn’t understand it yet, but in time, she would.

“Shh, just a little longer,” I whispered and counted down from ten to zero. Once I was done, I let go and raised my hands.

“You bastard!” she growled and slapped my chest, almost knocking me over. The girl sure could hit for someone who wasn’t a Martial.

“Enough!” I snapped and pushed her back. “Go look in the mirror before you say anything else! Ungrateful woman! Others would kill to receive my treatment!”

Several teardrops rolled down her cheeks and chin, but she did as told. Her hands wrapped around the little wooden box and she opened it. Inside was a palm-sized mirror. She hovered over it for a moment, before finally picking it up and holding it before her face. Ceres stared at it for several long seconds before turning back to me.

“Is…this me? Did you really do this?”

“Do you see anyone else in here?”

“No, but…I look so…good.”

“You’ll look even better once we’ve eaten properly.”

“So, you’re him, then? The Demonic Immortal?”

I chuckled ruefully but bit my lip, throwing every ounce of concentration into rearranging my own face. It took me a few moments, and since I didn’t have much mana to spare, the change in my face was less drastic, but I knew it was good enough for now.

“Yes, that is what they called me, Ceres. It looks like I was reborn into your friend’s body,” I said, then added, “after he died.”

She gasped and stood, backing away from me.




“You…are…are you

 

him


 
?”




Now it was my turn to frown. 

“I am him,” I replied with a chirp in my voice. “Although I don’t enjoy being called that. It was not my name. Yes, I enjoyed unorthodox methods of progression, sacrificed the occasional bad guy, and dabbled in some rare and powerful curses, but it doesn’t mean I’m a demon.”

“So that’s how you killed the guards and absorbed them! I knew it! I should have seen it then and there! What do you want? Are you going to kill me as well?”

“Why would I harm you? Your skill with a blade helped me to freedom. I have used my power to grant you health and beauty. Would I kill someone that helped me, and I helped in return? Harm...my woman?”

“Wait, what? I am your woman?”

I chuckled. “Well, since you asked so nicely, yes. I accept you.” Ceres looked as if she was about to lose it and opened her mouth to protest, but I cut her off. “In all seriousness, I would like you to join me in my quest for vengeance. I want to repay the bastards who took everything from me a thousandfold. Give me your arm, your blade, and your company, and in return, I’ll make you the most powerful woman in the world. Does that sound agreeable?”

Her eyes went wide as her mouth fell open. Then the worry and fear evaporated from her face in an instant.

“You mean it?” she asked. “And all I have to do is be your woman?”

“If you want it, you’ll have it. See, it’s not something I can tell you to do. People are drawn to power, that fact I understand better than perhaps any other. So, let us dispense with the games where you try to convince me that you’re head-over-heels in love with me. At least, not right away,” I said, throwing in a subtle wink. “You’re using me to become powerful, and I’m using you to regain that which I lost. It is a mutually beneficial arrangement, don’t you think? And if we become something more to the other along the way, well, who is to say that is such a bad thing?”

“And how far do you want me to go for you? Am I to be a sack of meat you use and abuse when in the mood?”

I frowned. I was of astoundingly good spirits after our bath together but was slowly becoming tired of her questioning.

“If I bend you, break you...you will no longer be you. No, I want a partner, Ceres, someone I can drink wine and eat grapes with. Someone I can contemplate the universe with. Someone to love and who will love in return. See, a partner isn’t the same as a slave, don’t you think?”

Her eyes lit up again at my questions. I was sure she hadn’t considered it a possibility, that we could be considered ‘equal’ in such a situation, but she had no way of knowing that I’d already vowed to change some things I did in my past life. So much of the backstabbing I’d known came about from those I should have loved. Those I should have treated better. I had a chance to do better this time, and it all started with Ceres.

“I wouldn’t have to be a slave?”

I nodded.

“You helped me, after all, didn’t you? Now it’s my turn to help you back, and I guess it will be much more interesting with a partner. After all, where is the fun in having everything handed to me on a silver platter.” I winked and judging from the blush that crept to her cheeks, she understood my meaning.

“You already saw me, as bare as the day I was born. Are you telling me your interest extends beyond a nude glance or a squeeze of the rump?”

“So eloquently stated. Bare and beautiful. But yes. I’m not an ordinary man, remember? I have died and returned, that alone should change any man. But a man I remain. And I will tell you now, my interests, my passions, do run deep.”

The misdeeds, the misguided quests of my past life were behind me, the scars and regrets that followed me to the grave and back into life. The harshest of them all, love unfulfilled would plague me no longer. If I could win Ceres’s trust, her affections, then there was a real chance I could avoid all those mistakes...this time.

She reached up and plucked a strand of hair from her head, twirling it around her fingers as she thought. I could see it in her eyes. She was eager to say yes but likely worried that I might think less of her if she were to agree too quickly. Bah! Women and their roundabout ways!

“Why did they kill you?” she asked, the question catching me off guard. Interesting.

I shrugged. “How much time do you have?”

“Why?” she pressed, evidently not appreciating my humor.

“I became too powerful, I guess. The Emperor, curse his imperial soul, refuses to play the second erhu to any man or woman! He coveted my nine-dragon-yin-yang cauldron and wanted it for his own. A shame, too, as it went splendidly in the rock garden next to my pond.”

I tried to smile but followed Ceres’s gaze down to my hand, where mana crackled in my palm. Tiny blue and purple tendrils formed, lashing out at the air around it. Humor could mask how I truly felt to others, but the mana never lied. Behind the jokes, I was a broken man, somehow reborn, and yet to come to terms with the loss, and betrayal, that led me here.

“They attacked me, vilified me by calling me a demon, someone who brought death and disaster on the world.”

“Wait, didn’t you? I’ve heard stories that you destroyed a whole country shortly before your death.” Her frown deepened.

“Oh, right. That. Yes, well...” I chuckled as the tendrils disappeared and I forced on a smile. “You’re right, it must have slipped my mind, but let me tell you something. They had it coming! If you turn the other cheek when someone insults you or those close to you, they will never let it go.”

“You killed them all because of an insult?” she asked, closing her eyes, and letting out a deep breath.

“Hardly! They were blood-thirsty cutthroats, the whole lot. I did the world a favor, there. You know? Bandits, brigands, dastardly devils?”

“Then what about your conquest? The world reset itself when you died. I mean, that’s what they made us believe, anyway. The mana disappeared, for decades and only reappeared a few years ago. How do you plan to take on an empire that has all the possible resources behind it? What about the beasts that inhabit the lands outside the walled cities and towns?”

“I’ll start with this city first, Ceres. Then I’ll get to the second realm, so I can temper my bones to what they used to be. In our downtime, we can hunt monsters and use their essence to make elixirs that will heighten our cultivation abilities.”

“Hunt beasts?”

“Yes. It will be fun if a little dangerous, you’ll see. I mean, it would be horrible to be eaten. Here is an idea. Let us pledge ourselves to one another. I’ll start. I promise never to leave or hurt you. On purpose. Or...be eaten.”

“What? On purpose?” she scowled and looked away, nervously chewing on her lower lip. 

“Yes. I cannot ward against all accidents. Unfortunately. Now you go,” I said.

“You will teach me in all of your ways?” Ceres asked.

I nodded, now serious.

“If you are faithful, I’ll teach you anything you want to know. And then some. So, how about it? Will you join me as we take our spot at the head of this wicked world?”
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Chapter Four
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We inventoried the remainder of Ceres’s

 
supplies. There wasn’t much of use, unfortunately—mostly clothes and some dry goods, but she did have food. One item did catch my interest. It was a ring, sporting a single opal in a gold setting.




“Do you see this ring?” I asked.

“Yes. You're holding it right in front of my face,” Ceres smirked, “What about it?”

“With this ring, I can grow as tall as a mountain and shoot hellfire out of my ass. The world will burn before us!”

“Wouldn’t it be burning behind us?” Ceres sniggered.

“Actually, yes. But no. I do have a rather fascinating trick, though. With the right amount of mana and mind manipulation, I could bend the ring in on itself, forming a bubble between dimensions. Space could be as small as a chest or as large as a storeroom, given enough mana. We could store everything in this cavern inside it, and its appearance and weight wouldn’t change. It would still be just a ring on a finger! Tada!” I said, holding it up with a flourish.

“I think the hellfire out of your ass sounded more useful. If I’m being honest.”

“Honestly, I don’t want to burn my robes. I just got them, and they are rather nice.”

“Fine. So, we could use it to carry supplies? Is that really a priority right now?”

“Do you have a wagon?”

“No.”

“Then, yes. The only problem is, I don’t have any spare mana.” I cast my gaze around the cavern, using the wisp to light the darkest corners. Staying inside the cavern for a prolonged time wasn’t an option. If people were looking for us, and they most likely were, we would be foolish to stay in any one place for very long. And yet, it would do us no good to leave the clothes, food, and necessities she’d gathered.

“I need mana,” I mumbled. “I need a source of life to transform the ring. I have an idea. The horses! I will pull what I need from them.”

“Will it kill them? Will there even be enough to finish the ring?”

“Yes. They will die, and it is hard to tell. Perhaps enough to craft a traveling case-sized pocket dimension.”

“Brilliant,” Ceres laughed, “You’ll kill the horses, so we can carry more stuff, but won’t have the horses to carry us anymore. I don’t love walking that much. Why don’t we just stuff some clothes and food in the saddlebags?”

I shrugged and stared out towards the waterfall. It would be a shame to kill off the horses, as Ceres had a point. We had a long trek ahead of us back to the city, and I never did fancy walking all that much.

“What if someone recognizes the horses?” They were quite beautiful animals.

“Then we’ll tie them up and walk the rest of the way,” Ceres answered, and I caught an eye roll.

“Just hear me out. If I don’t have enough when both are dead, I’ll just draw the rest from the ground outside. The cavern is dead as can be, but the ground out there might be different.”

“And that means—wait. Was it a cultivator who stole my stuff?”

“Possibly. It would explain why the ground is so...dried up. Not a splash of mana anywhere.” I moved around, holding my palms out above the ground.

I picked up my spear and walked out the cavern, moving straight for the horses. Both animals drank as I approached but pulled up and nickered nervously.

“Easy now,” I said soothingly, patting the first horse on the back and stroking his neck. “You’re a good boy, right?”

“Don’t kill them,” Ceres said, hanging back in the mouth of the cave. “And before you start talking about the hellfire again, hear me out. Yes, there is a chance someone will recognize them. But we can tie them up further away from town. And consider this. What if someone recognizes us and we need to make a fast getaway? How do we do that without horses?”

“You make fair arguments, Lady Ceres,” I said, absently stroking the horse’s flank. I recognized the spot where I’d hit him with the flat of my spear blade. A trickle of blood ran down his leg. I immediately felt guilty. I was never one to hurt animals, as unlike humans, they usually understood loyalty. We needed horses to escape then and likely would again. She was right.

The horse shook its head as a tether of mana flowed forth and into the cut. My guilt drove me, the small wound closing almost instantly.

“Hey there, traveler,” a voice called from the bamboo tree line beyond the cavern entrance. I looked around casually, making sure to keep my movements slow and visible. I flashed the man a grin when I finally found him.

“What brings you to this place, stranger?” I asked, stepping away from the horse and toward him. He wasn’t alone. There were three of them in total. Two men and one woman, all clothed in pristine white robes, not too dissimilar to my own. All three wore red ribbons bound around their left arms. Did that mean they belonged to a gang or sect? I casually waved Ceres further back into the cavern, mocking a stretch and yawn.

“We’re in search of two runaways. They escaped prison several hours ago and we have come to believe they might be in the area.”

The man who spoke stepped toward me, his right hand resting on the pommel of a longsword. It had a thin but sharp-looking blade and an elegant, silver basket guard. His head was shaved to the scalp, the skin visibly covered with scars, some deeper than others. The young man behind him had short black hair and a rather unremarkable face. I’d say he looked “pinched”. Or, it could have been his sneer that made me dislike him. The woman wore a veil, so I couldn’t make out her face.  Her body, now that was another matter. She wore a short, sleeveless robe, and high boots. The toned lines of her arms and legs, the afternoon sun pulling my gaze towards the swell of her bust. Shit, I hoped she didn’t realize I was staring, maybe drooling a little, too.

“And you think they might be hiding nearby? Are they dangerous?”

He shrugged and took several more steps toward me. I glanced down to his sword, where his knuckles had gone white around the handle.

“Where’s your—are you out here alone?” He looked right at the two horses, then back to me. This was a test and I had to fight hard to swallow back my newfound sarcastic nature.

“No, I am not. I am traveling with a friend. We’re on our way to the City of Bones.”

“Oh? Traveling together, you say? And what are your plans for the City of Bones?”

“I thank you for asking,” I said, trying to sound humble. “As fate has it, we’re on a pilgrimage, my good man. We’re lowly travelers and don’t have anything worth taking.”

“If you have anything, you’ll always find someone who will take it,” he said, his eyebrows rising. Then his upper lip curled, revealing rotten teeth. Despite being a cultivator, the man hadn’t taken care of his body. A little splash of mana here and there and he’d be in a much better shape.

“Your horse, is it well?”

“Oh, besides being a little tired and in need of a good meal, I think they’re no worse for the wear! Why do you ask?”

“I noticed you using mana earlier. That’s why.”

“Mana? Next to the horses?” I asked, putting on my best stupid smile. But my anger was building inside, and I fought to keep it in check. My body, my lack of strength meant I wouldn’t be able to handle a real opponent, let alone three. I had to be cunning.

“That was a little trick a hunter taught us a few towns back. This horse, you see, it has a cut on its flank.”

His eyes narrowed as he stared at me.

“What’s his name?”

“The horse? I’m sorry, I don’t know the horse’s name. We’ve only just met.”

“Not the horse, you idiot. The hunter?” He spat as he talked, red creeping up his neck and cheeks.

“He would never say,” I laughed, trying to diffuse the tension. “Though he bragged incessantly about having the biggest and meanest hound in all the land if that means anything to you.” The bald man’s counterparts moved nervously, shifting weight between their feet. They were preparing for something-to move, or fight. Maybe both.

The man spat on the ground and turned to his partners, whispering something I couldn’t hear. His hand moved away from the sword, so I took my chance and grabbed for his free arm, my fingers barely caressing his skin.

“What are you doing? You fool!” he hissed and turned to slap me.

But before he could shout another word, I reached out and pushed all of my mana into his body. His eyes bulged and his mouth hung open, the ghosts of words forming and dying in his throat.

“You should have left us alone,” I whispered, leaning in close.

My pure mana attacked his defenses, the dirty mass of power he’d gained crumbling under the onslaught. Sure, he had an excessive amount of power stored inside him, but it was dirty, impure, and he had no idea how to use it properly. It was like giving a five-year-old a sword and expecting him to fight a trained swordsman.

The bald man’s counterparts shuffled uncomfortably but didn’t rush in to help. That told me he was probably their leader and would berate or beat them for butting in or overstepping their grounds. He was big, strong, and loud, so they must have bought in on his stories of being larger than life. A warrior. A hero. Maybe all of the above. I knew the type well enough. They didn’t want help, because those that needed help were weak.

A strand of mana passed from his hand to mine, and I immediately started absorbing his power, purifying it along the way. All went well for several seconds until Ceres stepped out from the cave and called me by name.

“Harlan! Is everything okay—?” she yelled and stopped; her eyes locked on the hunter.

The power transfer was now fully active, and I could feel the mana inside him turn into blades, slicing and ripping everything to ribbons. His color drained away, and he teetered, somehow still managing to keep his feet beneath him.

“Wait. Isn’t that the name they mentioned?” the other man asked as he turned to stare at the woman and then back at me. “No! You’re that guy who ran!” the second man yelled as he drew a spear and charged.

Just before he came into striking distance, I pulled the bald cultivator around and used his body as a shield. The spear tore through him and forced my attacker to correct his balance and pull the weapon free.

I used that time to close the distance, and just as he tried to lunge, I grabbed the shaft, just below the head, and pulled, jerking it from his hand. Surprised by my speed, he stepped back and stared at his hands, as if wondering where his weapon had gone. The woman joined in then, her battle whip raised to strike but Ceres was there and drove her back by sweeping her sword.

I reversed my grip on the spear and ducked low, pulling the dead man’s blade free and tossing it, all in one move. Ceres dropped the guard’s short sword and caught the new one. She stared at the weapon with hungry eyes. I turned and focused on the man in front of me. I may have been holding his weapon, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t still dangerous.

The young man watched me, eyes wide in disbelief, but I didn’t want to kill him for no real reason. He’d gifted me a good spear and his partner had given me a good chunk of the necessary mana I’d need to break through to the next stage. I was practically giddy.

“How did you know how to find us? How did you know we were here?” I asked instead of attacking. “If you tell me the truth, we’ll let you leave, unharmed.”

“What? The insolence. How dare you!” the woman hissed and turned, rearing back with her whip to attack me, but Ceres was faster. She flashed in, her new sword cutting deep into the other woman’s side. The whip fell away as she dropped to her knees, screaming in pain.

“It is rude to interrupt,” I said, pointing at the groaning woman, then turned the finger to the young man, who still hadn’t moved, “Be straight with me. You’re no hunters, are you?”

“Don’t tell him anything, Roach,” the injured woman spat. I moved over to her, then used the butt end of my spear to push her veil off to the side, revealing a beautiful face beneath. Beautiful but scarred. And so angry.

“Roach?” I asked, looking to Ceres. “They named you Roach?” She chuckled and slipped the tip of her blade under the other woman’s chin.

“We’re his apprentices!” she snapped. “He took us in and was teaching us how to draw in mana and infuse it into our bodies! And Roach gave himself that name. Said it’s one people will come to fear.”

I laughed. “It is a fine name, truly. Bugs can be so unsettling. Especially spiders...all those legs,” I said, shivering. “How long have you been learning under...this master? When did you start?”

“A year!” Roach snapped, finally locating his voice, and his balls. “We’ve been with him for a year!”

“Oh? Do you want to know something interesting?” I asked, stepping in closer and smirking at the poor bastard. It was only really bad luck, or bad decision-making on his master’s account, that they found us. “I’ve been doing it for less than a day and look at what I did to him.”

I didn’t need any men in my group, but I was curious to learn what brought them here.

“What do you mean less than a day?” Roach stammered.

“You tell me how you knew where we were, and I’ll tell you what you want to know in return.”

“We found the cave by accident and he…” the young man pointed to his dead master, “decided it was a good idea to steal whatever was inside. Then he wanted to wait nearby and watch to see if the owners returned. He thought we could shake them...you down, for coin and gems.”

“Oh? Really? And how did that work out for you?”

“Not good, as you can see,” he muttered.

I stretched my arms and legs as he spoke, then cracked my neck, my fingers, and readjusted my jaw. All of this new mass, though it couldn’t have been more than a few pounds of muscle, felt bulky and strange. But it beat the broken and dying body I’d been reborn into. I was ready to finish this and get moving.

“What’s this woman to you?” I asked and pointed at her on the ground.

“Her? No one! You can take her if you want! Just let me live!”

“What? Roach, you bastard! You swore to protect me like a brother! Even from him!”

“Don’t you think we should let them battle it out?” Ceres asked. “She’s pissed, and he’s a damn coward. This could be a lot of fun to watch.”

“I don’t know. He’s growing on me, like a wart. Or maybe a pimple,” I said and chuckled. The man’s lips curled up into a sneer, but he remained silent. “Still, it does sound entertaining. Just remember, I don’t need a weapon to kill either of you. Just...uh, ask your dead master.”

I threw the spear to Roach’s feet and stepped back, but Ceres walked over to him and promptly cut his side. It looked deeper than the young woman’s wound, but in the nature of fairness, I let it slide. Ceres, it appeared, wanted the young woman to win.

“What in the hell?” Roach cried out, clutching the wound. “That hurt!”

I rolled my shoulders and sat down, using dead baldy as a bench.

“You have one minute to kill each other. If you’re both still standing after that, I’ll kill you both and paint the story of your deaths on the cave walls with your blood.”

Roach reached for the spear, hesitated, and then planted his foot, turned around, and bolted for freedom.

“Really?” Ceres laughed. “I thought you’d at least show some spine in the end!”

The woman, already halfway to her feet, snapped her whip out and caught his foot. She jerked the weapon back, blood splattering from the wound as he fell face-first onto the ground. He cried out, only to have her jump atop him and shove his face into the mud.

“You coward! You said you’d protect me. I believed you. I can’t believe I wanted to lay with you! Argh! I almost gave you my virginity!”

“Oh? Did you hear that, dear Ceres? She’s a virgin. The plot thickens.”

“And quite angry. This is all very intriguing. Young love, drama, and dead, failed masters. These will be cave paintings celebrated for generations to come.”

The young woman continued to pound on Roach, her shrill screams filling the clearing.

“I do love her passion, her fire. What do you think about keeping her? Fancy a pet?” I asked.

“Maybe. But I think it might be safer if we tie her up first, maybe let her run behind the horses for a while. I would love another lady around...to scrub my back in the bath, but only after she burns off some of this anger,” Ceres said, throwing me a wink.

“Hah, I like the way you think. Perhaps someone to help scrub the hellfire off my robes!”





Chapter Five
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It was settled

 
. Or so I thought because I still struggled to read Ceres. Part of me hoped that she was warming to me, that her joking around was genuine. Oh, the fun we could have together.




“What’s your name, girl?” I asked, as the young woman finally finished thrashing Roach. She grabbed the spear off the ground and seemed to deliberate for a long moment, perhaps whom she should stick it in. I readied a silent attack, a shard of mana that would pierce her body, wedge itself into place, and then pop, explode inside her. It might have been a bit overkill, but I wasn’t in the mood to die again.

She nodded abruptly and then walked over, handing the spear to me.

“Eilin.”

“Eilin, do you believe in destiny?”

She frowned but nodded. “To a degree. Why?”

“Because I think destiny placed you in our path today. For a reason.”

Her eyebrows rose and she opened her mouth to speak, but Ceres cut her off.

“You can join us as an—apprentice. Don’t you think, Harlan?”

I nodded, releasing the mana I’d pooled for the killing spell and instead funneled it towards my hair. I’d always fancied it longer, and that didn’t feel like such a bad carryover. Besides, it helped me fashion my old look and become less...the dead man I’d jumped in to.

“No more Harlan. I need a new name.”

“What name would you like to use?”

I smirked, immediately savoring old memories. There was one that came to mind, a piece of the old me. One that existed before I’d let power, and the quest for it, corrupt my nature. “The name my parents gave me when I was still a child. Only a handful of people used to know it, and I suspect none of them are even alive anymore. Aiden. You can call me Aiden.”

Ceres nodded. “Okay. That works for me,” then she leaned in and whispered so only I could hear. “It’s not a common name around these parts. What if someone recognizes it and connects the dots?”

I waved her off. “It is something only those closest to me knew. Most were there when I was betrayed, and on the wrong side of my history at that.”

“Master Aiden?” Eilin said as she put her hand up defensively. “Would you truly take me on as an apprentice? What would that mean—what would you do with me?” She clutched the wound on her side, the discomfort visible on her face.

“Do with you?” I chuckled. “For starters, teach you. But tell me. Would you like to live a long life, become powerful, and the subject of songs and stories?”

She nodded slowly and then looked down at Roach’s body in the mud.

“If I refuse, will I end up like him?”

I shook my head, genuinely turned off by the idea of killing her. Death, it appeared, had changed me. The unrelenting will, the blood lust, and thirst for power were still there inside me, but they were tempered now. Except for pretty girls. That lust was still as strong as ever. I couldn’t stop being a man just because a little thing like death got in the way.

“We will not harm you, Eilin. But…” I said, holding up my finger and looking sideways to Ceres. “If you do refuse us, we’ll shave half your head, make you strip naked, then force you to run all the way back to the City of Bones, wearing a plant for a hat.”

“That and we’ll tell everyone that you engage in blood orgies and summon demons so you can carry their bastard children,” Ceres said, chiming in.

I returned her wink, believing with every fiber of my being that I’d made the right choice in letting her out of her cell. Ceres was my kind of woman.

Eilin looked away, her mouth puckering up as if she’d eaten something sour. She grabbed a flap of her torn blouse, pulling it over to cover the skin beneath. I knew we’d put her in an impossible decision, considering she didn’t know us, but I could only hope that she would make the right decision. I could teach her, empower her, and she’d be set for life. All I could do was deliver on my promises. If she gave me the chance.

Eilin started moving, stripping away her clothing as I silently pondered the universe. She was naked before I realized what was happening. She looked away but didn’t hide her body, didn’t seem embarrassed either. Although she did tremble in the cool air.

My first instinct was to take her right there, to ravish her while Ceres watched. But then my better judgment kicked in and I almost started shouting at myself for considering it. Death screws people up. Trust me.

She knew I could take her with ease if I wished. Steal her virginity. But I didn’t. Because deep down inside, that’s what she was afraid I would do. That’s what the old me would do. And I wasn’t that man anymore. In her own way, Eilin was testing me.

Ceres noticed me staring at her naked body. To my surprise, she leaned in and whispered.

“Who looks better? Her or me?”

“Better?” I coughed and fought to recover. “She is just a girl. But you, Ceres, are a woman.”

Eilin snorted, catching my attention. “Can I take my weapon with me at least? I don’t want to be caught on the road both naked and defenseless.”

“By all means. Take your clothes, too. I wouldn’t want you to catch a cold,” I replied and waved her off.

“What? But you...said...ugh.”

She declined my offer, but I also said we wouldn’t hurt her. So, I didn’t technically force her to disrobe. She’d done that part voluntarily. I hid my disappointment well, as I’d hoped she would join our merry band willingly, especially after witnessing my power firsthand. She didn’t have to fall head-over-heels for me, but she could have at least flirted back. If nothing else than to tease Ceres a little. A little competition brought the best out in people.

Eilin pulled her robe back on but left the undergarments on the ground. I frowned and she seemed to notice, so she hooked them with a foot and kicked them into the bushes. Then she scooped up her whip-blade, and with a practiced movement, slammed it into the air, held the handle out, and waited for the blade to retract.

“I’m sorry,” she said a moment later as she knelt in front of us. “I wasn’t sure if you were a man of your word, so I had to see for myself.”

“About what, your virginity?” Ceres asked.

“What virginity? I lost it nine years ago.”

“But didn’t you just—.”

Eilin smirked and looked away. But I couldn’t tell if she was embarrassed or just...well, being herself.

“Sorry. It’s just that I told Roach I’d give him my virginity. You know, he never had a woman so it’s not like he would feel the difference.”

I jumped as a loud spluttering, coughing cut in. Roach rolled, his face and shirt now caked with mud and clumps of grass. He sputtered again, spit out a mouthful of dirt, and gasped in a breath.

“You liar. Wh...ut arenablad trustful,” the young man said, his words garbled beyond comprehension.

“Shit! Roach! You’re not...” I laughed with excitement, turning to Ceres. “I knew he wasn’t dead. I totally won. He didn’t die.”

“We never wagered on it,” Ceres deadpanned.

“Well, I like you even more now, you little snake!” I said to Eilin.

“I am not a snake.”

“Yes, you are, but that’s okay. I like snakes. They’re cold and calculating, and survivors. I used to wear an arm brace…” I paused, the old memories jogging loose in my mind. The old me, the powerful and ruthless man I’d been. I did wear a snake-shaped arm band-one filled with a particular brand of poison. All I had to do was push the serpent’s extended tongue into its mouth to release a single drop. That’s all it took to paralyze the body.

I shook myself from those thoughts, not wanting to consider all the people I’d tortured and killed for the sake of advancement. Old me. He is dead, I thought. “I think you’re going to fit in just fine,” I said, continuing.

She looked up at Ceres and then back down at me as I sat on the back of her former master.

“Fit in where? With you two?”

“Well, yes. But tell me. Aren’t you curious as to who we are?”

“Oh, I am,” she replied, but her expression didn’t change. “I also know that it’s bad luck to ask stupid questions in mixed company. If you want me to know, you’ll tell me. But I have an idea. If I may?”

I nodded at Ceres, then down to Roach, indicating I wanted her to help the young man off the ground. She mouthed something, then gave me a disgusted look.

“Indulge me,” I said, turning back to Eilin.

“You’re just old enough to have lived when the demon plagued these lands, or so I’m told. And seeing how you used a curse on my...former master, you’re either one of his disciples, maybe one of his last apprentices, or…something along those lines. Am I close?”

I chuckled, knowing full well my face openly showed my surprise.

“Actually, you have no idea how close you really are, Eilin. Now, on to a more important matter. What about your companions? Have you found anything interesting over the last few days? Weeks? Or Months? And where are the things you stole from us?” I asked, and again nodded at Ceres, then pointed at Roach, who appeared to have passed out again in the mud.

Eilin bent down and pulled a ring from baldie’s finger, then unclasped a pendant from his neck and handed them to me. I accepted both items, their mana immediately telling me their story. They were both pocket dimensions. And one of them was pretty big.

“Was this from our cave, or did he already have these on him?” I asked, studying the ring first.

It was the weaker of two items, but someone had gone to great trouble to structure its organization-dozens of drawers I could open with a thought.

“He had those. They were precious to him, never let them out of sight. Wore them in the bath, too. Kind of gross,” Eilin said.

Using my mind, I opened the storage on the ring, just like I’d done so many times before. An image manifested in the air before me. It appeared like an exquisitely crafted cabinet, totaling forty drawers. Nine held weapons, while a few contained food, clothes, soap, and other necessities. Nothing was of exquisite quality, but I didn’t expect any different.

The pendant was next. It unlocked with the mere flicker of a thought-a storeroom housing at least three times what the ring did. What a damned treasure! The pendant I wore when I’d died had only been a little larger, maybe 140 drawers and cupboards, so getting one this large would help us immensely. One cupboard door ahead and to the right popped open of its own accord. I spied a tome inside, the bound pages radiating some impressive knowledge and power.

“A handful of weapons, some clothing, necessities, and a crystal. Is that what they took from you?”

“Yes, how do you know?” Ceres asked, finally taking an interest.

“They’re all in here,” I replied. “They don’t have much, unfortunately, but there is an interesting tome. I didn’t open it, but it feels like a sword skill tome. Maybe you’d like to give it a peak when we find someplace to settle down? Draw a bath to soak, sip a little wine, and read up on better evisceration techniques?”

“Throw in some candles and you’ve got a deal!” Ceres cooed as I pulled the leather-bound book out of storage.

“Blossom Sword Arts,” I read from the cover, “I’ve never heard of it.”

“We found it inside a seaside cave, sitting next to a corpse. We found a sword there, too,” Eilin said. “Master tried to learn the skills, but his mana control was far too weak. He was holding on to it, hoping to find someone to help unlock its knowledge.”

“And nothing is enchanted?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“I’ll have to do that myself once we get more crystals. We also need to go through these clothes. If they aren’t to your liking, we will sell them and buy something else. We can’t have you wearing the same outfit every day. You know what they say about cleanliness?”

“That it keeps you from smelling bad?” Eilin asked.

I groaned inwardly, suddenly wishing I had my library back. Yes, I’d been a warlord, but I’d been an educated one. Ceres showed some indication of education, but Eilin would be a work in progress. Sticking her in a corner with a book for a while wasn’t the worst idea. Maybe one on etiquette and the benefit of undergarments.

“I’ve already got my outfit,” Ceres said, pointing at her chest.

“The same for me,” Eilin added. “Minus the underwear. I don’t like wearing those.”

My right eyebrow rose, and I suddenly wondered if she hadn’t read my thoughts. I’d only known a few mystics in my time, but their ability to read minds had been a wonderment to watch. I’d also marveled at their reluctance to use their abilities for financial benefit. Having the ability to foresee an opponent’s moves could make a person a wicked good mahjong player.

“Why do we need to know that?”

She shrugged and didn’t explain. Not that she needed.

“Not in my company, ladies. Peasants wear the same sack trousers every day, and not because they love the way the rough fabric rubs against their already chafed buttocks. We will aspire to be more civilized…” I said, then added, “and wear undergarments” under my breath. 

“Can I tell you something?” Eilin asked.

“Do share.”

“Dah! Liar. Damned, dirty, liar!” Roach yelled, suddenly, snapping awake and thrashing in the mud.

“Oh, welcome back, Roach. Do try and keep the noise down. Eilin wants to tell us something.” I said, waggling my finger at the young man. He stared at me as if struggling to comprehend, but to his credit, remained quiet.

“I’m just happy to be rid of him,” Eilin said, staring at the dead bald man beneath me. “Since you already have a woman in your company, one who doesn’t appear broken and molested, I guess that means you are better than he was, at the very least. But I just wanted to warn you. I have…mood swings. I’ve had trouble coping with the road, and men, and really just people in general. So, I might…you know?”

“Actually no. I don’t know,” I said and pushed to my feet.

“You are a strange one, Eilin,” Ceres said. “First, you want to kill and rob us, then you were ready to run naked back to town, and now you want to join us.”

“Yeah! I know.”

“Ahh, what a troop of adventurers we are. A lethal swordswoman, an apprentice who hates undergarments, a mud-covered man named Roach, and well, me.” I approached the young man, who still looked like he had no idea what was going on around him. He was filthy from head to toe and bleeding.

“How many entrances are there to the City of Bones?” I asked, looking down at my clean hands and robes, then back to Roach. 

Ceres thought for a moment. “Three. We left through the western gate, so we need to enter east or south. North is blocked by walls.”

I nodded at Ceres and then back down at Roach, but she intentionally looked away and scratched her neck.

“And do you know of any places we could stay? Safe places that don’t ask a lot of questions?”

Ceres nodded proudly and put her hands on her hips. “I sure do. Leave that to me!”

“Splendid!” I said, pulled my sleeve up, bent over, and pulled Roach off the ground. “We’ll head there straight away...just after we throw our young friend here in the river.”





Chapter Six
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“Throw me...in the wha?”

 
Roach mumbled, groggily.




“Roach, I like you,” I said and walked him over to the grassy bank of the winding river. I pressed my hand against the bloodied hole on his left side and pushed some mana into the wound. The skin and muscle knitted back together nicely.

“Oh, that’s nice,” he said, teeth chattering.

“Sure is, Roach, my man,” I said and lifted my palm to his chest, the muddy fabric cold against my skin. “But I’ve got trust issues. That happens when people kill you. Now, you didn’t succeed, but the potential is there. Until you’ve proven yourself to me, I’m afraid I will have to bind you with a rather unpleasant curse.”

“Wha...bind me? he stammered, but I cut him off.

“Your will to mine. Your mind, your heart. Feel my words,” I said, twisting the mana into a binding spell. “You cannot speak against me, act against my will. My body is yours now, my blood and breath. My pain will be yours, my death shared. You will become an extension of my senses-sight, smell, and sound.”

Roach’s pupils blew wide as the binding spell pushed into his body, tethering his life force to mine. He staggered back a step, shook his head, but he recovered, just before tumbling bodily into the water. He splashed and spluttered for a moment, kicking and thrashing.

“I can’t...swim.”

“Stand up, Roach. It’s only knee-deep.”

He abruptly stopped flailing and rose in the water, revealing the river to be barely waist deep. I reached into the ring’s compartments then and pulled forth a bar of soap, before tossing it to him.

“Now get yourself cleaned up. You’ll attract all the wrong kinds of attention walking around like a giant clump of mud.”

Moving back towards the waterfall-upriver from Roach’s bathing spot-I busied myself collecting freshwater. Using the new sword, I cut down a dozen bamboo trees, then sliced them apart at the joints. This formed sections about as long as my foot. Then, using a small bit of mana, I injected a barrier at one end, creating a clever little bottle.

Once I’d crafted fifty of the small containers, I brought them back to the waterfall. Ceres and Eilin stood nearby, deep in conversation. I only caught snippets but gathered they were discussing Ceres’ outfit. She worried that people would think her an easy woman, but I couldn’t be sure with the waterfall so close.

I filled the bamboo bottles, one by one, sealing the open end with mana once done. Then I stashed them inside a cupboard inside the pendant.

“Are you girls ready to go?” I asked, and they both turned, nodding. “Actually. Give me just a little bit and then join me at the horses.”

I ran back out to the bamboo grove and started swinging, cutting down a sizable pile of arm-thick trees. Then carefully stashed them in the pendant. Luckily, a few of the cubbies were long and tall and once all was said and done, I’d managed to pile several hundred small trees in only two of the pocket dimension’s available spaces. Bamboo was quite easy to work with, flexible, and good with water. They would come in handy if we needed to run and make a hut or fortify our position. 

The ladies were waiting at the horses when I approached, throwing Roach’s soggy, dripping clothes funny looks. They turned on me, their faces locked in that confused “what are you doing” expression.

I reminded myself that they weren’t cultivators and likely didn’t understand the “whats” and “whys” it entailed. Still, I knew the truth of this world. In most homes, women weren’t really expected, or in some cases, allowed, to know. They cooked, took care of children, the house, and only the truly fortunate were allowed to express their talents with martial arts. For every Martial woman, there were fifteen to twenty men.

“Are those to build a shelter?” Eilin asked and provided me with a pleasant surprise. A point to the girl with no britches!

“Yes. Precisely. Better be safe than sorry, right?”

She nodded and flashed me a smile, one that almost looked genuine. I immediately wondered what they’d been talking about for so long. Had it been me or perhaps the dead bald guy with the bad teeth and equally rotten disposition? I could only hope that they saw his death as a necessary evil. I knew how violence could change people.

“Who’s riding with you?” Ceres asked, glancing sidelong at Eilin.

“You are my partner, aren’t you? I find it only fair if we share everything.”

She nodded and smirked, showing the faintest glimmer of pearly white teeth.

“Yeah, I’m fine with that.”

I injected some mana into Eilin’s horse first. She hooked a foot into the stirrup and mounted, but then turned towards Roach.

“Wait. He’s not riding with me, is he?”

I glanced down at Roach, who stood in a puddle of water formed by his dripping robes. The poor man looked and smelled like a wet dog, so there was no way I could do it to her. 

“Roach will walk. He’s still a little soggy.”

“Roach, walk,” the young man echoed, nodding. I felt a little pang of guilt for binding him but knew it was the right choice. The last thing I needed was to get my throat cut while I was sleeping. I didn’t necessarily believe Roach had that in him but binding him provided me an extra layer of insurance.

I pushed mana into our horse next, and helped Ceres into the saddle, then pulled myself up behind her. With Roach leading the way we rode into the forest, departing from the opposite direction as before. We’d be entering the city from the east this time, meaning we would have to loop around. It would take twice as long but inspire half as many questions.

“How much money do we have?” I asked once the city walls came in sight. “Well, I should say, beyond the little coin I lifted from our bald friend back there. He didn’t have much.”

“I’ve scrounged together a little coin,” Eilin replied. She pulled a small pouch from inside her robe and shook it. “It’s only a handful of copper and silver dragons, but it should get us through a week with lodging and food. If we don’t splurge, that is.”

“We’ll use that to get situated, have some food, maybe then a hot bath. I’ll have it earned back by tomorrow, don’t worry.”

“But how?” Eilin asked.

“Simple. We’ll find the biggest and baddest brutes around. I’ll take it from them.”

“Wait, what are you planning?” Ceres asked, turning in the saddle to face me. She overextended and almost slipped off the horse, but I caught her and pulled her in tight.

“Take some money from men who didn’t earn it and then a place to call our own. Why?”

“Oh,” she muttered, her cheeks turning pink. “I just wanted to know, as you know, we’re partners and all. I don’t want you thinking you can run off and have fun without me.”

My insides warmed and before I knew it, I was smiling. She inspired something inside me, though I didn’t exactly know what it was. I squeezed my arm around her waist, pulling her in a little tighter. Ceres didn’t fight it.

“Yeah, partners.”

We rode in silence until we reached the wall, Roach walking off to the side as we approached the first station. It rose up in the road, a brick structure some twenty paces high. Archers stood on the highest level, their bows drawn, and arrows notched. I’d called the fortifications barbicans in my previous life and wondered if the tradition held.

The archers let us pass but that wasn’t the case for the guards standing watch outside the gatehouse. I didn’t remember so many on my flight from the city, so it appeared they had increased security since our escape.

“Halt!” one of them called, holding out his hand for us to stop. His other hand hung by the pommel of a worn sword. A worthy deterrent for most. The guards wore gray robes, trimmed in blue, with matching blue sashes tied around their waists. Half carried shields and swords, and the other half, spears.

“We’re just simple travelers on a pilgrimage,” I replied, humbly keeping my eyes down. “Might we enter, good sir? We greatly desire rest and a warm meal.”

He frowned and studied Ceres.

“On a pilgrimage, heh? In such clothing? She looks ready for a lantern festival at the Sapphire Palace.”

Eilin chuckled and gave me a ‘told you so’ look. I leaned in and whispered into Ceres’s ear.

“We just married...follow my lead.”

“Tell me about it, good sir. And she would agree with you. Since we wed recently, she has reminded me many times of how our humble pilgrimage has fallen short of her more decadent expectations. Her family spoiled her, you see. I’m changing her little by little. But the provinces weren’t tamed overnight.”

“Hah! Tell me about it!” the guard laughed and waved for us to pass. “Have a good stay, monk.”

“Thank you, kind soul. I shall pray for you tonight.”

Hinges rattled and creaked as the right-side door broke free and swung open, so we spurred our horses forward and moved through. The guards on the inside ignored us as we rode through. We heard the hinges rattle and protest again as the door slid shut behind us. I let out a deep sigh as the busy streets swarmed around us, but my tension did not break until we were well away from the wall.

Hundreds of pedestrians swarmed the town, talking and shopping, while others just seemed to be out to enjoy the day. Others ate, while some pushed carts filled with goods, hollering to catch buyer’s attention.

“What inn do you recommend?” I whispered in Ceres’ right ear. “The price doesn’t matter as long as you like it there.”

“My decadent expectations?” she hissed back.

I shrugged. “It was the only way to explain your outfit. You do stand out.”

Ceres snorted, her body seemingly warming against me. Was she angry? Embarrassed? Flattered? I made a mental note to find out later.

“The city is broken up into several regions,” she whispered after a few moments, half-turning to meet my eyes. “The city lord holds half the city, so everything from the market up to the northern wall. The southern tip belongs to a gang, while powerful families control the territory to the east and west. They don’t push into the northern half of the city, so everyone seems to stay happy.”

“A gang? What are they called?”

She rolled her eyes and chuckled.

“They’re called the Black Mantis gang. The Yarnel family controls the eastern city, while the west belongs to the Fenrest. None of the four groups can stand each other, but they don’t push for power out of fear of the Emperor.”

“Interesting. Why would a provincial lord allow others to take control of his territory? Has he fallen from the Emperor’s favor?”

“Speaking of fallen, remember the two we stole the horses from?”

“How could I forget?”

“Well, he is the heir of the Yarnel family, and she is the eldest daughter of the Fenrest.”

“I’m intrigued,” I chuckled. “Let me guess. The families are forming an alliance to press into Black Mantis territory? Maybe, claim it for themselves so they can rule over half of the city?”

“You have a mind for this sort of thing,” Ceres replied with a wink. “That is the word on the street.”

“And which one of the three is the weakest?”

“The Black Mantis gang, although they claim governance over the best ground. Their leader is strong, worthy of fear, but the majority of his crew are thugs.”

Eilin reined her horse around and approached, a frown firmly on her face.

“Why are you just standing in the middle of the road? You’re drawing attention to us.”

“Ceres was bringing me up to date on the local political situation. Tell me, which way is south?”

Ceres nodded and looked around, then glanced to the sky, tracking the sun.

“There,” she pointed.

A tall, pagoda-like building rose over the rest of the city.

“The four powers of the city, rising above the lowly. They’re spaced out like the four marks of the compass and at nearly identical distances from each other, although the provincial lord’s estate sits further to the north. They say the buildings form a hanging crescent if one can get high enough to see it all.

“Black Mantis is the smallest of all four,” I muttered. “Do you know of anyone who would buy the horses?”

“I don’t think we’ll find anyone wants anything to do with property from the families,” Ceres replied. “It’s not uncommon to see others riding them, after all, we’re wearing niceties and probably look the part. But as soon as we start trying to sell them, people will start asking all sorts of questions.”

I sighed and urged our horse forward.

“Although, you know. The safest place for us right now is in the center of the busiest road, drawing attention to ourselves. After all, who escapes prison and returns on the very same day? And better yet, we’re dressed like nobility? Who would dare bother us?” I squeezed Ceres’ side, letting my hand slide down to her thigh. She tensed but didn’t push me away.

The wooden homes and storefronts looked sturdy enough, but they looked maddeningly similar. As if someone had directed the builders to shun variety. Perhaps it was the family heads or the provincial lord that came up with that rule, but I struggled to understand why. The peasantry looked divided, the more I watched. One group seemed to stick to the interior of the roadways and used beasts to pull their carts or carriages. The second used horses and the poor clung to the outer edges and walked on foot. Now that I’d noticed, the gap between the wealthy and the poor stood out like a sore thumb.

I threw Eilin a smile, the young woman sneering in return, but then she gestured to an elderly couple walking by. Their clothes were poor, their sandals held together by leather. She knew. Somehow.

I decided then and there that bringing down the two families would be more of a pleasure than a chore. Someone or something had given me a second chance at life, and here I was in a position to bring about balance.

“What’s with the emotions?” Ceres asked, wiggling her body against me. “You’re radiating happiness.”

“Oh, I’m imagining how all of this is going to go down,” I grinned, “We get to turn the City of Bones onto its head. Right a few wrongs and redistribute more than a little power and wealth. The thought is making me practically giddy. But first, let’s hit the market. I think it is time to get the lay of the land. See what has happened since my untimely demise.”

“Demise?” Eilin asked. “What does that mean?”

“Yeah, unforeseen circumstances, I mean…” I stammered. I’d never actually admitted who I was to Eilin and wasn’t sure the middle of a busy street was the right place.

“I know nothing about you either, Eilin,” I said louder, sitting up straighter, and then leaned in to whisper into Ceres’ ear. “And for that matter, I don’t know anything about you either. But I feel the need to remedy that. Soon.”

“Yes. We’ll talk once we get to the inn,” Eilin said, loudly, evidently annoyed by Ceres and my closeness.

“We’ll take a single room, though, so I can keep a close eye on you,” Ceres said.

Eilin sighed and shrugged.

“You don’t have to worry about me running. I want to learn as much as I can from him,” Eilin said, nodding at me, “so I can become strong enough to go back to where I was born and beat them all to death with my fists.”

“Okay,” I whispered, and the conversation died away.

Eilin had a more complicated history with her previous ‘master’ than she let on, but we would have to deal with it in its own time. I was itching to see what the market had to offer and how I could wrestle control of the southern zone away from the Black Mantis gang as quickly as possible. The first problem-how to get their leader’s attention.

A group of guards ran past us and toward the gate as something exploded far overhead. It almost looked like a massive mana blast in the sky. A series of smaller, more colorful explosions followed, showering the sky with beautiful colors and drifting down to sprinkle the city.

“Festivities at the provincial lord’s mansion?” Ceres muttered. “But why?”

I watched the people on the street around us. Peasants, middling, and highborn alike stopped what they were doing to look skyward. They pointed and oohed, some flinching as the loud blasts split the sky.

“I don’t know what they are celebrating, but I think this might be our best chance to get into the southern zone without too much hassle,” I said and spurred the horse on. “Eilin, follow us.” She nodded and reared her horse around, Roach trailing behind her.

It took us about fifteen minutes on horseback to reach the market at the center of town. I had never seen anything like it, honestly, which felt strange admitting to myself. Tents and booths rose up on both sides of the street, colorful fabric with frilly tassels containing all kinds of food, goods, children’s toys, tools, elixirs, and then my heart skipped a beat. I saw crystals laid out on a few tables. Guards stood all around that area. Only two booths seemed to sell them, which told me they were either hard to come by in the region or there was a monopoly on their collection and sale.

“Whose booth is that?” I whispered in Ceres’ ear as we slowly passed the guards.

I only dared a second glance, for fear the guards would take notice. I logged everything into my mind-their location, the layout, the number of guards...even what the merchants were wearing. Crystals in that quantity would speed up my plan considerably.

“The bigger tent belongs to the north mansion, the provincial lord. And the smaller is run by the two families. The Black Mantis gang doesn’t have access to crystals or cores, and even if they did, the other three wouldn’t allow them to trade in them.”

“You seem to know a great deal about all of this. How is that?” Eilin asked from our right. The same thing had been on my mind as well, but she asked it before I could.

“You’ll see soon enough,” she replied, wearing that knowing smirk I’d quickly become familiar with.

We finally exited the marketplace and passed through a large, arched gateway. The space changed immediately as we passed through the gate. People didn’t seem to be meandering on the streets anymore. Not to shop or talk. They walked with purpose, moving quickly and quietly to their destinations. The buildings looked the same but lacked color. I didn’t see a single banner or awning. The place looked as drab as the damn cavern Ceres had taken me to earlier.

A mob congealed in the street before us, their hands and weapons pointing our way. They wore beige robes, tied off with black ribbons and sashes.

“They are Black Mantis,” Ceres said loudly for everyone to hear.

Roach slid out of the shadows and moved in behind our horses, having effectively blended into the crowd until now. Good, I thought, realizing my hope for his potential as a spy wasn’t unwarranted.

“Tell Mantis a sponsor wants to see him,” Ceres said, speaking directly to the brutes blocking our path. “He’ll know what that means.”





Chapter Seven
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The Mantis brutes didn’t look amused,

 
but they didn’t attack us, either. If Ceres knew how to deal with them, all the better for my plans. My problem had always been power. When you had it, people feared angering you. So, they did what you said, usually without question. Or...and this one I actually had experience with, they smiled to your face and plotted behind your back.




When you were at the bottom of the food chain, things got harder. You had protocols to follow. Like today. Thank goodness for Ceres.

One of the men, a short fellow with a thick mustache, retreated quickly and disappeared down the road. The others milled about, snarling and growling at us, generally trying to look imposing. They were doing a piss-poor job, but I also found the theater to be bloody hilarious. So, we sat on our horses and waited.

“Do you think he’s strong enough to be of any use?” I whispered to Ceres.

“Who? Mantis?” she asked. 

She was smart, I had to give her that. Good. I was sick of dealing with slow people.

“Yes, him. His people. They look more like rabble.”

She shrugged and twisted around, the action and angle highlighting how malnourished she was. We needed food, and sooner rather than later.

“He is. I can personally vouch for him. The others? You’ll have to see for yourself.”

She turned back and leaned into me. I slid my hands up her legs, then wrapped them around her stomach, entwining my fingers under her ample chest. She flinched. It was barely noticeable, but I could tell. She was nervous, and probably had every right to be. Hell, weakened as I was, I felt it, too. But it was important we didn’t show it outwardly. Not around such lowlife scum.

The only good brutes, in my opinion, were my own brutes. And even then, only if I could keep them in line. One thing about brutes was that they could easily tarnish one’s reputation, and that’s not something I’d want for myself.

The same short man returned, huffing and puffing as he ran back up the street. I watched him run, biting my tongue until he stopped in front of us. He stopped and sagged against his knees, snorting several times as he tried to catch his breath. 

“Not much of a runner, heh?” I asked. 

He looked up at me, seemed to consider our horses for a moment, and then bowed, almost apologetically. The man probably knew that we weren’t ordinary people. Good, I could appreciate a man that understood the subtle and not-so-subtle differences. 

“Things are pretty quiet inside the city walls. The families have outlawed many of the old traditions, so there aren’t many ways to blow off steam anymore,” he cringed and motioned for us to follow. “Please, follow me.”

“Interesting,” I mumbled and lightly urged my horses forward. “I thought that brawling in the streets was encouraged. I guess things tend to change when you’re dead for a long time.”

The Mantis brutes scattered around us. The rest of the people moved out of the way, disappearing into their homes or shops. It immediately made me wonder how bad things got when nobility visited if they were so afraid of two well-dressed strangers.

It became clear right away that fear was pervasive in this part of the city, but it wasn’t clear if it was because the provincial lord and the families hadn’t done anything. Or were things bad because they had made it that way? Was Mantis really strong enough to hold this territory? Or was there some other power or machination at play?

We stopped in front of the tallest building after a relatively short walk. It loomed over the market’s entrance, its sprawling balconies providing anyone willing to look with an immediate view of approaching trouble.

A broad-shouldered man stood in front of the entrance, his head shaved bald. He held a large, two-handed spiked club, his face pulled into a menacing glare. Ceres trembled a little, and Eilin circled to keep her distance. They were intimidated, but not me. Yes, he was strong, brutish, and clearly a killer, but that was it. He was a guard dog, his look specifically tailored to scare people away. 

I got off the horse and helped Ceres down, then Eilin. Our guide grabbed a hold of the reins and led our horses to a post where he tied them up.

“My name is Koro,” he said and bowed again. “Please follow me inside. The Mantis is waiting upstairs.”

“Quite the place you’ve got here,” I replied and followed.

Roach made to follow, but I urged him back, using the binding curse’s connection. The young man immediately turned and slunk back into a shadowy corner, beneath a tree. I needed his eyes and ears on the street.  

The guard dog didn’t move as we approached, despite Koro’s invitation, so I stopped and quietly counted to ten. When he still hadn’t moved, I brushed my hand over his and let out a trickle of cursed mana. It pierced his skin like hundreds of tiny needles, biting into his muscle and bone before he even knew what happened. From there, the sliver of mana passed to his shoulder and ended in the neck.

“Who—what are—argh!”

His face flushed red and then as pale as snow. He stumbled backward and grabbed for his throat, the cursed hand limp and useless at his side. I tapped his shoulder and walked past, pulling the mana back out in the process. The massive man gasped for air and fell into a coughing fit. He rolled to his knees and tried to stand but wasn’t quite succeeding.

“I’m so glad we could have this little talk,” I whispered and made for the first flight of stairs as the girls followed after me.

I looked around before ascending. The interior was as I had expected: rundown and obviously neglected. Sheets of colored silk covered the windows, some more fabric laid over the top of broken or ratty chairs. A few large flowerpots sat about, but only two actually contained living plants.

To the right stood a large number of tables and chairs, most full of men eating or drinking. A kitchen was to the left. Two women stood behind the counter, their faces pinched with worry. The space was lavish with its intricate wood and stone workmanship, but it had fallen on hard times. Given some money, time, and labor, this place could shine properly.

“Oh, how this place must have sparkled,” I said, offering Ceres my right hand. I held my left out for Eilin, but she remained two steps behind. 

“How is his mood?” Ceres asked. Koro stopped for a moment and turned to face us.

“I’m sorry, but your voice is so familiar. I could swear I have heard it somewhere before.”

“Perhaps,” she said, dismissively. “His mood?”

Koro shrugged.

“Sadly, he is out of sorts today. He was forced to kill one of his men this morning. It turns out he was a spy sent to poison him. After that, he discovered the families unearthed another vein in the old mine west of the city and turned even sourer.”

“Poison? Well, I guess it is a good thing they discovered him before he was successful.”

“That’s just the thing,” Koro said, “they didn’t. He just didn’t know that poison doesn’t work on Mantis.”

“Truly,” I chuckled, taking a mental note. “The mine. This is a crystal mine?” 

Ceres nodded and winked, before pushing Koro forward again. 

“I’ll tell you all about it later. Follow my lead for now, alright?” she mouthed.

I shut up as we moved, my mind locked onto the idea of a functioning crystal mine. Even weak veins yielded several hundred to a thousand fist-sized crystals per year, so if their new strike was any good, I’d have to consider rethinking my whole strategy.

Ceres squeezed my hand and pulled me back. I’d been so deep in thought that I failed to notice that we had arrived.

“Lord Mantis,” Koro yelled and dropped to a knee. “I brought them, just as you wished.”

“Wished?” I whispered.

“Yeah, I guess it’s one of his fetishes. He wishes for things instead of demanding them. I don’t know, so don’t ask,” Ceres whispered.

I didn’t wait for Mantis to reply and instead pushed past Koro and right up onto his elevated dais. A colossal, throne-like chair sat in the middle of the space-too big for even his great stature. Mantis was easily eight feet tall and much broader in the shoulders than me. Even if I’d taken the time to fully recover my new body. Muscles bristled on his arms and veins popped on his neck. 

“No need to stand, Mantis,” I chuckled, pulling a smaller chair right up to his and plopping onto the cushion. 

Our eyes met for a long moment. He sized me up and I did the same to him, but he broke first. He smirked. I wasn’t sure if it was my brash approach or something else, but something amused him.

“Harlan?” he asked. “I didn’t know your balls had grown to the size of my fists, otherwise I’d have met you downstairs.”

“Harlan? Who is that?” I asked as Ceres stopped to my right and settled on the armrest of my chair. “I don’t see any Harlan here. Do you?” 

I looked around, and just like on the lowest floor, the place was run down. I had my suspicions, too. He didn’t have the funds or the manpower to spare.

“What are you on about? You can stretch your skin, but I can still sense your—.”

He stopped mid-word and glared at me. I released a bit of mana, as a test, and he reacted just like I hoped. Mantis’s eyes widened and his hands clenched up into plate-sized fists.

“I’m not Harlan, as you can see. From what I’ve heard, you are no fool, so I’m intrigued as to what you will say next.”

The big man’s eyes roamed over me and then Ceres. Eilin joined us finally, but she stayed near the stairs and leaned against the railing. The younger woman looked so out of place-a blossom atop a trash heap, but it served to help distract the large martial. 

“Who are you? And what do you want? Did the families send you?”

I shook my head slowly and nodded at the two men sitting at the far end of the room.

“Your guards are a ways away. You seem confident in your ability to protect yourself,” I said. 

The gang leader nodded and stood to his full, impressive height. He was a titan of a man, with thick limbs and a bulky, muscular body. Two battle claws were wrapped tightly around his hands with four blades each tightly bound to his fingers. They looked wicked as the sun caught their polished edge. I was surprised by the rather fine craftsmanship. 

“How do you think I’ve managed to keep the southern region of the city to myself for so long?” he asked, his voice now a low rumble.

I could clearly understand why. But the picture started to clarify in my mind. Even with his strength, if he wasn’t strong enough to rival the city’s provincial lord, then that told me that the lord was likely one of the old seven. And if he was, then he would at least be in the fourth realm.

“Good. Strength-that’s exactly what I was hoping for. Now, how about we cut through the chit chat, so we can talk openly?” I asked, then stood and pulled the spear from the pocket dimension in my pendant. 

I approached evenly, stopping several steps away from him and dropping into my fighting stance, a technique ironically called Praying Mantis. I considered Tiger but found it only fitting to beat a mantis as a mantis.

Mantis looked at the spear, then my right hand, and lastly, he stared into my eyes. I overdid it with the pendant, but it was important to show him I wasn’t afraid of his brutish appearance and that I had something he didn’t.

He darted forward with almost inhuman speed, but I was ready. I kicked back and struck out with the spear, the blade grazing the inside of his left arm. Not far from his blade strap. Mantis pulled back and jabbed at me with his right arm, cutting through a strand of loose hair as I dodged. His claws were as sharp as any weapon I’d ever seen. Nor were they made from ordinary steel.

I pulled the spear back and held it above my head, pointing the tip at a slightly downward angle. I had to end this in the next move, or I’d lose. My body hadn’t recovered yet and was far too weak for a proper fight, but luckily, he didn’t know that. I was impulsive, yes, but this time it was a good thing. 

Mantis narrowed his eyes, studying my posture. Then he grinned as if recognizing my form. My spear struck out again, but to his surprise, I didn’t follow through and dodged. This time I drove the weapon in hard, and pulled back four times, jabbing the tip at his chest in rapid succession. The big man put up his arms, defending against my flurry of attacks. 

Just as the last strike deflected off his right claw, I swirled to his side, crouched low, brought the spear in, and struck hard, catching him in the right armpit. The blade bit through his tough skin and flesh, only to wedge right into the shoulder socket. 

“What did—what was that?” he growled but didn’t move. Despite the horrendous pain, the man watched me with an almost amused expression. 

“If you move, try to counter, or step away, you will lose your whole arm, Mantis. Admit defeat now...accept me as the better warrior, and we can talk.”

He stared me down, the power radiating in his gaze reminding me how bold and stupid this power play had been. A single wrong move, a late parry, or hiccup in my step and he would have cut me in two. I’d been at the top of the world for so long that I’d forgotten how easy it was to die. Yes, skill never disappeared, but I’d been more lucky than skillful. I’d performed the moves I needed, the only difference was the speed and power weren’t behind them. At least not like I’d known. I was weaker again and every inch of my body hurt. I was also quite sure that if even one of his hits had connected that they’d be carrying me out in pieces. 

“Very well,” he muttered. “Spare my arm and let us talk.”

He growled as I pulled the spear out carefully. I dropped back a step and readied the weapon again, just to be safe, but the big man didn’t attack.

The two men I’d spied before rushed in then. One, obviously a physician, immediately tended Mantis’s shoulder. The smell of burnt herbs and strange powders filled the air. I even recognized some of them as gerber root and ordinary sage. 

“I don’t have any more of these left,” the young man said. “You’ll need to hunt some Grapple-Bear later, alright? I need their gall bladders and their livers to make another batch.” I marveled at the gang leader’s physician. I would place him in his mid-twenties. In my time, it was a rarity to find a healer younger than seventy.

“I’ll sit with you?” I asked, looking to the physician and then up at Mantis. The large man nodded slowly, waiting until the young man finished applying salve to the wound, and then wrapped it tightly. 

“You know your way around with a spear, I’ll give you that,” he said and walked back to his throne once the healer finished wrapping him up. 

“Morning, noon, and night. I have trained with it since I was a little boy,” I said, sitting back down next to Ceres. She put a comforting hand on my shoulder. The weakness I’d felt take hold after the battle was already starting to lift. 

“There is so much more to what I know, and what I can do, but there are things I need help with, Mantis. Will you hear me out? I believe I can make it worth your while.”

He nodded slowly and then snapped his fingers. Koro ran forward and knelt. 

“Have the girls bring us wine and food. I reckon this will take a while.”

“Yes, Mantis,” Koro replied and promptly disappeared down the stairs. 

“One of these might prove beneficial,” I said, shaking the pendant around my neck at the physician. He shrugged, continuing to load the mass of bottles and tools back into a big brown bag.

“How did you come by that one? Did your spear win it for you in battle?” Mantis asked. 

“That is just one of several funny stories. I’ll tell you all about it, after…” I said, and stalled.

“After what?”

“I just need to know something now, before we waste valuable time. Are you a man willing to eat your pride?” I asked, sizing him up.

“Did you hear that, Fazan? Our fancy friend here thinks I have pride. He doesn’t know the gutters we dragged ourselves out of, does he?”

The young physician shrugged and walked back over to his table. He wouldn’t meet my eyes but kept glancing our way.

“Judging from his clothes, he probably owns those gutters. And he nearly tore off your arm. Best listen to what the man has to offer,” the physician said, quietly.

Mantis chuckled, winced, and grabbed his shoulder. “Indeed, he almost did. Alright then, let us hear what you’ve got to offer.”





Chapter Eight
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It took about twenty minutes of

 
awkward small talk before Mantis’ ladies appeared at the top of the stairs-four of them, all between twenty and thirty years old and carrying trays. I watched Ceres eye them, specifically their sheer, slinky dresses. Her opinion was clear, too little fabric around such a crowd of ruffians.




Mantis seemed to genuinely enjoy the view, however, as two women pulled over a pair of small tables, one for him and one for us, then loaded the trays with sliced meat and cheese, a wide assortment of nuts, and a few carafes of red wine. 

“So, what do you think of my place?” Mantis asked. He beamed, as his good arm swung wide.

Critically speaking, the place was kind of a dump, but I wasn’t going to insult a man sitting in his own house. After all, he appeared to have everyone under control, and the girls didn’t look mistreated. So, there was that.

“It could use a little...I don’t know, sprucing up. Maybe a splash of color. Other than that, I like it. I am personally fond of statues. Jade, gold, silver, even onyx. You know? Dragons, six-legged frost bears. They seem to add so much, what’s the word I’m looking for?” I asked, looking to Ceres.

She shrugged and quietly chewed through another mouthful of food. “Stuff?” she mumbled.

“Yes. That is it. Stuff. I like stuff. I imagine the provincial lord’s mansion is absolutely chocked full of it.”

“That was fast,” Mantis said. “I was wondering who you would bring up first. Him, or the families. It appears you get straight to the point.”

“I do,” I replied as I plucked another piece of cheese off the tray and tossed it into my mouth, then washed it down with a gulp of wine. It had been decades since I last ate, and it tasted like pure bliss. Ceres shifted on my lap and proceeded to pick at the food, intermittently feeding herself and then me. Eilin stood off to the side and observed. “You see, Mantis, I’ve had a small incident. One that has left me drained of a great deal of my strength and power. Mostly, my mana.”

“I knew it,” he snapped, “I thought you’d used mana when you stabbed me!”

“Oh, actually I didn’t. Trust me. If I had, your crew would be mopping up your guts off the floor and walls right now. I tipped you off at the beginning just to see if you could feel it.”

“But how? I thought the Emperor banned those tomes. Hell, he’s locked away all people who seemed to know anything about them!”

I smiled, but it was out of sadness more than anything. Then shook my head slowly as I took in his discomfort. 

“My abilities are...self-taught. See, I came up with many of the techniques,” I said, but stopped, abruptly changing my mind on how much I wanted to tell the big man. “I came up with the techniques myself some months back.”

“That’s bullshit!” he roared and jumped out of his chair. “You look like Harlan! But I’ve never seen him fight like that before, let alone talk of mana. I have no idea what game you’re playing, but I think you’d better lay it out fast. You see, one of my sources informed me that Harlan died just a few days back, after rotting in that jail cell.”

I stared at him flatly, working silently on how best to approach the topic. There was no way I could tell him the full truth. He’d reject it out of hand, but I could tell him just enough to wet his curiosity.

“He did, but somehow I managed to slide into his body just after his death. Or, it might have been simultaneous. We might have waved at each other, like boats passing in the night,” I said with a chuckle. “You see, judging from the season, I believe we died about the same time of year. Maybe even the exact day. The only difference was, I was executed and somehow, my soul managed to linger until a perfect vessel became available.”

“So, that’s it, huh? Reincarnation? But what did you do with his face and voice?”

“An old technique, but I won’t get into that now. I didn’t come here to talk about dead thieves and new faces, but rather to offer you a deal. Are you interested?”

He studied me for a long moment, before blowing out a captured breath, nodding, and slowly sitting down again. 

“Tell me. What do you want?”

I held his gaze for another long moment before I spoke. It unsettled him, I was sure of it, but that was all just part of the game. He had no idea who I was, or what I was capable of, for that matter. So, for the time being, he appeared to trust his instincts. It was what I would do-observe, hear the other person out, then react. 

“I want the world,” I said and put up my hand as he sucked in a breath to yell. “I’m willing to start a step at a time. This body is far from what my previous one was, and I’m not interested in biting off more than I can chew. For now, at least. That rules out the city’s provincial lord, and his lackey families to the east and west. No, I plan to start small and gradually build up.”

“Build up? You and what army?”

“Yours, naturally,” I replied calmly. “I can teach your men how to draw in mana and reach the first stage in cultivation. I can show you how to create pocket dimensions within jewelry and other artifacts, so your poor physician doesn’t have to break his back carrying his massive case around. I can even help with the occasional assassination if certain people need to be...dealt with quietly. And…” I held up a finger, my hand almost trembling with excitement. “I could sneak into their mine and plunder their valuable crystal supply.”

Mantis’s eyes shot wide and his mouth fell open. But he didn’t immediately speak. Or I considered that he hadn’t understood, but then he exhaled dramatically and slumped back into his chair.

“And in return, you want what is mine?”

“The Black Mantis gang?” I asked, feeling him out.

“My gang, my people, my women. Everything.”

“Not exactly. I want this city. You and your gang would be a tool. Once I take over, you would be left with everything south of the market, not just that single street leading to the gate. That is if you can manage it appropriately and not abuse the little people.”

Mantis cracked his knuckles and then slid off his claws one by one. He set the vicious weapons on the ground next to his feet and then started eating. The big man didn’t speak again until half of his tray was empty and a whole wine carafe was in his belly. 

“What’s our first step? Actually, first...what’s your name?”

“My name is Aiden, and our first step is to make a contract. The contract in itself is a curse, one will activate if you cause me or anyone else attached to it bodily harm.”

“Even by accident?” he exclaimed. I nodded.

“That is why it is important to consider what I need from you before you agree. The next step would be for you to list all your assets, both manpower, and property. Only things of worth, of course.”

“What about my men? Whose orders would they be following?”

“Yours. Except for your physician. I would ask him to consider a request of servitude.”

“What? I would never—.”

“Eh!” Mantis snapped, silencing the younger man with an upraised hand.

“You would be stuck in almost the same situation as now, only with the added benefit of top-tier ingredients, the knowledge of how to draw on mana, and…” he said, pausing to silence the young man again. “Access to someone who could help you infuse that mana into your medicine, pill, and powder making processes. Does that really sound so bad?”

“Well, not when you put it that way. But it is still swapping one master for another,” he muttered.

“It is, I said. But know this. The only thing I will demand from you is loyalty and obedience. Nothing else.”

“And that’s it?” he asked, with a frown. Man, I had a hard time reading the young man. He was much smarter than he let on, and the twitch earlier when I mentioned reincarnation. There was something he wasn’t letting on, but I wasn’t going to pry right away. 

“That’s it.”

My arm snaked around Ceres. I could feel her growing excitement. We were making quick progress.

“I think you got what you wanted. Now, why not give them a taste?” She leaned in and whispered in my ear.

“Splendid. A demonstration! Yes. Eilin, where is my opal ring...I will bathe the sky in hellfire,” I chuckled and looked back over to Mantis. Eilin snorted and turned away.

“Yes. A demonstration. I have just the thing,” Mantis yelled, slapping his thigh.

“Okay,” I said, releasing the mana I had already begun shaping.

“Koro, have them bring my special guests up here to us. I’ll give them to your new friend here as a token of good faith. And in return, you can show us what you can do!”

He snapped his fingers and Koro nodded, then disappeared down the stairs. He returned several minutes later and kicked three thugs onto the ground before Mantis, their arms bound behind their backs and their eyes covered. If they were prisoners, they were well-fed ones.

“They are too proud to beg for their lives. Still,” Mantis said, reading my apprehension. 

“I can see that,” I said, Ceres’ body going tense against me. “But I must ask, what would you like me to do with them?”

“Well, kill them, of course. You said, ‘assassinate people I want done in quietly’. Well, here is your chance to prove it. I was going to slice these weasels open myself later today, so this is very handy timing!”

I urged Ceres off my lap and stood, walking slowly around the three thugs, and stopped behind them. Two of the men trembled now, whispering under their breath. I pulled on my mana pool, spinning and weaving the killing curse but making sure no one saw what I was doing. Just before I started with the first of the three, my conscience acted up. I was about to kill three men, who in all likelihood, hadn’t done anything wrong. That I knew of.

Mantis watched me, his excitement fading. Then he looked to the three men and cleared his throat.

“If you’re worried about staining your soul with their deaths, don’t. They are the worst scum...lower than low,” Mantis explained. “They broke into an elderly couple’s home, a popular local baker and his wife. She taught local girls to dance at the local cherry blossom festival. These three maggots wanted to steal their coin and her valuable silk. They couldn’t even do that right. The couple found them plundering their home and fought, trying to push them out. They killed the old man first. Made the old woman watch. Then they killed her, too. I have no place in my world for men like this. No patience, and no acceptance. Because the old couple was watching their only grandchild that night, and they...”

Ceres tensed, her hands balling into fists, and even Eilin broke free from her sullen stupor to listen. Mantis couldn’t finish, but he didn’t have to. I slammed my hand into the ground, the tendrils of cursed mana firing into the wood and slithering forth. The three men wrenched their backs and screamed as the mana plunged into their soft and unprotected skin. 

“What are you doing to them?” Mantis asked after finding his voice again. He bent down to watch the three men twitch and moan, and then at my hands. “I can’t see anything. But I feel your mana and I feel their pain.”

“I want to give it to Fazan first since, unlike these vermin, he heals people. Are you okay with that?”

“Wait, give me what?” the physician asked, almost stumbling out of his chair in his haste. He clenched at his dark brown robes and watched the three murderers, fear and disgust written plainly on his face. I wondered if he thought I was about to do the same to him.

“Strength. Vitality. Life. Come here, it won’t hurt.”

Fazan closed his eyes and mumbled something under his breath, then inched toward us. I took his hand and walked him over to the middle thug, before slapping my hand on his back.

“Can you explain the process?”

“Alright, but this is the short version, so pay attention. What I’ve done is infect him with a mana curse. It is going to transform his life force into mana. Once it’s transformed, I’ll pull it from him, siphoning off whatever mana he has absorbed from his surroundings. I will use that to build a mana pool inside you. It will be small, and it will be up to you to expand it, but that is where your cultivation journey will begin.”

“It’s that easy?” Mantis demanded. “It sounds so simple!”

“I didn’t say it was easy for just anyone. It is easy for me because I know what I’m doing, Mantis. Now, opening the first stage of the first realm gives you access to the mana pool. Once it’s fully stabilized and has reached a certain size and you have gained enough control over mana, you’ll be able to advance to the second realm. But don’t forget, every realm consists of four stages. You first absorb and pool mana, then you establish that realm and process all necessary mana to stabilize it. Only when you have fully constructed a realm can you advance to the next one.”

“It sounded simple at first, but not anymore,” Mantis muttered.  

“Look at it like this. You have a bucket half-filled with water. You keep adding water to the bucket until it starts spilling. Once it is full, you take the bucket and pour it into a bigger one. That’s essentially what we do with our bodies and the mana inside us.”

“And what happens after I make that mana pool?” Fazan asked. He had been listening intently, so I indulged him. I rather liked smart people, especially those who knew how to ask the right questions.

“Once you have access to mana, the sky's the limit. You can infuse your mana into the curative pills and medicines you make, even food. You can use it during battle, or simply to make mundane tasks, like running or chopping wood, easier. But take care of how you use it. No supply is endless. And others will be able to sense it.”

I grabbed Fazan’s hand again. He shuddered and tried to pull away, but the thug was already dead, and I couldn’t hold back the pooled mana forever. A surge of power washed through me, and it was all I could do to send it further to Fazan. The murder’s mana supply was larger than I expected, but being greedy now would only sabotage our progress, so I withheld about a third for myself and sent the rest to the physician. His body jerked and jumped but my strand of mana held him in place. I released several tendrils of my own, latching onto Fazan’s chest and back, and directed the rampant energy inside him. I focused it on a singular point and gathered all the mana there, forming a small, round ball. 

Fazan’s posture changed, and he straightened. His skin tightened and the wrinkles disappeared. Even the scar on his wrist was gone several seconds later. Blood gushed from his mouth and he pitched forward, violently regurgitating onto the floor. Perhaps it had been an old wound that healed inside him, one that he’d never managed to treat properly. His face lit up as he gathered himself and tried to stand.

“Your mana pool has opened,” I said, letting go and patting him on the back. “Now you’ll be able to absorb mana from the world around you.”

I almost added, or from your enemies, or crystals, but seeing as we didn’t have either around us at the moment, I kept that to myself.

“Me! Now me!” Mantis hissed. “Do that to me next!”

Sucker. I had him just where I wanted him, and if there was a way to try and make him loyal, or even remotely loyal, then I’d have a real powerhouse behind me. Our duel was brief, but I knew the man was strong. Very strong. I didn’t need to see him fight a lengthy battle to tell that much. What’s more, no smart martial artist would prolong a battle further than necessary. In reality, battles were decided in several moves, not endless battles that raged for days. When you were so strong like I was in my previous life, that was something else. Battles could last days, even weeks depending on our mana supply. 

I put my hand up to stop him and feigned being lightheaded. Then almost stumbled over my own feet. He hurriedly caught and steadied me, worry flashing across his eyes. 

“Sorry, but I’ll need a minute,” I whispered and struggled to my seat. 

The corners of Ceres’ lips pulled up into the shadow of a smile. It appeared that she’d caught on with what I was doing. Mantis, however, hovered behind the two remaining murders, nervously waiting for me to proceed. He chewed his lip, fidgeted, and paced. 

“Right, right. Do you need anything to help you recover? Women? More drink? Food?”

“It’s all about mana, Mantis. It takes mana to pull mana from someone else, and I can accumulate it from the world around me. Which takes time. Or, if they are available, by absorbing crystals.” 

The big man continued to chew on his lower lip until blood trickled down his chin. Then he looked over to Fazan. 

“Go get him two crystals!” he hissed, spitting blood in the process. 

“Wait, why are you in such a hurry?” I said and put up my hand for him to stop. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“You might change your mind, so I want to get it over with right away.”

“If you must,” I said, weakly. “If you must.”

I watched as Fazan shuffled about, moving much faster and more confidently than before, and pulled two crystals from his bag. He brought them over and dropped them on the table, then walked back to his chair. He looked almost tipsy. But that was normal, especially for a person so new to mana collection. He’d experience bigger pain once he moved on to reinforcing his muscle mass and bones. But that was a ways off.

I grabbed one crystal and stashed it in the pendant and picked the other one up. Next, I sent a trickle of mana down into the crystal, just to get a feel for how substantial and pure its contents were. To the others, it probably looked like I absorbed the mana inside, so I stashed it away after a long moment and addressed Mantis. 

“I’ll transfer the second murderer to you, but the third...I’ll need that for myself. Deal?”

Mantis nodded excitedly, oblivious to what was going on. I’d take a third of his share as well and take the last one for myself. They wouldn’t know what to do with it at this point anyway, so there was no loss. I’d started with a very small mana pool from our prison escape, so it was doubly important that I absorbed as much mana as I could and continued expanding my pool. 

I repeated the mana extraction on the second man and gave Mantis his part. To my surprise, his body compressed a little, instead of expanding. I concentrated the flow, forming his mana pool but frowned before stepping away. The big man staggered back a step, then pitched forward and vomited all over the place. I jumped back, the smell and sound hitting me hard. I’d smelled some horrible things in my day, but that...

“What is—wait,” I stammered, struggling to bring my eyes back forward. “Have you been eating crystals along with food? Are you trying to absorb raw mana by eating it?”

“He has,” Fazan said, speaking up as Mantis heaved again. Mantis gagged and coughed up a wad of blood before he toppled over onto his hands and knees. The raw mana raged inside his body as the pool opened, working slowly to absorb and purify it into something he could use. Most of that raw potential would dissipate into the world around him, but at least his meridians weren't clogged up anymore. 

During a normal pool formation, the meridians opened up naturally, and as long as a cultivator expanded them properly, the flow and absorption wouldn’t be a problem. Mantis, it appeared, had been trying to gain power the easy way. The raw mana had polluted his system, but now that I’d turned things around inside him, it was like a hurricane blowing the clogs free. 

Unfortunately for him, there was nothing anyone could do but wait. Medicine couldn’t help there, only his body and willpower. If he survived the purge, he’d become a fearsome figure, I was sure of it. From the number of impurities that left his body, though, his chances were somewhere around seventy percent. Maybe slightly better. 

“I wondered how I was able to easily best you in combat,” I said then, fully appreciating the ramifications of his actions. The raw mana had made him stronger, but also off-balance.

“We tried to tell him it was a bad idea,” Fazan said.

“And he didn’t listen, we know that much already. What we don’t know is what’s going to become of him. I can’t wait to see the look on his face when he wakes up,” I replied. “He’s going to be twice as strong, I’m sure of it.”

“Twice as strong? And what about me?”

“You, my friend, you’re not a martial artist nor is that your strength. Learn how to manipulate mana, funnel, twist, and use it. That is how you will get stronger. Your body will strengthen with your abilities, trust me. Until then, keep people around to protect you.”

“If you say so,” he muttered and went back to helping Mantis. 

“I do say so. Look, you’re already as strong as two or three grown men. The more you use your mana, the stronger you’ll become, but make sure you eat properly and build some mass.”

I proceeded to the third murderer and glanced over my shoulder. Ceres wore a complicated expression. Alarm at the massive, puking man, but also surprise. Perhaps I had accomplished more than she’d anticipated. Well, if she was happy then so was I.

My hand dropped to the third man, the idea that he’d helped kill an innocent elderly couple and their young grandchild burning like a fire inside me. I released the curse and quickly tore his lifeforce from his body. 

Most of my newly acquired mana flowed into my mana pool, but some glued itself to my muscles and soft tissues along the way. I felt my arms, legs, chest, and face swell in response. Perhaps now I wouldn’t look so deathly thin and pale anymore.

My robe grew snug around me, and I reached down to loosen the ties, just as my string of good luck ended. The dreaded backlash hit me, the curse’s backwash flowing up inside me like a wave of sickly black. My vision went blurry and before I could grab something for support, I was falling. The ground reached up to me, and everything went black.





Chapter Nine
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My eyes opened and I shot upright

 
. “Not again!” I gasped, then looked around. I wasn’t in a jail cell. I hadn’t died. At least, not completely.




The room was spacious and very well-furnished with delicate jade and gold decorations. A faint scent of incense smoke hung in the air, a mixture of white sage and lavender if my nose was right. I blinked several times, and my vision cleared a bit, the outermost walls of the room clarifying. Several small paintings hung on hooks and the wooden beams overhead were carved into a dragon. What fine craftsmanship. 

“We’re in the most expensive inn I could find,” Ceres said from my left. “Don’t strain yourself, Aiden, you lost a lot of blood.”

“Lost blood?” I muttered and traced my tongue over dry, cracked lips. I swallowed, failing to rid my mouth of the coppery aftertaste. Then it came back. I remembered Mantis, the three murderers, and my newly acquired mana. “That mana backlash hit hard. Did I hit my face? Did you wash me? How long was I out?” The questions tumbled out before I put them in any rational order.

Ceres laughed and shifted on the bed. “You didn’t just hit your face, but sort of bent forward and punched it right into the ground. It was impressive if cringe-inducing. And yes, I cleaned you up. 

“Oh? That’s so nice of you,” I said, my voice laced with a hint of amusement.

“Right? I thought so as well,” she chuckled. “As for the last question, you’ve been out two days, but the first was really bad. Fazan closed the cut on your forehead and fixed your nose. He ordered some men to bring you here and paid for a week’s worth of lodging and food in advance. Eilin is out on the balcony, meditating or something.”

“And you’ve been with me the whole time, partner?”

She winked and stuck her tongue out playfully. “Yes, I’ve been here taking care of you the whole time. And then some.”

“Thanks,” I whispered and turned to face her. “I’ll make sure to...do the same for you.”

“Oh? I think it’s about time for a wash. Would you like to soak? Or should I wipe you down as I did before?”

“Help me stand?” I asked and moved my legs over the side. The wooden floor was lacquered and smooth beneath my feet. Cherry wood, sanded smooth, and covered with good lacquer, I noted. Oh, how I loved well-made things. 

“If you are sure.”

Ceres slid out of her comfortable-looking rocking chair and helped me stand. It felt strange being on my feet after being out for so long. Then, before I could stop myself, I laughed.

“What?” Ceres asked.

“Oh, I was just thinking how weird it felt to be back on my feet after being out for a few days. But I had to remind myself that I already had just come back. I was dead only several days ago. Oh, how things change.”

And truthfully, things had changed. I felt stronger and more stable despite the curse’s backlash. And it went beyond strength or flexibility. My senses were heightened. I felt Ceres’ soft, smooth hands around me. I immediately started fantasizing about her moving them to other parts of my body. 

“I need time to recover. It’ll be a week or two before I try another curse like that,” I muttered as I took several steps toward the bathtub and tried to push my fevered thoughts away. It would do me no good to get too excited and pull necessary blood away from my head. My face hurt enough as it was.

The tub was a wooden affair, easily large enough for three men or women. A wooden pipe ran up to a hand crank where a trickle of mana remained. 

“Recover? After draining those murderers, or the fight?”

“The drain on my body. Absorbing someone’s life is a great boost, but it puts strain on the body and the soul.” I nodded, stopping in front of the tub. “What’s with that crank?” 

“They have devised a way to get fresh water up from the ground and right into your tub, and once you want the tub water gone, there is a second pipe that runs back down. You just have to pull that cork out and woosh,” she said, gesturing animatedly, “it all rushes...well, somewhere.”

“We didn’t have that kind of system back in my day,” I whispered. “How? And when?”

She shrugged and smiled. “I don’t know. It’s something they have and that’s as much as I was told. Does it matter?”

“Actually, yeah, it matters. Does everyone have access to such luxuries?”

“No. From what I heard, only the royal families, the provincial lord’s mansion, and high-end inn’s, like this one.” 

She sat me down on the side of the tub and then started working the crank. Around and around it went, water flooding out of the pipe and into the tub. I marveled at the ingenuity, then reached out to let the clean water flow over my hand. It was hot. 

“Marvelous. And it’s already hot. What sorcery is this?” I whispered in awe. 

“No sorcery,” Ceres laughed, “probably just fire.” She helped me undress, and then shrugged out of her clothes and let them drop to the ground. I stared for a moment, her skin so much paler than my own. Then it struck me. I was mana-burned, an unfortunate result of absorbing too much of the substance over a short amount of time.

“Sit down,” she instructed.

I obliged, settling down onto a small stool in the middle of the tub. Ceres stepped in and sat behind me. The water was hot, but I detected faint traces of mana in it, too. Interesting, so it’s not just fire heating it, I thought. I made a mental note to poke around the inn, maybe even question the owner. I would love to meet the one who invented the system.

“Eilin, do you want to join us?” Ceres called out. 

The other woman pretended to ignore us for several long moments. Until Ceres reared up and acted as if she was going to splash water at her. 

“No, thanks. I’m good.”

“Can you send for someone, then? If you’re just going to sit around. Maybe ask if they can get our clothes laundered?”

Eilin sighed, dramatically and slumped in her chair. I felt Ceres tense with obvious anger, but I was enjoying myself too much for it to bother me. 

“Mantis? Is he okay?”

She nodded and leaned over the left side of the tub to pull up a basket. I noticed a large sponge inside along with a bar of soap and some small, stoppered bottles. She submerged the soap and sponge into the water, then started gently scrubbing my back. 

“He’s good. At least, that is what Fazan said. He was here several hours ago and told us his boss would make a full recovery within the day. He is itching to fight you again.”

“I guess I made him pretty happy.”

“Most likely. It surprised me how well you moved when you two fought. Harlan wasn’t just weak by the time you arrived, but badly bruised and beaten,” she whispered, pausing her scrubbing. “There must have been a lot of pain.”

I nodded slowly. Indeed, there had been plenty of pain, but not all of it was from Harlan’s former mistreatment. Some had been from my ill dealings. Then again, it didn’t hurt to have a woman that cared. 

“The pain will be worth it in the end. At least, I hope it will be. Once I’ve recovered my strength, we can finally start with the first phase of my plan.”

“Oh, a plan? That sounds so...cloak and dagger,” she said. “Beating the families?”

I shook my head and took in a lungful of the fresh air, then exhaled slowly. I hated the way my body felt-my face, my skin, my diminished power. Everything would be so much easier if I was strong again.

“Are you all right?” Ceres asked when I remained quiet.

“Apologies. I got lost in my thoughts there for a moment,” I said and cleared my throat. 

“Don’t worry,” she whispered. “Let’s just take it all easy.”

“Easy, huh? See, everything must look the same on the surface once we start making our move. Even if I had the power to dethrone the provincial lord right now, the other lords are still out there. They would no doubt hear of some mysterious figure’s rise to power and ride in with their stronger warriors to smash me into the ground. That isn’t even taking the Emperor into consideration. He was much stronger than them before. At least twice the power. Now? I can only fathom his might.”

“So, what do we do?”

“We make the city lord our pawn. At least until we are in a position to step forth and challenge the others.”

“The City of Bones is a long journey from the others, especially the Sapphire Palace. There is only one further, but that territory is a wasteland now, full of dangerous beasts.” 

“I see,” I whispered and struggled to picture the City of Bones in my mind. I would need to find a map, or perhaps gain the trust of someone that knew the city inside and out. I’d relied on my sky palace before, that floating stronghold that allowed me to travel the land unhindered. “I need to learn more about this city. Much more.”

Ceres seemed to read my body language and before I could continue, she spoke. 

“There’s a map downstairs. We can go have a look when we’re done. Maybe grab a bite while we’re at it?”

Eilin picked up our robes just then and ran out, slamming the door behind her.

“I’ll wait downstairs until they’re done cleaning your clothes,” the young woman yelled from the other side of the door. “This way you can have some privacy.”

“Thank you!” Ceres hollered back, the other woman’s footsteps receding down the hallway.  

“You know, we’ve avoided the subject pretty good so far, but I think it’s time we talked about who we used to be. You know? Before you took over Harlan’s body. Is that okay?”

I felt her pull away and turned, only to find her sitting on the other side of the tub. She dropped to her knees and proceeded to wash my chest next. 

“Go on. I’ll listen.”

“Harlan used to be my on-and-off partner in crime. Some of the loot in the cave was from runs we did together, but not all of it. Some he did alone, and others were all on me. We’d been intimate on several occasions, but he chickened out and said feelings would just complicate our business arrangement, so we cut it off there. That was just before he was caught.”

“Your business arrangement?” I asked, staring into her green eyes. They had changed during the transformation, and thanks to my recent swan dive into the floor, I couldn’t remember what color they had been before. Now, they were otherworldly, like two radiant emeralds. 

“The biggest jobs he’d ever pulled. It turns out, he was set up by the Yarnel family. And me, well, I was the fool caught trying to get him out of prison. They gave us to the Fenrest, so no one knew where we were.”

“And how long have you known each other?” 

“Since we were teens. We used to frequent Mantis’ place. We’d do odd jobs here and there for him-pickpocket, stuff like that. That’s how I know him.” Her feelings seemed honest and that’s something I could work with. As long as the woman was straightforward and wouldn’t play around behind my back, I would do my best to give her the world.

“But you were small-time thieves, though. Nothing special?”

She frowned and pursed her lips.

“We were small, yes, but it wasn’t by choice. When you can’t use mana, and the lords have outlawed everything, you don’t have a lot of options. You saw how I can handle that sword, didn’t you? Now imagine what I’d be able to do once I’m as strong as you!”

“Truly, a warrioress to be feared! And you’re right. Most can’t wield a weapon proficiently, let alone expertly. So, you have a strong foundation. That is good.” 

Her eyebrows rose and she smiled. Shit, she practically glowed. 

“You really know how to tease a girl. Call me a petty thief one moment only to compliment my sword skill in the next. And yes, I do. I’ve been handling swords since I was little.”

“Then I’ll teach you an entirely new style, the moves, guards, and steps...that is, once I’m confident you won’t run or betray me. With my guidance, you’ll be unstoppable.”

Bright white teeth appeared as her smile widened. 

“I don’t plan on leaving you...as long as you keep your promise,” she shot back. “Where else would a girl want to be?”

“Oh, I could think of a place or two,” I teased. 

“Aiden!” She slapped my chest playfully. “I’ll be honest since that’s what we decided on, right?”

“Right,” I replied and nodded. 

“Well, if you manage to get your powers back then I will rise in status and power alongside you. Why would I want to sit that one out? Besides, you’ve already given me a sword tome.”

“At least you know how to play your cards, Ceres,” I chuckled. “I like that. I can work with someone open about their ambitions, and let’s be honest, we only approached Mantis to gain a foothold here in the city, not because he knows how to scrub my back in the bath.”

She chuckled and looked away, covering her mouth. I watched her breasts sway with the movement, the soap sliding teasingly down her pale, creamy skin. 

“He’s much more handsome now that he’s smaller. No wonder he was so cranky and angry all the time. Ingesting that much raw mana was killing him as much as strengthening him.”

“What do you think about Mantis? Since we’re already talking about him.”

“In what way?” she asked curiously. 

“Would he be happy being second in command? If I showed him I was stronger and gave him the right offer? Do you think that he would accept?”

She pulled back and leaned against the tub, drawing my gaze down to her body. More soap slid down her stomach and breasts, the light outlining her muscular stomach and curvy hips. She waited for me to look up again, but damn, it was a hard thing to do.

“You can have me if you want. You know that, right?”

“I do,” I sighed and slid a little deeper into the water. “I’ve had things before—loyalty, power, wealth, and status. Those can, and have been, stripped away. I want you to become more than something I simply have. More than just one of my women.”

“Then let me give you a bit of honest advice about Mantis. Yes, I think he’d allow a power shift, but only if he was given the proper respect and reimbursement in return. Say, let him keep his tower and the southern portion of the city. Show him that you’re someone worth following and he’ll serve.”

“And if I force him to change his ways? That place is rundown, the people are frightened, broken, and poor. They deserve to be happy, prosperous.”

Ceres shrugged, soaped her chest, arms, and stomach, then launched herself across the tub on top of me. She wrapped her arms around my neck and leaned in, pressing her lips against mine. 

“Then make him see reason, show him how things can improve under your guidance, and he’ll obey. You’ll need to beat him properly first. Fazan said he couldn’t wait for a rematch, so he could spill your guts all over the place.”

Her breath was warm and her lips sweet. I kissed her again, breathing in her scent. My manhood ached, swelling with need.

“Enough about Mantis,” I said, reaching down and grabbing hold of her hips. I squeezed and pulled her closer.

“Finally,” Ceres purred, running her tongue over my ear. She reached down between my legs and, ever so gently, took hold. “Over the last few days, when I’d bathe you, it would get hard. Just from my touch. Want me to show you what I mean?”





Chapter Ten
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“I’ve never wanted anything more,”

 
I whispered as Ceres leaned in and kissed me. Her soft breasts pressed into my chest as her tongue tentatively brushed against my lips. She ran her hand down my very erect member and any doubt left in me drained away.




We kissed passionately for a long moment, my hands roaming over her shapely backside, then up her back, and around to her neck. She pulled away a heartbeat later and something else drained away-the water, as she pulled the plug loose and tossed it aside. Snaking an arm around her waist, I pulled Ceres close again, the muscles and tendons in my upper body protesting the movement. But that discomfort was quickly dwarfed by the simmering fire in my loins. 

Moaning into my ear, Ceres lifted her right leg up and over, showcasing some impressive flexibility, before settling into my lap. I immediately took in her scent, the luxurious aroma of lavender and other oils, cut by her natural redolence. I lifted her chin with my index finger and pressed my lips against hers, then bit her bottom lip, and gently pulled her forward.

I released my hold on her lip and she immediately kissed me, her hips rocking forward, her weight grinding her warm sex against my erection. I groaned from the contact, then worked my fingers up into her dark hair. The closeness, the contact, brought even more of her scent to the forefront. Memories filled my mind, namely the waterfall when she had first disrobed.

My hands slid down her back, her skin softer than any silk I had ever touched. I cupped her perfect ass and encouraged her back and forth. She groaned, breasts heaving, as my erection continued to grow. No, it wasn’t normal, but I’d learned long ago that mana was okay for some social activities, but best saved for those of the intimate variety.

“I want you inside me,” she moaned.

I searched her eyes-radiant, green, and full of desire. She wanted me as much, or even more so than I wanted her. But I wanted her to need me.

Without breaking eye contact, I brought my hands around to her stomach and slowly traced them up and over her breasts. I teased her soft, pink nipples with my thumbs. They peaked hard in response and her breath caught. That’s when I leaned in and took her right nipple into my mouth. She arched her back as I bit down playfully, her hips suddenly grinding down and into me with a feral and almost violent need. 

I swirled my tongue around the erect nipple and started to suck, Ceres’ body immediately shuddering against me. I started gentle but quickly increased suction until she abruptly pulled away.

“My turn,” Ceres winked and threw me a truly devilish smile. 

She dropped to her knees and leaned in, that alluring rear lifting into the air. I could feel her lips tickle the inside of my thighs, dangerously and so very teasingly close to my aching member. She tortured me like that for another minute or longer, but I’d decided enough was enough. With a firm, but playful grasp, I grabbed her head and guided her mouth into position.

She lifted me, and immediately began tracing kisses down the shaft, then worked her way back up and with a hungry growl, accepted the tip into her mouth. I grabbed onto the tub and my hips flinched as I anticipated what came next. But Ceres waggled a finger at me, and after having only taken the head into her mouth, pulled back. My first instinct was to grab her head and thrust my cock in all the way, to satiate that single, burning need. But then reason returned, and I was rewarded.  

Without warning, Ceres lunged forward and took the not unsubstantial girth of my manhood into her mouth. I moaned as the warm, velvety softness of her tongue pressed in and rubbed down the length. Ceres didn’t gag or complain, but rocked back, pulling it almost free from her mouth, and sank forward again. My eyes drifted shut and my hands settled onto her shoulders.

A sudden pressure bit into my shaft and I opened my eyes again. Ceres turned her head and looked up to me, a playful glint in her eyes. She’d bit me on purpose and seeing my excitement sent her into a frenzy, working her mouth up and down until I nearly lost control. I didn’t want to cum just yet. And especially not before I’d been able to feel the bliss of her womanhood accept me.

“Not yet,” I grunted, struggling with another almost uncontrollable urge to climax.

She pulled free and gently stroked my throbbing member, her mouth pulled up into a playful smile.

“Not yet?” she asked, “Was that too much?”

I studied her for a moment as she licked a finger, ran it down over her breasts, then between her legs. I watched her spread her lips, slowly teasing herself, and then making me more jealous of a hand than I’d ever been, slid it inside.

“Not yet?” she asked again, sliding the finger in and out, slower and more seductively than I ever thought possible. Her lips shone in the light, glistening with my arousal, and her body seemed to hum with palpable sexual energy.

She started to breathe harder, her legs shaking. I knew what she was doing. I knew she wanted me inside her. She’d said it. But she wanted me to need it more. And damn, I was there. A loose floorboard creaked out in the hall. It might have been Eilin. Unfortunately, I was too caught up to give it much thought. 

“Stop,” I said, firmly.

“Oh?” she asked playfully.

“You’re not allowed to finish without me.” 

And like a hunting panther, Ceres slunk forward and slid onto my lap. One hand on my shoulder, she lifted my eager manhood into position, and then slowly, lovingly, eased it in. Inch by inch it slid inside, until she found my lap, lifted her hips, and sank back down again.

I melted into the side of the tub as her body embraced me. She started slow, arching her back and dragging those supple breasts against me, pulling almost clear, before easing it back down again. But then her momentum changed and before I knew it, she was bouncing on my lap, the slapping of our damp skin echoing off the walls. I reached up and grasped her bouncing breasts, squeezing and groping them, focusing on anything to keep my orgasm from firing before I was ready. 

But the fire in my loins was raging, and I’d been a dead man for a long time. Groaning, I pushed my hips up to meet her as she came down, accentuating the movement and driving my swollen head deeper inside her. I looked down as my manhood disappeared inside, again and again, my sex-drunk brain firing off in a hundred different thoughts and a hundred different directions. I never wanted the moment to end, yet I wanted to hit my climax. I wanted her to be mine, exclusively, to know that I could return to the ecstasy of her company again and again.

Ceres dropped violently into my lap then and immediately started rocking her hips forward and back. Her eyes slid back, and she grunted, grinding us together with such force that I feared she might rip my cock from its roots. It wasn’t pain, but the purest pleasure, and unfortunately the battle to control my pent-up climax ended in failure.

Gritting my teeth, I grabbed onto her sides and urged my cock in deep and hard. She seemed to know what was happening and accommodated me, lifting and dropping her hips instead of grinding us together. 

“I’m so close. Just a little more,” she begged, picking up speed. But my orgasm finally hit. Muscles I didn’t even know I had clenched hard, my seed shooting deep inside her.

She didn’t stop but continued riding me for several, frantic moments, until finally, Ceres cried out, her fingernails digging into my shoulders. Her body clenched and spasmed around me, and then she collapsed on top of me, sweaty, gasping for breath, and limp. We lay like that for a long while, both spent and satisfied.

“I’ve never had it feel that...intense, before,” Ceres muttered, then leaned in to kiss my neck. “Was that the mana? Did you use it?”

I shook my head, then playfully bit her earlobe. “That was all me, baby.”

She giggled and nestled in closer, her body still vibrating in the afterglow of her climax. I held her, content and happy to savor the moment.

“Do you think she’s doing something in the hallway?” I whispered after another long silence, then nodded toward the door.

“If it had been me, I would have at least come in and watched. But damn, I would have wanted to join in.”

“And what a show it was,” I said. She kissed me and then slowly climbed free. I pumped the crank for fresh water, and handed her a washcloth, just as a soft knock sounded at the door.

“If you’re done, I’ve got your clothes,” Eilin called from outside in the hallway. 

“You can come in,” I yelled and started to rinse off.

Eilin shuffled through the door, dropped our clothes on a small table by the bathtub, and moved off towards the balcony, all without looking directly at us. I watched her settle into a sunny spot and start to meditate.

“She’s been at it since we got here,” Ceres muttered. 

“Meditating?”

“Yeah. I can feel the mana flow when she does. She seems much more receptive to it than I do. Perhaps it is my meridians, as you’ve suggested.” 

“Yes, we’ll need to unclog them properly. And soon,” I replied. “Mana is best absorbed from nature, but that method is slow. It has been purified and hasn’t yet been contaminated by...people.”

“Not even mana can escape our destruction, can it? We destroy everything we get our hands on,” she whispered. “

“I guess we do,” I muttered. “Anyway, crystals have a higher concentration, but it’s impure mana, unrefined. You can absorb it but the body struggles to process it unless you meditate and push out the impurities. I’ll show you my breathing techniques and how to expel the muck. Use them, and you will gather strength quickly.”

A short while later, we stood on the balcony overlooking the market. We were clean again, and dressed, enjoying some fresh air before meeting up with Mantis. Plus, it turned out there was plenty to watch from our high perch. I spotted an arena, filled with cheering people. A large table sat in the very center, several men standing around it. 

“What’s going on down there?” I asked and nodded.

“Betting. The winner takes all,” Ceres chuckled. “Don’t tell me they didn’t have sparring or arm wrestling in your day.”

“We had contests, yes. But they were tests of strength and speed. Fist against fist. Foot, blade, and staff. Those tournaments pulled warriors from every corner of the land.”

Ceres leaned a little further out the balcony as the crowd erupted in applause. Someone had won, and the loser was taking it badly. A group of men was beating him with sticks, which ironically, the crowd seemed to like more than the actual match.

“And how much can one earn in such a contest?” I asked.

“The last prizes I remember, now mind you, I’d been in prison for a while, were quite good. I think the winner of the arm-wrestling contest received a sack of gold dragons, but the winner of the arena, now he won ten crystals and a beast core.”

I froze. A single core, beast or otherwise, would go a long way in helping us gain the strength we needed to challenge the families. It would also garner a lot of the wrong kind of attention and unnecessary trouble. I sighed and shook my head.

“It’s not worth it. We’re just not ready yet.”

“Do you want to go meet with Mantis? Maybe we can come up with something together?”

I nodded and held out my arm. Ceres picked up on the offer and slid her arm around mine and smiled. She was indeed beautiful but had haunted eyes. And that was something I intended to fix.





Chapter Eleven
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A short while later, we pushed through the throng of people milling around the market. We moved slowly between stalls, but for different reasons. Ceres wanted to shop, smell, and touch everything they had to offer. Meanwhile, I was taking it all in, saving the place to memory. You had to understand a place and its people if you were ever going to elevate them. Then they could help elevate me.

I didn’t hurry Ceres, no, I was enjoying being alive again-the weather, the sights, and smells. And I was free. No one recognized us. Not a single second glance. Which confirmed that I had altered our appearances just enough. And yet, if someone knew how to read mana, and they probed deep enough, they could...possibly, see its effects on us. Unlikely, but possible.

I stopped at a stand and took in the sprawling assortment of colorful, sugared candies. The young man behind the table smiled, plucked one from a bowl, and held it out.

“Sample?”

I nodded and accepted the treat, then hungrily popped it into my mouth. It wasn’t as sweet as I would have expected, but the texture was exquisite, finishing with a delightful snap. It clung to the inside of my mouth and slowly dissolved.

“Give me a bag. All the colors,” I said, failing to hide my smile. The vendor scooped a few pieces from each bowl and placed them carefully into a bag. I tossed a few copper dragons into his outstretched palm and accepted the treats. I overpaid and refused the coins as he tried to give them back. It wasn’t charity if I genuinely appreciated the man’s craft. And, oh boy, did I appreciate it. To the tune of several pieces right away.

“Do you want some?” I asked, offering Ceres a taste after finishing my business.

She looked in the bag, shook her head, and tapped her belly.

“Those look delightful, but I don’t want to get fat. What if we stumble on a prettier warrior woman? You might discard me if I lose my edge.”

I chuckled and shook my head.

“Are you saying I would discard you like dirty undergarments?” I asked.

“Gross,” she said, sticking out her tongue, “but, yes. I know how men think. If I, say, gained a bit of weight, or hurt myself and could no longer run or fight, then in your eyes, I might be diminished.”

I popped another candy into my mouth and considered her for a moment. She smiled, and yet meant everything she said. And I understood the truth of her words well enough. In another life, I would have done exactly as she feared.

“Even if you grew a small tummy, or your muscles softened, and you could no longer cut a man in half with a single cut, I would not discard you. You are not a thing to me, Ceres. Sure, I appreciate your beauty, but not to the point for you to starve yourself to maintain it. What is the purpose of life if you cannot enjoy the treats this world has to offer?”

She studied me for a long moment, then shrugged, winked, and plucked several of the candies from the bag.

“Tastes like herbs,” she said, chewing noisily, then grabbed the bag out of my hand and ate several more.

“Luckily, I bought a larger bag,” I said, with a chuckle.

“Just shows you know how to think ahead,” she chuckled.

“Anything you want to see before we meet up with Mantis?” I asked and stopped just as the arm-wrestling table came into view.

“You want to have a go at it, don’t you?” she asked. I nodded as we moved in and circled the table.

“It’s not worth it. At least not like this. We’d draw unwanted attention. If I can get Mantis to join us, then yes, the money we would win could help.”

“That makes sense,” Ceres mumbled, “Say. Would you be willing to buy me one of those?” She pointed at a nearby vendor tent, where flowing, silken scarves hung flapping in the cool breeze.

I immediately knew why. Despite pulling on a short, white robe over her green bodysuit, plenty of skin was still revealed, especially between her impressive breasts. I’d caught more than just men stealing looks, too, but also some women, and a few boys.

As much as I enjoyed the view, showing off what was mine hadn’t necessarily been my style. And it was her body, after all. I nodded and she immediately moved to the tent.

Ceres picked through the scarves, ending up with two in the end. One, emerald-green with golden embroidery, looked tailor-made for her bodysuit, and the other, onyx black fabric with gold and ruby-red embroidery, featuring a printed phoenix.

“We’ll take both,” I said, offering the woman my warmest smile. “How much?”

“Two silver dragons,” she replied and stared at my hands.

I made a show of pulling them out from beneath my robe but used the garment to hide my pendant. If she saw my hand disappear into that small pocket dimension, she would freak out for sure.

I handed her the silver dragons, leaving us with a scattering of copper, seven silver, and a single golden dragon remaining. I didn’t let it bother me. We would have more than we’d need soon enough.

Ceres promptly tied the two scarves together. She draped the black scarf around her neck, letting it hang down over her cleavage. She then pulled the other end down to her waist, around her back, and tied them together again. Her chest was still visible, but only if someone leaned in and looked hard.

“Be careful, or you’ll start a whole new fashion trend,” I whispered, giving her a playful pat on the rear.

The corners of her lips rose in a smile and she playfully bit at my shoulder. The woman selling the scarfs murmured something about obscene people nowadays and turned away. Ceres giggled as I pulled her back into the lane and moved south again. We needed to see Mantis sooner rather than later, regardless of how much we were enjoying our stroll through the market.

“I never felt like this with Harlan, you know?” she said as we stopped at the southern gate. “He was never—no, that’s not the right way to describe him. He didn’t like to show affection. Yes, he was an entertaining lover, at times, but even the small moments with you feel so much more intimate.”

I stopped and let my right hand settle gently onto her shoulder, then let it drift up to the nape of her neck as I stared deep into her eyes. 

“Ceres, death has shown me so much. Namely, the passion and joy in the little things I’d lost track of before,” I said, then leaned, put my lips right on her ear, and whispered, “We’re in this together. If you trust in me, I will show you power, passion, and loyalty on a scale you could only dream of before.”

“You’re going to get me excited if you keep talking like that, and in the middle of the street, no less. People will definitely talk,” she whispered back and threw me a wink.

Something stirred deep inside me. Even a single look or the way she said things had a way of...playing with me. I had no idea what it was other than attributing it to ‘feelings’, but they had been so alien to me in my previous life that I didn’t even have anything to compare with. I’ve been missing out on something great it seemed. 

A guard standing by the gate coughed uncomfortably. He greeted us with a nod as we approached and unlike the last time, they ushered us through without hassle. We made our way down the street, only to stop in front of the tower’s main entrance. The large, bald brute noticed me and immediately stepped aside, nodding his head in greeting.

“Sir, Mantis is expecting you,” he said, respectfully.

“Thank you,” I replied. I could work with that. I showed him that I was stronger, and he had managed to swallow his pride. It would only do him good in the long run as he’d benefit from my benevolence toward the gang.

The atmosphere inside was a little better than during our previous visit. A man worked to our right, carefully painting the walls, and I spotted others polishing and reupholstering the furniture. It appeared Mantis was investing in his home now that he felt better. That was a good sign, both for the Gang leader’s state of mind, and our proposed alliance.

Fazan met us at the top of the stairs and even went so far as to offer me his hand. I took it, giving it a healthy shake, then patted him on the back as he turned to lead us up the last flight of stairs.

“How is your newfound power serving you?” I asked.

“You have no idea, mister Aiden. I can carry that heavy bag around with ease now!” he laughed, grinning uncontrollably.

“You just wait. I’ll help you create a pocket dimension soon. Then you will only have to carry the empty bag around for appearance’s sake. Then, once we’re ready for people to see the extent of our cultivation abilities, you can discard it completely.”

His grin slowly sagged into a frown, and he nodded slowly. He understood very well what it meant to carry subspace jewelry around. People died for much less. 

“You’re right. As much as I want to toss my bag away now, we don’t want to tip our hand. Again. I will not let you down.”

“I trust you won’t, Fazan, or I wouldn’t have taken a liking to you.”

He chuckled and looked away, showing just how young he still was. 

“Enough about me, sir. Mantis is upstairs. He’s been staring out the window for hours now. You could say he is anxious to see you.”

I nodded but deliberately slowed down as we ascended the stairs. It wouldn’t do to show him that we were too eager. I’d make him wait a little longer, just to strengthen my bargaining power. Plus, anxious, pissed-off men were easier to best in combat. My body was far from able to handle the kind of punishment he could dish out, so I needed every advantage available to me.

“The other woman. What is her name? Oh, Eilin. Why isn’t she with you?” Fazan asked suddenly. It caught me off guard, so I stopped and stared at him.

“I think she favored a nap,” I said, studying his expression. “Why so curious?”

“No reason in particular,” he said with a shrug and returned to climbing the stairs. “I was just curious.”

I looked to Ceres, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at the comical way her eyebrows raised.

“He likes her,” she whispered. “He’s probably holding out hope she’s not spoken for.”

“Spoken for? What if she is?” I whispered back, winking.

“Wait, does that mean you plan on bringing her into your bed?”

I winked again and set off after Fazan, leaving her standing there.

“Wait up, Fazan,” I called after him. “I feel lonely down here.”

“Hey, what does that mean?” Ceres called after me in turn. “Aiden!”

Ceres only caught up once I stopped at the top of the stairs. She punched me in the left shoulder but from her smile, I knew it was all in good fun.

“Ouch, Ceres, you have wounded me. Now I won’t be able to fight Mantis anymore.”

She frowned and crossed her arms over her chest, then looked away in protest. But I had to strongly consider her question. Would I have more women? Divide my trust, my loyalty, and space in my bed? Perhaps. But only if it didn’t put me in the same precarious situations as before.

“Aiden!” Mantis called and jumped off his throne, taking several long strides towards me. “I thought you ran out on me.”

“Why would I do that? We only just met. And I have grand ambitions.”

Mantis appeared to be at least a good head shorter than the last time we stood face to face, and a good portion of his body mass was gone. He wasn’t the same, brutish man as before, and yet, he still towered over me. Part of his ‘legend’ was the larger-than-life appearance. Although, my trained eye told me that he looked infinitely more dangerous now.

“Indeed!” he laughed. “I say we cut the small-talk. I’m hungry for a rematch.”

“Right away? Before tea and crackers? Why the hurry?”

He narrowed his eyes and stepped back.

“Because I need to see how much stronger I’ve become. And you are the one that will show me.”

I sighed, genuinely disheartened at the lack of tea and crackers. I loved the butterfly-shaped one, with the buttery, flaky layers. They were divine, especially paired with a good herbal tea.

“Fine. But tea afterward, on you,” I said and pulled my spear free from its compartment in my pendant. My gaze drifted off to the right, where his claws sat.

“Do you plan to fight me unarmed?”

He shook his head and grinned.

“We fight barehanded.”

“What?” Ceres protested, stepping forward. “You’re almost twice his size!”

I put my hand up, silencing her protests. I loved her concern, and that she was willing to come to my aid, but I understood that this wasn’t something I could just brush off. If I wanted his loyalty and respect, I’d need to meet him on even ground, with fair odds, and prove myself. Men like Mantis didn’t drop to a knee. They had to be put there.

Yes, he was larger and stronger, but my knowledge of mana was a weapon in its own right. I just had to hope that it would even the field. No, not hope. It would even the field since I had also become stronger. In the end, I absorbed almost double as much mana as he had. 

“Agreed,” I said and stashed the spear away, then pulled my right arm out of my sleeve and bound the excess fabric around my waist. “There is no better gauge of a man than his martial skill. Fist to fist. Are you ready?” I asked and slid into a defensive posture.

Cursed Blossom Palm style was a fighting style of my own creation. My left foot crept slightly to the side and back while I leaned heavily on the right. I held my right hand up for defense, then tucked my left behind my back. It was better for spinning mana. It was called Cursed Blossom for a reason, after all.

Mantis took up a similar posture, but he held his right hand up high and the left low, settling into a dominant right-foot stance.

“Mantis style,” I said, approving of his choice. “Is that why they call you Mantis?”

“More or less. I’m known to have butted heads with stronger men here and there. Why? Do you want to go back on our fight?”

“Oh, I’m not, good man. Simply curious, is all.”

The big man darted toward me and struck out with his left palm, hitting me with impressive power behind the strike. I deflected with my right hand and sidestepped, using his overpowering leverage against him. As he staggered off-balance my left palm struck, hitting him in the right hip. A concentrated blade of mana penetrated his body and immediately distorted the flow in his side.

“What in the hell?” Mantis cursed and limped off, now favoring his left side. “You’re using mana!”

I nodded. “Would you use half your strength? Even when fighting someone half your size? Would you leave your natural weapons unused, your strength, your longer reach?” I asked, calmly.

He grinned slyly and shook his head slowly.

“No, I wouldn’t. And you just made this more fun.”

He jumped from foot to foot and hit his side, fighting to bring those mana-numbed muscles back to life, but I knew it wouldn’t do much good. Only time and mana circulation would awaken them.

Mantis stretched his neck to each side, the joints popping impressively, then he came in again. His arms were longer, and he had a bigger reach, but that only mattered if he could catch me. In this case, he actually did. I deflected a straight arm punch only to miss the follow-up. His fist connected with my jaw and sent me stumbling. I corrected my balance and dodged a kick, then sidestepped a punch that surely would have knocked me cold.

“Impressive,” he grunted, “you move like a snake.”

He punched wide and I ducked but realized too late that the attack had been a feint. His left jabbed in hard, hitting my guard and slamming my arm back and into my chest, hard. I crumbled under the force and Mantis stepped in, seeing my retreat as weakness. But he’d been more right than he realized. I’d fashioned my Cursed Blossom Palm after watching my vipers fight. Years of studying the poisonous creatures move and strike. They were fluid and yet strong, coiling creatures of deception and misdirection.

I hooked my right arm over his left before he could pull away, then snapped forward, driving my knee into his femoral nerve, and before he could move, swung over his shoulder, and landed behind him. I drove my palm into the side of his neck, and I pushed off as he dropped like a log right onto his face.

“Want to—go on?” I wheezed, favoring my chest. “Shit, you hit like a beast!”

It was my head, too. It felt like I’d been hit by a stone mallet right in the jaw. I was sure the imprint of his fist was still on my face, all four knuckles.

“Hah!” Mantis laughed as he struggled onto his side, then his back. “You hit like a girl!”

“A girl that just dropped you onto your face with a single combo!” I chuckled. “All jokes aside, do you see the difference between us? Mana allowed me to take away your natural strength. Then when that was gone, my technique did the rest.”

He coughed and propped himself up on his elbows, but that’s as far as he went before falling back down.

“Can you undo—whatever this is?”

I straightened, rubbing my sore ribs. I walked over and stooped low, then placed my hand on his ailing side. The strand of mana pulled out easily. It was my equalizer against larger, stronger opponents. But it was more nuanced than Mantis probably believed. Mana was more effective on vital points, making nerve strikes and strong armguards devastatingly effective. But I wouldn’t tell him. If he knew all my secrets, I wouldn’t stand a chance.

“Fancy a walk? I want to win the arm wrestling and fighting tournament. You look like you would enjoy the sport. Plus, I think it would be more believable to those placing wagers if you were there with me.”

“What’s my cut?” he asked and finally sat upright.

“You get two crystals from the winner’s pot, just for your company, but you will have to cover my entrance fee. Fazan will get one, too. If I win, Ceres and I get the rest.”

His eyebrows rose suddenly, and he jumped to his feet. I stepped back and took my guard again, thinking I’d done something to anger him.

“No, sorry,” he said, holding up his hands, “I’m not mad but just surprised. You took a liking to my man, huh?”

“I have,” I said, relaxing. “I could teach just about anyone how to control mana, given enough time. But his talent for making elixirs and medicines is rare, indeed. A man of his talent is hard to come by and should be nurtured.”

“You flatter me,” Fazan said, pushing away from the wall. “What if I don’t want a crystal?”

His comment immediately took me off guard. It sounded incredibly dumb, on its face, but then I stopped and considered him for a moment. A single crystal was worth a small fortune if sold to the right person. And that was just its worth in coin. Even at my peak, crystals had been in high demand. Even more so when the mines dried up and the beast population dwindled. Fazan didn’t come off as a rash or dumb person. Just the opposite. And I had to wonder what his angle was.

“Fine. Then I’ll keep his—.”

“Wait, wait,” the young physician protested. “I think you misunderstood me. I said a crystal. I will undoubtedly be the one putting you back together afterward. What if I decide my skills are worth two crystals, instead?”

I frowned but only to hide my inner smile. He was as crafty as I’d hoped.

“I truly hope nothing needs to be reattached,” I chuckled, “Especially certain dangly bits. Ceres would be so disappointed.”

My comment finally elicited a smile on the young man’s face.

“But if you work such healing magic, then two it is.”

“Yes!” Mantis roared. “How about we go earn ourselves some crystals?”




Chapter Twelve
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The event would have ordinarily lasted

 
until someone defeated the biggest and baddest guy there. He just happened to be sitting behind the single large table. After studying him for several rounds, I became suspicious that he was using mana to defeat his opponents, despite his muscular build. 




He was strong, no doubt about it, but not nearly as strong as they were trying to make him out to be. I was interested to see him lose a match, but if he had any backers in the crowd, I realized that was unlikely. He was odds on favorite and a healthy number of shiny dragons had likely exchanged hands to ensure he stayed that way. I would have to tread carefully.

“Do you want me to try him out first?” Mantis asked, leaning in to whisper. I shook my head and stepped towards the table.

“Do we have a new contestant?” a man in colorful robes yelled but then frowned as he saw me approach. I was much smaller than most of the challengers, especially in the arms. “What is this? Are you trying to mock our fine establishment?”

“All can compete, correct? I must simply pay the fee?” I asked, turning the attention right back onto him. People were murmuring and pointing, though, most stopped when Mantis put his arm around my shoulder.

“I will pay his fee,” he said and stared the man down. Even though he’d shrunk, Mantis still towered over most people. They cleared out of his way, giving him second, even third glances. Perhaps they noticed his changes and were smart enough not to bring them up as he was now radiating enough danger if one even remotely knew what to look for.

“So, he’s with you, Mantis?”

“Is that a problem?”

Several armed men stirred at the word ‘problem’ and tightened their grips on their weapons. I remained still and calm, trying to look bored. I wanted them all to underestimate me.

“No problem, friends. But if he wants to mock us, then it’s twenty silver dragons. If coins change hands, then he can sidle up anytime he wants and have his arm ripped off.”

Half the crowd laughed at his obvious jab, but the other half seemed to understand what it meant that Mantis was my sponsor. They were the smart ones. I would give them a rare treat, given they bet the way I hoped, and kick the bastard’s ass.

Mantis tossed a sack of silver dragons onto the ground before the Event Master and chuckled as one of the man’s lackeys scurried forward to pick it up. Then I waited for the latest victim to move out of the way so I could sit across from the bulky, but rather weak-in-comparison, arm wrestler. He stared me down, sizing me up as if I were an insignificant bug. Then snorted and looked away.

Excellent. You shall fall extra hard, I thought in response. As I had discovered through many trials and tribulations, the more arrogant they were, the more it hurt when they lost.

“Okay, drumsticks, I don’t have all day,” I said and leaned my elbow against the table. I gathered some mana into my hand, arm, and my elbow, then laced it into the table, effectively pinning it into place. He didn’t seem to notice anything, and neither did anyone else.

“Drumstick?” he rumbled.

I laughed. “Yes. Your arms, they look a little like roasted turkey drumsticks.”

“So, you’re a funny man? A...little...funny...man? You must not value your arm. Or your pride for that matter, but it’s not too late to walk away and save yourself some pain. Funny man,” he cackled, laughing harder than was perhaps necessary. The crowd joined in, the half that laughed before, that is. They were either affiliated with his group or they had money wagered on his win.

I didn’t respond, save to lick my lips and think about juicy, roasted turkey legs. He only grew angrier, especially the vein in his neck that started to bulge grotesquely. I decided to stoke his fire and yawned for effect. It wasn’t considered rude, but it told him that I wasn’t giving him the respect and attention he likely felt due. His game was to act tough. Mine was to not care.

The man let out a roar and slammed his arm down against the table, leaned forward, and grabbed my hand. I could immediately feel a trickle of mana form in his fist, a smirk forming on his face just after. But this battle wasn’t going to go the way he thought it would, not this time. Sorry drumsticks. He couldn’t mask his mana usage, which told me he was a novice cultivator, at best.

The Event Master cleared his throat importantly and silenced the crowd.

“The moment I drop the scarf on your hands you can start,” he said, holding a black silken scarf in the air above the table. The fabric was practically dripping with mana, probably to help hide the large man’s cheating ways.

“Ahh, get it on already!” Mantis hollered, winding up our half of the crowd. “I want my damn crystals!”

The scarf fell and I was ready. I connected to the mana in the piece of cloth and used it for a boost, squeezing drumstick’s hand so hard the bones cracked loudly. Then I slammed his hand down so hard it broke through the table. He pitched over onto his side, his face caught in a comical ‘Oh’ expression. He cut his forehead on a sharp piece of wood, but it was several heartbeats before the howling started.

The crowd watched in stunned silence, looking from me to the ruined table, and then at drumsticks on the ground. Even the onlookers from the fighting pit went quiet and started to drift over. The fighters stopped punching and kicking each other as well.

I enjoyed the moment of victory, breathing in their stunned silence as they calculated how much money they’d just lost. Then I brushed off my sleeves and stood, stepping lightly to the condescending event master. I held my hand out, drawing his gaze down to my palm.

“Does this mean I won?” I asked, innocently. His face immediately flushed red, and if stares could kill, I’d be a dead man many times over.

“You cheated!” he finally exclaimed and jabbed a finger towards my chest. “Guards! Arrest this man!”

I dropped my hands to my hips and shook my head as Mantis joined me. To his credit, the Event Master didn’t flinch as he approached, but he did inch backward. The two guards looked at each other and then to a third man, who must have been their boss. He wore steel armor and a massive two-handed blade.

“No one move,” he replied coldly. “And you should know better than to call someone out after you’ve been cheating all day!” he stated rather matter-of-factly, then stared the Event Master down.

He was someone on another level, I was sure of it. A sudden urge came over me, one where I saw myself feeding on his power. I shook it away immediately, recognizing the corruption of my old ways.

“The nerve. I never cheat!”

“You’re not your father, either. He could actually claim that. He was a man of principle, but you—it’s a shame that you were the one to inherit this position. Now pay the man and get lost!”

Mantis stepped forward and grabbed a hold of the pouch around the cheater’s waist. He tried to push Mantis’s hand away but didn’t succeed in moving him an inch. I chuckled and turned around to meet the man who just helped us.

“I thank you, good sir,” I said and bowed. “I’ve been observing them for a while now and noticed foul play once the scarf hit their hands. Every time.”

He nodded and picked it up, then stared at it intently.

“A cloaking technique, and a pretty sophisticated one, at that. Now, this is a whole different offense, Semrin. You’ll be coming with us so we can have a nice, long chat.”

He turned back toward me again. “Thank you for pointing it out, stranger. Not many people can sense or see mana these days. Especially if it’s hidden.”

I shrugged innocently. “A holy man taught us ways to spot the use of mana before we started on our pilgrimage,” I said and caught him off guard. He evidently hadn’t expected me to explain myself before the accusation was even made.

“I see,” he whispered and nodded slowly. “In that case, have a good day. I’ll be busy with this weasel for a while, but don’t go too far in case we… need to talk.”

Our day, perhaps my whole quest for revenge could have ended right there, had the guards and their leader been less trusting. Luckily for me, he seemed content to take the cheating Event Master back for a swift and thorough beating. Regardless, I made a mental note to step lightly when he was around.

On the other hand, he must have been on the take to let it go on all day. Once someone stronger had appeared, he must have gotten second thoughts and decided to cut his losses. Maybe even just acted in front of the crowd as if he was about to give Semrin the time of his life but would instead just release him later. People and their vile ways. Give them some power and they would show you their true character. 

Mantis plucked two crystals from the pouch and handed the rest to me. I pretended to stash it inside my robe but subtly slipped the bag into a cubby within my pendant, instead. Activating it didn’t release any mana so it wasn’t like he could tell what I was doing.

“Anyone else cares for a match?” I yelled, startling most of the crowd.

No one replied and they cleared a path as I moved towards the ring next. A man, one that looked suspiciously like Semrin, sat to the side of the fighting pit. He stared up at me as if he were a frog, and I, a tasty fly. I considered him for a moment. He was larger, taller, and grizzled. Perhaps a former fighter, and despite his paunch, he still carried an imposing air. This was a man comfortable with, and still capable of, violence.

“Now you want to fight, little man?” he asked. “Arm wrestling and pit fighting aren’t the same things, you know? You could get hurt in there.”

I nodded but didn’t look away.

“How much is the participation fee?”

“Two gold dragons. Do you have enough? And before you ask, no, I don’t accept crystals. Only gold.”

Mantis tossed the gold towards the man, and despite his gnarled appearance, caught the coins with ease.

“Are we good?” I asked but didn’t wait for a reply before walking toward the platform.

“Your gold looks real enough. But let me give you this warning. If you step into that ring and fight, you are the only person responsible for what happens to you. It is the fighters’ code.”

I nodded, understanding well enough the fighters’ code. Two men inside the ring paused from their match to consider me. They sported some cuts, bruises, and bloody lips, but nothing serious.

“What now?” one of them called and stared at the Pit Master. “Meron, what in the hell is going on?”

“It’s a two-on-one match now. The two of you will have to beat our new contender. He’ll have to best both of you if he wants to win.”

“That’s not the rule!” Mantis protested, but Meron simply smiled.

“It is the rule now because I say it is so. As Pit Master, that is my right. If your man doesn’t want to fight, have him forfeit,” he replied calmly. “If he wants to prove himself today, then those are my terms.”

It wasn’t even the matter of losing a match, no, I was sure Meron had watched me beat the arm-wrestling champion and decided to stack the odds. After all, it was an unlikely event when one challenger won both prizes. It wouldn’t be good for business in the long run.

“It’s alright, Mantis,” I said, cheerfully. I didn’t sense any mana on either of the two fighters, so I liked my odds.

I turned to face the two and stretched my arms, legs, and lastly took up my Cursed Blossom fighting stance. Both fighters stared at each other and then at me. They had already pounded on each other for a while, so they weren’t fresh, as my old training master would have said, but they didn’t seem to be intimidated by me.

The man on the right, a tall fellow with long legs, attacked first. He was quick on his feet and closed the gap between us in a heartbeat. I blocked his first kick with my right hand and pushed it up high, catching him off balance. My left hand shot forward and struck his chest, breaking at least one rib as he tumbled back and out of the ring.

The other man charged in, snap kicked, then punched and hit me in the side. I grunted and stepped back, acting all the while as I clutched the spot he had managed to touch. It wouldn’t do us any good to win too easily. I got back in my guard in time to push a punch out wide, sidestepped another kick, and returned a knife-hand strike of my own. It went on like that for a minute-him attacking and me guarding until I couldn’t take the repetition any longer. I knocked his feeble kick down, lunged forward, and hit him with a flurry of blows. His eyes went wide as the fourth attack caught him square in the nose and knocked him out cold.

The crowd went quiet, just as it had done after the arm-wrestling match. Mantis rose to the occasion, however, his cheers splitting the silence and motivating an eruption of noise from the others.

“That’s my man! Show me anyone that can best my man here and I’ll give you everything I’ve got on me right now!”

I rolled my eyes and straightened my robe. It wasn’t something we’d agreed on, and yet, it wasn’t something I’d explicitly forbidden. If there was anyone stupid enough to give us their money, I would gladly oblige and take it from them.

“I’m putting up my win of thirteen crystals and a single beast core for your silver and gold! Five silver dragons for every crystal, and five golden dragons for the core! Match my price and I’ll fight you!”

“That’s not fair! If you manage to win the next battle, the next contestant will have an easier time of it!” Mantis argued.

I watched Meron and Mantis negotiate. Meron was more of a businessman than I initially realized, so I was happy he stepped in. To businessmen money was everything, so no matter what they came up with, the odds would be stacked in my favor.

“There will be a thirty-minute break between fights, or if you want to fight right away, you’ll have to double the fee! Everything will be done through the official channel, which means me. I’ll make sure the fights are clean and honest!”

His gaze met mine and I knew he was trying to bait me into going against his word, which would have been stupid. Sure, I won, and I had the right to take my prize and leave, but he was doubling down on the fact that I needed the money. This way no one could claim that things hadn’t been done properly. Rules, taxes, and all.

“Who’s next?” I yelled, pacing around the ring. “I’m giving a single strike to the next contestant! I won’t block, and I won’t dodge! Give me your best shot!”

Now that got the crowd going. A single strike was mostly enough to win or lose, and in this case, the guy who lost in arm wrestling stormed up toward Meron and paid the fee. As it turned out, either he wasn’t the one to fight me, or he’d have to wait.

The first contender was barely my height and looked rail-thin, which only got the onlookers in a frenzy, laughing and jeering. I knew better. He had a layer of mana practically buzzing around his body. That I could not take lightly. Had he taught the arm wrestler how to use mana? Perhaps, but it was also something every beginner could master, with just a little practice.

I readied myself as he walked up to me, stopping several paces short, and set into position. Mana trickled from his hand, gathering into a thin blade protruding from his palm.

I smirked and nodded at his hand, which seemed to catch him off-guard. Using mana nowadays wasn’t something just anyone could do, so the fact that I could see what he was doing immediately flustered him.

I lunged forward and swept his feet out from under him. He caught himself with his left hand, a dexterous move, and pushed off the ground, but the mana blade stuck in the rocky ground in the process. I swung around and kicked him in the right side, catching him off guard as he fumbled for another mana weapon. The blow staggered him, and I carried through the motion, driving my heel into his head. He dropped like a log and didn’t move.

The disgraced arm wrestler ran up to the ring and shook the smaller man, trying to rouse him. He looked up at me and glared with hatred-filled eyes, then pulled a dagger from behind his back, and attacked. A woman appeared out of nowhere, moving like a flash of lightning, and before I could react, neatly separated his head from his neck with a single, economical swipe of her sword.

Her pristine white robes danced in the light breeze and the violet veil hiding her face shifted, giving me just a glimpse of blood-red lips. A peculiar necklace hung around her neck, fashioned with a single, wooden pendant, one I hadn’t seen since my death. A black blade and a red spear gleamed on the pendant, the mark I’d only given my most trusted servants.

“Calm down, everyone!” Meron yelled as more of his guards encircled the platform. “She is one of the Emperor’s Hunters. Don’t be alarmed!”

The woman leaned over and slid her blade across the dead man’s shirt, cleaning it, and then looked to Meron. He climbed up into the ring and bowed.

“Lady Huntress. I thank you for your benevolence and assistance.”

He was nervous now, trembling visibly, so unlike his previous bravado. But it was only natural, the insignificance he likely felt, when confronted by a person of such power and presence.

She leaned in and whispered to him, but it was far too quiet for me to hear. Meron nodded several times and bowed deeply as the woman glanced over her shoulder, meeting my eyes. I clenched my jaw and squeezed my fists until my knuckles popped, meeting her glare through the sheer fabric of her violet veil. And just like that, she was gone again.

“Alright, everyone! Unfortunately, the fights are over for today! Our first contender was caught using illegal mana in a fair contest, so he paid for the mistake with his life! Now go home and stay indoors until evening. This is the Hunters’ will!”

“This is a twist,” I muttered, staring down at the decapitated man’s body. His blood had already darkened the sand, while his head, thankfully, landed facing away. I turned back and moved closer, getting into Meron’s face. “I followed your terms. He tried to kill me. Now pay up.”

“Yes. Yes. A costly deception. We should do this again tomorrow!” he said excitedly. “I took a tenth as my share. Agreeable? Yes, quite agreeable. Good, good. Thank you.”

The man babbled on as I grabbed the pouch from his hand and jumped off the ringside where Mantis was waiting.

“What in the hell was that about?” he whispered.

“That?” I chuckled, mirthlessly, “Well, that is my newest target. Let’s see where she’s staying, shall we?”





Chapter Thirteen
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“Will the surprises never end?”

 
I whispered to Ceres.




“Don’t tempt fate. She is a fickle lover,” she warned, then leaned in and bit my shoulder.

To my surprise, the huntress wasn’t just in the city, but she was staying at the very same inn we were. Coincidence? As a man who has died before, I will tell you this, I don’t believe in the concept anymore.

Ceres and I sat down on the first floor and ordered something to eat and drink. Mantis settled into a chair to my right, while Ceres stayed on my left, her leg halfway slumped over mine. She stared at me intently but every time I glanced across the room, her leg clamped down on mine.

“What?” I hissed, reaching down to pinch her thigh.

“Are you looking for her? I don’t think you could make it more obvious if you tried,” she scolded. “Be natural. From what I could tell, she’ll be down soon.”

“You’ve got quite the keen eye,” I said, pinching her a little higher up her leg. “I didn’t have to be subtle before. People were too afraid to look me in the eyes. This is all new. Are you by chance nervous that she used to be someone...special to me?”

“Me? Nervous?” she scoffed and slapped me. Yet, the corners of her lips rose slightly, and she looked away.

“You shouldn’t be,” I leaned in and kissed her hand.

Ceres blushed. Yes, my warrior goddess blushed. I wondered if this was all new, the idea of romance and feelings, and meaningful connection. I hoped so because it was for me and I was hooked. This was going to be an interesting ride if we were allowed the time to let our relationship bloom fully. Lust and pleasure were one thing, but true and honest feelings were a completely different story.

“Why are you so interested in this woman, anyway?” Mantis asked. “I got dozens of girls that are pretty. Some I’d even consider good looking, perhaps better than Lady Ceres here.”

“What? You dare compare me to those...slaves?” Ceres hissed, clenching her teeth. Mantis immediately threw up his hands in defense and leaned back.

“Not my intention, but look, all I’m saying is that he doesn’t need to sleep with the enemy if he’s looking for a different hole for his prick.”

“That’s enough,” I said calmly and stared at the far corner, watching the stairwell with my peripheral vision.

I saw the movement as Mantis argued, but he saw her, too, and went quiet. She appeared on the stairs in all her glory. The veil was gone, and she’d discarded the white robes in favor of a colorful dress with long, voluminous sleeves. It opened at the neck, while a compassion slit extended down her left side, giving more than a hint of her long legs and flawless skin.

“I thought I instructed you to close the inn,” she said, glancing our way and then turning on the innkeeper. I didn’t look at her directly but could tell when she turned to consider our table. A crimson blush blossomed on her cheeks, but it was only at that moment that I noticed we were the only other patrons in the room. She’d expected to be alone most likely.

“Lady Huntress, please forgive me!” the innkeeper said and dropped to his knees. “They paid good money for a whole week and are polite company. I assure you!”

“Do you know who that is? He is Mantis, a thug, and most certainly not polite company,” she snorted.

I put my hand up and rose slowly.

“Lady, please. Why don’t you join us for a drink and some food? I think you will find that is not true.”

“At least not anymore,” Ceres added. “We promise he’ll behave.”

“Just because you won a match earlier does not mean you can speak to me.”

She flowed towards us, her movements disturbingly smooth. I could barely follow her movements, and it wasn’t just her distracting beauty. Her dress was laced with mana, that flowed and dissipated around her, forming a rather dazzling cloak. I wanted to gather it all and absorb it, but she’d notice. Of all places, why did she have to appear here and now?

“Please, lady, join us. We mean no harm and no offense.” I bowed, deferentially.

Mantis sprang to his feet before she could move and looked down at the table. She laughed at the gesture, the noise high-pitched and forced. Then, after we didn’t react, she settled down into a chair across from me.

“So, stranger, why so keen to speak with me?” she asked, tapping her right middle finger against the table. Her gaze stayed locked on me, unblinking and unwavering.

She ignored both Ceres and Mantis. They weren’t worth her attention. And I knew what that meant. Until they were threats.

“I know that your mana use isn’t traditional. It’s—.”

Her sword flashed free between us, appearing almost from thin air. It hovered inches from my neck as she quickly glanced around. Reminding that we were quite alone, she pressed the tip of her blade against my neck, just hard enough to draw a thin line of blood.

“You have no idea what you are talking about!” she hissed, her almond-colored eyes narrow to dangerous slits. “You should watch your tongue, or you might just lose your head.”

I slowly reached up and hooked her blade with a finger, then guided the sword down to the table.

“I don’t think you’ll want to kill me. At least, not once we have had our chat, daughter of Mirna.”

Her eyes opened wide and in an uncharacteristic moment, she let the sword drop onto the table.

“Wh-what do you—who are you? How do you know my mother’s name?”

“Mantis, Ceres, can you please give us a moment,” I said, quietly gesturing to my counterparts. They both nodded and moved away, before quietly settling at a table in the furthest corner of the room. Ceres mouthed ‘be careful’ and I nodded in response.

“Tell me!” the woman hissed, once they were out of range. “Who are you?”

“If I tell you, you might be inclined to kill me, so how about this? I’ll tell you a partial truth, as an act of faith.”

“Only a fool trusts a stranger. Start talking!”

I took a deep breath and silently corrected her. She didn’t know it, but in my experience, strangers weren’t the only ones who couldn’t be trusted.

“I am related to him. The one you call the Immortal.”

“You are what?” she hissed and looked around again frantically.

“Relax,” I said, “no one is here but you, me, and my people.”

“You have no idea about the dangers, do you? It took us almost three decades to earn the Emperor’s trust! And that was only after proving our…loyalty. He cursed us.”

“Let me guess. A binding curse? One that won’t allow you to harm him or his provincial lords?” I asked. In actuality, it wasn’t too dissimilar to the curse I used to bind Roach, albeit mine wasn’t designed to rupture his internal organs if he betrayed me. The language was everything.

She nodded, her jaw clenching visibly. “It is damning! A taint on my soul.”

“Yes, it is. But there are far worse evils out there,” I said and waved the topic away. “Tell me of your mother. Is she still alive and well?”

She looked away but fell silent. The truth was already there, the taint she referred to. I understood what had happened, the requirements of that particular curse, but wanted her to admit it.

“Why do you care?”

“Did he make you kill her to prove your loyalty?”

She glared at me for a long moment, her beautiful, light brown eyes eviscerating me. There was so much anger there, bound in rage and anchored by grief. I wondered how she’d kept it all under control for this long. A single tear broke from her eye and rolled down her cheek.

“I had to do it, or they would kill my entire family. My mother…she…they were going to torture her, rape her, for being loyal to…him. So, I ended her suffering before it began.”

“How did she die?” I asked, fighting to appear calm, but beneath the surface, I was struggling like a wounded duck to not drown in the pond of my raging emotions.

“A blade to the heart. She went quickly. Or that is what I tell…” she sniffed and wiped the tear away, then seemed to realize what was saying. “Wait, why am I telling you this?” Her lips curled up in a snarl, revealing perfect, white teeth.

I struggled with a tsunami of guilt and pain as I remembered her mother, Mirna. She’d escaped from a dangerous sect, forced on the run with a small child, only to be caught again a month later. Luckily for her, I was there when it happened, and recognized them for who and what they were. To my shame, I’d taken them in because of their unnaturally strong connection with mana, and not out of any inherent nobility. Oh, how I wished I could have traveled back and changed my old self. The lessons I could teach him.

“I don’t know if you remember. You were quite young, but do you remember when he saved you and your mother from your old sect, how he took you in and had you fed and looked after? That is how I know your mother’s name. I’ve heard the stories. Yes, she’s gone, but if he had not been there, you both would have died much sooner.”

“Please, don’t talk about it anymore. What’s done is done.”

“Why? Because it has already happened? Evil is done to good people, but we must sit idle because that which scarred us already happened? What about those people like you? What about those people that will be touched tomorrow, or a year from now? Would you sit by and let them suffer the same losses you have?”

“Would you?” she asked, her gaze icy.

“No. I would not stand by. I would avenge your mother.”

“I’ve had enough of living in fear! It would only mean death. And who are you? Tell me how you know so much.”

I pressed an index finger to my lips and nodded at an approaching servant. He set two trays of drink and food before us, then quietly left. I picked up the bottle of clear liquid and gave it a sniff.

“Oh, rice wine. A treat,” I said, and poured some into two glasses. I pushed one to her, before lifting my own and taking a healthy pull. It was exquisite-light and refreshing, with the subtlest hint of mana.  

“Your name, might it be Miria?”

She stiffened as the glass touched her lips, her free hand immediately sliding to the handle of her sword. Her eyes narrowed on mine.

“Only three people ever knew that name: my mother, me, and him. Now, I think you should tell me who you really are, or I’ll cut you down!”

I studied her hard eyes, the pursed lips, and angry lines pulling at her face. She was a person in an impossible situation, and I had the power to make it easier or even harder. I thought for a moment and decided to double down on what I’d already told her.

“I’m a relative. My parents smuggled me out of the area when things fell apart. My name is Aiden.”

“Aiden?” she hissed. “I’ve never heard that name before! I can tell you’re holding something back. Speak the truth or I will kill you.”

Luckily for me, the mana shroud she had cloaked herself in was a technique I had developed decades before. I put my palm up to the underside of the table and let a trickle of mana run toward her, crawling slowly through the wood so she wouldn’t notice. Then I tapped my fingers against the wood, forming it into individual shards. They fired up, through the sword, and into her hand. She immediately dropped the sword and reached for her throat, gasping for air. I used the mana to pull the blade across the table, where it clattered to the ground at my feet.

“I’ve blocked your mana channels and corrupted your mana pool, so if you don’t want to become a cripple, please calm down.”

She glared at me, but I knew she was strong enough to feel what I was doing. And unless things had changed, I also knew that only the highest echelon of sect cultivators could mold and use the mana stored in another practitioner’s body. Everyone gathered mana and processed it differently, but my methodology had always been about the purity of flow over all else. It left a distinct signature. If a person were strong enough and knew what to look for, they would surely recognize it.  

“I haven’t felt mana control like that since my...mother. How?” she whispered.

I promptly pulled my mana back, fortifying her channels and pool in the process. I received a glow in response, a fraction of her mana that attached itself to mine. It was unavoidable and paltry. She would never miss it.

“I know what I know because he was a brother to me,” I said, struggling with how to be vague and not sinister, at the same time. I also knew Miria would eventually accept me, but I would have to gain her undivided trust first. “I’ve come seeking justice for his demise. But not just him, those close to him that they wronged, as well. Those like your mother.”

“Then you need to know the truth. Many of his people betrayed him. They turned on him and the sect!”

“I know about most of them. Who were the ringleaders?”

Miria closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. Then she started shaking. I immediately extended a complex haze of mana into the air around her, trying to differentiate if it was fear, or perhaps some devious workings of the Emperor’s binding curse.

“My mother was one of the four that remained loyal and stood against the betrayers. Eleven conspired with the Emperor, including the head concubine, Dancia. The others remained neutral and only picked a side once it was obvious who was going to win. Two of those who stood with my mother were killed early on and the third took her own life after hearing about your death. Menelia. She killed four of the others by herself during the first few minutes of the last battle but proved to be no match for Dancia.”

“And she...Dancia, serves the Emperor now?”

She nodded weakly and stared down at her hands.

“Just like the rest.”

I took it all in and closed my eyes, letting the memories wash over me. I saw festivals, divine beast hunts, lovemaking, and how we’d come together like a family. That was it. We’d been a family, and they had turned on me.

“Are any of them worth saving?”

She shrugged.

“I know one gave birth to twins by the Immortal, but they were taken and locked away from almost everyone soon after. A boy and a girl. Extraordinarily talented, from what I hear.”

“Who was the mother?” I snapped and brought my hand down hard, slapping my palm against the table.

“Menelia,” she replied quickly, startled by the outburst. “The children are almost thirty years old now and prodigies, in their own right. He plans to keep them as his own monsters and killers. At least, that’s what I have heard from those I trust.”

This had become something else entirely. I was out for revenge, sure, but now I knew I’d died before learning the truth. I was a father, and to two martial prodigies at that. I needed to sit back and reconsider my priorities. There was so much more at stake now.

“If they’re thirty years old, they’re no longer children,” I muttered.

“I guess not. But you have to understand how everyone in the Emperor’s inner circle views them. They’re pampered, coddled, babied, and yet kept in check by curses.”

“Curses?” I muttered and clenched my fists. “Is he keeping them at the Sapphire Palace?”

She nodded weakly and picked up her glass, pressed it to her lips, and drained the whole thing. I could feel her discomfort keenly. She was just as disgusted by the whole affair as me.

“Why am I telling you all of this?” she muttered and set down her glass. “I should kill you, not drink and share words.”

“Why? Because I can offer you something no one else in this world can? I can offer you revenge, Miria. For you, your mother. For everything. Give it a few years and I’ll be strong enough to take them all on. I can promise you that.”

“How? You’re weak. You wouldn’t stand a chance against me, and the difference between the Emperor and myself is even greater than that! Several times greater!”

“Oh, you need to understand something,” I whispered and leaned in. “I don’t intend to fight fair, Miria. The war I plan on waging against them will be dirty, just like what they did to…” I almost slipped up and said ‘me’. “Like what they did all those years ago. You don’t fight a snake head-on, or you’ll get bit. You come in from behind and snare it first. But I'll take everything from him before I let him die. Starting with this city, and then the next, and the next.”

“Oh? Starting with this city? You and what army? Mantis? He’s just one man.”

I smirked and winked.

“Knowledge is power, Miria, remember that. Give me a month and I’ll have thirty people at the level I’m at right now. Do you think that’s enough to take out one of the families? Or both? You’ll just have to make sure no other hunters are present.”

She stretched her neck and seemed to consider me for a moment.

“Even if I wanted to believe what you’re saying, it just isn’t plausible. How is someone like you going to stand a chance against them all?”

I didn’t wait for the mood to sour and instead gave her a bit more of the truth.

“Several days ago, I was a prisoner on death's doorstep, and now I’m one of the stronger martials in the City of Bones. Is that plausible? Or is it wondrous?”

“So, you’re the one who killed those guards and escaped?” she asked, her eyebrows rising.

“Ceres and I escaped that day, yes, and now I have already taken a man of Mantis’ stature in my charge. Just give it some time and think about it. Even if you don’t want to help us directly, you can aid our cause passively. Pass along information. Tell me what’s going on, help me set certain events in motion. Maybe you could provide rare materials or tip me off to the location of beasts. I also need a cauldron, tools to make elixirs, medicine, powder, and salves.”

She chewed her bottom lip.

“Do you have the money? I don’t want to die because your little insurrection fails before it even begins.”

“If I had the money, I would have already purchased them myself,” I muttered. “I only have what I won today.”

“Well, that is likely far from adequate. But even if you had that kind of money, people would start asking questions. They won’t if it is me buying them, right? Is that what you assumed?”

I nodded respectfully and even bowed. I had to win Miria’s loyalty, and that would take sacrificing my own ego. Considering who she was, her support would be a significant leap forward. One worth me eating a little crow. I just wondered how she got to be here. It was a bit too much of a coincidence.

“I don’t mind investing what I have now. I’ll just keep two golden dragons and ten silvers. You can use the rest,” I said, fishing the corresponding coins out and putting the pouch down in front of her. “And as a thank you, I can make you a pocket dimension worthy of your station. I feel one on you, but it’s...small.”

“Deal. You do that for me, and you’ll have your items tomorrow. I don’t even want your money.”

“Agreeable,” I said, hiding my enthusiasm. “On another note. Where are—the Immortal’s hounds?”

“Why? They’re unruly beasts and have proven themselves untrainable. They ignore all but the strongest of us.”

I practically glowed inside with pride. Yes, they were unruly beasts, but they were my unruly beasts. “Indulge me.”

“The heads of the Army, the Hunters, and the Emperor’s personal guard all keep one. Two more are assigned to loyal officers of each. They control the beasts with a special curse. The other six are kept at the Sapphire Palace, for the Emperor's amusement.”

“That is…” I counted in my head, “fifteen. Only fifteen survived? There were over thirty of them!”

“It took them a while to craft the curse used to bind them, so some perished. I need to go. You will have your items.”

“Miria, it was nice not meeting you,” I said as she turned. “Loose lips lead to death.”

She froze and considered me for a moment. “Those words—you really did know him!”

“I did. Now, off you go, little bird. You’re far too lovely to hang out with us lowlifes.”

“I bow to the master’s bloodline,” she whispered and lowered her head.

I nodded as I watched her leave. She had grown up to be a fine woman, like her mother. I could only hope she stayed alive long enough to see my...our revenge plot through. If she was half the warrior her mother was...well, I shuddered at the possibilities.

“And don’t betray me. We’ll start there,” I said to myself, as she pushed out through the door.





Chapter Fourteen
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“So, what do you think?”

 
Ceres asked as we sat on the balcony.




Eilin sat next to us and stared down at the marketplace. She hadn’t moved or spoken for some time. Unlike the market, which was still as crowded and noisy as it had been earlier that day. Both women had been pushing me about Miria. I stoically denied their probing questions, for a time, but like time, they wore me down.

I told them a short version of what had happened. That she’d help us in exchange for some information. Eilin took it at face value and left it at that, but Ceres knew there was more. She could smell it, like blood in the water.

“I’m not sure,” I replied and leaned in closer to the railing. The act was pointless, as my eyes already worked better than most, but it helped me distance myself from her questioning. “There’s something to that walk of hers, for sure.”

“Yeah. It’s both seductive and dangerous,” Ceres muttered as she watched Miria stroll between tents. Her hips did sway.

Miria told me that she was off to scout the city, specifically to talk to the heads of their respective families, and then finally pay a visit to the provincial lord. At least that’s what she said she was doing. I didn’t have reason to doubt her. Yet. She’d either get us killed or help out.

“Yeah. No. She is definitely dangerous. I bet she could choke the life out of you with those legs.”

“I bet you could too if you tried hard enough, Ceres,” Eilin said, finally emerging from her silent musings. “You’ve got strong—.”

“That’s enough!” Ceres hissed. “Don’t make this weird!”

She was a strange bird, meditating most of the time and absorbing mana from our surroundings, keeping to herself and then randomly chiming in at the most peculiar times. Her mood swings were the things of legend. She was a wounded young woman trying to find her place in our rotten little corner of the world, and I couldn’t blame her for it.

“I’m the one making things weird? You two are the ones that decided to just strip naked and start grunting and groaning in the bathtub.”

Ceres snapped back at her, but I tuned them out, trying to wrap my mind around everything Miria had told me. How hard had it been for my women to raise their blades against those who wanted to harm me? What a way to go out. Turned on by those you trusted, and then killed because someone coveted someone else’s power.

And beyond all that. I was a father twice over. Two children—no, grownups who were now the only tie to one of the most loyal women I’d ever known. She hadn’t betrayed me.

I wanted to accelerate my plan—no, hurrying it up wasn’t the way to go about it. We would need to stick to my plan, careful, methodical, patient. I would surely fuck it all up by overreaching.

I sighed and slumped back into the chair. Ceres got up and sat in my lap, snuggling into me. She was like a cat, one that liked to be touched and worshipped. When she was happy, she would almost purr. She didn’t even know about it, either—the resonance of her body. I felt it and if I was being truly honest, I loved it. Just not right then. I had too much on my mind.

“Let’s go for a walk,” I said as I slowly pushed her off my lap. I gave her rear a gentle slap as she stood. “Do you want to join us, Eilin?”

She shook her head and closed her eyes.

“You can slap me like that more often,” Ceres whispered, and I couldn’t help but grin.

“Ehhh,” Eilin groaned.

“As you wish, love,” I said, louder than necessary, and left Eilin sitting on the balcony. I could feel her stir as I slid the door closed behind us. She was restless, but I didn’t know why. Was it a longing for someone, something, or perhaps someplace?

We dressed into our finest and made our way downstairs. The inn was empty, just as Miria wanted it. No one wanted to stay in a place if a hunter or huntress resided there anyway. More privacy for us, which meant that we’d be free from prying eyes.

Delicious smells wafted from the booths as we passed, so I stopped at random and purchased a rather tasty-looking meat skewer and an ear of roasted corn, then walked her over to one of the small bridges across the narrow River of Bones. I might not have understood the name for the city, but the river’s made perfect sense. It appeared to regularly flood its bank, leaving the closest row of trees sickly or dead. They curled and bent towards the river, resembling the ribs of some massive and long-dead serpent.

We settled onto a bench overlooking the river. They weren’t all empty, but even if they hadn’t been, they were spaced out enough to give us some privacy.

Cherry blossom trees, all at least twenty years old, judging by their height and trunk thickness, filled the spaces between benches. Petals drifted lazily in the breeze and covered the ground all around us. It, along with the gently flowing river, provided an ambiance of surreal beauty and tranquility.

“So, will you finally tell me what’s going on?” she asked after we’d sat in relative silence for a short while.

I took a bite of my skewer and handed her the rest. I chewed, swallowed, and tried to muster the right words.

“Miria is the daughter of one of my dead concubines, and no, she is not my daughter. I saved them when their family sold them to another sect. Sold them like livestock. They lived with me after that, willingly, in my sky palace. They became my family.”

“Oh? That’s—horrible,” Ceres muttered. I imagined she was wondering how it would feel to be passed between men, like possessions. “It is fortunate that you found them. She must have told you something very disturbing, for it to have shaken you so.”

I nodded slowly and leaned back into the bench, then put my arm around her.

“She told me that I’m a father of twins. A boy and a girl. Fully grown now. Prodigies in martial arts.”

Ceres opened her mouth several times but couldn’t seem to form words. She recovered finally and cleared her throat.

“That’s good, right? They’re adults now, strong and capable. Perhaps we can overthrow this scum, and you can reunite with them.”

“I don’t believe it will be that simple,” I said with a deep sigh. Sure, I loved her enthusiasm, but that’s all it was. “They’ve been adopted by the Emperor. He has likely groomed them in my absence, sculpted them into tools of mass murder. If I leave them there, they’ll continue to change. That is if they already aren’t too far gone. If I try to reclaim them now, I am far too weak. I would also tip my hand and likely give away my true identity and ambitions. Do you see my dilemma?”

“Aiden, can I say be straight...uh, brutally honest with you? Please don’t think me a heartless bitch, either.”

“Yes, please do,” I replied, morbidly curious as to what she had to say.

“Several hours ago, you had a plan, one that would see us ruling over this city, before moving onto the next. The fact that you have children out there shouldn’t change that, at least not to the point where you would jeopardize everything. They are alive, which means something. Don’t let their presence screw with your head and distract you from your plan.”

“You’re right,” I said, straightening on the bench. Of course, she was, I just needed to hear it from someone other than me. “I wanted...no, needed to hear it from you. We’re partners, aren’t we?”

She smirked and leaned in, pressing her lips against mine.

“I’m awfully glad it helped. And yes, we are. I will follow you to the afterlife if need be. Let’s just not do it soon.”

I nodded.

“And speaking of that day, you need to start thinking about what you would say to those two children when you finally see them. They think you’re dead. Or have grown up thinking someone else is their father. They might not just greet you or the news, kindly.”

“I’ve been trying not to think about that.”

“Truth doesn’t choose. You might want to start chewing on some ‘I’m your dad’ lines now.”

I pushed her back, pulled the rest of the meat from the skewer, and stuck it in her mouth. A drop of juice trickled down her chin, so I leaned in and licked it off. Ceres chuckled and twisted away, giggling.

“So, you’re not mad at me for saying it?” she asked, after finally chewing and swallowing.

I nodded and kissed her lower lip.

“Never. Thank you for the honesty.”

Music abruptly echoed from across the river. We stood and peered over the edge, but the rooftops obscured our view of the source.

“I think that’s a play,” Ceres said excitedly. “Want to go and see?”

“Why not. I haven’t seen any in…a long time,” I laughed.

“Let’s just hope it’s something...cheery. I hate the somber, tragic ones.”

“Oh? Bad plays?”

“Depends on who you are,” she laughed. “I wouldn’t want to be in your—his shoes. The victor decides the story.”

We hurried along and several minutes later, stood at the back of a large crowd gathered around a large, wooden stage. Several men and women, dressed in flamboyant costumes, ran around, swinging prop swords and spears at one another. A pair of men stood off the side, animatedly striking large drums, perfectly accompanying the symphony of several zither players.

“What play is this?” I asked a man to my left.

He frowned at me, evidently angered by the disturbance. But whispered, “Fall of the Demon Lord. It’s an old play they perform every year.”

“Apologies, I’m not from around here. Enjoy the play,” I whispered, patting him on the back.

He glared at me, then swatted my hand away. I rationalized his ill temper to his bad breath and teeth. Poor guy.

I pulled Ceres to the side. When I was sure we wouldn’t be overheard, I leaned in and whispered, “Are they celebrating my death?”

Ceres laughed earnestly. “Sorry, love. Do you think they would be celebrating your life? You were the villain in the Emperor’s story, after all.”  

“I guess not,” I muttered.

“Hey, this is the finale. Watch how they portray you.”

I looked up in time to see several women storm on stage and start duking it out. It was four against a significantly larger group, so they at least got that part right. My defenders were quickly cut down, all but one. She lay on the ground, dying, as seven noble-looking lords pointed their weapons at her. Then the Emperor danced onto stage, battling a figure that was at least a head taller than the rest. There I was, the Demonic Immortal, an evil sect lord looming larger than life. The actor portraying me wore a bright, red robe, and a fanged, horned mask. I cringed at the sight, wondering if that was how all people viewed me, as a monster, a horned, life-sucking beast.

The Emperor quickly defeated the other me, knocking him onto the ground next to his injured woman. I looked away as the actor pulled a dagger from his robes.

“You failed me. Failure is weakness,” the stage me yelled, and then slashed her throat, killing her. I broiled inside at the thought. That part wasn’t even close. What a stain on Menelia’s memory. She had taken her own life, to honor mine, not been cut down like some failed and dishonored wretch.

“This isn’t the end of me!” stage me cried then. “I cast this curse upon your world, Emperor! The world will remember me forevermore! Beasts! Arise and purge all mana from the lands! I curse you and your offspring! Only by sacrificing them, your precious children, will you be able to live on!”

I scowled, brooding, and almost protested, but Ceres pinched my arm.

“You won’t be able to change anything here. Besides, the winner decides how history is written! Make your new history,” she whispered and kissed my cheek.

I closed my eyes and shuddered. Sure, I’d been bad. I sacrificed things I loved, my convictions, and even my morals, all in the pursuit of power. But I was nowhere near the monster they portrayed me to be.

“Let’s get out of here. I’d rather eat my feelings at the market than see any more of this,” I hissed and moved to turn. But something familiar drew my attention back to the stage. My heart skipped a beat. Two people stood on stage, faces I recognized from our escape from the city. Monar and Zaria, the two we’d stolen the horses from. How wonderful.

I took a step towards the stage, but Ceres caught my arm.

“Don’t even think about it. Not now, and not yet!” she hissed, reading my body language. “If you want to see your children again, walk away.”

I growled and stomped my foot. She was right. I let my anger overwhelm my judgment far too quickly. I would have died again, without leaving a noticeable change on this world.

“Sorry. It is hard to see those people you loved dishonored on stage,” I whispered, as we walked away.

“I know. But they are his lies. Stay your course and put yourself into a position to show this world the truth.”

“You are truly wise,” I said, pulling Ceres close.

“Amongst other things,” she said, with a wink. We left the park together, the crickets and river frogs filling the night with a peaceful song.

“How familiar are you with this area?”

“Do you mean the City of Bones or the whole eastern region?”

“Yes, the east.”

“Pretty good, I guess. Why? I’ve lived here my whole life, in one town or another. What do you have in mind?”

“I want to see...everything, and anything of note,” I said, thinking on the fly, then added, “Anywhere there might be black-market activities.”

She thought for a moment and then nodded, as we walked arm in arm, finally leaving the crowd behind. We walked onto a wide lane that ran parallel with the water. Red candles glowing in large lanterns showered the area with light. I smelled the river, the silty water, and distantly, the bustling market. I took it all in, marveling at how good it felt and smelled to be alive.

We rounded a bend in the river and a single row of buildings rose up to our left, the water curving away to the right. There were no fancy bridges here, save for a small rickety structure just behind us and another well ahead. They were both guarded.

“What is this place?” I asked. The people I saw lingering there looked like thugs and private guards. A notably tall building drew my attention from just beyond the riverfront’s dank structures.

“That is a brothel and gambling den. Further down is an underground fighting arena, and over there,” she said, subtly pointing just two houses to my left, “is a bank, of sorts. They charge exorbitant return rates but don’t ask any questions. Know what I’m getting at?”

“Interesting,” I whispered. “And do the other regions of the city have areas like this street?”

She nodded slowly.

“I suppose so. That’s where the bribes and real riches come from. As strict as the families pretend to be, they understand how to profit from them.”

“And the lord allows for this kind of—unrefined behavior?”

“Most assume he profits from them, too. Or they wouldn’t be around. It’s like a secret hidden in plain sight, you know?”

I watched the thugs mill around, moving back and forth like fleas prowling for a stray dog. The buildings were falling apart, plaster and shudders rotting and hanging free. It was the worst kind of neglect, the kind that festered like cancer and grew with time. It would consume people whole and erode order until law became bedlam.

I found it disappointing that a leader had not only allowed such a place to exist but had profited it from, as well. I never tolerated such places in the sky-palace, and never would in good conscience.

“I think I’ve seen enough. We’ll start with the eastern region and then move on to the west, but only after we’re good and ready.”

“Sure. Do you want to head back to the market?”

I shook my head and pulled her back towards the bridge. “Not tonight. I want to get a good night’s rest and let everything I’ve seen simmer.”





Chapter Fifteen
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We retired to our room and I

 
laid down to sleep, content to muse over everything I’d seen and learned. Translation: I was grumpy and didn’t want to talk to anyone.




A loud knock woke me from sleep...sometime later. I rose to my feet, pulled the spear from my pendant, and walked to the door. I had a fairly good idea who it was, but a little vigilance couldn’t hurt.

“You can put that away,” a voice said, coming from the hallway. As I’d suspected, it was Miria. But damn, it was early. The sky was still dark beyond our balcony. So much for sleeping in. Damn woman.

I opened the door as Ceres stirred on the bed, her shapely rump ripe for the squeezing. We’d spent the night fighting over the sheets, then decided neither of us should have them, so they went to the floor. After that, well, let’s just say she got cold and had to snuggle close for warmth. The rest just kind of happened on its own. Miraculously, Eilin slept right through it.

“Why so early?” I asked, opening the door. It was only then that I noticed I was only wearing my britches. Oh, well, at least I had those on. “I don’t accept visitors until after sunrise,” I said, faking my best imperial voice.

“You never said when I should come over, so I thought this would be okay,” Miria replied, plastering on a cheerful smile and striding into the bedroom. “I’ve bought all the items you’ve requested and placed them down inside the inn’s storage room. The cauldron should be here soon, meanwhile, the last thing will be here by noon.”

“What’s the last thing?”

“Oh, something you didn’t ask for, but you will certainly need it if you want to forge your own weapons and armor. It is a portable forge. You are welcome.”

My heart skipped a beat. I’d done more than dabble with weapons and armor in my previous life. I was a bit of a master, truth be told. Especially in the art of infusing them with mana, crystals, and even cores. If I could get my hands on a batch of crystals and some dark steel, oh the possibilities.

“Speaking of crystals,” I said, “You wouldn’t happen to know which of the local mines is the least guarded, would you? From the two families I mean, not the provincial lord.”

“I didn’t mention crystals,” she said, deadpan and unsmiling.

“You didn’t? Strange,” I said, “Any who. Mines?” Miria rolled her eyes.

“The Fenrest mine is perhaps the largest, but it is a deathtrap. That is primarily why they don’t really guard it. Why? You want to raid it?”

I nodded slowly and scratched my stubble.

“Yes, indeed, I do. But I need to hunt some beasts first to get my hands on intestines, hearts, and possibly some cores. Blood and their bones would be perks. Any hunting grounds nearby?”

“For your power level?” she asked, her eyes crawling down my mostly naked frame. “Talk to Mantis. It’s just to the south of the city, not far from his territory. Several hours ride, perhaps. A lot of weaker beasts manifest there. From what I’ve heard they respawn even after they’re killed. Perhaps there is a massive pocket of mana nearby, or I guess it could be the mysterious black hole in the ground.”

“Black…hole? Fascinating. I must see it. Would you care to join us?” I watched Miria’s gaze drift past me to the bed, where Ceres now sprawled on her back, her miraculous gifts now born for all to see.

“You’ll see it when you get there, and no thanks. I have a reputation to uphold. I can’t be seen out and about with...ruffians,” she said, chuckling.

“Ruffians? My robe is more expensive than anything I have seen noblemen wear here,” I said, dropping my hands to my hips. “You have offended my clothes’ feelings, miss.”

“You’re not wearing any clothes.”

“Whatever. Beside the point!” I argued.

“Go talk to Mantis if you want to hunt beasts. I’ll be resting and preparing for tonight’s celebration. You should join me, mister sensitive robes.”

“Is that an invitation?”

She nodded and picked distractedly at her lower lip.

“Be back by sundown, so you have enough time to get cleaned and dressed. I’ll have new clothes delivered for you. Just you.”

“Who or what are we celebrating?” I asked, picking up my robe, swung it around my body, pulled it up to my arms, and bound it at my waist. 

“The provincial lord. I’ll tell you more when you’re back, and consider it obligatory.”

She turned around and walked out of the room without closing the door behind her. I watched her go in stunned silence. How interesting had she become? I quietly wondered how differently she would have turned out if her mother had survived, or me, for that matter. I couldn’t help but view her as my own child, despite missing out on practically her entire life. I owed it to her mother’s memory to do what I could to see her safe.

I closed the door and walked out onto the balcony. Eilin was already there, sitting casually in the lotus position, absorbing mana. I decided to probe a bit and sent a thin tendril of mana into the ground.

“What are you doing?” she asked almost immediately as the tendril worked its way to her skin. “Are you trying to steal my mana or just be creepy?”

I sat next to her.

“I wanted to touch base and see if the technique I taught you is helping,” I replied calmly and created several more tendrils. They all slithered around her, probing at the shield she gathered around her body. “Besides, you love talking so much, I thought I’d try a different method of getting your attention.”

“I don’t mind talking. It’s just, I don’t always know what to say,” she said, reaching up to pull a flyaway hair behind her ear, then smiled. “How am I doing?”

She was proud of her accomplishment, that much I was sure of, but absorbing mana wasn’t everything. Especially when it came to fighting. A fighter’s ability to beat their opponent wasn’t always based on their stage or the size of the mana pool. Sometimes it came down to experience and creativity.

“I think you’re roughly a third stronger than you were when we met. You can create a shield that covers your whole body, but it’s far too weak to withstand more than a single blow. With the bare fist.”

She shrugged and once again stared off into the distance. The rate at which she gathered it was quite impressive, so there was a chance she could progress to the next realm within several months. Maybe even sooner, with the right tutelage and resources.

“Doesn’t matter,” she said, dismissively. “I’ll just keep pulling it in and it will get stronger. Maybe it will defend against two attacks, and then even more. I’ve lived in far worse conditions and survived that without mana. Why should I worry about it with you around?”

“That’s quite the reply,” I chuckled, “What is mana to you?”

She sat quietly for a moment, either stumped or taken off guard by the question.

“It is...energy?”

“Yes and no,” I said, pulling a folded parchment out of a cubby in my pendant. “Mana is life, in a way. It is energy and power, but it is also potential. Where so many cultivators fail is in how they view it. If they think of it as something trivial and limited, then that is what it becomes to them. But for those that allow their creativity to blossom, mana can become so many things. Have you ever heard the term mana lacing or mana winding?”

She shook her head, leaning out of her pose to better listen.

“When a cultivator uses mana, he or she can simply infuse it with their will and push it forth. That is what simple cultivation allows. Yet it is inefficient and if you ask me, not very creative. But the masters, they learn to view mana not as an invisible, shapeless thing, but as a thread of pure potential. They then develop the ability to lace mana together, weaving it into increasingly complex forms and shapes. Depending on the structure, and what your intent is, that mana then takes on a completely different form.”

“How do I learn to do that?” Eilin asked.

“Here, take this.” I handed her the piece of parchment.

“What is it?” she asked, unfolding the parchment and studying it. “Is it a—.”

“It is a single set of three moves for your sword-whip. I created it a long time ago for one of my concubines, but she never managed to master them before she… died.”

Eilin nodded and bowed her head. She stayed like that for several long moments.

“Thank you, master. I will practice them every day. What is it called?”

“Coiling Blossom. You can give it your own name if you desire.”

She shook her head quickly and stared down at the text and images I hastily scribbled.

“The name is fine. But tell me, how will this help me see the mana?”

“Once you absorb the mana and let it flow into your pool, it becomes a part of you. An extension, if you will. The more attuned you are to your own body, the better you will feel and control that usable piece. Much in the same way meditation allows you to feel and absorb it. Exercise your body and your grasp of mana will improve.”

She spun around onto her hands and knees and dropped her forehead onto the ground, bowing in the way pilgrims did at the holy shrines. I hooked her under the arms and promptly picked her back up.

“Please. You don’t need to bow to me. I want nothing more than your thanks.”

“You have it and so much more,” she said, as tears formed in both eyes. I struggled at that moment, wondering just how badly her family had treated her. I was suddenly overcome with a moment of inspiration.

“Would you like to go out and hunt some beasts?” I asked. “I can also show you many different ways of using mana.”

“I’ll get to hunt them myself?”

“You will if you join us. But only under supervision and in coordination with Mantis and his people.”

“Doing what now?” Ceres asked, sleepily from the doorway. She stood stark naked, only the flowing curtains enveloping her body.

“Good morning,” I replied and walked over, then wrapped my arms around her and planted my lips on hers. My grasp slid from her shoulders down to her shapely ass. “We’re going out to hunt some beasts. Eilin will be joining us.”

“Oh? Who is going?”

“The three of us, Mantis, and Fazan, I would wager. Perhaps we can take several more of his men along to take care of the butchering and carrying.”

“What about your girl?”

I laughed, catching her meaning.

“Miria? She came by a little bit ago. Told me she gathered those rare and necessary items we needed, and then some.”

“What’s the extra?”

I snuggled in close and nibbled on Ceres’ neck before responding.

“She’s taking me to the provincial lord’s celebration. Tonight, when we get back.”

“You? Alone?”

“Yes, why? Are you worried about what I might do without you?”

“I’m not worried about you falling on top of her if that’s what you mean. But yes. I’m worried about you killing someone. Your temper worries me.”

“Oh, I know. But don’t fear. After the play last night, my focus is a razor’s edge,” I whispered and squeezed her rear hard. “You stay here, and I’ll tell you all about it. Oh, and by the way, has your ass become firmer?”

Ceres giggled and pushed off only to disappear into the room and then the bathtub.

“Want to join me?” she called.

“We’ll need one when we’re back,” I replied, eager to get going.

“Does that mean we’ll be leaving soon?” Eilin asked, standing behind me.

“Go order us some food and drinks downstairs. We’ll be right behind you,” I replied and followed Ceres inside to get dressed.

A short while later, we arrived to a pot of hot tea and some cookies. They were something special, that much was obvious even to the naked eye, but I could sense a trickle of mana lingering inside them.

“Who made the cookies?” I asked as Eilin jammed one into her mouth before sipping her tea. Her eyes flitted over as a man approached.

I turned, watching him walk towards us from the kitchen. He was middle-aged, short and thin, with long dark hair tied into a top knot. His eyes sparkled with a pearl of wisdom and vigor at odds with his youthful appearance.

“I’m here to pay my respect to Miria’s friends. She always rents the whole place out when in town, so it’s only proper to extend my greeting to her companions as well.”

“I do not disagree,” I said, bowing. Ceres and Eilin followed my lead as the man nodded his head respectfully.

“I appreciate the kind gesture. My name is Aiden, and these are Ceres and Eilin. My traveling companions.”

“Tsang,” the man replied. “Tsang Mua.”

“The owner of this place?” Ceres asked curiously. “I’ve heard that you’re a master chef, a craftsman with both youth and unrivaled skill on his side. And that you only cook on special occasions. And for special people.”

“Just like this morning, I think. And I’m not so young, it’s just that I’ve been eating healthy if you know what I mean. I’m over forty years old but have had many mistakenly believe me half that age.”

“Suspiciously so. How did you know we’d be up so early if I might ask?”

He shrugged and nodded to the main door.

“I saw Miria on her way out. She told me you’d be down soon. It is as simple as that.”

“Right,” I said. “Will you join us?” I asked and pulled out a chair for Ceres and helped her sit before I took up a place beside her.

“Thank you but I’m busy with preparing the food for tonight’s feast. Feel free to use the storage room whenever you need it, though. We had it remodeled overnight so it might…meet your needs.”

“Thank you, Tsang,” I replied and nodded again respectfully.

He retreated into the kitchen, leaving us to enjoy our breakfast. I stared at the full tray of cookies for a moment, before picking one up, considering it, and then took a small bite.

“What is it?” Ceres asked, “They’re just cookies.”

“Not just cookies,” I said, chewing thoughtfully. “He infused every single ingredient with mana before he made these. That is mastery.”

“I’ve heard about them, but I never dreamt of actually meeting one,” Eilin said, startling us both. She had a knack for almost sliding into the background and disappearing, only to pop back in at random times during a conversation.

“Heard about what?” I asked as I sniffed the cookie. There was no way in hell I’d just chomp down on it, no, I wanted to know more about it first, to appreciate the man’s artistry.

“It is just a cookie,” Ceres droned.

“So much more,” I argued.

“They are master chefs that know how to cook with mana. The Emperor has an army of them, and the provincial lords one or two each. That is all I know,” Eilin said, distantly, “So wonderful.”

“Self-taught, I would think,” I said, thinking out loud. “He must have studied under a chef to learn the basics, but then figured out the mana portion on his own. I mean, the recipe seems simple enough, but the idea of infusing the ingredients is genius.”

“Oh, he’s quite good, trust me,” Eilin added.

I took another small bite and put the cookie down. “How do you know?”

“Because I can do what he does. Just not to this level,” she said, turning a cookie over in her hand. “Most of the mana escapes when I cook, but I’m stronger now. I think with more control I will have better luck infusing the ingredients. Can I cook for us? Out in the forest? Today?”

“I’d like that,” I replied honestly. It genuinely warmed me inside to see Eilin connect to a passion. Just so long as that passion didn’t involve poisoning me. Or Ceres.

I bit down on the cookie, taking my first sizable bite, and felt a wave of mana wash up inside me. It wasn’t strong enough that it made me dizzy, but it was like a kick in the teeth. If that was a pleasant thing. I could feel my mana pool regenerate, even though it was pretty much full.

“What kind of effects can the food—I don’t even know what to call it. Cause? Give? Add?” I asked. If we could use this to our advantage, then we’d have another ace up our sleeves when the time came to fight.

“Higher mana regeneration, better absorption, heightened sensory perception. Nothing too special, but every one of the effects is valuable in its own small way,” Eilin replied.

“I can only imagine,” I muttered and then ate two of the cookies quickly, only to have them catch in my throat. I coughed and spluttered, slurping down several large drinks of tea. I managed to swallow, then coughed again.

“Hey, take it easy,” Eilin hissed. “Don’t disrespect his craft like that!”

“I’m choking!” I muttered and glared at her. “When did people start doing this anyway? We didn’t cook with mana in my time.”

She shrugged and looked away.

“It’s from the far west, I heard. The Emperor was gifted a pair of cooks from a foreign land. He liked their cooking so much he had them teach others. That is how it started, at least. It’s awfully expensive, though, so not many people can afford it.”

“And now I have a personal cook,” I said and leaned forward, when Eilin didn’t catch on, I looked right at her. “Fancy a change of careers, Eilin? I want you to study this craft with all your focus. I’ll pay Tsang to help you if you’re willing to learn.”

Eilin nodded slowly but drifted off again. When she spoke again, her voice was quiet.

“Will you allow me to keep cultivating? I want to become strong, as a warrior, not just a cook.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way. How do you feel about an equal share of the spoils? The same as Ceres. Would that be enough?”

Ceres coughed and looked up from her cookie. She appeared ready to argue, but then decided against it and turned to her tea. I caught her throwing Eilin several sideways glances after that.

“I’ll tell you what. You two finish up here. I’ll be in the storage room. Join me when you’re done,” I said, grabbed two more of the cookies, and then jumped up from the table.





Chapter Sixteen
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Miria really delivered, there was no

 
doubt about it. The storage room was roughly fifteen paces wide and ten deep. A perfect space had been picked out for the portable forge along with a chimney, bellows, and all the tongues and smithing tools I’d need. I had no idea how she’d managed to do it all overnight, but it only meant one thing: she was onboard.




I inhaled, taking in the scent of freshly-forged tools, straw, and wood. It immediately brought back so many memories of my old workshop in the sky palace. Supplies sat in crates, stacked neatly in the center of the space, but after looking at the space from several angles, I decided that the storage wasn’t fit for anything but the most basic of crafts. I could use the cauldron, maybe set up a workbench for alchemy to make pills, powders, and elixirs. Maybe, eventually to grind bones, but that was about it. It was too cramped for smelting and smithing. Making armor or weapons of good quality required space to work, air, fresh air.

“Are you happy?” Ceres asked, stopping in the doorway and blocking most of the light. I smiled but knew she’d see through it. There were simply too many things to remind me of everything I’d lost and no way to effectively block it all out.

“It’s good for some of our needs. Though I have to be honest, we’ll need a better space for smithing. We need space and fresh air. I’d like to see this spot to the south first, maybe we can build something over there? What do you think?”

She frowned and I knew why. She didn’t want to leave the safety of the city behind.

“About what?” Eilin asked as she appeared behind Ceres.

“About living in the wild.”

“Oh? I don’t mind. I’ve been living out in the open for the last few years, so it’s all the same to me.”

“But it isn’t for me!” Ceres protested. “I didn’t work so hard to end up in the damn wilderness!”

Ceres looked ready to either fight or start crying, but she managed to hold it together. I turned and put my arms around her.

“No one said you have to. You can stay here, and I will pay for you to stay in comfortable rooms.”

“A life without you?” she muttered and looked away. “I don’t want to live without you, Aiden. You might not remember me, but I have a history with you...or Harlan. How can I just give that up?”

“What are you—?”

“Nothing,” I replied quickly, cutting Eilin off. “Why don’t we check the place out and hunt some monsters? No one said we need to move tonight, or tomorrow, or even in a year. I just said it was a move that would open up possibilities. Craft wise.”

“Hey, Aiden? Come here. Look at this,” Eilin asked, pointed somewhere off to the right.

I rushed out, almost knocking Eilin over in the process, but caught her before she could fall. It was Roach. The young man sprinted towards us, clearly winded. He reached us and sagged against his knees, sucking air by the mouthful.

“Roach, what is it?” Ceres asked, clearly worried.

“Men...armed men. Headed for...Mantis’ place,” he finally managed.

I pushed around him and shielded my eyes from the sun, searching the south. Sure enough, a delegation of…what appeared to be Martials, were making their way toward the southern gate. They stopped there, standing proud like peacocks, holding their heads high with weapons in hand.

Yes, it was stupid, but I ran towards them. After all, I wasn’t going to see the one worthwhile ally I had managed to get my hands on imprisoned, or worse, killed.

“Call your master out!” one of the younger men yelled, while perched atop a black stallion. “I want to see that swine’s ass right now! And tell him to bring that newcomer out here, the one he took under his wing! He cost me an arm and a leg by taking my mounts!”

The horse's flanks were wide and strong as was the armor flamboyant and over the top. He was the last man I thought I’d see trying to stir up some shit after the humiliation I forced on him during our escape. It was none other than Monar Yarnel, the heir to the Yarnel family. The same little shit I’d knocked off his horse.

Deciding that he was due another lesson, I ran in between the horses and kicked his stallion’s flank. The horse immediately reared up, catching the young man off guard and tossing him from the saddle. Monar fell on his ass and barely escaped a kick to the teeth as the stallion whinnied and bucked.

Several guards rallied around Monar while the others went for me, drawing their weapons and moving in aggressively. Sure, I’d just humiliated the little brat, and they could probably have reasoned that my actions could have killed him, but sometimes accidents happened. I wasn’t going to let anyone harm me, or those I’d taken in, since my rebirth.

“Horses, they can be such jittery beasts, sometimes,” I said, “Maybe your master should keep a firmer grip on the reins.” The guards didn’t look amused.

Eilin’s sword whip extended, and she slashed hard, deflecting two blows that cut in for my left flank. Ceres, as fearsome as a lunging tiger, sprang into action and fenced off three more with well-placed parries. That left me with two behind and four in front of me. I waited for them to close the distance, then counted the moments until they lunged, hard. I shadow stepped, which my body wasn’t fully prepared for, and just managed to grab the two spear shafts, then pulled hard and sent the guards stumbling past me. Unfortunately, one of the stumbling men gutted another guard coming in from the rear. While the second man fell and nearly impaled himself. Neither was my fault, as they weren’t utilizing proper and safe weapon manipulation.

“I am the Black Mantis, the master of the southern streets! Who dares call me out?” I yelled and lunged for the two guards nearest me.

They flinched and jumped out of reach, obviously taken back by my words. I moved in and promptly put both men flat on their backs. 

Monar got to his feet, with help from two men, and drew a sword that looked far too expensive to be practical. Anything that ornamental was usually for show. And if it was crafted by a legitimate weaponsmith, no man in his right mind would invest that much coin in a martial weapon.

“What in the hell are you waiting for? Men. Rally. Kill him!” he screamed, his voice surprisingly shrill for a person with testicles.

There was a disgrace in attacking someone without provocation, but what he’d done crossed another different line, as well. Monar didn’t show any concern for his men, and when challenged, lost all sense of grace and honor. He screamed, pointing the blade at me, then Ceres. Then struck his own man for not attacking me, a seemingly unarmed opponent.

I let mana bleed into my legs once again and shadow stepped, lunging in before Monar could wipe the spittle from his mouth. I slammed my right fist into his wrist, breaking the grip and dropping his sword. I ducked, turned, and grabbed the blade with my free hand before it could hit the ground. Then I jumped back and held it up in defense.

“Murder! You all saw it! Bloody murder! He wants to kill the heir to the Yarnel!”

A group of heavily armed guards marched in from the north of the market, but Mantis and his men were already pouring into the street and fanning out behind me. I stood proud and tall at the entrance to Mantis’ domain, the southern region no one else seemed to care about. Ceres and Eilin stood on either side of me, looking deadlier than any man on Monar’s line. My big, clawed friend pushed past me then and moved to storm the young noble, but I grabbed his arm and held him back.

“No one move!” a strong voice boomed from ahead. It was a man in no way inferior to Mantis in size, but he, on the other hand, practically radiated with mana. I sensed his strength, easily twice my own and possibly more. “What in the hell is going on here? Who dares break the provincial lord’s law?”

“Him! He did!” Monar yelled, pointing right at me. “He attacked me with no warning!”

I’d never seen the young man more pitiful than in that moment. He’d had more grace even when bucked from a horse and kicked across the ground. Now Monar looked every bit the petulant child.

The massive soldier didn’t seem to buy his reasoning.  

“He attacked as you tried to enter the southern region, his territory?”

“No, wait! I didn’t even—.”

“Enough!” the man yelled. “Get your men sorted and go home before I drag you back myself!”

“My father will hear of this! Wait—he has my sword!”

“Your father will do nothing! My master’s word is law in the City of Bones!”

Monar’s mouth continued to move, but nothing intelligible came out. He clenched his fists, looked from me to the large soldier, and seemed to be at a loss for words. Until one of the men tapped on his shoulder and whispered something into his ear. The young noble’s face screwed up with anger, red splotches appearing on his forehead and cheeks, but promptly grabbed his stallion’s reins and climbed back into the saddle.

I stood there for several long moments as they gathered their belongings, their wounded men, and then scuttled back up the lane and through the market towards the eastern part of the city. I let out a pent-up breath and let go of Mantis as the soldier dismounted from his horse and approached. He was an impressive-looking man—silver armor over black and red robes. But it was the dragon saber on his hip that caught my attention.

“Are you the man that won both competitions yesterday?” he asked and dropped his hand to the magnificent weapon. It was serrated from the cross guard and nearly halfway up the three-foot-long blade, a wicked-looking curved weapon, that would make fast work of limbs and necks in the right hands. 

“I am,” I replied. “What can I do for you—,” I trailed off, waiting for him to offer his name.

“I am Renesh,” he replied and offered me a nod.

I reciprocated the gesture but didn’t pull my eyes away as I bowed. Respect didn’t mean taking your eyes off potential enemies.

“I am the provincial lord’s premier, master of the guard, and bone guardian. I have to be honest; I am very glad to see that you didn’t kill anyone. Blood being spilled is one thing. A death, well that is an entirely different matter.”

“Then I am glad you intervened when you did. Otherwise, I fear we would have a lot of blood on our hands, both you and me.”

He stared at me for a long moment, moving only to breathe, then his mouth cracked in a smile and he laughed loudly. He came forward and dropped a hand on my shoulder.

“I appreciate a man with a sharp tongue!” he roared. “You are Aiden, correct?”

“I am. Who told you, if I may ask?”

“Huntress Miria. She said I was free to test you and to make sure you remained well-behaved,” he replied matter-of-factly. “You see, I don’t want any trouble during tonight’s celebration. From anyone That includes the Yarnel and the Fenrest. Those stuffy pricks. I am a simple man, one of principle, you see. Guilt is guilt, no matter the family name or standing.”

His hand remained on my shoulder, the grip just tight enough to cause pain. I nodded slowly and pushed the hand free. He let go and guided it to the hilt of his weapon. I got the message loud and clear—don’t cause trouble. But just because I understood, that didn’t mean I needed to back down.

“He is out of control, Renesh,” Mantis growled. “He needs to be taught a lesson!”

“Oh, he will be taught a lesson. One he’ll never forget, trust me. His father will do much worse to him than you ever could.”

“Torture?” I asked.

“No. Pride is much more important to their kind. Ever since those two escaped from prison and stole his horses, the family has been searching for a way to get rid of him...in a way that wouldn’t tarnish their name.”

Mantis shrugged. I did find it interesting that he mentioned the two escapees, although, his hand was on the hilt of his weapon and the blade wasn’t currently in my stomach, so that told me our identities were safe.

“Who do you think put Monar up to this? I doubt he’d risk angering his father for no gain,” I asked.

Renish’s mouth twitched, and even though he didn’t yell, his words carried as much weight just as if he had.

“Don’t be impolite, newcomer. I’ve given you a hearty welcome just now and even took your side in front of all those who witnessed Monar’s misdeeds. Strangers do not discuss such things. Give me some face.”

I understood that if I pressed further, he would remember it and pay me back down the road, so I bowed and stepped back. He nodded one last time before turning his back and getting on his horse.

Mantis grumbled under his breath and turned to face me.

“What in the hells was that? Renesh doesn’t receive face, he gives it.”

I shrugged and put my hand on his shoulder.

“This was a test, my friend. A test for tonight when I meet the provincial lord.”

He stopped and stared at me intently but said nothing. It was a rare thing to see Mantis left with no words.

“My turn,” Ceres muttered and pushed Mantis away, then put her arm around my back. “You’re welcome, by the way. And next time you want to run off and try to get yourself killed, give us a little advanced notice.”

“Yes, you two performed magnificently. Like two winged angels with swords.”

“Okay, that’s not bad,” she replied coyly. “You already know I have the moves. Or do I need to show you again, tonight?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Eilin protested. “Really? Right here in front of all these people?” She waved at Mantis’s gathered men and women.

“Love knows no bounds, Eilin, you should try it out yourself,” Ceres teased.

“You—ugh!” The woman stormed off down the road while stomping her feet and hissing something.

“Oh, come on. Don’t tease her,” I whispered. “Maybe she’s lonely.”

“I don’t care. She’s the brat, not me.”

“Wait, did you hear what I just said?” Mantis protested, trying to push back into the conversation.

“Personal space,” I snapped and pushed him back. “You have an entire side of beef stuck between your teeth, you meat-eating maniac.”

“Oh, sorry. I was eating when they yelled about trouble at the gate,” he apologized and pulled back. “Were you on your way to see me?”

I nodded and pointed southward.

“Actually, yes. We,” I said, pointing to Ceres, and then to Eilin’s retreating form, “want to go to the black pit or whatever it’s called, to hunt beasts. At least until the sun sets.”

“Who do we take with us?”

“You, naturally. Fazan, and your best five men and women. Make sure they have tools to butcher, wrap, and transport our kills back here.”

“Alright. We’ll take five carts with us, some saws, knives, hammers, a lot of rock salt, and—wait, do you want fresh meat as well?”

“Some. Yes. I want the best cuts so Eilin can practice cooking. You can take the rest.”

“And when do we move out?”

“I’ll wait for you and your people at the southern gate. Make it snappy. I love a good hunt.”

“So, no rush?” he laughed, but added, “Couldn’t you have told me ahead of time?”

I shrugged and pointed up at the sun.

“Time waits for no man, Mantis.”





Chapter Seventeen
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The trip to our hunting grounds

 
proved to be quite interesting. I was never one to stop and appreciate the land and all the marvels it held, even less so while riding a horse, but I took a moment or two to try it out.




The river ran for several miles south when it lazily merged into a lake. It was a sizable lake, at that. The water was crystal clear, up until the point where it was too deep to see. But the view was spectacular. The water caught the distant mountains in its reflection, the white-capped peaks framed in by blue sky and puffy clouds. It was in that moment, that snapshot, that I realized what I’d missed before. It was beauty, serenity, and glory, all wrapped up together.

We stopped for a break a short while after passing the lake. Mantis’ people hunted, then roasted their catch for us all to eat. We hadn’t talked much during the ride as I got lost in my thoughts, and, well, the beautiful landscape, but once we sat down that changed. His people would become my people, so it made sense to get to know them.

“I need you to change the way you train your men, Mantis,” I said as he bit down into a particularly juicy-looking pheasant leg. It was easily four times larger than any bird in my day, and I immediately wondered if it was mana or some other factor that had made it grow.

“I gather you mean beyond punching and kicking their teeth in? Do we need to open their mana pools? The way you did for me?”

I nodded and looked down at the meat on my fork. Juice dribbled down the handle and onto the grass, the steam and smell rising into my face. It was practically begging to be eaten.

“It would be best if we did it right away. We’ll teach them how to sense their own mana, how to focus and meditate. But let me ask you this. Do you trust them? Like...really trust them?” I asked, before continuing.

“Of course, I do. I have recruited every one of them. Personally.”

“So, you would trust them with your life?”

“Well, let’s not get out of hand, here,” Mantis said, changing directions.

“That is how important this is. If we teach them these techniques, there is very little stopping them from running to the families, or the provincial lord to bargain against us,” I explained. “Pick ten people you know you can trust, and we’ll work with them. Ten is more than enough for what I have in mind.”

“I’ll threaten to rip off their arms and legs if they betray us,” Mantis bellowed and slapped a juice-covered hand on his knee.

“We’ll start with the ones you trust. That will suffice, but I do love your enthusiasm.”

“Oh, okay,” Mantis stammered, obviously disappointed. “What are you thinking? What do you have in mind?”

I took a bite, chewed quietly, and savored the delicious game. Then leaned in and lowered my voice. “The red district in the eastern region.” But I paused, troubled by something. “Why region specifically? It seems a strange name for part of a city. Why not quarters? The eastern quarter, now that sounds nice. The southern quarter, where Mantis and Aiden the hellfire-spewing wonder reside.”

Mantis stared at me blankly for a moment, juice running down from his mouth and over his chin. “They, uh...always just called them the ‘regions’ and broke them up by the compass direction.”

I blew a raspberry. “Boring. The Black Mantis Quarter...now that sounds intimidating,” I said and continued before Mantis could speak. “I used to have a library that stretched a hundred feet tall. Books of knowledge, culture, and power had filled every single shelf. I commissioned the craftsmen that built that place special. They carved my glyphs directly into the wood and stone, so I could move and summon individual bookshelves at will. I called it the Obsidian Study, for its black stone floors and gleaming white shelves. I even had a fireplace there, constructed from moonstone. I had two massive chairs set before it, so I could sit, and read, in my Obsidian Study. Cool name, heh?”

Mantis nodded and took another bite. His lack of enthusiasm perturbed me.

“Anyways, back to our plan. I want to hit the red district in the eastern quarter in a moon’s time, at the latest. You’ll receive as much help from me as I can spare, but make sure they’re at their best when the time comes.”

He turned to stare at the group that sat some twenty paces from us, eating in silence. They seemed like a tight-knit group, the way they joked and helped with the food and cleaning.

“What about them?” he asked and waited for me to respond before biting into the meat again. “They look like good ones.”

“Are they your best?”

“I dunno. Maybe not the best, but surely the most loyal.”

“Wait, did you leave the Black Mantis Quarter to people who aren’t loyal?”

“Maybe.”

I face-palmed and growled.

“Hey, no worries. They know I’ll kill them if they do anything treacherous or stupid. Besides, Koro is there. Now he is loyal. Oh! And speaking of people. Fazan should have been here already. He wanted to see what you were capable of when facing beasts.”

“Hah! Were you expecting me to...show off? Flex my prowess, a bit?”

“No. I mean...yes? Just as long as your demonstrations aren’t directed at me. You were holding back when we fought, I’m sure of it.”

“Maybe,” I smirked and then nodded in confirmation. “I didn’t want to break your spirit.”

We finished eating and threw the bones into the lake, washed our hands, faces, and then called the ten over.

“Come sit with us!”

The group looked over to us, grabbed their food, and hurried over.

“I am going to teach you a simple but powerful exercise. But I will tell you right now, it will take hours of practice each to master it. Is that understood?”

“Yes, boss,” they replied in unison.

“If I may,” one of them asked. I recognized his face and faintly remembered him greeting me warmly during my first visit. “What will this exercise do...to us?”

“In a word, absorb mana. From there I will teach you how to channel and use it for everyday purposes, then fighting. If you practice and dedicate yourself to the forms, then you may even learn to weave it into spells and curses, infuse and imbue objects, and use it to prolong your life.”

“You are willing to teach us all that?” one of the women asked. She had fiery-red hair, green eyes, and an intimidating, perma-scowl.

“I am, but it won’t come for free. See, Mantis is—I wouldn’t say that he’s my subordinate, but he has allowed me to become his Shifu, his teacher. His position requires patience and respect. If you do the same, given several months, you’ll be stronger than the city guards that push you around.”

The energy in the group changed at that and they started murmuring amongst themselves.

“See? I told you,” Mantis said and held his hand out. Several from the group tossed shiny dragons into his palm.

“Have you been betting on me?” I asked and couldn't keep my amusement from shining through.

“Yeah, we did,” he chuckled, “and I won!”

“Alright, listen up. We start right now. Sit straight and close your eyes.”

I sat cross-legged and planted my palms down in front of me, touching the ground and immediately sensing mana. I closed my eyes and focused, imagining the mana gathering at the tips of my fingers, pooling in my palms, and then flowing into my pool. And yet, it was so full that everything I gathered overflowed, bleeding back through my skin and into the ground.

“I want you to imagine the ground around you. Build the picture in your mind’s eye. Once you do that, focus your senses deeper. If you don’t get it right away, do not worry. It is an abstract process and manifests differently for most people. The mana will resonate, as it longs to be gathered. Tune your senses to its song and you will find it every time. If you are lucky enough to hear and feel it, pull it to you. Gather it to your fingertips and then into your palms. If you can get it that far, try to store the power inside your hands and let it flow through your body.”

The group remained quiet, their faces screwed up in intense concentration. Mantis joined as well. It was a comical sight, for sure, as even seated, he looked like an adult sitting amongst children. The sight filled me with pride.

“Do you want us to join them?” Ceres asked. I shook my head.

“No, you are ready for an even more advanced version, which I will show you later.” Ceres nodded and settled back down to watch.

“As for you all, I’m going to push a trickle of mana through the ground and into every one of you, so you might get a feel for how it resonates with your body. It should help you prepare for the initial stage and realm.”

I leaned towards the circle they had formed and pulled eleven individual strands of pure mana forth. They crawled along the ground and wrapped around their fingers, lingering there for a minute before dissipating. I could feel the discomfort in several of them, but most were excited by the experience. Mana, although incredibly powerful and useful, could be more addictive than any drug or alcohol. And if a person didn’t know how to use it properly, they could quickly find themself a slave to the substance.

No one spoke even after I pulled the mana back. They remained silent and focused on the process of sensing and drawing on the power. I observed silently. Mantis gathered mana without any issues, but surprisingly, three more managed to do so within the first few minutes. Then two more, and quickly every one of them had managed to not just feel the mana but gather some at their fingertips.

“Maintain your focus for a while longer and store as much as you can inside your hands, then push it all up through your arms and into your chest. Once in your chest, you will start opening your mana pool, which in its most basic form is nothing more than a reservoir for your mana. That part is the same for everyone and you can imagine it however you wish, like a sphere, a decorative box, or maybe a pond. Just remember, it is yours. The more intimate the connection to the pool, the greater control you will have.”

“How do we make them grow?” Mantis asked. 

“Expanding the pools isn’t the hard part, as they grow naturally with every new realm you achieve. We will address that another time.”

I got up and joined the girls at the edge of the lake, where they sat chatting and dangling their feet in the water. I didn’t want to bother them. It was one of those scenes, where they were happy, and everything around them was unreasonably beautiful, but I couldn’t believe how lucky I truly was. And when I was happy, I talked.

“Is the water cold?” I asked.

“Not really, especially if you know how to envelop your feet,” Eilin replied and splashed some water my way. I jumped back and almost slipped on a mossy rock, but just managed to catch my balance.

“So, not cold? How about I throw you in,” I asked with a smirk. Eilin’s eyes went wide.

“You wouldn’t dare!”

“This time, no,” I replied, looking away. “It would take you entirely too long to dry off. But next time, you are totally going swimming!”

“Ceres!” she pleaded. “He’s being mean!”

“Just ignore him.”

“Hush, they’re concentrating,” I scolded them and put my index finger to my lips.

“But you were just talking as loud as us,” Eilin pointed out.

“Not true. I have mastered the art of yelling in whispers!”

“What should we do while you’re teaching them?” Ceres asked, steering the topic away from useless banter. 

“Continue what I’ve already shown you,” I said, “Draw in mana. But for you two to push to the next realm, you’ll need to absorb crystals and cycle through mana daily. The whole first realm is mostly just about becoming proficient about drawing on mana and storing it, expanding your pool and being able to manipulate it.”

“Quite monotonous,” Eilin muttered. 

“Hush, little lamb. If you’ve got the time to nag, you better start refining your meditation and breathing techniques. Your absorption rate will increase but so too will your pool draw rate at the second and third stage. You girls can do work on that tonight when I’m out with Miria.”

Ceres immediately started pouting and looked away, evidently annoyed by the fact that I would be out with the huntress alone. She had her place at my side, but I wasn’t going to coddle her.

“Get ready. We’ll be leaving in fifteen.”

It took another hour of travel before we arrived at the black pit, which I thought looked more like an abyss. To me, pits usually had bottoms. This was an almost perfectly round hole in the ground. Easily a hundred paces across, it dropped straight down into the darkness. Cool, I just had to make sure someone didn’t get drunk and fall in. Every party had that person.

“How do we lure them out?” I asked, kneeling and leaning over the edge to stare down into the darkness. I threw a pebble at the center but didn’t hear it land.

“They’ll start crawling out any moment now,” Mantis replied. “They can sense people somehow. It usually takes a bit longer for the first wave to appear, but once they start coming, they’ll swarm in regular intervals after that.”

“Strange,” I whispered and threw another rock in, only this one didn’t disappear. A rippling wave appeared ten feet deep and swallowed it.

A growl echoed out of the abyss. A deep, rumbling cry rattled my bladder. I didn’t pee, but it was close. Another growl followed and Mantis immediately pulled me back, scraping my arm with his claw in the process. He stopped and looked down at my hand as several drops of blood hit the ground.

“Shit,” he cursed. “Now we’re fucked.”

“It’ll take more than a little cut to do me in, Mantis,” I said, and stitched the cut together with a thread of mana. “See, no harm done.”

“It’s not you. It is the blood. The big ones can smell human blood from a mile away. Once they do, they come out to hunt.”

“We can take a stage two or three without too much difficulty. As long as we don’t face a stage four or a second realm beast, then we’re good.”

“I don’t know. We never stayed long enough to see what kind of beasts would come out after the first or second swarm.”

It was my turn to curse and shake my head as a massive paw appeared from the darkness below and smashed into the ground where we stood moments ago. Several smaller beasts climbed out as the second paw lifted into view and dropped.

“I think that’s a stage three,” I said as the massive grapple-bear’s head appeared. “It’s big, but not that big.”

“How do you separate them anyway?” Ceres asked. “I’ve never done this before.”

Half of its upper body pulled into view. It almost looked like an ordinary bear, if its fur was soft, and not as tough as studded leather. Its arms were twice as long, giving the beast a dangerous reach and range. But its head was truly spectacular. Wide and flat, with stunted ears, shiny, mesmerizing eyes, and a mouth that looked ready to rip human flesh and break bones.

“It’s size. Those others over there,” I yelled, pulled my spear from my pendant, and pointed it at two smaller creatures, “are stage one. They’re roughly man-sized. Stage twos are a bit bigger and up to a head taller. But he’s a three. Yeah. Give it space!”

“Agreed.”

“What do we do?” Mantis asked, taking up a defensive posture.

I promptly pulled the mana thread out of my small cut and jumped off to the left. Several drops of blood ran out over my arm.

“I’ll draw the big guy in, and you attack him from behind. Everyone else, split into two groups. Eilin is in charge of the first, and Ceres the second. Spears in both groups and work to cover each other’s backs!”

“Oh, wait! Yes! Yes!” Mantis laughed suddenly. “This is the same sucker I fought last time! See those scars across his chest and left arm? Those are from me!”

I frowned. This abyss was unknown to me. I didn’t know where it came from or why, let alone why it was puking vicious monsters into the world. But it was a paradox I planned to unravel...just after we took down these beasties and kept from getting our asses eaten.

“Say, Mantis, how long has this hole been here?”

“It appeared around the same time the provincial lord sacrificed his daughter. Why?”

“We’ll talk about it later,” I said, gawking as the hulking beast lumbered to its full height. The smaller creatures stopped pacing at the abyss’s edge and immediately ran under the larger creature’s legs and straight at Mantis.

“Yeah, plenty of time for that later? I want to sink my claws into something!”

I continued moving backward, pulling the hulk away from the others, each of its massive paws rending deep tears in the soft earth. I twirled the spear before me, pulling and gathering mana along the weapon’s shaft. Then I pushed more out to my arms, over my head, and down to my feet. Just to be safe.

“Time to see if I still have it in me,” I said, and moved in.





Chapter Eighteen
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I lunged toward the bear and

 
jabbed hard, the spear tip striking his front right paw. He swung around, faster than I ever thought possible for a creature of its size, those massive jaws snapping shut only inches from my right hand. I felt the force, the sound and violence, as if two slabs of stone crashed together next to me. That would have been my arm, perhaps more, gone in an instant.




“Bad, dancing bear!” I yelled, leaping back, before cartwheeling to the side to gain distance. The beast charged, now visibly angry. I’d drawn blood, though far from enough to even properly wound it.

The smaller grapple bears charged past me and right into Ceres and the others, cutting them off from the larger beast’s exposed flank. I watched one creature jump right into Mantis’ arms and tackle him to the ground, but he was up on his feet in seconds. I dodged again as the massive creature swiped hard, sending a wave of sod and dirt into the air.

I focused my mana into the tip of my spear, sharpening the point to help it cut deeper. Images of my previous life flashed before my eyes, namely the moment I’d mastered the thirteenth form of the Scouring Dragon. I was far from the physical strength I’d need to perform even the first three basic moves, but maybe there was a chance I could sling Dragon Flurry the beast’s way. I didn’t need to decapitate it, as I would have done in the old days, just make it move into my trap.

I pulled the spear back and struck, pushing the creature back, then immediately pulled a handful of mana threads loose and wove them into a familiar ball. The flash took shape on my first try, thank goodness for that because if it hadn’t, I never would have gotten a second chance. Then I released it to float lazily to the grapple bear’s left.

My spear glowed blue as I crammed half of my insubstantial mana pool into the piece of metal, the wood protesting beneath my grip. Then the bear let out a deafening roar and charged. Defying its expectation, I stepped into his attack this time and didn’t dance away. And as I’d hope, the creature paused.

I ducked under a swipe of its claws and targeted his legs and feet. My spear lashed out as a blur, the tip stabbing over and over again, hitting the grapple bear with a flurry of mana-infused steel. The blade ripped through tough skin and chipped the bone beneath. My arm ached as Dragon Flurry backfired, my body failing me, and I fell back. The style was just too demanding for my current body, and I was lucky it hadn’t dislocated my shoulder, elbow, or...everything.

“Any time now!” I yelled, rolling out of the way, but the beast caught the butt of my spear and sent me sprawling.

I rolled too far and almost ended up hitting a tree stump but used a quick flash of mana to regain my feet. Another good chunk of the priceless power was gone, and I’d only been able to use a single offensive move.

Mantis jumped in then, swinging his bladed gauntlets. The first hit, and then the second, the grapple bear reeling on its mangled legs. Just a little more, I thought, watching the beast drift towards my floating trap. It was like Mantis read my mind. He threw his body forward, ramming the creature back.

I watched the grapple bear lean back, its shoulder just making contact with my floating ball of ‘welcome to deathville, dancing bear’. The mana bomb ignited in an impressive flash of light and concussive force, the initial wave hitting me and pushing me back. The grapple bear staggered, knocked stupid by the trap, and practically fell right into Mantis.

His double claws pierced the beast’s side, ripping the tough skin wide open and spilling generous blood. Mantis, incensed by the gore, let out a battle cry and swung in again and again. The grapple bear managed one pathetic growl and toppled forward, the light going out in its eyes before it even hit the ground. My large counterpart continued to swing and batter the body, having fallen fully into his blood lust.

“Don’t damage it so much!” I yelled, cursing inwardly for letting him loose on the thing. “I need the damn bones and intestines!”

Mantis stopped suddenly and staggered, kicked out, and then rammed the beast with his shoulder, knocking it onto its side. I considered its eyes for a moment, dark and full of pain and hatred. If it hadn’t already been dead, I would have had to drive the spear down through its heart. But it, like the brain, was an important ingredient so I couldn’t help but feel fortunate. Sometimes creatures just didn’t know when to stop fighting, even if it meant an end to the pain.

I scanned to the right and quickly located Ceres and Eilin, who appeared to have the smaller bears well handled. Mantis’ men herded the last beasts in, where my girls effectively dispatched them with efficient cuts and thrusts. I beamed with pride, watching the girls work so effectively with Mantis’ people, and knew that in time, it would make them a lethal force in battle.

“Your people are pretty good,” I said, turning to Mantis. I’d never been a man to mince words, especially when it came to praise or critique. If someone or something was good, I always said so, and if they weren’t...well, it was best to find out and move on. That part of the old me didn’t feel so bad, so I didn’t mind carrying on the tradition.

“What’s next? How long before we can expect another swarm?”

“Thirty minutes, give or take, depending on when the last of them dies. I don’t even have a word for it. Respawn? Reappear? You’re good with words, Aiden, you pick.”

“‘Respawn’ sounds fitting, considering my recent exploits with the idea. Let’s finish off the remnants and pull them out of the pit’s radius! I need their bodies intact and unmolested to ensure we have all the necessary ingredients for my elixirs and potions. Those will, of course, make you all stronger.”

They perked up at that and gained a noticeable urgency in their steps. Ceres finished off the last bear, putting the animal out of its misery with a humane and quick strike. She was covered in blood from head to toe, and so was Eilin, although she didn’t look like she’d bathed in it. Of course, it could have been that her short sword was inferior in range to Eilin’s sword whip, allowing the younger woman to keep the beasts back.

“We need to move past that edge over there,” Mantis said, gesturing towards a small hillock just shy of the tree line. He promptly grabbed a hold of the largest beast’s leg and started pulling.

“Wait, let me show you a better way,” I added, cringing as he struggled.

I ran a trickle of mana through the corpse. It wasn’t enough to manipulate the bear’s weight, but it effectively neutralized the friction against the ground. As if we were pulling it across a sheet of glare ice.

“Splendid!” Mantis yelled. “And the others? Will you show them how to do it as well?”

“Sure thing,” I grinned and dropped my side of the bear. “I’ll show you all a useful trick,” I said and pointed at the corpses. “First you call on some of the mana. Pull it from your pool and force it back out of your body and onto the underside of the corpse. It removes most of the friction, so you’ll have a much easier time pulling them along. Now give it a try. But don’t be too hard on yourself if you can’t get it. You’re just starting out.”

“Wait, can you show it again?” Eilin asked.

“Sure.” And I accommodated the request. “Be careful to not make it more complicated than it is. Think of it as applying oil to the skin. You smear the mana across the part that is touching the ground. It’s as simple as that.”

I watched them work, focusing with genuine intensity.

Ceres took the initiative and knelt next to one of the better-preserved corpses, put one of her hands on the creature’s back and the other on the ground next to it. A line of mana formed between her two hands and gathered at the center, just where the bear’s shoulder sat. I knew immediately that she had figured it out. I had picked my partner well. Ceres didn’t just have the smarts and survival instincts needed, but the looks and talent, as well.

I returned to Mantis and helped him pull the rest of the beast outside the boundary. But I couldn’t help puzzle over the abyss. Why would there be a boundary? One we could pass through, but the creatures refused to cross? And why was it safe if I stood at fifty-one paces away and not fifty? It was a single step. There were simply too many questions and no answers.

We had everything cleared away from the abyss well before the second swarm was due to arrive, so that was good. I stared at our game and counted them quickly. There was our monstrous prize, the colossal stage three, but also an additional seven smaller, stage ones. Eight bodies to cut up, process, and separate into several carts. Bones, intestines, brains, hearts, meat for eating, and the skin. Anything else of use, such as cores or crystals would go into the fifth cart. If they fit, mind you. Some crystals and cores from higher-ranked beasts could be as large or larger than a human head.

Fazan made his appearance just then, galloping in on a surprisingly malnourished horse. I didn’t know where he’d gotten his hands on it, but it needed a good groom’s attention. 

“No!” he yelled as he approached. “Why did you start without me?”

“Because you were late!” I shot back. He dropped from his horse as it slowed, and I waited for him to walk up. I flashed him a warm smile, dropped a bloody hand on his shoulder, and nodded at the dead beasts.

“You were busy,” he panted, catching his breath.

“We massacred them, surely,” I said, indicating the whole group. “But now it’s your turn, Fazan.”

“I hope you don’t mean my turn to fight something like that,” he said and pointed right at the body of the largest bear.

“Exactly. Grab yourself a knife or a hammer and walk right towards that big pit. When something appears, stick it with the pointy end until it is dead,” I said and urged him towards the boundary.

“I...wait. Um, I can’t…” he spluttered. Mantis tipped back and bellowed, his laughter filling the clearing.

“He’s not serious, boy. He means you’re up now, with cutting the bodies up and separating everything useful into the carts. Come on, let’s get messy.”

Fazan turned to me, the terror in his eyes quickly bleeding away. I smiled and laughed, and visibly relaxed.

“Can you separate the best cuts of meat for myself and the girls on a separate cart? Think you can handle that?”

“Gladly,” he said.

“So, get busy!” I mockingly yelled and pushed him toward the beasts. “Start with the big one. I’m curious to see if he’ll yield anything useful.”

“Sure,” Fazan muttered, then turned to the rest of Mantis’ workers. “Get your asses over here! We don’t have all day!”

Mantis and I laughed as the group went to work, then made our way over to a small stream. We washed our hands and faces, then our weapons. He abruptly ripped his shirt off and threw it on the ground, then turned to stare at me, bare-chested.

“What?” he protested. “Don’t tell me you’ve never seen yourself without a shirt on? Or are you simply jealous of all this muscle?”

“It’s just more weight to drag around,” I said, shrugging the comment off. “I mean, I could take them all for myself if I wanted to, don’t forget that.”

“That’s not fair!” he yelled. “Don’t even joke about taking a man’s muscles! Those are almost as sacred as his serpent.”

“Almost,” I agreed, and we chuckled together. “And speaking of sacredness. I managed to pull enough mana from that big, dancing bear back there to upgrade a few pocket dimensions for you. If you want.”

He pulled an ivory necklace off his neck and slid two rings off his left hand. I took the three items and perched by the stream, focusing my attention on inverting the items’ dimensions and creating the dimensional bubbles. They wouldn’t be big, but something was most certainly better than nothing, which was quickly becoming my personal motto.

It took me about ten minutes apiece, carefully injecting mana, weaving the threads together, and molding the spaces, but all three were successes. I was drained but satisfied by the experience, knowing Fazan would be able to load up all three with vital components from our kills. The necklace yielded a storeroom of about sixty drawers, while the rings formed into traveling chests, divided into twenty cubbies each.

“Thanks,” Mantis said. He looked flustered after putting them on. Or it might have been him trying to decide which to keep for himself.

“I’ll give one of the rings to Fazan and the other to my second in command,” he said, finally.

“Oh, and who is he?”

“Not a he, but rather a she. My wife.”

“I didn’t even know you were married. Is she as big as you?”

“Aiden!” he growled. “Never insult a warrior’s woman!”

“Oh, wait, I didn’t mean,” I stammered, and then realized what I had said. I’d asked if she was large. Wow. In the wrong company, that slip might just get a guy stabbed through the neck.

“How impolite of me!” I said, “Please accept my apologies.”

Mantis grunted and slapped me on the shoulder. “Accepted, but next time we mud wrestle to the death.”

“Right. Um, okay,” I said, inching away. Then quickly changed the subject. “So, what’s her name? I don’t think we met her the other day, right?”

“No, you haven’t. I usually keep her stashed away. See, I don’t like people staring at her. So I usually have her with the rest of my girls. She’s a strong one, though. Probably as fierce with weapons as Eilin and Ceres, if I should guess.”

“She would need to be fearsome to be married to you, Mantis,” I said, trying to flatter the big man.

He nodded, beaming, and settled down on a large boulder.

“Alejna is her name and she’s…very proficient with poisons. Also deadly with a war sickle.”

“Who is?” Ceres asked as she and Eilin came to sit nearby. “Who are you talking about?”

“His wife,” I replied and nodded toward Mantis. “She’s good with poison and war sickles.”

“Oh?” Eilin said, studying him. “Poisons, huh? That’s quite rare nowadays, isn’t it?”

Mantis shrugged as he leaned back on his hands and stared up at the scorching sun. He seemed to have found the one sunny spot, where the thick foliage didn’t block out the light.

“You can talk to her when we’re back. If you want. She gets mad at me when I talk about her and don’t get things right.”

I waved the girls off, indicating a change of subject. Both seemed to take the hint.

“The stream is so peaceful, don’t you think,” Ceres said, quietly.

“Just what I was thinking. In fact, wake me up in twenty minutes,” I said, glancing over at Ceres. “I have something I would like to try.”





Chapter Nineteen
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“Did you dream of anything?”

 
Ceres whispered, her voice cutting in somewhere between the swirling vortex of my sleep and my waking mind. Then something heavy landed on my chest. I gasped and my eyes fluttered open. I immediately regretted opening them, as a cloud passed by overhead, allowing the bright sunlight to hit me directly in the face.




I looked around, nothing seemed to be wrong. No attacking beasts or pompous provincial stooges, at least. Mantis had left the riverside and was with the others, cutting and packing our kills. Ceres, it turned out, was sitting atop me with her hands between my legs. The riverbank sheltered us, mostly, but I had the feeling she didn’t mind if people watched us.

“What—are you doing?” I asked, both curious and fighting to dispel the rest of the cobwebs from my sleep-addled mind. It wasn’t like I minded her attention, especially since my little friend was more awake than I was.

“Don’t you like it? Because it feels as if you like it,” she whispered, tickling my ear with her tongue. Damn, that made me hot.

“Oh, now that is not fair, my lady.”

“Sure it is,” she chuckled as her hand tightened around my manhood and started stroking it slowly. Tiny lightning bolts shot through my body, almost throwing me up onto my elbows. I looked back at the rest of the group, but they were still working, singing, and laughing.

“Don’t worry about them,” Ceres cooed.

“As you say. I’ll just worry about us.”

She hummed appreciatively, pulling my robes aside to work my full length more effectively.

“Eilin wanted to try, you know. Mantis left and she just kind of watched you sleep for a little bit. Well, you know how I get. I started to touch you and she didn’t run, like usual. She seemed to get excited. But she was too shy,” Ceres whispered. “Maybe later when we’re home?”

My eyebrows rose and before I could stop it, I was smiling.

“You don’t say? Is our delicate lotus flower finally blooming?”

Ceres moaned, looking down at my swollen member in her hand. Then she licked her lips. Her hand started moving faster and I almost lost it.

“She is blooming. There’s something in the way she acts around you now. I think you’ve gained her trust. Seeing how you treat me and the others has helped her realize that you’re different. Her guard is coming down.”

“Hey, you over there! Come help us if you’re finally done with your cat nap!” Mantis yelled from across the clearing.

“You can finish without me, you big dolt,” I whispered, quietly willing him away. Then I looked into Ceres’ shining eyes.

She pressed her free hand against my chest and pushed me flat against the ground. I followed her lead and laid still, enjoying the strong attention of her hand. It was bliss—her touch, the fresh air, and the warmth of the sunshine. I could finally relax and let all the concerns go...for a little while.

“I want to show you something new. Something I think you’ll like,” Ceres whispered and pulled her hand away.

She slunk down the riverbank, away from the others, and promptly pulled the tip of my erection up to her lips and took me all into her mouth. She moaned, reaching down between her legs as I slid clear back into her throat. Then she wasn’t moving slowly, but bobbing her head furiously, her tongue and mouth forming exquisite suction against me.

“What are you—oh my...I want to do you as well!” I gasped.

She slowed, turned to look right at me, and then shook her head “no”. I felt mana flood over her tongue and envelop her mouth, the energy palpable against my already throbbing manhood. Then she bobbed again, over and over. It wasn’t just her velvety-smooth mouth and curious tongue, but so much more. The heat, electricity, and life swirling around me immediately threw me into climax and she pulled in tight, accepting it all. Ceres worked her mouth over me several times after that, the mana-fueled orgasm afterglow making me feel like I was floating off the ground. Then she pulled her head back, licked the tip clean, and tucked me back inside my robes. A devilish grin formed on her face just then, and I vowed to lock that mischievous look permanently into memory.  

“So, care to tell me what you were trying to dream up?” she asked, changing the subject.

I sighed, stretched my neck, and sat up. The ground was a bit harder than I was used to, but it could still have been much worse. And what did I have to complain about, especially considering how she woke me up?

“I mastered the use of many weapons during my previous life, but among them all, there was one style I was especially fond of. Well, due in no small part because I created it myself.”

“Was that what you were trying to do with your spear back there?”

I nodded. So, she’d been paying attention. Ceres continued to surprise and delight me.

“Exactly. I kind of executed the first move. I’m lucky that I didn’t lose my arm. Not that I would have been able to, but anything more advanced than that would have been a waste of mana and too big of a strain on my body. Still, I had to try,” I stopped and thought for a moment before I went on. “If you were to use a hammer to drive in a nail, you could do it with all of your strength. Yes, if you hit the nail, it will drive it in. But you could also bend it over or miss it completely. Maybe smash your thumb. Or you could hit it several times with less force. I need to be able to exercise the skill at less power. Then, when I get stronger, I can unleash its full destructive potential.”

“That is understandable. But now that you mention it, I faintly remember you promising to teach me something new. Am I wrong?”

“There is no sneaking past you. Yes. I did. And I will. Now, in fact. Your mana control isn’t strong enough to perform this in a fight yet, but knowing the forms is key. This will give you something to practice.”

She flashed me that wicked smile that could have meant she wanted to please me again or kill me. The doubt behind it made my heart race. Ceres truly was an act of nature.

I knew that I shouldn’t give in to temptation, but after giving me such a gift, I found it hard not to give something back. So, I compromised. I pulled Ceres close, turned her so she was facing the same direction as me, and eased her legs apart to shoulder width. Then I slid in behind her. I pulled her right hand back up to hover at chest height, while the other rested behind her back.

“I like this. Are you going to be naughty?”

“Oh, how I want nothing more,” I whispered. “But, no. I’m going to teach you the first move. Pay attention.”

I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. A small amount of mana gathered in my sword hand as I focused on an imaginary opponent. I pulled her arm back, sidestepped along with her, and lunged forward, plunging the sword into… empty air. In my mind’s eye, it had been my opponent’s chest, but we weren’t fortunate enough to have a real one standing around.

“It’s the simplest move, but the added buildup of mana in your hand should supplement your weapon’s striking force and prove devastating to anyone who isn’t wearing heavy armor. Once you become more proficient, you can store mana in your arm. This will shorten the time for you to draw it to your weapon hand, or, if you need it, supplement your strength for greater attack power. But remember, even a higher realm mana pool is not unlimited. The most efficient way to use it is to weave the strands together. Simply infusing your will into it and using it whole. Well, you’ll find your hard-won surpluses won’t last long using it that way.”

Ceres gasped and dropped to her knees as soon as I let go. I silently cursed myself, thinking the advanced technique might have harmed her in some way. And with no actual enemy to attack, I realized that I had released my pent-up mana straight into her body. With her weaker grasp on mana cultivation, I could only imagine how that felt.

“Don’t worry. I’m...fine,” she whispered and looked up at me. “It’s not pain, I'm just…lightheaded.”

I watched her for a moment. Her legs and arms trembled and then she moaned and reached down to hold her privates. She wasn’t just lightheaded, I realized, she was having an orgasm.

“I think you’re going to be okay,” I whispered, gently rubbing her back.

“How did that happen? You were talking, guiding me through the movement, then I felt this surge of mana rush through me and I…came.”

“Yeah. I’m sorry about that. I didn’t even mean to push the mana into you, but since there was no enemy to push it into...”

She bit her lower lip and shuddered again.

“That was...intense. Can I have another one later? Or maybe now?”

“That is the thing about mana, my love. If you are focusing on something, it will absorb more than a little of that will. I was still thinking about how you woke me up just now, on the riverbank. And I desperately wanted to return the favor. The mana took matters into its own hands. So to speak.”

“Hey! What are you doing?” Mantis called from over at the carts. “Come see our spoils!”

“Be there in a moment!” I called back and knelt next to Ceres. “Are you good?”

She quietly licked her lips, but not as if they were dry, but like she was fantasizing about something sweet. Ceres opened her eyes and met mine. Then I had a deviously naughty idea. I pooled a substantial amount of mana in my hands and summoned forth all the illicit and perverted thoughts I’d had about Ceres and not just the huge pile I’d amassed in the past few moments, but all of it. I saw all the ways I wanted her, in all the places I wanted us to do it in, and then pushed it into her, lacing the sexually charged mana right to the inside of her thighs.

“Eilin! I’m coming,” I called as Ceres doubled over, moaning a quiet song of the more exquisite ecstasy. I lifted her chin and kissed her forehead, then hovered there until her beautiful eyes opened. She struggled to focus on me. Her eyes looked love drunk, but she managed a weak, quivering smile.

“You sit the next round out, alright? I’ll tell the others it is an injury from our fight with the beasts. Stay here and enjoy that gift for a while.”

She opened her mouth to speak, perhaps to argue, but couldn’t form words. Goosebumps ran across her skin and she clenched both hands into the grass beneath her. I got up and hurried over to the carts where everyone was standing, including Eilin. She gave me a sidelong glance, then looked over at Ceres.

“Is everything alright with her?”

“Oh, I think she’ll be more than alright...in time. I think she just needs a moment. Could you look after her during the next swarm?”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll stay with her,” Eilin replied without any protest and ran over to sit with Ceres who still hadn’t moved from where she dropped to her knees a moment ago.

I turned back around and considered the carts. One, in particular, caught my eye. Several juicy-looking cuts of meat lay on slabs of rock salt. Salivating, I walked over and put my hands on the cart, infusing a good chunk of my remaining mana pool into the salt. The slabs immediately started to glow, releasing a fine mist of salt vapor that hung across the cart and enveloped all the meat. A cold curtain of air immediately descended, forcing anyone standing near back a step.

“What the hell was that?” Fazan gasped. “What did you do? Turn salt to ice?”

“No, I used the mana to alter the salt chemically. It forces the rock salt to vaporize. The natural byproduct is cool, salty air. The meat will keep good for a long time.”

Fazan muttered and shook his head, watching the strange fog drift over and around the table. I had only begun to open his eyes to the wonders of mana.

“Anyway,” Mantis muttered, waving to draw my attention. “We ended up with a single grapple bear core from that large beast. It is about the size of two open palms. In total, we yielded thirteen crystals, ranging in size from my thumb to your closed fist. I have no idea why we were so lucky, but this is far more than I ever got in a single month of hunting and gathering.”

I truly didn’t know if that take was good or not, since I’d never really bothered with ordinary crystals before. But from my position now, it looked like a pretty good start.

“So, they don’t give crystals that often?” I asked curiously.

He shook his head and placed his meaty hand on the core.

“Especially not such large cores. What are we going to do with them anyway?”

“Use them to absorb the power, as bargaining chips, leverage, ingredients for medicines and elixirs, and so much more. Why? Are you hungry?”

He laughed and picked up a crystal, a larger chunk than most.

“My days of eating these things are done. But I want this one for myself. Is that alright?”

I watched him carefully, the hunger in his eyes, and realized I had two options moving forward. One, I could beat him down then and there and take it out of his hand. That would be mature. Or, two, I could simply tell him that I would be dolling out the spoils, especially for those that put in extra blood, sweat, and tears. Or those that put their lives on the line for the betterment of the whole group. I chose the latter.

“Why don’t you put that thing back,” I said and nodded at the crystal. He stared at me, a defiant glint in his eye. “Mantis, everyone that fights and works today will get a reward. But not until the end of our run. This must be fair. Not just... I want the biggest crystal. I take. I eat.”

I gambled on the humor there and knew it. But it worked.

Mantis chuckled and dropped the crystal, nodding slowly. Yes, the mood had soured a little, with the idea that people couldn’t just take whatever they wanted, but they needed to know there was order and fairness to this expedition. And that I was the boss. I would reward them, but this also served as a test to see how much they valued what they’d gotten so far.

The second swarm was a group of eleven grapple bears, while the third was eighteen strong. All in all, it took us around four hours to kill, butcher, and process everything. To be honest, we were exhausted, except for me. I was hungry for more. Much more. Mantis wanted to keep going, and the girls wanted to do one last run as well. So, it was agreed that we would do one last run before heading back. We waited nearby until the abyss was ready for us.

This time it was different. A strange, hissing sound filled the clearing, accompanied by the now-familiar growls from the grapple bears. The hissing stopped as the first beast climbed out from the hole. I stared at it for several moments before my excitement turned dour. A head, the size of the largest bear’s body, appeared from behind a line of grapple bears and then slithered toward us, moving low and fast against the ground.

“Shit. A serpent. Ever fought one of those?” I yelled. But Mantis simply ran forward, throwing his body between us and the approaching creature…then I recognized it.

I’d faced one in my previous life. Albeit, one much older and slow-moving. It was a three-horned viper. The adult could grow scales as hard as steel, their fangs dripping with poison capable of killing a proficient cultivator with a single bite. If they weren’t ripped apart first.

This one wasn’t as large as the one I’d faced before...perhaps somewhere between a stage two and three, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous. It was different fighting a slithering beast. They didn’t move like a creature with legs and were far more unpredictable.

“Take care of the bears if you can! If not, retreat beyond the barrier!” I yelled and readied myself for battle. Mantis turned and grinned, swiping his bladed gauntlets through the air before him. His weapons, it turned out, would be our single, greatest tool against just such a beast. I could only hope that he knew it.

“I’ll stop it!” he shot back and charged the viper just as it reached him. Mantis dodged right, then launched himself at the beast, his claws shining with mana. The blades hit the serpent's body, punching clean through its tough scales. Had it been fully grown, things might have been different. And yet, as powerful as Mantis was, the blow did little more than bleed and redirect it.

The beast slithered around, coiling in on itself, and turned on Mantis. I recognized the opening and charged in, stabbing my spear just down from its head. The bladed tip slipped between scales and plunged through the skin but stuck fast in the muscle beneath.

“Shit!” I cursed, immediately recognizing my mistake. I could gut a man with a spear easily, even with an off-target strike. But serpents were almost all muscle. And this one was easily three-feet-thick? My bad.

I was exhausted from creating Mantis’ pocket dimensions, from fighting three swarms of beasts, and teaching techniques, okay, and from giving Ceres one hotter than hell mana-fueled fantasy orgasm. Maybe I’d overextended a bit. Or a lot. Call it a personal flaw that I couldn’t recognize these things faster.

The serpent lashed around, its tail catching me in the side. Hard. I held on to my spear and just managed to keep from flying off. I caught my balance and tried to rip my weapon free, but the blade was too deeply embedded. The serpent whipped around again, almost biting Mantis’ head clean off, and wrenching me off my feet in the process.

I lost my grip on the spear, but luckily, I landed on the creature’s body. I swung my arms around it and clamped down, desperate to not be thrown free. The horned, diamond-shaped head flew around as I spun the curse and pushed it into its body. The creature’s bloodlust responded, rising to the surface as two thick, rope-like strands of red mana. It penetrated the soft skin between the scales, and I grabbed hold. My heart swelled in my chest and threatened to explode, the beast’s reaction to my curse was stronger than anything I’d felt since being reborn. I felt hot blood run from my ears, nose, and my mouth. But I couldn’t let a damned serpent get the best of me, even if it was three feet thick and thirty feet long.

I connected my curse to the two strands of the beast’s red mana, then pushed it all down into the monster’s body, jamming it as hard as I could into its heart. The serpent hissed, screeched, and went rigid, then we toppled together to the ground. I felt its heart shrivel up under the curse, withering away like a burning twig. I lay there for a moment, one arm trapped under the creature’s body, and wondered if I, too, was dead.

“Hey! What are you doing?” Mantis asked, limping around the serpent’s body. “Are you resting? Dead? Don’t tell me you’re holding on because you want that whole thing for yourself!”

He fell to the ground, favoring his side and working to catch his breath. He knew what was going on. Could see the blood covering my face.

“Not dead yet,” I groaned, “Maybe cheating death for a little while. Lingering...just on the cusp. Get Ceres, the second part of this is going to be bad,” I whispered, sensing the backlash of my curse building.

The serpent’s insides, having already started breaking down, pulled into my body. And it’s not like I could stop it. The stupid thing was laying on top of me. Then the backlash struck, and everything just dropped away.





Chapter Twenty
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I snapped awake, pitched to one

 
side, and immediately banged into the rail. I was on a cart with the setting sun far in the distance. Ceres and Eilin sat to either side of me, so that meant we were on our way back. Good. That meant I hadn’t been out exceedingly long. Even better. A light breeze caressed my face as Ceres leaned in to press her lips against mine.




This whole losing consciousness thing was quickly becoming a bad habit. It was something I’d need to stop doing, or I’d die. Or get someone else killed. Both of those options sucked, as I’d come to like being alive again and the people close to me.

And yet, the quick absorption of life force was a key component in my plan to get stronger and enact my own brand of justice. But the plan would fail if I died, so maybe I had to rethink things. So, I silently promised myself that I would bench my telltale curse for the foreseeable future. My banging headache agreed with my decision, as my stomach turned and I almost threw up on myself.

“You idiot,” Ceres muttered, so only we could hear. “You almost died...again, do you know that? Is that not a big deal to you?”

I flashed her an apologetic smile as she helped me sit up, then I leaned into her. She pulled my hair back and put her arms around me, squeezing with enough force to convey palpable fear, affection, and relief. Shit. It was something I was not used to. Tenderness and warmth. And I soaked it all up. Every bit of it. I didn’t feel alone with her around and hoped I never would. In my past life, I had so many women that showing affection to one riled up the rest of them. Now…I only really had Ceres, and that more intimate connection felt nice.

“That thing came up on us so fast, I don’t think we knew how to take it down,” I admitted, “I just knew I couldn’t let it get past me and to you.”

“That is sweet,” Ceres said, stroking my hair. “But next time, after exhausting yourself like that, let’s gut the fucker together.”

Damn, she stole another chunk of my heart away with that pronouncement.

“Can you help me bathe when we get back? I’m a little sore and want to try and process as much of the raw mana as I can before this...shindig with the provincial lord.”

I felt her nod and guessed that was as much of a response as I deserved. Hi, honey, I almost died again, would you scrub my dirty butt so I can run off with another woman to a fancy, scumbag’s party? I’ll bet Ceres loved it.

“Yeah, I can do that,” she said, surprising me. “Aren’t you going to ask how we did? What our haul was in the end?”

“I don’t really care since I got what I needed.”

“Your needs? You’re not alone, you know?”

Her words hit me hard, but not nearly as hard as my own shock from those arrogant, self-centered words forming on my tongue. That is exactly what the old me would have said. Down to the...letter.

“Can I backtrack just a little bit? I’m not entirely sure who...no, wait. I know who said that. But I was hoping he would stay dead in my past. Please accept my apologies. My response was insulting,” I said, humbled by the experience.

Ceres snorted and we progressed on in silence for a long while.

She was mad and rightfully so. Yes, I could argue away my flippant remark with any number of excuses. The: I have to shoulder our burden, or I died, or blah blah blah. It came down to this. I died before because the Emperor controlled more people by fear than I did by loyalty or love. No, I would need to build a power base that I could rely on for support, an arm of people standing with me out of love, respect, or a sense of honor. Those kinds of people fought harder than those forced through fear.

“We’ll get to work when we get back,” I said, breaking that tense silence. “For starters, I’ll take less risk. But starting tomorrow, we’re going to attack the market.”

“How is that less risk?” Ceres asked, “It’s a big place with lots of people. Lots of attention.”

“Poor wording. I meant, we’ll scout the market and see who buys crystals and cores, then approach them in private. We’ll allow buyers the ability to go back alley and pay less in secret. We’ll strangle the families’ and the provincial lord’s ability to move products and make money.”

“And who will do the scouting?”

I looked over at Eilin, who was wiping the blade of her sword-whip down with an oiled rag. She stopped, sensing my gaze, and looked up.

“What? Me?”

“Indeed. I will have you tail the male buyers. They do so enjoy it when a lovely lady shows them attention. They won’t think anything of it. Roach, with a little clean-up and coaching, can tail the ladies. It is a perfect setup.”

She rolled her eyes and put the weapon and cloth down, tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, and turned fully to me.

“When do I begin?”

“Begin what?” a familiar voice asked from behind. I glanced over my shoulder only to see Mantis coming up along our cart.

“We are going to scout the market and take over the crystal trade. But we’ll need to identify who buys and when.”

“Oh, that’s easy. Most of the buyers are from or study at martial arts schools. Yes, there is a smaller group of ordinary people that dabble, but it is not significant.”

“Then we’ll cater to the ordinary people first,” I said firmly. “I’m not helping any groups funded by the lords and the Emperor. We’ll sell a third of the loot, use a third, and keep a third in reserve.”

Mantis opened his mouth to say something, and I knew what it was going to be before he even said it, but I didn’t interrupt.

“What about our shares?”

“What’s the tally?”

“Two cores and a total of twenty-seven crystals of varying sizes.”

I nodded in appreciation but decided to let the two more knowledgeable members of our party give input on price.

“What kind of price could they fetch?”

“It depends on the size and the buyer. If you want to undercut the families, you’ll have to accept the hagglers. They’re an interesting lot. Can’t buy anything without trying to get it cheaper first. I imagine they’d argue if you tried giving ‘em something for free, too.”

I knew the type well enough. They spoke a universal language. Greed.

“Mantis, you take seven crystals, two of which can be big ones: one for you, and one for your wife as a housewarming gift. Fazan gets an ordinary one, and your ten workers can share the remaining four.”

He nodded his head slowly and grinned.

“I can work with that. A third is quite the prize, Aiden. Thank you. And I mean it.”

I nodded and reached off the wagon, patting him on the shoulder.

“You need to start thinking long and hard about who you keep around and why,” I said, flatly. “We can’t afford a mindless and weak mob. They’ll leech off our exploits, not to mention potentially leak vital information to our enemies. Work with the ten here with us now, then once they’ve reached the second realm, we’ll take another ten, but only if you are sure about their loyalty. We don’t need more than twenty fighters for now. It’s too costly.”

I saw the discomfort settle on his face as I spoke, but I could also tell that he knew I was right. The cost was everything from here on out, and not just the weight in coin. There was always a limit to how much energy, time, and supplies you could provide, and the last thing we needed was to get caught before we were ready.

“The crystals, uh, what do I do with them? Can we…absorb them?” Mantis whispered after looking around to make sure no one else could hear.

“I can’t. At least not for a while,” I replied in an equally hushed tone. “I weakened myself using that curse on the serpent, and it’s only a damn stroke of luck that I’m still alive.”

Ceres slapped my shoulder.

“Really? And you still did it?”

“Hey now!” I protested. “You’re supposed to take care of me when I’m hurt, not beat up on me!”

Ceres slapped me two more times and then punched me for good measure. It hurt a lot more than I let on.

“You make me so mad! We care about you and you take these risks...and...don’t think about us.”

“It is true. Perhaps there is more to me that needs changing than I thought. Here, I’ll let you hold me while I start processing all this raw mana. You can protect me on the ride back.”

“Yeah, yeah, use me as a pillow. I’ll protect you,” she snorted, “It’s the only way I haven’t been used yet.” She muttered the second part, but I couldn’t tell if she wanted me to hear it or not. I reached up and grabbed her arm, holding it tight. After a few moments, she reached down and patted the hand. Okay good, the message was received.

“Mantis, where did you get your claws?” I asked, a while later.

“He had them made by the best smith in the city. We were out roaming through the hills, further upriver and happened upon some strange ore. Why? Want them for yourself?”

“No, but I want some of that ore. I’d like you to show me where you got it once I’ve recovered my strength.”

Mantis’s brow furrowed and he turned to look out over the slowly passing landscape. I could feel his discomfort. Why? What reason did he have to hide the ore’s location from me? Or was it something else, a bargaining chip for the future?

The last leg of our journey back to the city passed quickly and quietly. We entered through the southern gate and stopped by Mantis’ tower, where his men pushed the meat cart to the inn. I took possession of the crystals and cores then, too, delegating the task to Ceres. Weakened as I was, I managed to sort out the bones, intestines, brains, and skin we’d saved, storing them in a relatively dry and cool cupboard space in my pendant. I moved some of the mana-charged salt in with them, turning the small cubby into a downright cold and foggy place. Perfect.

I was excited about testing Fazan’s ability with potions and pills. Mixed with my knowledge of elixirs, he could eventually become a master healer. But that would take practice, and unfamiliar hands could easily make mistakes while mixing and grinding. Even driven by my new lease on life, I found the idea of wasting precious ingredients taboo. So, I would set aside a portion of the rarest items for safekeeping.

“Why the smirk?” Ceres asked as we approached our inn.

“Your pretty face,” I replied and winked before I got out. We pulled the cart around to the back and opened the door, preparing to take our butchered meats into storage. Tsang Mua appeared from inside the building then and immediately snapped at the closest of Mantis’ workers.

“What in the hell are you doing parking this cart so close to my building?”

“Mua?” I said, stepping in. “I come bearing gifts.”

The innkeeper turned and noticed me, the hard lines and angry face melting away.

“Gifts? Did you get me a new hat? Maybe a fancy vest? Or are these the kinds of gifts that will take up valuable space in my storerooms?” Wow, the man was as sharp as a rapier point.

“A third of our highest quality cuts, just for you, Master foodsmith. Trust me when I say they’re fresh and extremely good.”

His eyebrows rose and a wide smile appeared.

“Excellent. But if you had told me ahead of time, I could have made room for you to bring back more. Good quality meat is always in demand.”

“Next time, Mua, I promise. If you aren’t busy, would you mind preparing something small? Perhaps using some of our fresh meat? I need a light meal before heading to the provincial lord’s celebration.”

He grinned and nodded.

“It would be my pleasure. Give me half an hour. Now go, clean yourself. You look like a badger that was run over by a wagon. I will sort through all this greatness!”

He ushered us out of the way, muttering something under his breath that we couldn’t understand, then briskly closed the door behind us.

“He’s an odd duck,” Ceres muttered. “Did you catch what he said?”

“You’ll learn this lesson quickly, my love. The more exceptional the talent, the stranger the duck.” 

I didn’t tell her that I had once been just like him, odd, awkward, and unyielding, especially when it came to my talents. I’d just add it to the list of things I kept hidden from Ceres and the others. I would tell them, in time.

“Come on, I need to get ready.”

When we entered our room, I found a robe waiting for me. One even more ornate than the one I’d been wearing. It was black and embroidered with red and gold thread, but there were no patches or prints. In a word, nothing was indicating I had an allegiance to anyone. I knew it would make me a target, a prize for those who valued the accumulation of power and influence over all else. That was good. I would use it.

“I’ll be on the balcony,” Eilin said, immediately striding across the room and disappearing outside.

Ceres’ hands moved up my arms and to my neck, before hooking inside my robes and pulling them open. Then she untied the knots and slid the robe down to my feet.

“We have the clothes we took from my cave. But they don’t fit me now that I’ve recovered. They’re too short for Eilin. Is it alright if we get new clothes? She and I?” she asked as our eyes met.

“Of course,” I said, cupping her cheek. “We can do some shopping tomorrow after we’ve unloaded a crystal or two. Trying to barter for goods directly with crystals might garner us the wrong sort of attention. I’d like to scout out a buyer or two first.”

“They are suspicious all on their own,” she whispered.

She removed my britches next and slowly pulled off her own, slowly as I turned the crank to fill the tub. I was sore and tired. Everything hurt, including my pride. But I forced my tired body to move, understanding that time and patience was the best salve.

Ceres got in first and held her hand out to help me. I accepted it, stepped up and in, and then slipped and sprawled atop her, splashing water over the sides.

“What are you doing?” she growled. “You are half dead and want to get frisky? How about asking a girl first?”

I groaned and pushed clear as my head spun, then slumped against the side of the tub.

“I slipped...I’m sorry,” I muttered and tried to sit upright. “Shit, I’m much weaker than I thought. I was hoping the ride back would have left me more...rested.” I opened my eyes and groped around for the soap.

“You’re still doing it,” she said, her hand catching mine.

“Doing what?”

“Trying to do everything yourself. Trust. Me.”

Ceres lifted the soap and indicated I should turn. So, I obliged.

I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing, letting my body continue to process and refine the serpent’s raw mana. Ceres settled on the stool and leaned in, first lifting my arms to scrub my pits, and then doing my chest and neck.

I felt her hands wicking away the raw mana impurities, the soap, and movement removing more than just dirt. And yet, it continued to seep up and out of my skin. It was a feral, toxic sensation, the unnatural action of refining potent life energy and then sloughing off the corresponding poison. Honestly, it made me feel dirtier than if I’d crawled a hundred miles through knee-high mud and feces.

“I feel it leaking out of you. Like poison,” she whispered.

I wanted to nod, to tell her how right she was, but I felt my skin heat up suddenly, a fire burning inside me. One that threatened to burn me to cinders. It was the poison, pooling around my core faster than my body could push it out. I opened my mana pool and pushed a sizable thread outward to help push the toxin-free faster. Yes, it put a great strain on my body, but afterward, the sizable pool of refined mana would help me regenerate much more quickly.

“Are you alright?” Ceres whispered. I knew she could feel the muck pouring off my body and into the water. But she didn’t understand the extent of the battle raging inside me.

“Yes. I’ll be okay. Don’t worry, it can’t harm you,” I whispered, not breaking my concentration. I heard the balcony door slide open, and a pair of shuffling feet approach us.

“Do you need help?” Eilin asked, her quiet voice breaking the silence.

“Yes. He’s expelling poison from that massive serpent that almost ate him. Help me pull it away.

“Yes, right away,” Eilin said, and before I could even protest, I heard her clothes rustle and fall to the ground. I felt her step up and into the tub, the water rippling against my fevered skin.

A second pair of hands joined Ceres’ but I kept my focus inward. They pulled my arms gently in one direction, then pulled my legs out straight. I heard Ceres quietly guiding Eilin as they used their mana to pull the poison out of my skin and wash away its taint with fresh water.

They continued to work in silence, their efforts finally helping me tip the scales in my favor. My skin cooled and my heart slowed, the last of the poison finally pushed free. I started collecting my mana to push back into my pool when a pair of hands pulled my thighs apart and abruptly cleaned right up to my pelvis, then gently lifted my manhood and washed beneath.

I don’t know if it was the battle to expunge the poison from my body, the mana swirling at my core, or just my thankfulness for still being alive, but blood immediately rushed to my cock. It swelled, throbbing impressive in her hands. Fresh water poured down over my body, rinsing the soap and the last of the poison away, and then the second pair of hands slid down my belly and cupped my balls.

I heard Ceres and Eilin breathe harder, whispering back and forth. I wanted to open my eyes and join in with their passion, but my battle wasn’t done yet. I had to utilize my newly purified mana to mend my body, stitching my internal injuries closed and fixing my cracked ribs.

I let them move me as some of the water drained away, the bottom of the tub warm against my back. I felt a familiar pair of legs straddle me, what I was sure was Cere’s hands stroking up and down the length of my erection. But that second pair of hands slid down over my stomach and thighs, fondling and exploring, almost fighting Ceres for control. I wanted to open my eyes, to meet their gaze and encourage them, but feared the sudden attention might scare shy Eilin off. So, I did the one thing I could. I kept my eyes closed and enjoyed their attention.

My aches and pains faded inside as the girls’ passions grew, an ache forming in my loins as they stroked me harder and faster. Then the motion slowed, and a pair of warm lips wrapped around my tip. I felt a soft tongue explore me, the motion not urgent but curious. She accepted more into her mouth slowly, her soft fingers tickling the sensitive skin just beneath my balls.

I flashed back to my previous life then, as my concubines had accepted me into our shared bed and competed to pleasure me. But that wasn’t fair. Many of those women feared me, and in the end, betrayed me. Their passions weren’t built off love, but fear. I banished the thoughts and forced my attention on the two women with me at that moment. The two women wanted me not for status or survival, but simply to share a moment of passion.

I felt the mouth moving more vigorously over my manhood, as the other woman bit and teased my nipples. The combined effort of purifying the raw mana, healing my wounds, and their equally passionate attentions threw me into climax. I came hard, the muscles in my pelvis and abdomen almost cramping under the force. The woman pleasuring me with her mouth, probably Ceres, as she didn’t flinch as I came, continued to move slowly up and down, accepting every ounce I had to give. But Eilin made the first move, tentative as it was, and that felt like enough for me.

Lost in thought about both women and drained in every way possible, I answered sleep’s call. I didn’t mean to, mind you, but it overtook me, nonetheless. My last thought, before tumbling into the darkness, was how badly I wanted to make it up to both women. Preferably at the same time.





Chapter Twenty-One
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When I woke up, I was laying

 
on our bed and naked as the day I was born. The girls were practically fluttering around me, and dressed, mind you. I had to blink several times to bring them into focus. Their dresses were short, showcasing more than a little leg, with healthy necklines that presented plenty of cleavage. I turned, spotting Miria by the door, who wore a long, much less revealing blue dress.




I groaned, joints popping, and pushed myself off the bed. Damn, I felt stiff. A healthy, full mana pool, yes, but stiff.

“What are you ladies wearing?” I asked, my voice more than a little gruff.

“A hanfu,” Miria replied. “Two different versions. The shorter ones are mostly worn by concubines or in private. While this style,” she said, pointing at her dress, “Is reserved for ladies of more...refined stature.”

Although the dress was tight and the fabric silky, the cut didn’t reveal much more than her shoulders. It terminated just below her collarbone, while two slits ran from mid-thigh down, allowing the skirt to flow elegantly. She had gathered her hair into two, stylish buns, then used gold and green hair sticks to hold them in place. I thought the look was rather silly, but who was I to judge nobility? They had always been a bit eccentric.

Ceres and Eilin’s hairstyles were much simpler–single, messy buns held in place with red sticks. The rest of their hair flowed elegantly down their shoulders and back.

“You look ravishing, ladies,” I said, then turned to Miria. “Can I take them with us?”

She nodded, but in typical fashion, didn’t move. I found it unnerving how calm and poised she was. Like a beautiful statue, capable of pulling a blade from...somewhere and decapitating a person with a single strike. I silently wondered if she had a sword stashed beneath her slinky dress.

“Yes, that is the idea. I’ve been told the provincial lord wants to match you with a woman. One he will use to try and sway your favor his way. That is just the beginning. He is a master manipulator, and if she is his choice, then so is she.”

“Oh? I must have left an impression if he’s interested in making me one of his men. But tell me, what’s she like?”

Miria rolled her eyes and groaned. 

“That particular woman, I dislike the bitch considerably, so you cannot go unescorted. You should keep them both on your arms, and if anyone questions you about their presence, say both women are yours and you never go anywhere without them. Be firm about your stance. These people are used to displays of strength, conviction, and standing. And by that, I mean theirs, so expect them to try and rattle you.”

I nodded, understanding her instructions better than she probably realized. I knew that type, as I had been one. Operative word: had.

“You ladies are okay with this?” I asked, turning to Ceres. She smiled and threw me a wink, then smoothed down the delicate fabric over her stomach and hips. Eilin nodded but looked a bit more awkward in the dress. Then she looked down and blushed. Ceres bit her lip, looked to Miria, and then back to me.

“We’re prepared to grace your arms tonight. But I think the other guests might expect you to wear a little more...anything,” she said, her eyes flicking down my body. “Would you like us to wait outside?”

I looked down and realized I was still naked. Still. Yes, that explained the breeze.

“No, don’t worry about me. I will get ready right away,” I said, swung my feet out of bed, and stood.

I almost blacked out as I reached my feet. I might have stood too quickly, or it could have been part of the backlash lingering in my system, but either way, I ended up back down on the bed. The room spun and my stomach tried to relocate to my mouth.

“Are you alright?” Ceres hissed, her voice right next to me.

“Ugh, sorry,” I said, “Give me a minute. I think I tried doing that too quickly.”

“Hey,” Miria said, her voice sharp. “What is wrong with you? I told you we’d be attending a party and to be ready. Are you ill, injured?”

“He ingested an entire three-horned viper’s soul. That’s why,” Ceres shot back. “He did it to save us from the beast.”

Miria nodded slowly, but if anything, looked even more annoyed.

“Meet me outside in half an hour. I’ll be waiting in the rickshaw. Don’t make me wait too long.”

I nodded and got up again as she left. Ceres helped me dress while Eilin stood off to the side, intermittently holding her dress down so it reached to her knees and pulling it up to cover more of her breasts.

“If you aren’t comfortable in that hanfu, you can stay here,” I said, watching her for a moment.

“I’m fine. Just as long as I don’t have to sit, or bend over, or do anything but stand. I don’t mind if you see me naked, but this dress feels like a whole different matter.”

I smiled, as I repeated her words in my mind. I don’t mind if you see me naked. That felt like a long way from the young woman that refused to make eye contact and rushed out of the room when I bathed.

“Come here, please,” I said and motioned her over. I hooked an arm around Ceres and pulled her close, then snared Eilin with the other. I studied Ceres for a moment. Black eyeliner and mascara added depth and dimension to her already beautiful green eyes. She’d applied a touch of blood-red lipstick as well, setting them in startling contrast to her flawless skin.

Eilin’s makeup was similar but had opted for a pink shade of lipstick instead. One that didn’t stand out as much. It was either Eilin’s more reserved choice, or Ceres wanted to stand out more. Either way, they both looked like goddesses.

I turned to consider us as a group in the mirror across the room. I liked what I saw. My hair was clean and tied up into a single, economical ponytail. My skin was spotless, thankfully, the bruises, cuts, scars, and dark spots of my body’s previous owner had finally disappeared. And my black outfit looked fantastic. Perhaps I would outshine the provincial lord himself.

“Ladies, we look ravishing! Don’t you think?”

Ceres shimmied her hips and laughed, and even Eilin, who had finally stopped tugging on the skirt, gave hers a little shake.

“Has Mua finished preparing our snacks?” I asked, suddenly remembering.

“Yes. A while back. We didn’t want to wake you. He said they are downstairs when we’re ready.”

I nodded.

“Perfect. I am famished. What say we eat while we ride?”

Several moments later, we sat in an oversized rickshaw, chewing hungrily through Mua’s seasoned kabobs, and made our way through the market. We moved north slowly, the crowd of people in the market thicker than I’d ever seen it. Miria greeted many that passed, exchanging waves, greetings, or simple pleasantries. But most addressed her by her title, calling her “Huntress” or “Lady Huntress”. 

I had to admit, it felt like she was drawing too much attention to us. Yes, she was strong enough to defend herself against…well, pretty much anyone in the city. But I was still relatively weak. I hated the feeling of eyes lingering on me. Speaking of eyes, where the hell had Roach gone off to? If he was still around, we’d have to dress him the part and give him a place to stay. 

Miria didn’t speak to us as we drove up to the main gate, finally catching sight of the northern quarter. I smiled, agreeing with myself that the title worked much better. Then she sniffed, and I couldn’t quite tell if it was because she was angry or suffered from allergies. She turned to look out the other window and her gaze lingered on me for a moment, and I knew. She didn’t like me sitting with two gorgeous women. Fair enough.

“Halt!” one of the guards snapped as we stopped just shy of the gate. “Show me your—oh, it’s you, Huntress. I’m sorry, please forgive me. Pass through.”

“Thank you,” she said, her voice tight and her head held high.

The guards bowed deep as we passed. I noticed the ornate nature of their brown robes right away. The fabric was of fine quality, stitched with silver and blue. They wore gleaming sword belts as well, exquisitely crafted swords hanging for all to see.

The driver of the rickshaw continued forward again, only to have the gates close right behind us. I spotted the queue of people waiting to enter behind us and had to wonder if they were being turned away.

“Everyone seems to know you here,” I whispered and looked around, first staring back at the gate and the walls.

They were hewn out of bedrock and easily fifteen feet tall. The gates were made from wood and reinforced by iron bars. It would take a battering ram to break through. A strong cultivator wouldn’t need to get through, however. They would just go over the walls. Still, the sound of the closing gates and the scope of the walls was an effective show of force.

The garden was lavish, featuring large koi ponds, fountains, and a manicured garden or sculpted trees and shrubs. Benches sat in neat rows beneath cherry-blossom trees, very similar to the bridges outside the market. And yes, even the trees here looked nicer. Each held buds and blooms of a different color.

“Yes, they do,” Miria replied, quietly. “What do you think of this place? Nice? One day soon enough it will be yours, right? Isn’t that what you said?”

I nodded and couldn’t help but watch the sprawling gardens pass in awe. Ceres squeezed in closer to me.

“I like it here,” she whispered. “I like it, but it makes me feel so exceedingly small. Do you think we can get this place for ourselves?”

“I could see myself meditating in this garden,” Eilin added, “A different colored tree for every day of the week.”

Miria put an index finger to her lips, indicating we should be quiet.

“In the provincial lord’s domain, the walls and trees have ears,” she whispered.

I put my arms around the girls and pulled them both in tight. Eilin squirmed a bit while Ceres snuggled up even closer, perhaps savoring my warmth.

“Who else is going to be here?” I asked, changing the topic. “The family heads? Wealthy merchants? Mantis wasn’t invited so it isn’t for just anyone.”

“Only those who directly contribute to the city and the lord. You could say, his circle,” Miria replied. Her voice dropped to a whisper, the tone darkening. “I never really liked this place or those that ran it, for that matter.” She looked at me, her light brown, almost golden eyes telling me so much. She didn’t just not care for the walls and gardens around us, but she hated it, and the people who kept it. She had already shown me great trust, risking her own standing and wellbeing to help me thus far. I would have to reward her for that trust in any way possible.

I nodded, showing her that I understood.

We wound our way through the gardens and approached the mansion’s entrance and the tower came into view. I had almost forgotten all about it, since laying eyes on it during our escape from prison. But it was so close now, and I could feel it. There was still power inside, but it was weak, or dormant. I couldn’t truly make sense of it from here. I would have to get inside to understand what was really going on. If some mana remained there, and I was able to absorb it, my quest to take over the city would receive a monumental boost.

“Before you ask, no, I can’t get you inside. That place has been sealed off by a ward the Emperor placed personally. He isn’t as strong as he used to be, but he still sits in the sixth realm. So, breaking through would be well beyond your abilities.”

“Who said anything about breaking through? I have another...more subtle way of getting inside, but I’ll need some time. Do you think you can sneak me in again? Or perhaps linger after the festivities?”

She shrugged but cleared her throat as the rickshaw stopped. Several attendants rushed our way and pulled steps into place, to help us disembark. Ceres beamed as we stepped clear, and for good reason from what I could see. If the women standing near the entrance were any indication, she was likely to sparkle in comparison.

Miria accepted an attendant’s hand who helped her down. I went next, waving off the next attendant and helping the girls down myself.

“Please, this way,” one of the young female consorts said, bowing and motioning toward the entrance. All the attendants were young, boys and girls, dressed and styled the same way. I immediately wondered if it indicated a particular and unhealthy interest on the provincial lord’s behalf.

Miria went first and I waited until she was several steps ahead before following. It wouldn’t do if people started forming connections between us, at least not for her. And in the long run for me.

Ceres took my right arm and Eilin my left, but I could still sense her awkwardness...the way she walked and tried to hide behind me. So, I did the one thing that would fluster her even more, hoping it would serve as a distraction.

“I know it was you,” I whispered. “In the tub, when we got back from our hunt. I felt you. You didn’t seem so shy then.”

A hiccup marred her next step forward and she turned to me, her mouth pulling wide with horror.

“You—Aiden! I thought you were...sleeping.”

“Shh,” I whispered, stopping her from saying anything else. “I didn’t bring it up to embarrass you but to help you realize how sexy you are. Now show everyone here what I already know.”

Or someone might figure out that we don’t belong here, I added silently.

Eilin swallowed and nodded, then took my arm again and straightened her back, pushing out her chest. Ceres squeezed my arm, and I knew what it meant. She was proud of me. I could have yelled at Eilin right there, screamed at her, or knocked her to the ground. Hell, the people all around me would probably expect it, especially from a woman they viewed as my property. They would have gathered around and cheered as a seemingly powerful man educated someone beneath him. I wasn’t interested in that, however. I wanted those two women to be as strong and as confident as me, even be better than me if possible.

A strong voice suddenly echoed from the large room ahead. It was a man, deep and resonant, immediately conveying strength and authority. But it wasn’t just his nature that made him sound strong, but a hint of mana accompanying his words. That told me he was either incredibly strong or had learned to manipulate and spin mana in complex ways.

“Announcing Huntress Miriam the Just. We welcome you, Huntress Miriam.”

“We welcome you, Huntress Miriam,” a chorus of voices echoed. A single person didn’t move in the crowd, his lips pressed into a thin line. It was the face of a man I knew well, or...in my past life, that I did.

“Lord Tairon,” Miria said, respectfully, and we approached.

I tried to stay neutral, keep my smile in place, and appear easy-going, but damn. I wanted to jump onto the back-stabbing bastard and tear his weasely throat out. He’d accepted my gold back then, in exchange for his unswerving loyalty. But somehow, the Emperor marched right up to my sky palace, avoiding the bulk of my defenses. Tairon led him right to me. Betrayed me, without the guts to lift a sword in the process.

I clenched my fists, my fingernails cutting into my palms. Not that his help would have made much difference. He’d been a spineless coward then, and judging from the way he eyed Miria now, things hadn’t changed.

Tairon only had status because he’d spun the lie that he was one of the heroes that brought an end to a monster’s tyrannical rule. And, oh, I couldn’t wait to show him just how wrong he was.





Chapter Twenty-Two
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“Huntress Miria, how good it is to...see you again,”

 
Tairon said, his voice somewhat higher pitched than I remembered. I stopped five steps behind her and watched. “Ahh, is this the young man who caused the commotion in the market? And not once, but twice!”




He walked right past Miria, as if she wasn’t there, and approached me. I bowed low, silently cursing him, as the girls followed suit. We kept our heads down until he chuckled and tapped my shoulder.

“My Lord,” I said, quietly. “It is an honor to meet a man of such stature.”

Wiesel who licks the buttholes of greater men, I translated.

“Oh, yes, for you, that is,” he laughed, the sycophants around us joining in. He wasn’t funny, but then again, in a place like this, life was all about making men like him feel important and significant. Gag me with a club.

“Maybe, if the lord deems us worthy, he will grace us with some stories of that fateful day...uh, details of how you and the other heroes managed to overpower that...evil madman. You would do us all such an honor!”

The corners of his lips rose, and his eyes bulged. It was exactly what he had wanted to hear. I knew it. Shit, the desire for self-congratulation was practically oozing out of his pores. And I saved him the trouble of instigating it all. I watched his eyes start to shine as he wetted his lips and almost got sick down my robes. Ugh.

Lord Tairon lifted his arms and swept around in a circle as if trying to pull as many people into his circle as possible. I had to give him credit, he looked larger than life in comparison to everyone else present. He was tall with a stronger physique than I’d remembered. There was also a definable shell of spun mana surrounding his body, creating an impressive ward against those who would do him harm. It was a technique I taught him and so many others. Woven wards provided greater protection than simple mana shields, as each strand of spun mana lent strength to those knitted into them. As with everything I’d ever created, there was a way to bypass it, when the time came.

“See! This is the kind of man I need in my service! A man who knows when to speak, and when to remain silent!” he laughed again. “Everyone! Drink, eat, and have a good time while I talk to the Huntress and the young—,” he drifted off as his eyes roamed over Ceres’ and Eilin. There was nothing subtle about the way he ogled their bodies. He turned to me, then quickly back to Ceres, and promptly licked his lips.

I glanced past the provincial lord and spotted two older men, who immediately noticed me. They were in their fifties if their faces were any indication, but I knew how deceiving that could be. They might have been a hundred years old, for all I knew. I knew who they were without the benefit of an introduction—what’s his face Yarnel and old goat fucker Fenrest. The families were representing their support for the city’s top sleazeball, in person.

Two familiar figures walked out from behind a pillar nearby, their faces seizing up in comical horror. It was Monar and Zaria. I immediately felt like walking up and asking where their horses were, and if he wanted to fight me for them. Then I’d offer to lend him his sword back for the dual. On the condition that I got it back after I’d finished bleeding him of excess hot air. Naturally, I didn’t do anything, save to turn back to weasel-face.

“My Lord,” I said calmly and nodded graciously to let him lead.

We walked through the crowd, and I couldn’t help but feel like a show pony being paraded in front of the others. So, I accommodated, sticking out my chest and strutting forward. Ceres picked up on the game, and arched her back, sticking her blessed gifts out just a little more.

“It is my celebration, so as the lord of this province, the keeper of this city, and the master of this tower, I command everyone, to enjoy themselves tonight!” he yelled, drawing the crowd’s gaze on him.

And the leader of the traitorous, ass licker club, I added, silently.

Lord Tairon continued forward, meandering in a long, slow circle around the room, and we followed like good little servants. We completed one full circuit of the room when our host abruptly veered towards his throne-like seat.

“My lord!” Monar hissed, leaping forth from behind the seat and scurrying up to us. “Apologies, but why is a scoundrel of the south in this esteemed place? He should be hanging from a pole outside! Or, maybe pinned to the wall with daggers, so the common rabble can throw rocks and rotten vegetables at him! Did my father tell you...?”

Tairon had never been a very patient man, so when he stepped forward and backhanded Monar, I wasn’t surprised. Still, I snorted and hid the fact with a quick cough. Monar stumbled back and fell, his robes flying up all around him. He cursed, spluttered, and then actually started crying. The young man looked up from his knees, one eye and cheek already red and swollen.

“Our supreme and wise lord!” Monar’s father gasped, and then hobbled forward and dropped to his knees. “Please! We have only ever shown you favor. Why would you do that...for a stranger, no less?”

Monar staggered to his feet, wiping snot and tears from his face. He turned to his groveling father and bared his teeth like a wild animal.

“I did that because this welp showed no respect. He spoke to me as an equal, no less. This young man is Huntress Miria’s relation, and currently an honored guest in my home. To insult a guest is to insult the host. Now I ask you, who would you rather save face with?”

Monar’s father looked away, visibly clenching his jaw, before bowing so deeply his forehead touched the ground.

“Please forgive me, my infinitely wise and forgiving lord. You are truly just. I will make sure to teach my son appropriately as soon as we are home.”

He struggled to his feet and bowed a second time before ordering several men and women to handle his son. The group scraped Monar off the ground and carried him out.

“Okay. All right,” Tairon yelled, brushing off his robes. “Everyone, enjoy yourselves. There’s no need to let a little thing like an unruly dog ruin our spirits. Drink! Dine! Dance!”

Monar had barely been pulled from the room and people were already laughing and talking again, almost as if nothing had ever happened. From what I heard, they were joking about the young nobleman and the scene he had caused. Hell, they weren’t even subtle about it. It would only serve to build my legend even faster.

Tairon snapped his fingers and several attendants rushed forward, carrying trays of food and drinks, then spread them on tables around his throne-like seat. They returned with even more, placing the overflow trays off to the side on a long table. I flinched when they returned a third time.

“Sit with me, please. All of you. I want to hear more about you,” Tairon said as his servants hoisted in chairs.

I watched the servants scurry away, then studied Tairon. His eyes flicked over all of us but hovered heavily on Ceres, especially the alluring curves of her silk-covered breasts. I swallowed down the uneasiness. He’d always been a creeper, but he didn’t dare eye my women before, not like this.

Tairon had only one wife that I could remember. But he’d also lost his daughter...no, sacrificed her to the tower. And I had my suspicions why. The bastard didn’t want anyone to use his family against him. So, he either hid those close to him or took a lot of lovers and disposed of them often. My ability to read people came back quickly, aided by our provincial host’s not-so-subtle tendencies.

I waited for Miria to sit first and then took my seat across from her and Tairon. Eilin settled onto a bench to my left, sitting neatly on her knees while Ceres lounged comfortably to my right. She seemed to recognize the Lord’s brazen curiosity but didn’t shy away from it. No, she knew her role to play in all of this. And damn, she was good at it.

“Thank you for honoring us like this, my lord,” I said in response. “May I inquire why?”

“Oh, it is simple. You are Miria’s cousin. If not, you’d be dead. You see, I have enacted strict rules for a reason. No cultivation, no cultivators, and no new power redistribution. The empire’s peaceful run these last few decades was not a coincidence, young man.”

“I see,” I replied while trying to radiate as much calm as possible, but I wasn’t quite up to the task. Someone had seen me use mana and reported it to Tairon. I immediately wondered if it was the guard that broke up our skirmish by the south gate but realized it could have been almost anyone. “I thank you nonetheless.”

“Oh,” he laughed, waving me off. “You should thank me. But that is beside the point. I’m getting sick of the families and those like them. They’re bastards, all of them. They seek to please but only to improve their station...groveling ladder climbers, the whole lot of them. But they do make life interesting, don’t they? Changes happen, people inspire them, no matter how hard to fight to keep the status quo. And before you know it, a storm is brewing and a new tide sweeps across the lands, threatening to take what is ours!”

I frowned and watched him for a moment. Was he asking or hinting at something, subtly? Perhaps something he expected or needed from me? My suspicions deepened. Tairon never was that tactful, but all things could change, in time.

“What he means to say is that changes need to happen in the City of Bones,” Miria said, articulating the point. She snapped her fingers and a shimmering bubble appeared around us, blissfully washing the party’s raucous noise away. “Fenrest and Yarnell have not just grown lazy, but dangerously obtuse. They openly disrespect Lord Tairon, and that is not something we can let slide.”

“We? Are you,” I asked, openly, casually pointing to Miria, “part of his household?”

Tairon’s brow wrinkled in a frown, but he didn’t berate me. No, he seemed to find the thought rather amusing.

“No, I am not,” Miria replied. “But I consider this place to be like my home. Tairon always indulges me, even for weeks on end, though my timing was bad this time. That is why I ended up taking the inn, or rather, that’s why he ended up paying for the inn.”

“I see. Then I am grateful that you think so highly of Miria, your lordship. You honor our family. Still, I fail to understand what you would need of a man like me.”

He looked over at the huntress and something passed between them, a look, recognition, or a subtle understanding as if the two shared a private conversation we couldn’t hear. She nodded and he threaded his fingers, then cradled his chin. Tairon had become an unsettling man up close, and not just because of his accumulated power. In my day, of the seven lords, he was among the weakest. And yet, now, he exuded confidence, but it was the slightly manic twinkle in his eye that set me on edge.

“He wants the families gone, but if he does it openly, then the Emperor will have to respond,” Miria said, speaking low. “But if they were to fall, due to misfortune or running afoul of the wrong sort, the Emperor would just view this as bad luck.”

I nodded knowingly and raised a glass.

“That is something I may be able to help with,” I said, matching her whisper. “I hear rumors that the two families are about to quarrel. Perhaps go at each other’s throats. It would be terribly sad if they were to kill one another...what, with so much of their blood, sweat, and tears invested in the city.”

Tairon’s eyebrows rose, and he smiled, that wicked glint appearing in his eye.

“Miria, he’s quite devious. I’m so happy you told me about him and his powers, though do keep him in line. I know how quickly these pets can leave messes for us to step in.”

Pet? Don’t worry, you’ll step in your own mess soon enough, I thought, reading his disdain.

It was my turn to be stunned, although I think I hid it well. Miria told him about me, not some jealous lowlife that witnessed something I’d done. The woman was smart, managing leverage and getting more accomplished towards my ends than I could have hoped. She gave me a way to use my powers without reservation, attack, and bring down the families without worrying about Tairon retaliating. I practically glowed inside.

“My Lord, what about Mantis? He will be invaluable...”

Tairon waved me off before I could even spit out the whole question, then turned to gaze over the crowd.

“I would not tell the butcher what knife to use to cut my meat,” he said. “As long as it doesn’t affect my take from the market, and he doesn’t become too hungry, I don’t care. But while you’re at it, have him clean up the southern quarter. The smell of that place is spreading.”

“Agreeable,” Miria said when I didn’t respond. “I will remain here in the city. The Emperor isn’t expecting me back for another month or two.”

“We have a month to set everything up?”

“More or less. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t wait until the last moment. I do enjoy a bit of a spectacle,” Tairon said, still lazily watching the crowd.

Ceres leaned in but didn’t speak. I understood her message clear enough, so I turned back to Tairon and voiced it.

“What guarantee do I have that you won’t simply string us up after your deed is done? After all, I will become a loose end.”

Tairon nodded as if he’d been waiting on the question.

“It is a test of loyalty, my boy. One to show me where you fit into the hierarchy after certain pieces are swept from the board. Yes, I could quietly have both families slaughtered in their homes while they sleep, but this way I know who will be taking up residence in the east, or the west. Maybe even the south. Who knows?” Tairon chuckled and inspected his fingernails.

Wicked and manic were right. Perhaps I had underestimated Tairon in my past life. No, I definitely had. I even died for the mistake.

“What about their riches?”

He smirked and nodded slowly, picked up his glass, and raised it.

“You can have it all. I lost what I wanted most, so it doesn’t matter. One thing you’ll learn about me, young man, is that worldly riches don’t hold much value to me anymore. My sights have moved on, to more pursuits of greatness! And since you are a cultivator, I’ll give you this bit of advice. Life changes when you open the fourth realm’s fourth stage. You start to see the promise of the beyond. I live for what I’ve lost, and for what has yet to come.”

I looked over at Miria and she gave me an almost imperceptible nod. Either she just confirmed that he was telling me the truth, or they both were playing with me. That only worked to dislodge several uncomfortable questions in my head.

Had she approached me with this intention from the beginning? Had Tairon provided her with the cultivation and smithing tools I’d so desperately needed? Was I getting in way over my head? What if Miria’s endgame wasn’t the same as mine?

I realized then that I knew far less about her than I thought. Thirty years was a long time, and her allegiances might have shifted. Or maybe she was clinging to the only ‘ally’ I had from all the top Martials.

“I agree, Lord Tairon. But I’m afraid I must ask for a single stipulation to be added to our arrangement. A blood contract, stating simply that once the heads of the Yarnell and Fenrest families are dead, along with their relatives, our deal will be done. If anything were to happen to me before that time, you would share my fate. Both of you.”

Tairon shot up from his seat with terrifying speed, then towered over me.

“A cursed blood contract? Where would someone like you learn about that?” he hissed. His eyes were wide, the veins protruding grotesquely from his neck.

I smirked, enjoying the fact that I had rattled him so effectively. I had the leverage now.

“Didn’t Miria tell you? The Immortal was my older brother.”

Tairon’s eyes bulged in the sockets and his lips grew wet with spit. I could almost feel the arteries constricting and twisting inside his body, mana and stress blooming off his sweat-dampened skin.

“Okay. Half-brother. We shared a father, but he sired me with a servant girl. And trust me, the rumors just got worse from there. I hear my mother was not happy about my appearance if you get my drift. So, yes, I was the lesser, bastard brother. But my big brother took me under his wing while we were younger. He taught me so much back then.”

“No one ever told me he had a brother. Preposterous. Why weren’t you with him at the end, when he died?” Tairon demanded. A scarlet red had crept over his cheeks, adding to the bulging eyes and glistening sweat. I knew I was pushing things a bit too far now. But I needed him to know I was not someone to be underestimated, even if it was a shade of the truth.

“Because I’m broken. It’s an embarrassing thing to admit, I must confess, but I blame my mother for running off and leaving me alone with dad. See, I can’t break through to the second realm. I have meditated, studied, traveled to distant shrines, and hunted majestic beasts, but nothing will help. For some reason, I am blocked from growing stronger.”

Tairon ate my lie, hooves, and all. He blinked, exhaled a pent-up breath, and visibly relaxed. Then after looking at Miria, he laughed. In Tairon’s eyes, I had started out as a valuable tool, become a threat, and now morphed into something he genuinely wanted. A prize.

“Rotten luck, young man. But maybe you just haven’t had the right teacher. Why don’t we work on that in the morning, but first, you’ll need sleep. I’ll have the attendants bring you to our guest rooms. In the morning, I will give you a gift. But for now, go, I need to rest and think.”

His abrupt dismissal caught me off guard, but when I rose and the girls stood beside me, he moved in close and put his hands on my shoulders.

“I’ll give you two cores if you let this ravishing creature warm my bed tonight.” He looked at Ceres as he spoke, an undeniable hunger burning in his eyes.

I shook my head and bowed, working to show authentic sincerity. The humility burned, as surely as if I’d scooped hot coals out of a forge and jammed them violently between my ass cheeks.

“I’m sorry, my lord...”

“Twenty!” he whispered, interrupting and squeezing my shoulders.

His grip was painfully strong. And beyond that, my heart might have skipped a beat. Ceres squeezed my hand, too, and I wasn’t sure which hurt more. I had almost accepted him, without considering her wants and desires. I had almost let the old me, the greedy, despicable shit I had once been, screw things up again. I wasn’t for sale, at least not in the way he wanted, and neither were my girls. I cringed at the thought of beautiful Ceres accepting that traitorous weasel into her embrace.

“Not even for one hundred. Please, don’t insist, your lordship. I share a deep and exclusive bond with these women. One that cannot be broken or shared. Perhaps we could find you a partner to your liking in this audience tonight?”

“None that can match her beauty,” Tairon muttered, his eyes crawling down Ceres’ legs. “Miria, you will join me tonight.”

I met the huntress’s gaze and she quickly looked away, a noticeable flush creeping over her cheeks. She nodded stoically and moved to Tairon’s side. Miria was a warrior and showed that she knew when to fight and when to retreat. She was weaker than him, and so were we. I hated the thought of her sacrifice, but even if we all pooled our strength against him at that moment, we would die.

“Are we allowed to wander in the garden, my lord?”

He considered my request for a long moment and then nodded.

“Please. Wander to your heart’s content. See and smell everything my gardens have to offer. They are the best in the provinces, after all. Just don’t get lost...or muddy. I detest filth in my home. Tell the guards you have my blessing. They won’t bother you. I will see you in the morning, young demon.”

I nodded but struggled to speak. Fortunately, he walked away.

“Young demon,” I whispered as Ceres physically trembled against me.

Only he had ever called me that. While everyone else was too afraid to address me directly, while they cowered in shadows, he had embraced me like family and even went as far as to give me a nickname. That told me that he believed my story, at least for now. If that favor continued, he just might prove to be friendly in the end. I would know his true demeanor in a month when the families were finally out of the way.

“I need fresh air,” I said, pulling Ceres and Eilin toward the door.




Chapter Twenty-Three
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We’d walked through the gardens for

 
almost an hour before I felt comfortable enough to let my guard down. Ceres was on edge, too, and when I stopped walking, she paced around me like a cat.




“I don’t like it. You should take me with you. I don’t care if she wants to stay. She’ll be safe. Let me go with you.”

I looked around the garden, the calm air alight with glowing fireflies. A light mist was settling against the ground as well, giving the beautiful space an eerie, haunted quality. I sighed, turned, and pulled Ceres in for a kiss. She didn’t fight me but neither did she return the passion. It felt like kissing a wall.

“I told you. I can easily cloak myself against the guards, but two moving bodies is too much. They’ll sense you. I have one chance, so I need to use it,” I whispered, and she pulled away. I knew she was still upset and scared about what had happened at the celebration, and I couldn’t blame her. Hell, Tairon intimidated the hell out of me, and I used to make him cower in the corners. He had wanted her as a sexy plaything, whatever cruelty that entailed, and it likely made her feel small and powerless.

“Fine. Maybe I’ll stay here and get better acquainted with Eilin. Maybe we’ll just strip down naked and make love right here in the gardens, practice for the next time you’re taking a bath.”

“Ceres!” Eilin cried. “Really? He already knows.”

“Hey, we’re all adults here, so act like it. Besides, giving him a hand job was the least you could do to repay his kindness.”

Eilin’s face blushed red and she dropped it into her hands. Ceres chuckled and turned to me. I shook my head and turned away, but I know she saw me smile. I loved her passion, her beauty, and her competitive nature, but damn, she could be cold-blooded when she wanted to be.

Don’t piss her off, I thought.

At the same time, I didn’t want her to alienate Eilin. I felt the young woman coming around, opening up, and if I could keep Ceres from scaring her off for good, she just might prove herself a passionate and valuable member of my new family.

“I’ll see you girls soon. Be good now, alright?”

I moved to shrug out of my clothes, but Ceres refused to turn away. I tilted my head at her, but she crossed her arms over her chest and smiled.

“Partners keep no secrets, right?” she asked, then nodded at my robes.

I disrobed right there, the cool, night air washing over me like a bucket of ice water. It had gotten much colder over the last hour than I realized, and I regretted immediately not staying with my girls in our warm bed. Perhaps I could pull both of them in for warmth and security. Perhaps it would be the night Eilin opened up to me. Damn. Now I really regretted it. I could be wrapped up in a tangle of two beautiful women, exploring our passions, instead, I was standing naked in a garden, shivering, and shriveling.

But sacrifices had to be made. I needed to get stronger, and I couldn’t do that in bed.

“Enjoy your naked walk,” Ceres smirked and bent low to scoop my robes off the ground.

“Yeah, right,” I whispered, and immediately started to spin the mana cloak over my body. It took intense concentration, but the strands came together, building fabric over my skin. I felt it rise up my abdomen, thankfully cloaking my less-than-thrilled-with-the-cold air privates, then up my chest, neck, and finally, my head.

“Whoa,” Ceres whispered, “That’s amazing. I can’t see you anymore.”

“If only I could do it while wearing clothes,” I whispered, teeth chattering. Then I was off, running through the gardens. I passed through several spots of heavy fog, the damp air prickling my skin. I slowed, sneaking past patrolling guards, but the cloak also muffled my footsteps as well, so I slid by them with all the presence of a passing cloud.

I approached a gateway, the tower looming large and dark beyond it. Several guards rested at the entrance, huddling around fires blazing in bronze braziers. I could see mana wafting off the fires, drifting lazily up into the air, before settling back down into the fog. They enchanted their fire pits, more than likely to help them burn hotter and longer. But that also meant there was stray mana floating in the air, and it could interfere with my cloak.

I waited for the two guards to move over to the fire, where they dropped in fresh wood, so I made my way straight across the clearing for the gate. Yes, there were enough thick trees and hedges to keep me hidden all the way around the outside, but there was also a much greater chance that I would step on something and alert them to my presence.

It was still about fifty paces out and not a single tree or hedge between us. If they turned and I just happened to walk through a wisp of stray mana, they would see me. Yes, a naked, half-visible man out for a stroll in the gardens. I could only hope they would think me a ghost. That was my best-case scenario, so I played it up.

“Just keep watching that fire, boys,” I muttered and walked toward the gate. Yes, Tairon told me that I was free to walk around the gardens, but the tower was clearly off-limits.

The air was cold and foggy until I got closer to the fire. I felt the drifting mana from the fire, its concentration intensifying with every step forward. Shit. It started to cling to me, like wisps of cobweb, drawn to the energy of my cloak.

Then the guards turned away from the fire and I nearly stopped and put my hands up. Stupid, me. Stupid. The closest man flinched and raised his spear, but it took his counterpart longer.

“Who goes—uh, what is that?” the first guard said, turning to the other. I continued to walk slowly and even raised my hands before me. The fire’s ambient mana stuck to my midsection and legs, disrupting my cloak, before breaking loose and drifting free. I knew they could see parts of me, drifting in and out of view, but nothing solid. 

“What is what?” the second man hissed back. “I don’t see...oh shit. Is that a ghost?”

I played it up, groaning softly, and pouring additional mana into the cloak covering my head. Then I turned, walking directly at them. To the two guards, I was a flickering, mostly invisible, naked man, moaning and stumbling about. Without a head.

“It is. It is! Stay back, spirit!” the first man blubbered, jabbing the spear weakly at the air. Then they retreated to the fire and proceeded to dump in more wood.

“My head...where is my head?” I moaned, eliciting a strangled cry from the first man.

“More wood, you dolt. They can’t come into the light.”

I turned and made for the gate as the raw mana pulled free, most of my body disappearing once again.

“I told you that tower is haunted! Told you. But no, you didn’t listen. You never listen. That place is cursed, I tell you, cursed!”

I laughed to myself and moved quickly through the gate and away from the fire, the two guards still fighting quietly. The gate led to a courtyard, butting up against the stone wall encircling Tairon’s mansion. And luckily for me, the leaning and very dark form of the dilapidated tower.

I ran up to the structure and released a thread of mana, feeling for a switch set in the stone. I found it, the imbued energy calling out to me. Oh, shit, it felt like coming home as the structure recognized me.

I flipped the switch and waited as several large pieces of stone shifted, creating a door in the otherwise seamless wall. Luckily, my new body was slightly smaller than my previous one, so I easily fit.

The cold stone floor was covered in leaves and dust as I stepped through, the wall closing behind me. Cobwebs and tattered tapestries hung from the walls around me, telling a silent story of neglect and rot. And sacrifice, I reminded myself, letting my eyes adjust to the gloom. Considering a young woman had been sacrificed in this very tower three decades before, I expected to find more than just crumbling stone and dust. But bones and death.

“Over a century old, stark naked, and crawling through an abandoned tower. Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” I murmured.

Torches blazed to life as I moved further in, their riveted brackets long ago caked with rust. Their light broke the gloom but not the smell. The tower was rank with damp and something sour, so I imbued my nostrils with mana to block it out. Other than that, the space was just as I left it.

I moved through the tower’s outer ring and into the interior, which was easily fifty paces across. A single, visible entrance led toward the central chamber above, the space where I had massed my stored mana for safekeeping, but I felt nothing of its familiar power.

“Stairs? Oh, where are you hiding?” I whispered and tapped a particular block of stone next to me. mana, long ago imbued into the wall, responding as a single cobblestone turned and disappeared into the ground before me. A piece of rock lifted from the ground, followed by another, and another until a floating stair formed to the chamber above.

“Thank you, stairs. It’s been too long. How is the family? The wife? Good, I hope,” I chuckled and pulled myself upwards. I was halfway to the central chamber by the time I could see inside and stopped.

“All that is unholy!”

I pulled myself up quickly the rest of the way and moved into the chamber. Then I knelt, considered my very naked body, and studied the bizarre scene ahead. A young woman, barely in her twenties, from what I could tell, was suspended in the center of the cylindrical space. Chains had been riveted to the walls, then welded to thick shackles for her wrists and ankles. She hung in the open, just above my now empty mana cauldron, her face cast upwards, her open eyes staring up at the hole in the ceiling. She was alive, and very much awake.

Her hair had grown down past her feet, hanging like a curtain towards the ground. She was rail-thin, pale, and gaunt. Judging from the stories I had heard, I could guess she was none other than Tairon’s daughter. The bastard. They called me a demon, glorified themselves with stories of my fall, and yet, sacrificed their own flesh and blood in the name of power!

“Hypocrites,” I whispered. I had never hurt those close to me, those I promised to protect, no matter how much power I served to gain. Yes, I had killed, I had sacrificed much, but this evil was beyond even the old me.

The tatters of a once-great dress hung off the young woman’s arms and shoulders, the fabric moldering and likely chewed on by rats and other vermin. Considering how long she had hung there, she should have been reduced to bones long ago. But then I considered my rebirth. Perhaps she possessed a will like mine, stronger of conviction, vitality, and perhaps a sensitivity to mana’s own nature. Had the mana kept her alive all this time? And if so, why? Had it been the power behind my return? Questions flooded my mind, but I had no answers for any of them.

A single thought arose in my mind: were the other girls also alive?

“Can you hear me?” I asked.

Her head hung limp, but she shuddered, evidently searching for the source of my voice. “I will take that as a yes. Please, don’t strain yourself. Just stay calm while I see what I can do to help you down.”

I cast my gaze around the room again, searching for the Emperor’s seal, wards, or glyphs, but nothing stood out. I pulled several strands of mana from my pool and pushed them forth, searching for what my eyes could not see. A single seal glowed on the floor ahead of me, matching wards creating a perfect circle around where the girl hung.

One ward, and not a particularly strong one, I thought, putting it all together in my mind. Had I protected the space, it would have been covered in defensive and offensive traps. Considering the Emperor had forced a father to lock his own daughter away, sacrificing her. Did the Emperor really think Tairon was so weak?

I picked up a small piece of rock and threw it just beyond the ward, but nothing happened. So, it wasn’t a physical ward. An approach appeared easier than I initially thought. Next, I traced a tendril of mana into the ground and lashed it around the glowing glyph. It wasn’t a curse, nor a trap. It might have been at one point, but its power was gone. How odd. If Tairon knew, would he have left her to this fate?

I dropped down the ledge, landing with a cat’s grace.

“I’m going to come closer now. Do not be afraid. Don’t panic. I’ve got water and food, then we can talk about how I can get you down from there.”

I opened up the pocket dimension in my ring and pulled out a few of Mua’s seasoned meat skewers. Then I pushed a massive rush of pure mana forth, enveloping her body and embedding it in the chains holding her aloft. I tried to support her the best I could, taking the strain off her arms and legs. One tendril looped around and gently lifted her head, while another carried a flask of spring water to her lips.

“Drink this water. Take it slowly, in sips. There is plenty, so whatever you do, don’t gulp it down.”

She nodded weakly, as our eyes finally met. They were hollow, dry, and devoid of life’s spark. What I saw gave me more than a little pause. The shadow of a slow death, one formed over decades, the look of someone who’d given up and watched their soul fade away. It must have been excruciating.

If I hadn’t thrown my life away, then girls like her wouldn’t have had to suffer such a fate. But it went beyond that. She was still alive, however possible. How many people died because of me, were tortured, or watched their loved ones harmed? 

My hands shook as the old wounds broke open inside, the anger pushing forth and filling me with fire. I’d managed to scab most of it over with humor, with my newfound zeal for life, but eventually, someone was going to have to pay.

Trembling, I poured a small bit of the water into her mouth, then waited, and gave her another sip. I pushed a small bit of the mana pooled around her inside with each drink, regenerating and recovering her time-ravaged body.

Several long minutes passed as I helped her stabilize and she finally managed to eat a bite of meat, but quickly spat it out again, silently crying in pain. She couldn’t chew.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t have anything softer. Do you want more water?”

“Please,” she said, her voice barely a whisper, and nodded.

I lifted the bamboo flask to her lips again. “I have to be honest with you. I’m not sure I can get you out of here tonight. I just poked my head in to have a look around, I didn’t expect to find anyone. There are guards everywhere outside, and they will surely see us.”

She hadn’t noticed, but I had not forgotten. I was naked. That fact alone would draw the wrong kind of attention our way. On top of that, it would be a naked guy carrying a weak girl out of a sealed tower in the middle of the night. Not suspicious at all.

“I will get you out of these chains and make you comfortable. I can leave you several crystals, some meat, and water. You stay here, be safe, and do your best to recover your strength. I will come back for you as soon as I’m able.”

She coughed, choking on a mouthful of water. Then looked away. She’d been there so long, having given up hope, that the sight of another person must have been confusing. Maybe she had been scared at first or thought she was hallucinating. But as the water came, she realized I was real, and her long-silenced cries for help were finally answered. But now I was telling her she had to remain. What a cruel joke.

“Do you know why you are in here?”

She nodded again as her lips parted.

“To suppress…the mana radiating from… the tower.”

“Suppress? That doesn’t make any sense. I thought it was to give birth to mana!”

She shook her head and her eyes fluttered closed. Then her mouth turned up into the ghost of a smile.

“No, the mana was…rampant. Out of control. So, they…sacrificed me. I was a cork...a stopper for an upturned bottle.”

I scratched my stubble and listened, both baffled and angered by the revelation. If I saved her, they would know. Tairon and the Emperor would probably feel it right away, unless—maybe, just maybe, I could figure out what had malfunctioned in the tower and set it straight. But not tonight. I’d need time for research and preparation.

“I’ll cut your chains but promise me you won’t do anything foolish. I know it will be hard, but I need you to sit tight. I will be back for you as soon as I am able.”

I forced the mana from the chains into the cuffs on her ankles and wrists, then looped it together, expanding the threads like water freezing to ice. The pressure mounted, and with a satisfying snap, they broke free, and the girl’s weight fell into my arms. I carried her out beyond the old wards and set her down, where she immediately slumped to the ground. I stacked up water flasks and meat at her feet then added a robe from my stores next to it. I had purchased it for Eilin but figured this young woman needed it more.

With trembling hands, she pulled the remnants of her dress free. Naked, she was almost unrecognizable as a woman, let alone a person. Papery skin clung to her ribs, each joint reduced to a bony protuberance, her limbs emaciated and wasted away. I looked away, more from my shame than any noble thought of privacy and allowed her to pull the new garment on.

Stay safe, young flower. Soon, I will make you healthier, stronger, and more beautiful than you ever imagined, I thought, just to spite her sick and perverted father. He’d never know it was her, and that would just add to the satisfaction of my revenge.

“Remember me, young lady. My name is Aiden, and I’m the one who created this tower decades ago. In a way, it was my fault you were locked in this place. Rest easy knowing that I will do everything within my power to make amends. Keep that in mind and use it to keep you sane, until I return.”

She nodded, a bit of color and life having already returned to her face. Perhaps she knew what that all meant, or she was just nodding because that felt natural. I had to consider that she had been hanging in a dark tower for decades, somehow barely clinging to life, and was too weak to do anything else. Or, she was beyond saving, or mad. Time would tell.

I pushed the three flasks closer, pulled a fourth free from my ring, ripped it open, and set the meat skewers inside to soften. Lastly, I kissed her forehead and placed two crystals in her hand.

“I’m Theria,” she whispered, her voice ruined and scratchy. “Please, don’t forget me.”

I reached down and grasped her skeletal hand and gave her my warmest smile.

“I’ll see you again. Very soon. I promise.” I turned to leave but then stopped before reaching the stairs. “Did they ever tell you what will happen if you leave this place?”

“I remember what he...told my father,” she said, slowly. “The city would fall to ruin. Beasts would swarm from the earth, rivers, and air, and all mankind would perish.” Then she lifted a flask to her mouth and took a quiet drink.

“Dire,” I breathed and waved my goodbye. “I’ll make sure none of that happens, young Theria. Stay safe.”

“Wait,” she croaked, as I dropped to the first step down. “What about my father? Is he still alive?”

“He is, but perhaps not the man you remember. He is…” I paused, considering my next word carefully, “changed.”

“More like...a monster,” she croaked and laughed. The sound was hollow, scratchy, and inhuman. The kind of sound that would haunt a father’s dreams. “When do you think—you will come to see me again?”

“Within the week, maybe two. I must figure out what they have done to this place, to ensure people aren’t harmed when you leave.”

She nodded and slowly looked away.

“Thank you, Aiden.”

“Thank me when I have saved you from this place,” I said and considered the fact that her father likely wouldn’t allow me back until my dealings with Fenrest and Yarnell were complete. I didn’t want to tell her that. Because I didn’t want to see what little light had returned to her eyes leave again.

I quickly walked over to her, pulled my opal ring free, and slid it onto her middle finger.

“There is food, clothing, blankets, and wood in there. Use anything you need.”

“Thank you,” she said, weakly clutching the ring to her chest. A single, glassine tear broke from her right eye and ran down her cheek. “I will repay this kindness someday, good sir. Be it on my life, I will make it so.”

She closed her eyes and lay back against the wall and fell asleep. I flinched and moved forward, immediately thinking she had passed on, but within a few moments, she began to quietly snore. For all I knew, it could have been the first real sleep she had found in years.

I looked down on her one last time, before reaching forward and injecting half of what I had claimed from the monstrous serpent into her body. Then I remembered something. She had no damn clue how to open the ring or absorb the power. 

I sighed and pulled out a parchment, ink, and a quill, scribbling down instructions on how to absorb mana from the world and the crystals, then on how to open the ring, and finally on how to process the mana. I had already formed her mana pool by injecting some of my pure mana along with the serpent’s power. A lot of it would go to waste, but the tower was special. It was built to isolate and keep mana stored, so if she even tried to do something with it, I’d return to see a healthy Theria. 

I smiled as I kissed her forehead and brushed a loose strand of hair aside. Then I did something that surprised even me. I cut her hair. I left it just above her shoulders, scooped up the mess off the ground, then quietly swept out of the dark tower. 





Chapter Twenty-Four
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The girls were still awake when I

 
got back, but then again, it had only been an hour or so since I’d left them. And damn, it had gotten even colder outside. So, you could say I hurried back, wanting to steal, or borrow, depending on your point of view, some of their body heat.




I tiptoed through the inn, my reduced mana pool struggling to maintain my cloak. In predictable fashion, every stair groaned and shifted beneath me, so after trying to be quiet, I simply ran the rest of the way up and pushed through our door. 

“Did you find anything interesting?” Ceres asked, holding a blanket out for me as I released the mana cloak. Trembling, I melted into her embrace, the blanket warmed by her body.

Eilin was already preparing a bath, which I found amusing and amazing. Ceres must have talked to her about being more involved, and it’s not like I wasn’t enjoying the attention. I rather liked the thought of her deciding to stay with us because she either enjoyed our company or came to love...like us. Truth be told, I barely knew anything about Ceres, either, but the fun was in the “getting to know them” part.

“Learned...several things,” I said, shivering. My privates had practically crawled back inside on the run back and my nipples were on fire. So uncomfortable, on both counts. “Two of which are especially important. Like, holy shit, you won’t believe what I found.”

Ceres nodded as she rubbed my shaking arms. Then pulled away, letting her Shifu fall to the ground, leaving her in a sheer underdress.

“Crawl in the tub. The hot water will warm you. I will help.”

“How can a guy say no to that?” I replied, jaw tight, and crawled into the tub.

Eilin helped me in but moved off to the side and remained there as Ceres took a sponge and a bar of soap. I sank slowly into the water, the heat immediately banishing the worst of my shivers and pain. It takes a real man to admit when his toes and genitals get cold while running naked outside.

“Tairon’s daughter was in the tower. I found her,” I said.

“Horrible thing, sacrificing your flesh and blood like that,” Ceres said, darkly. But I knew she didn’t get it.

“Alive. She is still alive and well—wait, well isn’t the word I’d use. She looked a bit like we did back in prison.”

Ceres’s hand abruptly stopped moving as she stared at me with a bewildered expression.

“Did you just say she is alive?”

“Exactly. She is still alive and doesn’t look like she has aged a day, although her body is badly withered.”

She leaned in, soaked the sponge, and started with my right shoulder and arm, slowly tracing it along my skin.

“What is the second thing?”

“She wasn’t sacrificed to the tower to bring mana back but locked in there to block its flow. They are using her as a plug, of sorts. If we were to take her out of that place, mana would go crazy, and evidently, beasts of all make and size would spring forth to savage the world.”

“Wait, wouldn’t that be a good thing?” Eilin asked. “We would have more to cultivate!”

“Keep your voice down!” Ceres hissed. “And come help me!”

Eilin looked away as she undid her robe and was left in an even shorter nightdress. One that barely covered her more delicate features. She walked up to the other side of the tub and knelt.

“If you’re uncomfortable, then don’t do it,” I said, quietly. “I’m not here to force you into anything you don’t want to do. I want you here with us, but only if you want it as well.”

“She isn’t uncomfortable, trust me,” Ceres chuckled. “It’s just hard to get her started.”

I shrugged and leaned back into the tub as Eilin joined and they moved on to my chest. I flexed my hands and feet, working the ache out of the joints.

“I have a plan, I think. But it will require us to get our hands on a lot of crystals beforehand.”

“Oh?” Ceres asked, perking up. “Go hunt some more beasts?”

I shook the notion away.

“No, we are going to rob the Yarnell and Fenrest mine. It’s less robbing, and more taking control in advance of our inevitable seizure.”

She chuckled softly. I loved that sound, the gleam in her eye. It told me I was the only one in her life.

“What will you do with the crystals?” Eilin asked.

“You’ll see when the time comes, little Eilin,” I replied and leaned closer to place my lips on her forehead. She closed her eyes and let me kiss her.

“Okay,” she said, a hint of disappointment appearing in her eyes.

“Don’t worry. It’s not that I don’t trust you. I just haven’t fully constructed my plan yet. There is more at stake here than a trapped girl and the lives of everyone living in the provinces. Well, now that I say it like that. Yes. I need to make sure I know what I am doing.”

“Do you want me to—you know?”

I shook my head.

“Not tonight, my delicate rose blossom. Tonight’s revelations weigh heavily on my mind, and I would like to simply lay with you both for a while.”

“And we’ll only love you more for it,” Ceres cooed, and nuzzled my neck. “I think it is easy to lose track of what is at stake. Standing there, before Lord Tairon tonight, I was reminded of how powerless most of us are. And I hated it. I thought he was going to force you to hand me over, and that I would have to lie with him. Honestly, that moment scared me almost as much as the day they locked me in chains and put me in a cell.”

“We walk a dangerous path,” I replied, somberly.

The girls helped me dress and we made our way to bed. Ceres lay to my right while Eilin sat on the edge of the bed. I wasn’t going to force her to join us, but make sure she knew my companionship was always available.

“I want a distraction. Who wants to play a little game?” I asked while Ceres draped a warm leg over my body. She leaned in and kissed my neck, one of the sticks holding her hair up poking right into my nose. I snorted and she pulled away, laughing. She pulled them out, her hair spilling forth in an impressive and unruly avalanche.

“Sorry,” she said, wrangling it out of her face. “I’m not used to long hair. Maybe I should have it cut tomorrow?”

“I think you should keep it,” I said.

She pulled it around, giving me a sidelong glance, and puckered her lips. Long, beautiful hair was one of the things I loved most about women, so I wasn’t about to give up that battle so easily.

“Just as long as you don’t strangle me with it when we’re sleeping.”

We laughed together and she settled her head against my chest, listening to my beating heart.

“What game did you want to play?” Eilin asked, curiously.

I knew everyone was different. Ceres wanted to connect emotionally, to share moments through passion and intimate contact. But Eilin appeared more reserved than that. Moreover, she seemed genuinely curious about who people were and what made them tick.

In my previous life, I had shied away from those people. And maybe that was where I went wrong. I sure as hell wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. Not to the point that it clouded my judgment, mind you, but it couldn’t hurt to let a few people in.

“I will tell you something about me. It will be true. Then I want to hear something about each of you. I will bind our hands in a simple curse, so if you lie, the others will know right away. And all of your hair will fall out, and your nails will dry up, and you’ll smell like garlic for the rest of your life. Do you girls want to play?”

“Sure,” Ceres replied quickly. “You know I’m not afraid of a challenge.”

“Oh, you naughty little kitten,” I whispered. “And what about you, Eilin?”

“Yes. I think I will like this. But garlic?”

“I could do onions?”

“Deal,” she said and clapped her hands. “Trying to figure out who you are has brought me to near insanity.”

“Okay. Put your hands on mine and I’ll do the rest.”

I put my hand up and waited for both women to lace their fingers into mine, then I pulled forth six threads of mana and braided them together. I first pushed it deeper into their arms and then wrapped it tightly around their hearts. It was a shame I had to go so deep, but the heart bleeds a little when a person is dishonest. I called them bleeding heart liars in my past life, for a reason. The difference was, back then, I had used the curse to interrogate and torture, here we were just having a bit of fun.

“I will start us off,” I said, tying the mana curse together at the other end. “Ceres already knows this, but it feels like a good place to start. I am the man they called the Demon Immortal. I was betrayed, killed, and recently reborn into this body.”

Eilin yelped and rolled off the bed, landing on her ass. I’d spoken it softly but the silence that followed was deafening.

“You’re lucky this inn is empty!” Ceres laughed and slapped her thigh. “Otherwise, someone would have heard your bottom hit.”

Eilin shook her head, mouthed something silently, and slowly climbed back up on the bed, but this time she slid a little closer to me.

“I knew something was off...uh, different about you. I never fathomed that. But why are you so weak? They said you were unrivaled amongst cultivators, that you were an apex predator.”

I shrugged and nodded. “They would call me a predator. But you were born after I died, so you don’t know the full story. This world, its mana shortage, did not come about due to anything I did. The Emperor, he schemed and plotted. I don’t know how he tainted my towers, but somehow he has disrupted the flow of mana.”

“So, it was him? Honestly?” Eilin asked.

“Look at your hands for a moment. Feel the mana curse binding your heart to mine and listen carefully to my words. I was not a great man, nor was I kind. But I did not steal away this world’s mana.”

“Shit,” Eilin breathed, “I feel it. The truth. You are not lying.”

“Yes. You see, there is nothing I could say that would change the people’s opinions about me...who I was and how I lived. The Emperor and his lackeys have done too good a job of demonizing me. According to the Emperor, I was a great evil and needed to die. He did the world a favor by getting rid of me. But here is the catch, I wasn’t alone. There were others comparable in power to myself, but they stayed hidden. If they are still alive and we can find them, well, then our path to revenge becomes just a bit easier.”

“So, you weren’t the greatest evil,” she said. 

“Hardly,” I laughed. “Power, that is the real villain in this story. Empires rise and fall, but they don’t crumble. They are toppled. One man stands above all others until someone stronger comes along. The Emperor knew this truth, and as he felt his grasp on power fade, he worked to remove those he viewed as threats to his rule. In actuality, all he did was weaken our people as a whole. Another threat is out there, waiting and biding its time, until it can sweep forth across the land and kill the strongest, then enslave everyone else.”

“Wait, wait, wait!” Ceres hissed, goosebumps spreading across her legs and arms. She grabbed my arm. “Another threat? From where, what? Other people that want to kill us?”

I looked down at my arm and found her nails digging into my flesh. She realized what she’d been doing and pulled them back quickly.

“Those of us that know referred to them as Drachnid. They appear like men, from a distance, but they are beasts with horns, claws, and tails. They are covered in scales but can shift their color, blend in with their environment. But that wasn’t what made them so dangerous. No, they could mold and sculpt mana, weave it in ways more intricate even than adept cultivators. Mana became their weapons, not just against our bodies, but also our minds.”

“Drachnid? Dragon-people? Is that right? My grandmother used to sing about them in her old songs,” Eilin asked. “I always thought they were boogeymen. Just monsters the old ladies made up to keep the children out of the hills.”

“They are from a land beyond the shimmering sea. They sailed just offshore on ships; massive, strange boats powered by mana. We first spotted them when a strong windstorm blew their ships into a cove near where I had tethered my sky palace. Their leader, a Drachnid at least a head taller than the rest and a good three heads taller than myself, declared that my palace was their spoils and that I and my people should be honored to become their slaves. Naturally, I declined, and we fought. I was at the peak of my power, and yet, that Drachnid had a counter for my every move. I got desperate, and to my shame, made a series of horrible decisions.”

“What did you do?” Eilin asked.

“I directed my forces to attack his ship directly. My people overpowered their defenses and picked his people off one by one, starting with the youngest and weakest. I didn’t know they were his family until afterward. Once it was down to just him, we encircled him and wore down his wards. He died, screaming and cursing me in his strange, alien tongue.”

“That is horrible! His whole family?” Ceres whispered. “What if someone did that to us? To Eilin and me?”

I nodded, accepting the judgment in her gaze.

“It was kill or be killed. Yes, they were his family, but they were all fighters and warriors. They would have killed me and my people. I wanted to capture and interrogate him, to find out what his people wanted, but he fought to his last breath. We searched their ship afterward and discovered strange letters. It took an immense amount of mana and a council of cultivators, but we translated their runes. It turned out their lands were dying, and they were desperate, searching for a new home.”

“Couldn’t you have found a peaceful way?” Ceres whispered.

“No,” I said, but scoffed, “Maybe. I don’t know. They spoke a very broken imitation of our language, but it was enough. You have to understand who I was back then. I couldn’t show weakness to anyone. If I had, someone would have swept me aside and taken my place.”

Eilin whispered, “You must have spent your whole life looking over your shoulder.”

“That sums it up,” I replied and leaned in to plant a kiss on her lips. “Enough about me, you are next.”

She stared at me, her cheeks flushing red.

“Wh—what are—this—.”

“Oh, come on,” Ceres whispered. “It was just a kiss.”

“You’re right,” she muttered and straightened. Yes, she was embarrassed, but her confidence was growing. Her peculiar behavior was starting to make sense. She was a young woman that had been around the worst type of men. I wasn’t going to push, but I did wonder how much she had suffered.

“My father was conscripted and died serving in the Emperor’s army. My mother died several years after, attacked and killed in our home,” she said, weakly. Her voice trembled, and I could feel her pain. But she showed her strength and continued. “I lived with my uncle until he kicked me out. I joined my previous companions then and had been with them ever since, in one way or another. It wasn’t great, but it got me by. I...”

“You don’t have to continue,” I said, interrupting her. “Please, do not continue unless you’re comfortable with telling us.”

In truth, I didn’t want to hear more. I had a suspicion that things had been pretty rocky, and there was no need to pull her through that mud all over again.

“It’s okay. I don’t mind,” she whispered. “We split our time between here and an old fortress they control. It is some two weeks walk from here. To the north.”

“North? Near Haunga city?” Ceres asked.

Eilin’s eyebrows rose at the question.

“Yes. The fortress was old, abandoned, almost five hours on foot from the city. They called themselves Skinners. Bastards!”

“Why are they called skinners?” I asked. “Are they a sect, a guild, a brotherhood?”

She nodded, a single tear sliding from the corner of her right eye and rolling down her cheek. I wiped it away, and she flinched. A man’s touch wasn’t something that she was used to, at least not in a good way.

“They are called that because they are adept at changing their appearances.”

“They can remold faces?”

“No, nothing as complicated as that. They stretch the skin, add pigments and tattoos. It’s nothing like you can do, but it was enough to fool most people.”

“Thank you for sharing this with us,” I said after organizing my thoughts for a moment. “Eilin, after I have recovered my full strength, we will make sure that they are brought to justice.”

Her eyebrows rose and she smiled. The weakness bled away, replaced by something stronger, more dangerous, and feral.

“My turn!” Ceres said, pulling her hair into a ponytail. “Harlan and I had been on-and-off lovers for years, doing odd jobs for Mantis, but he didn’t recognize me after you opened my mana pool and changed my face.”

“But he thought I was Harlan,” I said, “Wasn’t he at least suspicious?”

“Yes, Mantis and Harlan were close. But someone set Mantis up. That is how Harlan got caught, and then I failed trying to break him out.”

“And we both know how that ended up,” I laughed. She slapped me playfully and then kissed my neck.

“Yeah, by you going all evil overlord and smashing everyone’s ass,” she chuckled. “Anyway, we’ve known each other for a long time and shared a dream. One where we left this place and traveled, visiting faraway lands in search of ways to get stronger. I guess we managed to fulfill part of that dream, huh?”

“Oh, no, my dear, we are just getting started!”





Chapter Twenty-Five
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The reverberating crash of a gong

 
ripped me from sleep. I sat upright and grabbed my chest, my heart already beating a raucous tapenade against my ribs. The dark room was quiet for a moment until a furious knocking sounded from the double wooden doors.




“Mister Aiden, please wake up,” a man called from the other side of the doors. He sounded winded, but more so, panicked as if hellhounds were biting at his heels. He continued to pound, the door shaking loudly inside the frame.

“I am awake. Stop hitting that damned door!” I yelled. “Give us a few minutes!”

“Thank you, mister Aiden. I will let my Lord Tairon know at once.”

His footsteps receded down the hall and I could almost imagine him stumbling over his feet.

“Why are you shouting? It is still so early?” Ceres groaned as I laid back down on the bed. Eilin stirred and rolled over, squinted at me through half-lidded eyes. It would have been more of a surprise if they had managed to sleep through such a ruckus.

“We have been summoned, it seems,” I muttered. “Come on, rise and shine. I told them we’d be right out.”

Their eyes shot open and they both tumbled out of bed.

“I need to fix our hair! And…” Ceres yelled.

“And make-up! And clothes!” Eilin chimed in.

“Aiden! Why didn’t you wake us up earlier?” Ceres said, and they both turned on me.

I snorted and shook my head.

“Because I was asleep, too, my lovely. Come now, get those pretty behinds of yours ready, so we don’t keep our provincial benefactor waiting.”

Roughly half an hour later, we stood across from Tairon in the reception hall of his mansion. The place had emptied since the party, the space now empty and echoing strangely. Tairon sat in his massive chair, one arm draped on the armrest and the other in his lap. A deep frown pulled on his face, but he didn’t speak right away. Just sat there, brooding, and staring.

I heard someone enter behind us and half-turned to see Miria sweep through the doorway, still fixing her hair. Then I put it together why he hadn’t spoken yet.

“My apologies,” Miria said, joining our group. “I couldn’t find my hair sticks.”

Tairon’s eyes closed, and I heard him groan quietly in annoyance. Good. If he was annoyed with her, then that meant he wasn’t necessarily angry with me. He just might be pissy.

“Bring in the cauldron and the crystals!” he yelled, gesturing at several servants.

Cauldron, crystals? For what? Were they gifts, or did he have a point to make?

A red double door opened with a crash from a side chamber. Eight men appeared, their feet slapping against the ground as they hefted a pallet aloft, a massive cauldron perched on top. More men followed, holding baskets filled with crystals and other ingredients on their heads.

I watched, mildly surprised and shocked as the attendants unfolded and set up a table with burners, mortar and pestle, and several vials and glass bottles. The attendants left quickly as Tairon slid out of his chair and held his hand out to Miria. She accepted it, the gruesome sight it was, but then I reminded myself that she only looked young. In reality, she was over fifty years old, so who was I to judge?

“I haven’t done this in a decade, Aiden. Make sure to not disappoint me.”

I nodded, fighting hard to hide my excitement and nervousness.

“I will help,” Miria said, taking up a position on the far side of the cauldron. Tairon stood opposite her.

“You control the heat, I will regulate the chemical process,” the provincial lord said, picking up the closest basket and emptying its contents into the cauldron. Flames erupted from the mana box below the large pot, the magical fire quickly heating the cauldron.

Tairon released thick, powerful tendrils of mana from his feet and hands. They swirled through the air, circling his body. I immediately smelled something spicy as the heating mixture melted together. It bubbled and spat dark puffs of acrid smoke into the air, the glow from the cauldron shifting through every color of the rainbow. I didn’t recognize his technique, but it seemed effective. I had my process, but this would be educational, in the least. 

Tairon lay thirteen crystals on the lip of the large pot, their trapped mana immediately pulled forth and sucked into the gurgling mixture. They shook and jumped as they were emptied, the magical flames surging and sputtering wildly. Tairon stepped back, just as the flame caught his robes, but he slapped it away, leaving a waft of smoke and no trace of burned fabric behind.

The sharp, staccato sound of breaking glass echoed inside the hall as the crystals exploded, their last surge of mana blooming into the air. But Tairon was strong, his circling mana knocking the glassy shards down and capturing the cloud of energy, before forcing it down and into the pot. I marveled at his control. As a younger man, I had watched him struggle to control five, maybe six at a time. He had grown strong over the years, and that would eventually be his downfall. Like me before him, the Emperor didn’t like competition.

One by one, colorful pills rose into the air, as the mana coalesced in the cauldron. His tendrils held them up, then set them gently onto the table. I felt their power from feet away, immensely dense mana, pure and concentrated, ready to be absorbed by anyone able to survive ingesting them. That was always the key. I had seen many power-drunk cultivators bite off more than they could handle in my day. Pun intended. They didn’t grasp the truth of power. That it needed to be controlled, above all else. And when their bodies weren’t strong enough to control it, well, let’s just say, it went wherever it wanted to go. The cleanup was messy.

Tairon pulled the last of the pills forth and produced a box next, then quickly stowed them inside. He moved so quickly I wasn’t able to see how many pills he’d packed away for us. But then I saw that only three remained on the table, and my excitement increased.

“Do not. I repeat, do not mess with my market, Aiden. At least not for now,” he said. “And yes, I know what you had planned. Control is everything at this point. We must maintain the illusion of control or powerful men will notice. I don’t think I need to remind you of what is at stake.”

Meaning? If I screwed up, I would die a horrible death. Got it.

“You are direct, my lord. I understand,” I said, biting back my frustration.

Someone had tipped him off as to our plan to sell crystals and undercut the families. But who and why? I turned to Miria. Was she to blame? Could it have been someone in Mantis’ camp? Perhaps Monar or his father, guessing at our ambitions and grasping at straws? Damn them all. If I had more power, I would interrogate them all.

“I know it is money, young man. So just tell me how much you need for the month. A hundred gold? Two hundred?”

His words set me back and pulled me out of my spiraling dark thoughts. He was right. A disruption in the market would likely send ripples beyond the City of Bones. Merchants and families in other cities likely had interests at play. It just increased the likelihood of the Emperor finding out.

“Fifty, Lord Tairon. I’ll pay it back two-fold once my...task is complete.”

“A humble, realistic man. I like this. I like it very much,” he laughed and held out the box. I stepped forward cautiously and accepted it.

“Thank you,” I said and dropped to a knee. An immense wave of power radiated out of the box and made it difficult to hold.

“Good. Yes. Now up with you and get out. Take your girls with you, Aiden. I need to rest after channeling such power. Four stages of ascension trapped in one, tiny pill.”

“Four?” I gasped. “That’s… I’ve never heard of such power,” I added quickly, hoping I hadn’t given myself away.

Tairon didn’t flinch, he just turned for a door on the far side of the room. It was gilded with gold and precious gems, obviously not the kind of entrance a servant would use. I stored that fact away for future reference.

“Here,” he added, tossing a bag coin bag over his shoulder. “Spend wisely.”

“Thank you again, Lord Tairon.”

We retreated, without Miria. She hovered near the table, watching as Tairon moved in one direction, and us, the other. I found it odd that she hadn’t spoken to me at all and decided then and there that I wasn’t going to trust her until I had the upper hand. She was either overly cautious or playing both sides. I understood the former but feared the latter. Nothing parted a man from his head faster than uncontrolled variables.

“Master Aiden,” a guard said as we exited the place. “Would you like a rickshaw?”

I nodded, and as he turned to whistle, I stored the box of pills securely into a locking drawer in my pendant. Their power radiated even then, making the necklace hum against my skin.

Unable to catch a driver’s attention, the guard quickly ran off toward the entrance.

“Master?” Eilin chuckled. “Are we to call you that as well, Ma~ster?” She was teasing me, and I liked it. She was finally opening up.

I rolled my eyes as I pulled the box back out of its secured drawer. Eilin and Ceres closed in, watching me curiously. An intricate carving ran along the top of the wooden container, continuing down both sides. The carved braid looked familiar, as both sides came together in the middle to form a howling wolf head. Did he put that on there on purpose? The shadow hound had always been my standard before, so I found it an unlikely coincidence that it would find its way onto a box he placed personally into my hands.

“He gave us ten pills,” I whispered, opening the lid only after making sure no one else was close. “Men would kill one another over a single pill in my day.”

“I heard the Skinner leadership talking about pills often,” Eilin said, leaning over the box. “A single-stage ascension pill was worth ten gold dragons in a reputable market. Second-stage pills demanded fifty, while a third-stage could bring in over one hundred and fifty, or more. Anything stronger than that was… well, priceless.”

“Priceless?” I muttered. “And I am holding ten of them. If I give you girls each a share, does that mean I will secure your loyalty? Without question?”

“Loyalty?” Eilin hissed. “I would lick your boots if that’s what you wanted!”

“I think he’d rather have something else licked,” Ceres chuckled. “But dirty sex talk aside, if we all use one, that is three gone. I am guessing you want to give one to Mantis, one to his wife, and another to Fazan. That’s another three, leaving us with four left.”

“You are as sharp as your sword blade, my lovely,” I replied. “Loyalty has a price, and both money and power have a way of changing people’s hearts and minds. Perhaps these things should be rewards, not bribes?”

Ceres nodded and lifted her gaze to the gardens, suddenly lost in thought. I considered my dilemma, the immediate path forward for me and my chosen.

How much it would cost to get us all to the second stage?

Could we do it safely and quickly?

If anyone failed to ascend, would that threaten their loyalty?

The third stage was achievable, but not for us all. The fourth was out of reach for now. Getting into the second realm after hitting the fourth stage would cost me greatly. In terms of gold and favors. Unless...I could get my hands on the ingredients myself and knock the rust off of my alchemical skills.

Not anytime soon, I thought.

A gate door finally opened, a single rickshaw appearing and moving toward us. It stopped before us and the driver ran around to open the door and lower the steps. We piled inside and rumbled around the cobblestone turn-around. I watched the gardens, and then the large gate pass beyond the window, and fell into thought.

I knew I couldn’t rely on Tairon for everything, as every gift would come at an increasingly greater cost. And I wouldn’t know how he expected repayment until the time came to collect. I could wind up a slave before I knew it. No. If we wanted to grow significantly stronger, we would have to take matters into our own hands.

First, we would hit the mine, then the red district, and do so quietly. They belonged to the Yarnell and Fenrest families, so I would need to do it in a way that aligned with Tairon’s ambitions. If I could push them against each other, and smuggle out the spoils, that would be a great start. The problem was, how to destabilize their relationship and get them to attack one another. They had dozens of guards, if not more, cultivators at their disposal, and influence. If they banded together against me, I had no chance. My plan needed to be seamless.

“Aiden?” Ceres said, nudging my shoulder gently. “Aiden?”

“Sorry,” I grunted and turned. “I was thinking about something.”

“We’re there,” she said and nodded at the inn. “You can think more inside.”

I nodded and got out, first visiting the storeroom. After Tairon’s alchemical visit that morning, I’d been stuck with a nagging suspicion. Namely that he’d had people smuggle away what Miria’s collected for us. That would make him that much more important to my plans.

“Everything good?” Eilin asked from behind me as I opened the door. I leaned inside, breathing a sigh of relief as the light shined on our stack of goods.

“Looks like it,” I said and closed the door. “These things are worth a fortune.”

“I guess,” she whispered and turned to leave. “Oh, hey look. Mantis is here,” Eilin said, pointing back down the hall, to a hulking figure.

“Perfect. He couldn’t have come at a better time.”





Chapter Twenty-Six
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“You did what?”

 
Mantis hissed, as I filled him in on the events of the previous evening and the following morning.




Sure, totally unexpected, and yes, I was skeptical about Tairon’s help, but there was a deeper meaning behind his help. I was sure of it. Ceres agreed. So did Mantis. At least we were all on the same page. Good. Now the plan. Our first step was going to be to get the families fighting, and in the meanwhile, I could do more contemplating about what Tairon really wanted. And Miria as well. Mantis provided me some pointers, but nothing incredibly deep. Eventually, I got tired of talking about it, so I changed the subject.

“How are your guys coming along? How are your wife and Fazan doing?”

“We’re doing well, thank you. I feel myself nearing the second stage. Fazan is already there, for some odd reason. My wife is good, and our newly recruited ten…well, they’re alright, I guess.”

I knew better than to push, as once Mantis finished talking about a subject, that usually meant he didn’t have anything else to say on the matter.

“You’re coming along to raid the mine, right?” I asked as I pulled the small box out of its locked drawer in my pendant. I tried to act as if nothing was amiss, but they could clearly see me strain just to lift the damned thing from the sheer amount of pressure it exuded. I put it down on the table and opened the lid. Ten glowing pills stared up at us, shimmering invitingly.

Mantis licked his lips and stared, his eyes glistening in their light.

“Three are for your household. One for you, then one each for Fazan and your wife. But don’t delude yourself, you won’t be able to carry them in your state.”

“Can I have mine now?”

“You know, we might as well use him as a guinea pig,” Ceres chuckled.  

“Shiny pills,” he whispered, the lust of powers glowing in his eyes.

I plucked one from the box and felt a wave of power immediately wash over me. It was the purest energy I’d ever felt. The mana was so clear and dense that I felt as if I would drown in its immeasurable flow. Mantis’s hand shot out and plucked it from my palm.

“Wait, don’t be so—.”

And before I could finish my sentence, he pushed the pill into his mouth and swallowed it. His eyes opened wide, and an honest to god white light erupted from every orifice. Yes, even from the ones covered by his trousers. I pushed several tendrils of mana into his body, to make sure he was alright, but the chaos flowing inside him blocked me out.

“Is he going to be alright? Or should we move away to a safe distance?” Ceres whispered as she pulled her chair back a bit. “In case he explodes or something.”

“I think that his mana pool is expanding, and the light is just the mana’s afterglow. But I could be wrong, and if I am, we might have to scrape him off the walls.”

“You think?” Eilin chuckled. “It’s good that he’s so hungry for the stuff that we can see what happens.”

I shrugged and pulled my tendrils back. Then I pushed another pair into his body, instead, teasing and pulling on the mana inside him. Sure enough, it was as clear as pure spring water, pushing and expanding his pool.

“Wow, I have never felt mana in such a clean and concentrated form before. Perhaps, this is what the Emperor has been teaching them.”

“What are we supposed to do with him?” Eilin asked. “He’s too big for us to carry.”

“You two head up to the room and take one pill each. Rest up and focus. Take your time and use every available ounce of mana it pushes into you. This is a once-in-a-lifetime chance.”

“What about you?” Ceres added.

“I’m going to go see Fazan. I will give him his share, and there is something I need him to do for us.”

“And him?” Ceres said, nudging the big man.

“I’ll take care of him.”

I spent the next thirty minutes tipping Mantis into a two-wheeled cart and then pushed him all the way to his place. I was thoroughly disheveled and sweaty by the time I got there. And hungry, And grumpy. The bastard weighed so much more than I thought he would. 

“Call Fazan down for me,” I said as I finally reached the entrance.

A young woman sitting on the stairs sprang to her feet, nodded, and disappeared inside. I turned back to the cart and wiped my forehead. Mantis was still out of it, though his body did twitch every now and then.

“Aiden!” Fazan called from the stairs.

“Yes, it is me,” I yelled back. Another person appeared behind the physician. It was a woman, one as tall as me and broad in the shoulders. “Who is that with you? Is it Mistress Alejna?”

Fazan and the impressive built woman moved through the door and towards me. Alejna slowed, looking from the cart, then to me. Her eyes narrowed.

“How do you know of me?”

“Oh, I seem to learn things most rational men avoid,” I laughed, stretching a crick in my back. Then I gestured to the cart. “Mantis told me about you. He said something to the tune of, ‘she is proficient with poisons’ I believe.”

“Proficient,” she snorted, and I got the feeling that I had just earned Mantis a beating. “And what is wrong with him. Is he drunk again?”

“Oh, not that I am aware of.”

“What do you mean, not that you are aware of?” she asked, her voice taking an icy edge.

“I gave him a pill that would trigger mana ascension and the idiot swallowed it without asking what it would do. He’ll probably be out of it for a few hours…” I said, and whispered, “or days.”

Fazan waved several men over and directed them at the cart.

“No, don’t,” Alejna snapped. “The idiot needs to learn one of these days. Leave him in there until he’s done doing...whatever he is doing.”

I snorted, drawing her gaze back to me. She smiled.

“I’ll take you aren’t going to make the same mistake, my lady.”

“You mean, put something in my mouth without the slightest clue as to what it will do to me or how?” she asked, scoffing loudly. “That is firmly Mantis’ domain.” 

“Because I have one each for you and Fazan, but there is something I need from you first.”

“Anything, master, just say the word,” Fazan replied and dropped to a knee.

“Stop the dramatics and get up,” I said and motioned for him to stand. “Bowing to a man in the street is the quickest way to get him killed. Let me tell you, you really need to learn that lesson.”

“I am sorry. It is just, you have shown me so much in such a short amount of time. I don’t know what I would have done without your guidance.”

“A simple thanks is all I need, Fazan.”

“Then you have it.”

“Perfect. Now, what I need next are Fenrest robes. Ten of them, with wraps, and belts. Can you procure them for me?”

“Yes, I believe we can,” Fazan replied. “How soon do you need them?”

“Two days. I need to visit the mines. You two will be coming with us. Make sure one is large enough for Mantis.”

“But wait,” Fazan protested, “They’ll recognize us. Not someone like Alejna, surely, as she has remained hidden from the public. But Mantis is an unmistakable figure. And I’ve always been by his side, so it’s not like they won’t recognize me as well.”

“Then maybe you and Mantis should remain, and I will take Alejna and those we took to the hunts, instead. Perhaps all ten of them.”

“It sounds wise,” he agreed. “We’ll prepare the robes for them. Four robes for you, the ladies, and Alejna. Then ten more makes fourteen. Anything else?”

“Do they wear any kind of identification? Pins, badges, or sashes there? Anything we would be missing while trying to blend in with the Fenrest when wearing their robes?”

“Leave it to us. I’ll have someone scout tonight and make notes so we can prepare everything during the day tomorrow.”

“Actually, ignore that,” I said, changing my mind. I pulled on the mana curse binding my life force to Roach, summoning the young man as if yanking on an invisible leash.

“How is progress on the ingredients we procured from our hunt? Have you started your alchemical processes yet? Any pills or elixirs yet?”

He beamed with pride and stood tall.

“Here, see for yourself.”

Fazan pulled a small wooden box from the pocket dimension I had personally made for him and handed it to me. It had been upholstered with beast skin, the leathery hide decorated with shiny tacks. I opened it up and peeked inside. Small glass ampuls sat inside. I waved my hand over them, easily picking up on the mana stored inside. Elixirs. Not incredibly potent, but they would help our chosen ten grow towards greater power.

“How many did you make?”

“Only what’s inside the box.”

I looked down again and stared at the elixirs. Nine in total. I took one and slid it into my pocket.

“Make two more and give them to the ten. Walk them through the process and make sure they have a place to rest after. I want you two to focus on these,” I said, pulling the fourth-stage ascension pills out of my pendant.”

“Aiden,” Alejna said, interrupting. “What will happen to us once we take those?”

“Once you take the pill, it will release an immense wave of pure mana into your body. Your pool will absorb it, but the volume should force you to break through to the second stage. This is a bit overkill and would be more effective if you both were more advanced cultivators, but…we need to establish a power base as quickly as possible. These will give you a considerable bump. From there, it will take diligence and training.”

“And in return?”

I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, using the time to formulate my response.

“How much has Mantis told you?”

“All of it. I think.”

“Then you know that if you’re under my care, there is no running or leaving. If you accept my gifts, my help, and my power, you bind yourself to me. My battle becomes yours until it is done.”

She nodded slowly and after a moment of contemplation, graced me with a smile. She truly was beautiful, despite the myriad of scars and black make-up.

“I agree. It’s a give and take kind of world, is it not?”

“It is,” I said. “Speaking of giving and taking, where can I get good steel around here? I need to forge a decent spear.”

“Smiths in town can get you iron, bronze, or hardened steel. Mantis made his claws from a special kind of steel he found in the beast pit,” Alejna offered.

My eyebrows rose. Just what I hoped she would say.

“The one we were just at? Mantis went inside?”

Fazan cast Alejna an interesting look. Then he considered Mantis’ still form and turned back to me.

“He was going to tell you once he knew he could trust you,” Fazan said and took over. “During the thirty-minute window between swarms, you can climb down into the pit. If you know where to dig, you can find ore. I just wouldn’t stay down there too long, or the next swarm will appear all around you. And digging it up isn’t enough. You need to mine the ore using mana.”

“Interesting,” I whispered, “This ore, what kind of metal is it? And how was he able to mine the ore if you weren’t able to use mana before I taught you?”

“That’s actually a funny story. We didn’t have to,” Fazan said, “The provincial lord had his men mine the ore and even had a special smith make the claws for him. He told Mantis it was because he wanted him strong enough to defend the southern gate, but I know better. You see, the bigger threat Mantis is to the families, the more of their attention they will turn his way. It keeps them from plotting against those in the provincial manor.”

“Tairon, does he have weapons made from this ore, too?” I asked.

“A full set of armor and several weapons,” Fazan said, nodding “The families were beside themselves over it. You see, he forbade them from mining or processing it for themselves.”

“Interesting,” I whispered. So, Tairon had learned a thing or two from the Emperor. Keep your enemies divided, arm those you fear less, and cripple the others with fear.

“Prepare the robes for now and send someone when they are ready. Preferably not before tomorrow evening. I don’t want to be disturbed until then.”

He bowed low and nodded.

“Very well. We’ll work on preparing everything as you have directed. Ten elixirs will go to our ten as well. Anything else?”

I shook my head and turned to leave.

“Lady Alejna, it was a pleasure to meet you. Good luck keeping that husband of yours in line. And take care when you use these,” I said, and pulled their pills out and handed them over, “Take them tonight. I want you at your best when we visit the mine.”

“As you just said, master Aiden. I’m a pretty good judge of character, that is how I know that you won’t betray us. You need us, but we need you, as well. Please understand, that is why I went ahead against his wishes and told you about the ore. I hope that shows how sincere I am.”

I nodded my thanks. The woman was smart, but she had a silver tongue. I would have to watch what I said to her and how. But there was something else, a tingling forming at the end of my fingers and toes. It told me that it was time for me to leave.

I left then, walking past the cart and Mantis’ slumbering form, and set out for home. Alejna was an unknown, that much was clear, judging from the fact that she had tried to poison me. Although I couldn’t determine how. Then I remembered, at the end. She accepted the proffered pill and dragged the tips of her fingers against my outstretched palm.

I lifted the hand and inspected it in the sunlight, my arms, and legs growing heavier, the sleepy tingle pushing up from my feet and hands. But it wasn’t dire. Perhaps not enough to kill me, just to weaken. Or maybe this was her way of sending a message. That they weren’t harmless lambs waiting to be slaughtered.

I pushed a thread of mana from my pool and into the outstretched hand and watched as a small, green haze burned off my skin. Just a touch. That is all it took. I decided then that I would return, but only once I was done absorbing my pill. I would thank her for the parting gift and offer her one of my own, a blood curse contract, so the next time she felt like poisoning me, we could enjoy its less pleasant effects together.

I turned left into an alley and was two blocks from the inn before I felt someone behind me. I stopped, feeling his presence just before Roach stepped into the light.

“You’re getting good at this,” I said, “Shadow walking suits you.”

He nodded, showing that he had also learned that not every situation called for words. My heart swelled with pride. And not just because his hair was cut, his face shaved, and his clothes clean. But because I hadn’t forced or compelled him to do any of it.

“Do you want me to stop watching Mantis’ people?” he asked, “Do you trust them now?”

I tapped a finger against my nose and thought for a moment.

“No. Not entirely. But there is something I need for you to do for me in the interim. The Yarnell and Fenrest keep a mine in the hills outside the city. I need you to find out everything you can about their workers—how they don their robes, style their hair, even the soap they use. Specifically, I need to know how they identify their workers. Is it a patch, a sash, or something else? And, Roach, be the shadow. Security will be tight. Everything is riding on that mine, so make sure no one sees you.”

“I understand. I will go straight away,” Roach said, nodding economically, then he turned to leave.

“Roach,” I called. He turned.

“Things are happening now. The families won’t be playing by civilized rules. Be careful. Please. And take this.”

I pulled a gold piece out and threw it his way. Roach’s eyes went wide, and he bowed deeply. 

“Thank you, sir,” he said and disappeared into the shadows.





Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Ceres woke seventeen hours after ingesting

 
the pill. Eilin took several minutes longer, but that could have been the difference in how their bodies digested and metabolized the ingredients. The former looked a little healthier once she was done, which made me curious as to how far she’d gone. I decided to hold off on the details until we were downstairs and eating so as not to spoil their mood. They had accomplished something great. Who was I to trample on that?




“I need to craft something,” I said, after chewing through a bite of eggs. “There are devices that can measure a person’s mana proficiency. They will tell us what stage you are in so we can better plan for your ascension.”

“And you can make one?”

I nodded.

“I can, but the process will be costly. Likely cost us a core. Maybe even the bigger one, but we’d have a way to measure our progress. Not just us, but Mantis and his people, too. Knowledge is power, and I want to know where we stand.”

Ceres agreed, ripping off a chunk of buttered bread and sticking it into her mouth.

“It is your call to make. You have a better understanding of these things than the rest of us,” she said after swallowing.

“I agree,” Eilin added, pushing a potato around on her plate. She didn’t seem too intent on eating it, which bothered me. Food that Mua prepared shouldn’t be wasted.

“Make sure you eat that,” I whispered. “We can’t get on Mua’s bad side.”

She nodded, understanding just how big of an insult it would be to throw away food laced with mana.

In truth, I had already decided on the matter about creating the scrying crystal, but I didn’t want to cement anything in until I’d gotten their opinions. If nothing else, they could provide an outside perspective that might change my mind, and as a bonus, it would score me some trust points.

“Perfect. You two eat and I’ll be right back.”

Ceres got up to protest but I gently pushed her back down into her chair and hurried to the storeroom. I knew how to make a scrying crystal, but there were no guarantees that I would succeed on the first try. Still, it was a quick process that required more concentration than actual labor. It would only take a moment once I started. It was a calculated risk, but a necessary one, especially now that we had ascension pills.

I pulled the smaller core from my pendant and placed it on our worktable. Next, I pulled out ten crystals, almost wiping out our surplus, but that would change soon anyway. I arranged them roughly into a decagon, with the core at the center. It didn’t have to be perfect, as once the mana was threaded properly, they would pull themselves into alignment. Once they were properly fused, we would be left with a scrying crystal. If everything went according to plan and I had a ton of luck.

“Here goes nothing,” I whispered and laced a thread of mana through the crystals, then tied it together, and pulled it back into the core. The core glowed to life as it connected to all ten crystals, their power surging as one. I pulled forth more mana and shaped it around the core, expanding it until a round orb of surging power encircled the crystals. A small shockwave erupted from the core as it rose off the table and started to vibrate. 

The crystals vibrated in time, practically singing the combined mana’s song. Then the threads of mana pulled tight, yanking the crystals into the core, a wave of heat and light splashed out and hit my protective orb. I pushed in with my mana, helping to squeeze the eleven humming shapes together until they popped, and everything went quiet and dark.

I sat back, momentarily dumbfounded. The scrying crystal sat on the table, the last vestiges of residual mana making it glow blue in the storeroom’s dim light.

“You beautiful bastard,” I whispered, relieved that I wouldn’t have to waste a second core. I picked it up, immediately sensing its quality. The orb would easily be good enough for the third or fourth realm so I wouldn’t have to be wasting any more cores until much further into my plan.

I placed the newly formed scrying crystal into a locked cupboard in my pendant. There it could stabilize and cool safely. And as a bonus, not risk garnering me any unwanted attention by wannabe thugs or spies. Tairon and the families both had people watching the inn by now.

I casually walked back to the girls. No, I strutted, before plopping down into my chair to finish eating. They both watched me curiously, but neither spoke. At least not until Ceres started tapping her foot against the floor. 

I held up a finger. “Patience, my autumn sunflower. Give me another minute and I’ll show you,” I said and scooped the last of my eggs up with my bread and chewed slowly. She lifted one eyebrow, then stuck her tongue out at me and looked away.

“Why are you acting like that?” Eilin asked.

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Ceres snapped back.

I finished my plate, pushed it aside, and then carefully pulled the orb from its cupboard and placed it on the table between us, stopping the girls from any more back and forth. I used a touch of mana, so it floated just above the table. Ceres leaned closer and stared, watching the marvelous splash of shifting colors ripple through the scrying crystal.

“It’s so beautiful,” she whispered and reached out to grab it. I stopped her.

“Hold on,” I said, moving her hand back gently. “You cannot touch it with bare hands. Create a layer of mana on both of your palms and then press your hands against the orb.”

Ceres followed my instruction and pressed her hands down on the smooth, round surface. The orb went dark and then changed on the inside. A single, glowing thread of mana appeared on the left with two small orbs on the right. A third orb had just started forming.

I grinned and nodded appreciatively.

“You’ve hit the second stage of the first realm and have started toward the third. Now you, Eilin.”

Ceres squealed and clapped her hands excitedly as Eilin followed the same process. She flinched as her hands made contact, but Eilin pushed through the pain. I knew what she felt well enough, as the first time I had used a scrying crystal the shock nearly turned my fingers black. I was much weaker back then, but still, it went to show how mana affected us all differently.

Eilin’s reading formed in the crystal: one line and two small orbs with a third just forming. Both women had passed into the second stage, not a small feat considering they now possessed the power of four grown men or women. That gain would continue with each stage until they reached the second realm, where they would be as strong as ten ordinary men.

For someone like Mantis, the second stage would bring him even more power. A man of his size and gifts would naturally give him the power of ten people by the second state, let alone the ascension to the next realm. This was not lost on me.

“You could probably beat me in hand-to-hand combat right now. Well, if we were fighting straight up, that is,” I joked. “But that is not an invitation to try.”

“No, we won’t, but why don’t you take your pill right now? Unless you have something more important to do?” Ceres asked. “We need to bathe and rest anyway, then we can watch over you. Keep you safe.”

I nodded and put the orb back into its cupboard in my pendant and got up.

“I’ll be upstairs when you’re done.”

Ceres jumped out of her chair and moved up the stairs alongside me, even taking my hand in hers. She was warm and radiated power beyond what I was used to. It was a strange feeling, but I liked it. I liked my women strong so that they didn’t need constant saving and I could freely move about without worrying over them.

“I’ll stay with you until you are done,” she whispered as we walked into the room. “For however long that is.”

I leaned in and pressed my lips against hers. Ceres returned the kiss with unrivaled passion.

“The thought of you getting stronger makes me tingly. Do you want to be inside me before you take it and go to sleep?”

Her voice was but a soft whisper on my ear and neck, her need quickly setting my blood to boil, but I couldn’t. I needed the strength, and besides, we’d have plenty of time for sex once I was done with my ascension.

“You have no idea how badly I want that right now. But I will have to repay the offer when I’m up, love. That’s a promise.”

She kissed me, ran a fingernail down my chest, and nodded.

“You’d better be good for it, Aiden. A woman’s got her urges, you know? And the stronger I become with mana, the more my appetite grows.”

I could see it in her eyes, the lust, the fire, and remembered it keenly. Mana did strange things to people. I didn’t want her searching for relief while I was out, so I bent her over the bed and lifted her robes. I was inside her in an instant, her pussy already wet with her arousal. She moaned loudly, her hands balling up in the sheets as I thrust into her again and again.

I grabbed ahold of her hips and hair, the morning light gleaming off her perfect ass and muscular back. It was short but sweet, but I reached around, snaking my hand between her legs to massage her while I thrusted. She came before I did, her cry a feral, primal noise. We slumped to the bed to catch our breath.

A short while later, after cleaning up, I took my ascension pill, feeling a little drained but satisfied, nonetheless. Could I call myself a man if I had declined her offer? Hell no! But at least I felt good as I drifted off into a rest that was well appreciated. 

Sometime later I woke up, groggy, and my vision blurry. I blinked it away and looked around. I was in our room, but my body hurt. I groaned and tried to roll over, but something pressed into my chest and held me still. Several candles flickered from atop the chest of drawers by the far wall, while several more were scattered about on nearby tables. It was dark but cozy, almost romantic.

“How long?” I muttered, feeling someone stir near me.

“Almost forty hours.”

“Forty?” I groaned, my ailing mind struggling to decipher the number.

I tried to track down the pains in my body, the changes, but I was too far out of it at the moment. Then I realized it wasn’t all pain. My midsection was warm and felt almost wet. I lifted the sheets and pulled them away, only to reveal Eilin laying between my legs, her mouth wrapped lovingly around my cock.

“Shh, don’t stop her,” Ceres whispered, rolling over and snuggling in close. “She’s been practicing for when you woke up, so let her have this moment.”

I relaxed and pushed into Ceres’ embrace, and stared at the ceiling as shadows from the flickering candles danced across the wooden beams. I closed my eyes and appreciated Eilin’s attention, using the singular thought to piece my thoughts back together. Wait, what did she just say? Practicing? I sighed and pushed the thought aside for later.

It worked. I felt my mana pool, swollen and full, the strength having leached out into the rest of my body during the breakthrough. Yes, I was taxed from the process, but I felt recuperated and strong. Another little bit of my former strength had been reclaimed.

A curious surge of mana rushed through my lower body as Eilin teased her mouth along my length, playing on my already heightened state of feelings. My muscles tensed as she bobbed her head and Ceres played with her nails across my chest. They were sharp, scratching, perhaps cutting into me, but the pain just added to my arousal. 

“Naughty,” I muttered. “Both of you.”

Ceres chuckled and pulled closer, pressing her soft breasts against my face. I reached down and hooked a hand around her bottom. She was naked, her cream-colored skin dotted with perspiration. I squeezed her muscular ass and pulled her in hard, forcing her left breast into my mouth. I licked and sucked, before biting playfully on her sensitive nipple. She moaned and I traced my hand up her leg, stopping just short of touching her slit.

“Why did you stop?” she whispered and pulled back so our eyes could meet.

“How many times have you ridden me while I was out of it?”

She chuckled and looked away as if caught in a lie.

“I did you an hour ago, but only because Eilin got you stiff first.”

“No wonder I’m sore,” I said, slapping her bottom.

Eilin stopped moving her head and pulled away. Her hand took over, steadily stroking me while applying just enough pressure and mana to send my mind racing.

“And every time you cum like a horse,” Eilin laughed, suddenly. “It is fascinating to watch. So…satisfying.”

“Satisfying?” I asked, “Then how about you finish me off with your mouth? Your hand is dry.”

Eilin’s hand stopped moving and she stared for a moment. Neither girl was used to me speaking so directly, at least not about sex. That was a part of the old me that I didn’t think was too bad.

“It is only fair, don’t you think? I didn’t touch you while you were ascending.” I slowly reached down, took Eilin’s head, and guided it to my cock. She didn’t protest or jerk away, no, she lowered her head and started sucking hungrily, tracing her magical tongue up and over the tip.

“I think she has finally opened up to you,” Ceres whispered. “Her appetite might rival my own.”

“Is that so?” I asked, pulling her back in close. My two middle fingers slid against her soft, wet lips. I teased them for a moment, before sliding them in. I eased them in and out, changing my rhythm as her body arched and twisted against me. I released enough mana to make her cum after just a moment or two. She reached down and grabbed my hand, but I wouldn’t let go and pushed more forth until she was practically folded over in ecstasy. She had asked for it at the river, after all, so I had to indulge her.

“N—no! What are you—that’s too much!” she cried and screamed. “Aiden!”

“What? Isn’t that what you wanted? You sound like you’re enjoying it.”

Ceres sagged into me, panting and still trembling. I lifted my hips, thrusting a little harder into Eilin’s mouth. The tip of my cock struck her throat. She stopped for a second as if about to gag, but then recovered and picked up her fevered pace. I didn’t know if it was the pill’s side-effect or the natural byproduct of ascending, but I came hard. Like, where did all of this come from, hard.

Tears built up in the corners of Eilin’s eyes as she finally pulled back and wiped her mouth. The silence stretched on for a short while, but then she did a curious thing. She crawled forward on top of me and snuggled.

“That wasn’t bad at all,” she whispered. “Can I do it again later?”

Not really knowing what to tell her, I nodded and pulled her in closer. I ran my hand down her smooth back and side, then over her hip and rear. She rolled over for me and I explored between her legs.

“You don’t like to shave like Ceres does, eh?” I whispered and she hid her face.

“I never got the hang of it—I’ll learn if you want me to.”

I shook my head as I slid my middle finger between her lips and explored further, her tight, fit body tensing against me. I eased my middle finger inside, her tight womanhood accepting me like a long-lost lover. I eased it in and out, her sex growing hotter and wetter. She pulled in closer, breathing harder, a soft, self-conscious moan forming.

“Do you like to be humiliated? Or do you like being the one everyone is attending to?”

She nodded, eyes pressed tight.

“I want to feel used, but not abused. I want you to need me. To use my pussy and my mouth whenever you want, but… don’t hurt me. I can’t handle pain.”

I eased another finger inside her, pushed them both inside, then forced a tendril of mana inside her. She immediately squirmed, went rigid, and climaxed, loudly. She screamed, spasmed, and cursed.

“Now that was interesting. I think both of you pass.”





Chapter Twenty-Eight
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We got cleaned up and had

 
Mua send servants to change out the sheets and mattress on our bed. He sent up a midnight snack without asking, sending enough that we would have some later when we got back from our hunt. We didn’t desperately need more crystals and cores, and Mua knew, his cold room was still well-stocked with meat, but I needed to gather some of that special ore. Even better if I did it while everyone else slept. The fewer people that knew, the better.




My spear was already showing age. The pole was cracking, despite regular oilings, and the bladed tip was blunted. There were only so many times you could grind down a new edge before you removed too much material. If the spear couldn’t handle my mana, it would break. It was as simple as that.

I checked my stage and noticed something strange. There was a single, glowing thread, just like with the girls, but then above the line was a small X. A single small orb sat next to the X and two more orbs depicting the second stage sat next to the line. Besides the two orbs, sat a third one, but it was two-thirds the size of the others. I guessed it had something to do with the three-horned viper and my visit to the tower, but whatever it was, I was juiced up and full of energy.

Mua brought our food up personally and heaped the praise on Eilin. And he let it be known that the girl was a prodigy.

“We used about a third of that meat you brought back, and boy do I gotta tell you, Eilin’s a natural! Give it a few months of practice and she just might surpass me in mana-infused cooking!”

“Really?” I asked. “So, you are saying she could cook for us tomorrow?”

He shrugged. “She could cook for you anything she wants. I just wanted you to know how impressed I am. She’s a keeper.”

“And I’m not?” Ceres asked, narrowing her eyes dangerously.

“No, Lady Ceres, that’s not at all what I meant,” Mua chuckled and put his hands up defensively. She stared him down for a moment, before playfully poking him in the stomach.

“Oh, I know,” she chuckled. “But all jokes aside, she is good, Aiden.”

I put my hand around Eilin’s shoulders and pulled her in close.

“I’ll have to reward you for working so hard. Is there anything special you’d like?”

She shrugged and looked away. It was another long moment before she spoke.

“Can I tell you once I have figured it out? I know it sounds weird, but I’m not used to wanting things.”

I smiled and kissed her cheek.

“Of course. Oh, and Mua. If I was looking for a smith, perhaps one skilled at crafting weapons, who would you recommend? If they understood discretion, that would be ideal.”

“Um, yes. There are several I know personally. The best, well he lives near the mansion wall. In the northern section of the market.”

“Would you mind inquiring on my behalf? Maybe see if he is open to some work?”

Tsang Mua nodded.

“He loves my dumplings. I will make him a batch special, and head that way when the sun rises.”

“In that case, thank you. I appreciate all you have done for us so far.”

“My pleasure, Aiden. Don’t be surprised if I have some favors to ask in return soon.”

I nodded and bowed. “You scratch my back, and I scratch yours.”

Mua chuckled and turned to leave. I could feel the man’s power much more succinctly now than I had before. He was stronger than you would think, considering his unassuming manner. But I knew how dangerous false assumptions could be. He was a cook, yes, but likely much more.

“Are you girls ready?”

We slid quietly from the inn and into the night, keeping to the shadows until we reached the southern gate. A single guard paced before the gate, humming a soft tune to himself as he kicked rocks. We spotted the rest through the window, asleep at a table inside. We bypassed him and used mana to scale the wall. I realized that things would need to change regarding defenses. Perhaps once the families fell, I would have enough clout with Tairon to mold the southern quarter’s defenses myself. We needed alert guards, not to mention the walls should be manned.

We ran quietly down the road, channeling mana into our legs to move at greater speed. Ceres and Eilin stayed just behind me and to either side, showing more than enough discipline. Yes, they were my ladies and passionate partners in bed, but survival required that they learn quickly who to defer to in battle and more importantly, when to speak.

We ran straight through, stopping only when we arrived at the lake, that very same camp where we rested after our last hunt. The water was dark and calm, a strong breeze barely rippling the surface. The moon hung large and bright in the sky, reflected as a silver disc in the water. The place felt eerily calm, almost preternaturally quiet.

“I think I hate that lake more than the abyss pit?” Eilin said, after staring out over the dark water for a long moment. I stared out into the darkness, wondering what hid beneath the surface, and had to agree. At least we knew monsters lived in the pit, but the water? That housed even greater threats, those grown from our imaginations.

“It is just water. Just wait for the sun to rise, then it will just be pretty, rippling waves again,” Ceres replied.

“Want to go for a swim?” I asked and pushed Ceres gently towards the water. She screamed and grabbed onto me.

“You ass! Do you want to see me drown?”

“No, I don’t. But maybe splash around a bit, yes. Besides, you are a quasi-powerful cultivator now. Just surround your body with mana and create a bubble,” I said, biting back more laughter. “If you like, I can teach you both how to do it when the sun comes up.”

I stopped, immediately thrown back into old memories. Specifically, deep diving for lobsters and crabs. I’d had a mana technique for so many things back then, it all just felt second nature. I would skip the ladders and just levitate up to the farthest reaches of my library. Very little was out of my reach then. Once my mana pool was large enough, and my control returned, I would start unearthing some of those old abilities.

“Let’s get this done. Our hours of darkness are limited, and I have no idea what’s waiting for us.”

“Already?” Eilin protested. “I like it here.”

“I thought you hated the lake more than the pit?” Ceres asked.

“It’s growing on me. Especially the way the moon reflects in the water. It is peaceful.”

She was right. I watched a gentle gust of wind roll through, blowing some leaves out over the dark water, the moon glowing like a massive, shining silver plate stuck just beneath the surface.   

“How about we make ourselves a home here, once things have calmed down a little bit? We can build ourselves a cozy little mansion, like the provincial lord’s home. Except...”

“What?” Ceres asked. “I rather like the picture you were painting. Keep going.”

“It is just...well, there are so many things we need to do before any of that can happen.”

She nodded, her shoulders slumping a little in response.

“I know,” she said, after a moment. “The families, your children, the other lords, and the Emperor, just for starters. There are the Hunters, Mantis, and us, too—I understand, is all I want to say.”

“We’ll take it a step at a time,” I replied and gazed into her beautiful eyes. Even in the moonlight, they sparkled, like flawless emeralds. “Let’s get to killing and mining.”

When we arrived at the abyss, I struggled with a wave of doubt. There wasn’t much that we couldn’t handle together, but it was dark, and the girls hadn’t fully grown into their abilities yet despite having practiced the moves I taught them. We would have to stay alert.

“You two will stay to my right and left, flank them and redirect, while I take them head-on,” I said, laying out my plan. “Let’s try to avoid stupid mistakes.”

“Hah,” Ceres chuckled. “I seem to remember it was you that almost ended up crushed beneath a massive snake last time. Besides, you’d be so lonely if something happened to us!”

“Thanks for the reminder, you little minx. No mana drain curses for me,” I laughed and poked her belly. She grabbed my hand and brought it to her face.

“I love you,” Ceres blurted, met my eyes, and seemed to realize what she’d said. “That just kind of came out, I’m sorry…”

Eilin looked away as I grabbed Ceres and pulled her into me, hard. I kissed her passionately, then reached out and hooked Eilin’s arm and pulled her in, too. I knew what Ceres meant. Yes, she’d known Harlan for a long time, and I looked like him. But she was getting to know and love the actual me. I’d say that meant I was doing a good job not being the heartless bastard I used to be.

“Don’t apologize for saying that. Both of you, be safe and watch out for one another. You’re like sisters now.”

I took up my position near the abyss edge and waited, my spear held ready for defense.

Soon enough, the ground started to rumble, strange animal noises issuing from the darkness. I heard low growls, hisses, and what sounded like a hoot. Then dark beasts climbed over the side, rending the grass as they pulled free. I immediately spotted several grapple-bears, two serpents, and a massive, winged creature.

“Is that an owl?” Ceres asked. “I don’t like flying things!”

“I don’t know! It looks more like a griffin to me!” I shot back.

It did look like an owl, as it circled the clearing above us. It had a beak and feathers, after all. But unlike owls, which were usually round-ish, this creature’s body was long with equally long wings, trailing spiked feathers.

“Do you still think it was wise to come here at night?” Eilin yelled, uncoiling her sword-whip.

“Hey, Eilin. That owl has your name written all over it. Your sword whip might be just the thing!”

“Leave it to me, master!”

I chuckled as the beasts swarmed in. Maybe swarm was an improper term for the first group of beasts that appeared, there were barely a dozen beasts, and they all went right for me.

“Come to me, my jungle friends. It is time for a meet and greet with daddy-spear.”

I charged the serpents first, as they were the bigger threats compared to the bears. My spear skewered the first one, Dragon Flurry punching the bladed tip into the creature’s body two dozen times before it could rear up and strike. I started gathering mana from its corpse before it even hit the ground.

Thanks to breaking through to the second stage I now possessed enough power to connect with the second move, Dragon Swipe, but it came with a draw-back when linked in an attack chain. At least in comparison to a single, normal move where the strain was put on the weapon, but in a chain, the strain was mostly on my body. 

I hit the second serpent with Dragon Flurry, kicked it away, and flowed right into the next move. Dragon Swipe ripped through my arms and into a curving strike with the spear. A wave of mana, as thin as a folded steel blade, ripped through the air. It hit three grapple-bears, decapitating two and sending chunks of the third over the ground. The mana wave dissipated, picking up rock and debris from the ground and showering it against the remaining beasts.

“Shit! That is effective!” Ceres screamed.

“Just wait until you see the other moves. Hellfire, my lovelies. Hellfire!” I yelled, laughing loudly. 

Three bears moved in from my left and went for Ceres, while I lunged skyward, the owlish beast surging higher to evade my attack. 

“What are we going to call that thing?” Ceres yelled, then released her first move, the simple but effective technique I taught her the previous day. Her sword hummed and connected, slicing the first bear in two. Eilin spun, catching another bear with her sword whip, bits of its face tearing free, and then coiled it back in, lashing out at the streaking owl creature.

“Owloon!” Eilin yelled. “Please, master! Let’s call it an owloon!”

I watched her graceful dance, but dove to the side, barely evading the thrust of a long, sharp tail.

“Why owloon?” I yelled, parrying the vicious tail and cutting in low at the beast’s belly. The tip bounced off its armored belly, but not before it ripped several feathers that looked like steel.

“It sounds cool!”

I groaned and evaded as the grapple-bear attacked. I launched myself off a felled log, closing the distance for a strike, just as a winged shadow streaked towards me. With no time for a mana-charged move, I stabbed the grapple-bear in the chest and let my momentum carry me over. The Owloon dove spread its wings and launched several dagger-like feathers my way. I heard them strike the ground right by my head as I rolled.

I came up ready to throw my spear, just as something lashed out and struck its wing. Eilin pulled her whip sword back in and lashed out again as it flapped to gain altitude. But I couldn’t let it gain distance again.

“Cut off its head when it drops!” I yelled and forced mana into my legs, catapulting myself off the ground.  I plunged my spear into its left wing, effectively pinning it against its body.

The Owloon shrieked and thrashed, toppling from the air. Unable to pull my spear free, I released my grip and watched it fall to the ground, where it slammed headfirst into a large rock. Ceres was there in an instant, her sword coming down on its neck, but the armored scales and feathers were too strong. The blade hit and glanced off, throwing sparks in the dark clearing.

“It’s not—damn bastard!” Ceres hissed. “The blade isn’t cutting!”

“Let me,” I yelled running in.

She let go, allowing me to scoop up her sword as she jumped aside. I drew forth whatever mana I could at such short notice, forced it into my arm and the blade, and brought it down. The first strike hit hard, crunching through feathers, and I reared back again and again. The Owloon shrieked and lashed out with its tail, slashing across my right hip, just as I brought the sword down hard, cutting through its spine. Metal struck bone with a sickening crack, and at last, the decapitated beast dropped to the ground. I wasn’t squeamish, but the sound and gore turned my stomach.

I dropped to the ground and handed her sword back. Ceres accepted the blade but didn’t seem mad, just surprised.

“I forced my mana into my arm and the blade, just as I thought you would do. But couldn’t break through…” she whispered.

“You’ve gained my strength,” I panted, “but sometimes it is more about how we control and manipulate the mana than how much we use. Trust me, many experienced Martials have lost their lives after stumbling upon lower-ranked cultivators who knew how to use their mana better. Yes, sometimes technique trumps power.”

“Are you alright?” she asked after wiping her sword clean and sliding it into her scabbard. Eilin ran up to us and knelt beside me, a deep frown set on her face.

“You must be more careful?” the young woman hissed. “A little to the left and it would have pierced your heart!”

“What in the hell are you talking about? It just grazed my hip.” I looked down, pointing at the cut from the beast’s tail.

Eilin reached up and touched my chest and I followed her gaze.

“Son-of-a-bitch,” I grunted. The tip of the Owloon’s tail had struck my hip, but when I came down for the killing strike, it had lashed out catching me squarely in the chest. The sharp feathers must have broken off in the process.  No wonder I was feeling as if something was tugging at my back. The tail was heavy. 

“Do you want me to pull it out? Or...” Eilin asked, her voice trailing off. Ceres watched in quiet horror.

“Pull it out. I’ll surround the wound to protect my heart and close it forcefully to control bleeding. The damn thing is as wide as a dagger,” I grunted, inspecting the damage.

“If it had been any wider you would have dropped dead immediately.”

I nodded, pooled some mana around my heart, and steeled myself as she braced to pull it free. It didn’t slide out easily but caught and pulled several times. Damn barbs. Finally, after much grunting and cursing, it slid free and dropped to my side, embedding itself in the dirt. I pressed my hands to my chest and molded the mana I had used to encase my heart, slowly threading the energy into the wound to pull it closed. It sealed shut quickly, yes, but it would take an hour or two for everything to heal completely.

“We need to move,” I said the moment I could stand again. “We’re on the clock before the next swarm forms. Once we’re out, we’ll drag these bastards outside of range and gut them for crystals.”

The girls nodded and followed. Ceres moved but still looked shocked. Eilin was quiet, too but this close call only served to show me that the younger woman had remained cool, where Ceres froze. It was something to keep in mind when I had to choose my partners for battle. But also, how we trained in the future.

I stopped at the edge of the abyss and stared down into the mass of shifting darkness. I picked up a rock and covered it with mana to make it glow.

“Here goes,” I whispered and dropped the rock inside. It disappeared the moment it touched the upper layer of darkness, but reappeared a moment later, almost as if in arms reach.

“Are you doubting them?” Ceres asked, finally finding her voice again.

I shook my head. I hadn’t doubted them, at least not completely, which in retrospect was stupid. Still, there had to be something in there, and one way or another I had to find out what.

“Just to be on the safe side, I’ll go first.”

“Oh, no you won’t,” Eilin hissed, and before I could stop her, dropped to her knees, leaned over the edge, and dropped several feet. She grabbed a jagged piece of rock sticking out of the side and lowered herself down, disappearing into the putrid darkness of the abyss pit.





Chapter Twenty-Nine
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“Damned fool!”

 
Ceres hissed as Eilin disappeared. “All of a sudden she’s the brave one?”




I shrugged, winced as my chest wound pulled, and chuckled. Oh, how the power dynamics within groups changed.

“It is amusing to see how you worry over her now,” I said.

“Bah,” Ceres said, waving the idea away.

But she couldn’t hide her concern. It was a wonderful change of direction from my past life. I’d been forced to house my concubines in separate rooms, as they hated each other so badly. While together, they were always up to no good, but it wasn’t anything as straightforward as fighting. That might have been amusing from time to time. No, they played tricks on each other...the kind that might leave someone dead.

I massaged my chest and silently vowed to avoid that route at all costs. It was inevitable that another woman would join us sooner or later, perhaps more than one, but that would be just as much Ceres and Eilin’s decision as it was mine. I wanted peace this time around, and I sure as hell would have it.

Ceres watched the darkness, her scowl giving way to worry.

“Eilin and I…we’ve been talking a lot, and…I think it’s just right to have her around. I’m not the kind of woman to become blind to the world around me. I know why we started all this, and I also know that as our relationship remains mutually beneficial and we enjoy one another, you’ll want to keep me around. The thing is that if I want peace, I need to compromise, and if that means sharing you with a woman or two, I guess I don’t mind doing that. As long as there’s a place for me.”

I nodded. Smiling at how easily Ceres seemed to read my thoughts. I’d thought about peace, and then she said it a moment later. Coincidence? Those don’t exist.

“It is like I told you before. Show me loyalty, and I will return it,” I said, “Besides, you’re my partner. My first. Why worry?”

Eilin hadn’t told us much about her life before us, but we knew enough to understand that she was abused. Life in sects and cults had tendencies to leave scars behind. Especially on a delicate young woman like her. I could curse the fact, vow to destroy the people that harmed her. But in the end, that mistreatment made her who she was today. A strong young woman, resilient, determined, and ready to kick ass.

Ceres was something else entirely. I knew that I only had to treat her fairly and she would return it tenfold. A woman like her would make me one happy man.

“Wait, something is—,” I started to say just before a hand appeared from the darkness. Then Eilin’s head appeared.

“What are you waiting for? Come on down, but don’t jump. It is close to a thirty-foot drop and the ground is anything but soft. Lots of sharp, pokey ends.”

She disappeared back into the darkness before we could respond, so I followed her carefully down. By my count, we had roughly twenty minutes before the next swarm. It would have to be enough. Gather what we could, then get the hell out of there.

It felt strange when I passed through the dark barrier and I got the feeling I was moving through a…portal? Was it that? It had to be, but a portal to where? And how had it formed?

I dropped the last several feet but almost regretted it, as a sharp piece of black…crystal, or rock grazed my side. I snapped my fingers and created a wisp of light. It washed the place in a warm, white glow, illuminating the sharp, spike-like rocks, deep fissures, and pools of collected rainwater.

“Are these raw crystals?”

Ceres and Eilin both followed my gaze, but both shrugged. I counted a total of five strange-looking, dark crystalline formations. Each glowed as the wisp flew overhead. If there were fewer of them than deposits of ore, then by logic, they were even rarer in comparison.

“What do we do?” Eilin asked. “It is strange. I didn’t even notice them when I first climbed down. Do they just not show up in the moonlight?”

“It’s a possibility. Perhaps they only appeared in my wisp light because of the mana it radiates. I’ll teach you how to do it.”

Eilin pulled at Ceres’ sleeve, who almost tripped over a chunk of ore.

“Hey! Why are you—sorry. I kind of got lost staring at the crystals. They’re so pretty. But...”

“Ceres,” I snapped. She looked up, startled.

“Don’t stare at them directly.” Nodding, she looked away and moved my way.

“Focus and gather two threads of mana in your hand. Quickly.”

The girls stared at their hands as mana started gathering and glowing in their palms. I did the same, showing them how thick the concentration should be.

“Good, now pull one thread up your thumb and the other up your middle finger. Now form an image in your mind, of something that creates light. It can be a candle, a lantern, or a glowing crystal. Focus hard, and when you have it firmly in your mind’s eye, snap your fingers. This will weave the two threads together and connect them to your stored image. The key is to connect the idea of light with the mana. If you are focusing hard enough, your mind will do the rest.”

Eilin snapped her fingers, but the mana glowing in her hand didn’t extend to her fingers.

“Try again.”

She looked at me, a frown forming on her face.

Ceres snapped her fingers, but only one finger glowed.

“Remember, you have to pull each thread into its corresponding finger. This is called mana threading. You are infusing it with potential, and your mind will give it form.”

“I can’t do it,” Eilin complained. Ceres screwed up her face, staring at her outstretched hand.

“Keep practicing. Besides, who will make your wisps if I’m not around? Imagine dropping into a hole and you can’t move because there is no light. Focus on the mana. Focus on what you want it to become. Then weave the threads together with a snap.”

I left my wisp with the girls and created another one to inspect the closest crystal formation. I pressed my hand against the smooth crystal. I immediately sensed mana inside, but it wasn’t pure, nor was it raw either. It seemed to be a mixture of varying pockets of mana and something else. Something extremely powerful. It was chaotic and malleable, but foreign. I knew that I couldn’t absorb it the way it was now, so I made a mental note to explore what it might be, later.

I closed my eyes and spread my hands. I formed ten mana tendrils and snaked them down toward the base of the crystal formation and worked to break it loose. I didn’t feel anything at first, but then a wave of peculiar energy rolled up inside me. It wasn’t like any power I had felt before as if the substance wasn’t from this world. Maybe Tairon or Miria knew what it was and how to use it?

The formation snapped at the bottom and broke off to an explosion that rocked my body and sent me flying against the wall. I hit hard, my breath knocked away. My chest ached as if someone had hit me with a giant war hammer.

Two snaps followed and the darkness lifted.

“Oh, shit!” Ceres cursed. “I did it, and on accident!”

I shook away the stupid impact with the wall that had rattled my teeth and I pulled myself up. The damn blast had a punch to it, though I had no idea why or how.

“What was that?” Eilin asked, approaching warily. I lifted the broken crystal and carefully stashed it away into the largest cubby in my pendant’s pocket dimension.

“The crystal hit me with a blast of energy when I broke it loose. Leave them to me, alright?”

“What about the ore?” Ceres asked, rushing over and inspecting me for harm. Luckily, the only thing wounded was my pride. And maybe I had a slight concussion from the impact with the wall, but they didn’t need to know that.

“Stay back,” I replied and released my ten tendrils of cutting mana. They snapped at the lowest part of the black crystals, and to my surprise and frustration, took a long moment to cut through.

Nothing happened when the second crystal broke free and separated from the base, but I lifted it free carefully and stashed it away.

“What are we calling them?” Eilin asked. “I already named the owloon, so maybe it is fair if Ceres names something.”

“I think blast crystal is fitting,” Ceres said, pointing at one of the four remaining formations.

“And Abyssum Steel, once the ore is processed,” I added, “Since we’re farming it in the abyss.”

“Hah! I love this! We’re first to name these things and will hopefully be the only ones to use them,” Eilin laughed excitedly.

“Only if we make it out of here, alive. And only if they don’t grow back. And if they haven’t been farmed by loads of people already…”

“Okay, I get it,” Eilin cut in. “Party pooper.”

“Let’s make haste, girls. We’ve got maybe ten minutes left before another swarm drops on our heads. Use your mana to break the ore free while I work on these blast crystals. Form tendrils, wrap them, and use the mana to scoop them out of the dirt and rock encasing the crystals. Work quickly but carefully.”

They nodded and started hurriedly cutting out chunks of ore as I turned my attention to the remaining crystals.

Time passed by quickly as we worked, and progress was slow. Or so it seemed. My mental timer went off and I called a stop.

“Drop what you’re doing. We need to get out of here.”

“How many do you have stacked away?” Ceres asked as we started climbing the inner walls.

“We cut the five crystals and forty-seven chunks of ore. Much more than I think we’ll need.”

She nodded and started climbing. Eilin followed after her, and I set off last, in case something appeared beneath us. Nothing monstrous bothered us until we reached the top. I climbed free, only to find a group of men waiting for us. I thought them for bandits at first until I recognized one of their faces.

“Monar? What in the fire-blasted hells are you doing here? This place belongs to Mantis.”

“Oh? Do you really have to ask me what I’m doing here in the dead of night? You must be slower than I thought,” he spat. The pompous ass weasel laughed, the dozen or so men and women loosely scattered around him joining suit. They were all armed and several of them were even wearing armor. Most likely guards to the Yarnel family. I didn’t find it quite as funny as they did.

“Yes,” I said, dusting off my robes, “Slow as the mighty oak grows, or the mountains reach towards the heavens. Slow as the river chisels its route through the bedrock.”

“What does that even mean? You don’t make any sense,” Monar chuckled, elbowing the man next to him.

“It means, you festering ass-pimple...you enflamed testicle wart. I have been, I am, and I will continue to be…for centuries. And if you don’t want to see the end of your pathetic life play out before your very eyes, you should leave right now.”

The laughter died out in a heartbeat, almost as if smothered away by an invisible hand. He stared at me with eyes that screamed murder, but also a flash of fear. Sure, he was a martial, but a weak one at that. And I was confident he recognized my power.

“You shouldn’t have embarrassed me, newcomer. You see, my family...we’ll be taking over soon, and then the City of Bones will be ours! Mine! I’ll sit in Tairon’s chair, lording everything around here after I’ve inherited the Yarnel clan and absorbed the Fenrest!”

“Why are you telling him that?” a female voice said, cutting in.

I vaguely recognized it as belonging to the young heiress to the Fenrest. And yet, she sounded angry that I knew. Not that it was going to happen. She’d just told me something very interesting. Monar was plotting a little power change of his own.

“So, the young lady is here as well. What a surprise,” I said, loud enough for her to take a step back.

Her behavior made it clear that she was no martial, nor was she a cultivator. Her family had likely raised her to look pretty, to serve as a bargaining chip. And in the end, serve a master, like Monar. It was a sure way for her family to keep power, at least in public. I reminded myself that status was everything to these people, and since they had it, they believed they had power over everyone else. Idiots. I was prepared to prove them wrong.

“What—you! How dare you address me directly, you filth!”

I grinned wide, showing neither fear nor shame. I made sure they saw both rows of—decently white teeth. I’d have to do something regarding them later on. I inherited the body, so it wasn’t my fault that Harlan neglected some of his hygiene.

“Filth? You have no idea who I am or to what family I belong to and you dare call me out? Me, a cultivator and martial, an ally to the provincial lord and a huntress? Who is the filth here?”

Her eyes darted between mine and Monar, but he refused to look away. A trickle of mana glowed in his hands, feet, and chest, but it paled in comparison to anything Eilin or Ceres could manage, let alone me.

“You lie!” she cried out, finally realizing that Monar wasn’t coming to her aid. “You’re a liar, a villain, and an enemy of our families! You want to take away everything that we have built, everything we have gained!”




“You are as dumb as you look, young…what was the name again. Zaria, was it? I’ll tell you what, why don’t you come over here. You can join me, maybe become one of my girls. In return, you’ll learn how the world

 

really


 
works,” I said, provoking the young heirs. “You see, Monar, that inflated, swollen, sausage casing next to you is pretty stupid. Even the slowest walking the streets would probably understand that if the provincial lord invested in me directly, then I was worth something. Now, what do you think would happen if your group were somehow to kill me? Do you think Tairon would celebrate? Would he see this as a victory?”




She scowled and opened her mouth to argue, but Monar held his hand up and dismounted his horse. He landed gracefully on the balls of his feet and strode towards me, his henchmen in toe as all drew their weapons.

“You might know how to fight beasts, newcomer, but fighting them isn’t the same as fighting men. How about I make you a deal. You promise to leave the City of Bones tonight and never return, and I’ll let you live?”

Monar erupted into almost hysterical laughter, his people following suit, but Zaria remained silent. She stared at me, her eyes heavy with bewilderment and sadness. No, she wasn’t looking at me, but rather through me.

“M—m—Monar?” she stuttered. “I don’t think that’s—.”

Before she was able to finish her sentence a deafening howl echoed from just behind me. I kicked forward into a spring, bolted right by Monar, and kicked his back as I passed, sending him toppling onto his face. Ceres and Eilin were a step behind, weapons already in hand. Now, I wasn't heartless or mindless, but I couldn’t let several attempts on my life go unanswered. If I did, then I would be the foolish one. I stopped before Zaria and addressed her directly.

“You can leave if you wish. We will not stop you,” I said, “But know this. No one else leaves this clearing alive.” She looked at me, over my shoulder to Monar, and back to me again.

I moved away then, stopping at the very edge of the aggression zone, joining Ceres and Eilin. They had spread out and turned to face the pit, weapons ready.

“Monar! What do I do?” Zaria cried.

The poor bastard was crawling away from the pit on his hands and knees, his dozen or so guards charging and jabbing their weapons at the massive wolf. It was as large as a horse, with dark gray fur, long legs, and sharp claws. It snapped at one man, catching his spear in its sharp teeth, and promptly broke the weapon’s shaft. It shook its head, spat out the blade, then turned its head to the sky and howled. When it lowered its head again, glowing yellow eyes burned against the night.

“No swarm. A single beast,” Eilin breathed.

“But look at it,” Ceres responded.

“What do we call this one,” Eilin asked, pointing at the wolf with her sword-whip. “Is it my turn again?”

“You’re just going to call it something adorable, like cuddle puppy or teddy bear,” Ceres snorted.

“No, night wolf. Because it appears during the night! And by itself.”

“How about Monar’s End,” I asked. “Part of me thinks you ladies aren’t taking this seriously enough!”

The wolf slammed into one guard, snapping its jaws down hard and biting his head clean off. Another man jumped in front of Monar and cut hard at the wolf but missed and effectively sacrificed his life. The wolf picked him up off the ground and disemboweled him in a spray of guts and blood. Monar tried to run, but the beast caught him across the back and sent him sprawling to the ground.

Zaria screamed, but jumped up onto Monar’s horse, then reared it around and spurred it towards us.

“Do we let her pass?” Eilin asked.

“Let her go,” I said, realizing she’d likely not survive the coming fallout.

Eilin nodded but readied herself as three of Monar’s guards sprinted for us, and safety. The wolf grabbed one of Monar’s braver men, shook him violently, and then tossed him into the air. He tumbled, and hit the fleeing men, dropping them into a tangled mess of limbs and death. Only seven guards remained, and the wolf had barely sustained any damage. Hell, it didn’t even look winded.

I readied my spear and stepped forward.

“Girls, hold my brew.”





Chapter Thirty
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The Night Wolf’s fur was tough and sharp.

 
Instead of tufts of soft cuddliness, it ended in sharp, nail-sized points. How did I know this? One of Monar’s men was dumb enough to jump on the beast from behind. I watched him impale himself on its fur, scream, and then slide off and fall to the ground. He twitched and wailed, the fur having broken off into his body like quills. They weren’t regrowing back, from what I could see. At least not quickly enough to make a difference.




I rushed in from the side and stabbed at the wolf’s flank. The tip of my spear struck hard, but sank in only a few inches, just enough to draw some blood and get the creature’s attention. It reared up and swiped a claw at me, but I dove under the attack, planted my feet, and rushed in again, this time targeting the elbow joint of its right, front leg.

“Third move, Dragon Flight!” I yelled, so the girls knew what I was doing. The spear started glowing and pulsating madly. Sure, it was a stupid thing to announce what I was doing, but there was something satisfying in showing people what I was capable of...and, making sure they could get the terminology right for when they told the story later. It only served to build legends out of battles.

Mana flowed at a rapid pace from my pool and into my arm, then gathered at the spear’s bladed tip. My arm cocked back and then jabbed forward hard, hitting the leg and cutting it clean off at the joint. The wolf howled and limped back, snapping its teeth at me. Something cracked in my shoulder, but I bore down, grunting through the pain.

“Dragon Flurry!”

Pain tore into my chest and right arm as I wielded the spear, barely keeping my grip on the weapon. Another crack resounded from my elbow as my mana charged into the muscle and spear, sending it into a flurry of strong jabs. The first few missed, but then they connected with the wolf’s head, punching through hardened fur and skin to eviscerate the beast. The last strike passed through the jawbone and entered its skull, killing the Night Wolf instantly. I felt a cold sweat form on my nape and my brow as the pain set in.

I let go of the spear with my throbbing right hand and pulled it out with my left. No, it wasn’t to spare the arm, as it was already broken. Likely in several places.

“Damn moves are still too powerful for me to use in such quick succession,” I winced, favoring my throbbing right arm. I was already pushing mana out to the damaged areas, but that didn’t necessarily block the pain.

The first move hadn’t been so bad, the second hurt, but the third had damaged my arm to the point where it would be foolish to use it further. Until I had a chance to heal the damage. Still, some of Monar’s people survived. So, there was that to deal with.

Two young women, barely twenty years old, wore robes that matched Zaria’s. I gathered they were part of her retinue. I helped the closest one off the ground and pulled her close. She wanted to protest and push off me, but I held her firmly. 

“That bastard would have let you all die to save his skin. Even your mistress. Is that the kind of man that demands loyalty and respect?”

She glared at me and pulled her arm free, or tried to, at least. The young woman was good for her age and had achieved the first stage, but depending on who her teacher was, if she even had one, she likely didn’t know how little that meant.

There were so many realms and stages to be achieved that a single break though was like dropping a pebble into a massive pond. Yes, it would create ripples, but in the grand scheme of things, it was a small change. At her stage in the first realm, it meant little more than she had a mana pool created and was slightly stronger than an ordinary person. The body was far from hardened, no, the tempering started with the second realm.

“Let go of me!” she hissed as I refused to release my grip.

“Tell your master what happened tonight. All of it, and I promise you that if he doesn’t reward you, I will give you five crystals for your trouble. That is enough to set you apart from your peers inside the clan, isn’t it?”

She promptly stopped struggling and she watched me for a moment. Then her eyes went wide as I drew a crystal from my robes and placed it in her hand. She immediately stashed it in her pocket before anyone could see it and made a show of pushing me away. I let go and stepped back.

“How will you know?” she asked, quietly.

“I will, trust me. I’ve got people everywhere.”

She mulled it over for a long moment and nodded.

“Alright, I will tell them the truth. That you saved us from the wolf.”

“Good, now go,” I said calmly and turned toward the rest. “If anyone is still in this clearing in the next five minutes, I’ll kill them myself!” I snapped, but then brought my anger back under control. “Take your horses, carry the dead with you, and show them how and why these people died! Show them how little your lives matter and see how they respond.”

I looked over at Eilin, who returned the gaze with a smile and a wink. She held her weapon to Monar’s neck. The petulant noble wasn’t just injured but had soiled himself so badly that I could see and smell it in the dark. Then again, I think Eilin placed her wisp strategically so the remaining guards could see what coward their master was.

She pushed him face-first to the ground and dropped her sword point to his back, just between his shoulder blades. Ceres moved to walk closer but caught his smell, covered her nose, and back away again.

We watched for three whole minutes, which was as long as it took for Monar’s wounded and exhausted people to clean up his mess. I created a single tendril of mana and bound it around Monar’s chest. It had buried deep inside him, lashing like a slipknot around his heart. It was an old but effective curse. One that was almost impossible to spot. He would be dead within the day, but not before suffering horribly, and in the end, his fall would be attributed to his stupid decisions.

The group moved off through the trees as I sat down on the wolf’s side. Something was off about the whole situation, but I couldn’t rightfully determine how.

“What’s with you?” Ceres asked as a silence descended on the clearing once again. It was Eilin who noticed my mangled arm first, though.

“Can you move your arm?” she asked, carefully pulling my robe aside. Her wisp hovered in close, exposing where the broken bone had exited through my skin. “Oh, hell!”

“How? Why?” Ceres mumbled. “No one hit you!”

“Backlash from my third move,” I muttered as the pain finally started to creep in. “You could argue that I probably shouldn’t have—used it yet.”

“Probably. I’d say your arm definitely thinks so,” Eilin sighed and immediately started looking around. “Ohh! Where is it?”

“Where is what?” I asked. “It’s okay. I can heal the damage. It shouldn’t take more than an hour or two. If I don’t use it...”

“Exactly!” Ceres breathed, looking down at her expensive clothes. “I’ll get dirty from carving up these monsters again!”

“I don’t know which one of you is worse,” Eilin muttered. 

I shrugged and nodded toward her. “See, this is why you need to be strong enough to use techniques and moves. If your body can’t take it, you end up wrecking yourself.”

“Yeah, talk about a wreck,” Eilin muttered. 

“And you, Ceres, take your dress off if you don’t want to get it dirty. I promise I won’t watch...if you’re embarrassed.”

“If you want to see me naked, just say so,” she said, her voice dropping to a sultry whisper, then started untying and sliding out of her clothes. “I’ll make sure to give you a good look.”

Before I could retort, Ceres was in her undergarments, which fit her well a while back before she’d recovered fully. Now you could say she was almost popping out.

My eyes roamed down her body, unable to resist the temptation.




“Daddy likes what he sees,” I chuckled. Eilin scoffed and quickly undressed as well but didn’t manage to capture the heat Ceres pulled off. It might have been because of her youthful body, but she wasn’t

 

that


 
young either. She was in her mid-twenties, so it wasn’t like she hadn’t matured. 




“You, start moving,” Eilin said and pushed Ceres toward the pile of dead beasts.

“Now this is what I call moonlighting,” I whispered and watched them in all their naked glory. My blood immediately started pumping. The little minxes, if only they knew how sexy they really were. “Are you ladies sure I can’t lend you...a hand?” I asked, holding up my good arm.

Ceres laughed and threw a bloody body part at me, but Eilin just snorted angrily.

For the bigger part of an hour, I focused intently on flushing pure mana into the wounds in my arm and shoulder, while releasing the dirty mana back out, trickling it through my skin, and shedding blood and toxins. It hurt a lot as my body was far from being strong enough to endure such treatment with ease. Still, I managed the task without screaming, mewling, or...like someone I know, crapping in my pants.

The girls worked steadily through our pile of kills, finally getting down to the Owloon at the very bottom. Our score was sad, compared to our last outing, as we’d only yielded several crystals. But I was holding out hope that our big beasts might change that trend. I pushed off the wolf and quickly wove a handful of mana threads into a carving knife. Then I used my magical implement to start removing the beast’s hide. We didn’t need the meat but would want to save the organs, brain, and bones.

“Girls?” I yelled, my work on the wolf reminding me that it wasn’t our only rare kill that night. “Skin the Owloon, cut out the organs, and remove the meat, alright? We need rare beast ingredients.”

“What? If you want them so bad, you do it!” Ceres protested. “Just look at my damn nails! I got so much blood and crap under them. I’ll never get them clean. I’ll need to cut my fingers off and let them regenerate!”

“Huh? Why are you using your hands? Use mana!”

She stood to her full height, blood-smeared and dirty, and put her hands on her hips. If looks could kill, her glare might have at least castrated me.

“Why didn’t you tell us before? Damn it, Aiden! What kind of teacher are you?”

I shrugged, apologetically.

“A shitty one?” I asked, throwing her a wink. “It is fine. Why don’t you head to the stream and clean yourself up? I’ll handle the Owloon.”

Eilin hadn’t complained, but she looked pleased by the offer. Yes, it was an oversight on my part, but one that taught an important lesson: Ask if there’s an easier way to accomplish the same result.

I processed the wolf quickly, stashing everything away in several cupboards in my pendant. Then did the same with the Owloon. Once done, I joined the girls, who were already clean and starting to dress once again. They watched me quietly, sharing several knowing looks. I stayed quiet, not wanting to encourage their more girlish sides. Once clean, I started to dress and almost broke the silence and asked what they were on about. Almost.

“If you ladies aren’t hungry, why don’t we head back?”

“Already?” Ceres protested. “I thought you wanted to stay for the sunrise?”

“Unfortunately, poopy pants changed my plans. By saving Monar’s guards, I’ve put something interesting in motion. Now it’s time to follow up and see what happens.”

“You want to pitch them against each other?” Eilin asked, showing me she finally understood.

“Not just that, but let’s say… well, I’ll leave it at that.”

“No! Tell me!” Eilin demanded. “I want to know!”

“Don’t be a pushy brat!” Ceres snapped. “Shut up and enjoy the show.”

Eilin huffed angrily and turned to stare off in the distance.

“Why so emotional?” I asked, after sitting down next to her and putting my hand on hers.

“I...you, well...we,” she said, but didn’t seem to know how to finish her thought. Or put it to words. 

“I like you; I really do. And I wanted to say that I am glad you decided to stick around,” I said, giving her hand a firmer squeeze. “But don’t act like a child, please. It’s unbecoming of my future concubine.”

“W—w—what did you j—?” she stuttered and pulled away from me. “I never said I’d be your concubine!”

“Wait just one moment,” I said, gently popping my elbow into her ribs. “You don’t want to?”

“No, it’s not that, but…I can’t be...don’t want to be the second or third woman!”

“Nor can Ceres. She’s part of the reason I’m still alive, so I need to honor her as my wife.”

Ceres settled down on Eilin’s other side and wrapped her arm around the younger woman.

“We’re still far away from becoming wives and concubines, little lamb. And I think you’ll learn soon enough that the title means less than the connection we share.”

She snorted angrily, pushed Ceres’ arm free, and got to her feet.

“We’ll see,” she said and started running back toward the City of Bones.

Ceres and I exchanged a knowing look before pushing up from the ground. We caught up with Eilin easily enough, letting our wisps float ahead of us to illuminate the path.

We didn’t stop at the lake this time, nor did we stop for any rest breaks, but pushed hard all the way back to the city. We stopped only when we came to earshot of the guards posted at the southern gate. They seemed alert, edgy, their voices loud and formal.

It was only natural, I supposed, guessing that news had already trickled down after the guards’ returned. The only problem was, we didn’t know what story they had told. Had they blamed the whole sordid affair on me? That would be our worst-case scenario.

“I’ll talk to the guards. You two wait here,” I said.

“Be safe and try not to kill anyone if things don’t go your way,” Ceres replied calmly. “Violence only means that you have something to hide.”

I took a deep breath, straightened my robes, and walked out from my hiding spot as naturally as possible. The guards spotted me quickly and took up a defensive position. When I got closer, I realized that everything looked different. The guards wore different armor, and their robes were the wrong color. Their accents were different, too. What a coincidence.

“Shit,” I muttered, “I think things just got complicated.”





Chapter Thirty-One
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“Who goes there?”

 
one of the guards yelled. He drew his weapon and leveled it as I made my way toward them. I stopped about ten paces out and put my hands up.




“What is with all the ruckus? And who are you?”

“We ask the questions here!” the same guard snapped. “Take him in!”

“I’m the provincial lord’s cousin. I don’t think you want to do that,” I chuckled and pulled my spear from its hidey-hole. “I am allowed to defend myself, by law. None will walk away from this if you attack me.”

“You must be a fool. Look at our crest. We are hunters, third division. In this land, we are the law!”

Two men charged, their weapons coming to bear. I wasn’t bluffing about the right to defend myself. So, I did and damn the consequences. I’d deal with those later. They had to be less hassle than dying...again. There was no telling when and how I would pop up next time. Maybe in a half-eaten deer carcass on some bear’s garbage pile. Or worse, as a twelve-year-old girl.

I swept my spear in front of their faces, pushing them back. Four darted in from my left and two charged my right as the same large-mouthed guard took me on from the front. Two blades came crashing down. I knocked them aside using the shaft of my spear and stepped in, released my left hand, and slammed that fist into his gut.

I pulled back and grabbed the spear again, slammed the butt end into the closest man’s face, knocking several teeth loose. The remaining guards attacked at the same time. I swept the spear in a semi-circle and deflected the blows, swung the spear around, and hit three of them with the flat end of my blade.

They dropped like flies, sprawling to the ground, groaning and struggling to get up. The last man standing was the same man that had challenged me, the first to attack. He didn’t look so confident anymore. To his credit, he didn’t run. Although he did glance over his shoulder and whisper for his buddies to get up. 

“Yes. I will accept your apology. Here, I will wait for you to find the words,” I said, leaning on my spear. “I could have killed all of you with ease. Can we agree on that?”

He nodded slowly.

“We can, but—.”

“No ‘buts’. Right here and now you and all of your men almost died. I could have killed you, but I didn’t.”

“You could have, but you’re a smart one, so you didn’t.”

“We can go with that if it makes you feel better,” I muttered. “Now, why don’t we start again? Okay? Good. Here, let me start. Uh, hey!” I said, waving, “What is going on and why can’t I enter the city?”

The sound of stomping, approaching feet, armor rattling, and drawing swords filled the air. Then I spotted the approaching force, a familiar face at their lead. Miria. She jumped ahead of the others and slammed the pommel of her sword into the back of the guard’s head, knocking him stupid with a single blow. He crumpled face-first onto the ground, his butt sticking up into the air.

“I’m sorry, but there has been an assassination attempt on a member of the Yarnel family. It was only luck that saved him,” she said.

I frowned. “A Yarnel assassination attempt? Well, who would have wanted him dead, huh?” I muttered. “Is he alive?”

She nodded and then turned to address the guards on the ground.

“Get your asses up and get inside! You disgrace the hunter’s crest on your robes!”

She grabbed my sleeve then and pulled me aside. She leaned in and whispered.

“There was so much yang mana inside his body that he was starting to rot from the inside out.”

“Who saved him?” I whispered, more than a little curious. I doubted she would have done so, or even Tairon.

“A nobleman from the Sapphire Palace was traveling to our city. He is an emissary from the Emperor and decided to stop in and greet Tairon and me.”

“And let me guess, he saved him?”

She nodded. “Yes. Anyway, he’ll want to meet you, so while he is here, you’ll want to be on your best behavior.”

I realized she was speaking plainly, due to the number of ears around us, but she was also trying to convey more. And I got it. An ally of the Emperor showed up in town, unannounced. A black fly in my clear drop soup? Most definitely. 

“What about these idiots?”

“Never mind them. If they hassle you, I’ll tear them in half and feed their entrails to the stray dogs. Where are the girls? Did they not travel with you?”

“Hiding in a bush nearby,” I replied and waved for them to join us. Eilin and Ceres popped out from their hiding spot and headed our way.

“What’s wrong?” Ceres asked as she pushed herself under my arm. I squeezed her tight and kissed her forehead.

“We’ll tell you later. Suffice it to say, Monar is still alive and well,” I whispered.

“Really? Who saved him?”

“Later...when we’re back at the inn.”

We pushed past the soldiers at the southern gate, moving around more than just a few death glares. I’d beaten their own after all, so they had a right to be mad. Ah, who was I kidding? They attacked first and got their asses handed to them.

“Don’t mind them,” Miria whispered. “Most of them are good men and women, but they’re not used to being on the losing end.”

“Only after I warned them several times not to attack me. Besides, no one died.”

She rolled her eyes.

“It’s ego, Aiden. Would you take a loss and move past it without revenge?”

“No, but that’s only because I know how to pick my fights.”

“Yeah, right,” Miria mumbled. “You only target people five or six realms above you.”

I grinned and bumped her shoulder lightly. “That’s how real men do it, no?”

We arrived at Mantis’ place only to see a single guard at the front, the bald guy. Guard dog.

“Where are they?” I asked, peeking past him to look inside.

“The boss and the lady left for a meeting in the market. Fazan went, too.”

“Meeting?”

“Yeah, I’ll tell you about it,” Miria interrupted. “It shouldn’t have started yet, but someone must have pushed it.”

I made to walk away but stopped, and once again addressed our hairless, guard dog friend.

“How is your training coming along? I need you to be as strong as possible as soon as possible. All of you.”

“Yes, sir! We’re doing our best. Half of us have already begun nearing the first rank.”

“Already?”

He nodded, proudly.

“Yes, sir! We’ll do our best to repay your kindness! The ten have been teaching most of us how to absorb and manipulate mana. I thank you for giving us a chance.”

“Keep it up. I’m off,” I muttered and hurried toward the market entrance. 

The girls followed several steps behind me as Miria leaned in.

“It is our visiting nobleman, the Emperor’s man, that summoned everyone to the meeting. I guess he wants to address the assassination attempt and several other matters of import. Please, don’t embarrass us.”

I bounced on the balls of my feet as we stopped just shy of the inner gate. Why? Because a group of over twenty, well-armed city guards had set up a barricade in the middle of the road. And from what I could see, they weren’t interested in letting anyone through. A bell suddenly rang from behind them as more feet shuffled and stomped. More armed guards marched in, led by a rather pompous-looking man atop a black stallion. He had short black hair, combed to the side, and a wispy beard trimmed close to his jaw and left long off the end of his chin.

“Are you the criminal?” he snarled, looking right at me.

“Little old me?” I asked, even though he couldn’t hear me over the crowd noise. Why did everyone look at my new body and assume I was a criminal? Did I have a special facial tattoo that only pompous douchebags could see? Maybe it sparkled in the sunlight. Now that part I wouldn’t mind.

“It depends on what kind of criminal act you are accusing me of. And if you are actually accusing me of something. It is news to me either way, Mr. Man on a black pony,” I said, my patience exhausted. I’d had enough of self-righteous sycophants already, and I literally just came back from the dead. I longed for my sky palace and the peace it brought.

“I am vice-commander Varish, you peasant,” he hissed. “I belong to the third hunter’s division. And you will address me accordingly or die for your insolence!”

“And I am Aiden, keeper of trousers and hellfire, master of bamboo water bottles, and non-fluffy canine-like beasties. You will have my respect, vice-commander, when you address me with a little, too,” I replied dryly, and slowly dropped to a knee and bowed.

This was an unforeseen turn of events that I should have seen coming, and I was about one more insolent pain-in-my ass, pretty boy away from losing my shit entirely. Death, here I come again! Varish looked over my shoulder and stared hard at Miria.

“Miria? What is going on here? You walk with this insolent wretch?”

“This insolent wretch is Lord Tairon’s personal guest and my cousin. Is that a problem?”

“No!” he snapped and looked away, as if already bored. The man was arrogant and strong, that much was clear, but what did he want?

“Let us through, Varish, or I’ll have to remove you myself.”

“Miria!” he scoffed. “Don’t change your game now, and don’t you dare tell me what to do! You’re just—.”

“Just what? A decoration? Why don’t you step off that stallion and we settle this once and for all?”

“Just you wait until the captain arrives! I can’t wait to tell him of your decline, personally.” Varish laughed, a pompous, nasally sound that sent waves of irritation down my spine. What little respect I had for the Emperor’s men effectively evaporated.

Miria didn’t respond. She just moved toward him, her hand laying casually on the hilt of her sword.

“Where are my people?” I asked, using a bit of mana to make my voice firm and strong. It would do me no good now to show fear. He’d trample all over me.

“They’re in Lord Tairon’s garden, I believe,” Miria replied when Varish looked away again. She moved in closer patting his horse. The officer pulled his stallion aside and waited for us to pass the barricades but reared his mount around and canted up alongside us. We quickly approached the market’s northern gate, where we spotted a group of men and women sitting around a large, round table.

I recognized several faces immediately, namely elder fart-sack Fenrest and his fossilized butt-buddy Mr. Yarnel. Both were surrounded by armed retinues. They sat opposite the large table, while Mantis, Alejna, and Fazan sat and stood with their backs turned to me.

“Ladies, gentlemen,” I said, looking right at Mantis, Fazan, and Alejna, then turned to the two family heads, “and you guys. It’s good to see everyone. What is the occasion? Is this the beginning of an all-city Mahjong tournament? I haven’t played in years but used to fancy myself quite...the...tile shark,” I said cheerfully, but I was tired, and couldn’t quite get my smile to reach both ears. Seriously, what in the hell was going on?

They’d been talking before I arrived and from their expressions, no one was happy to see me except maybe Mantis and Fazan. The jury was out on Alejna.

“And who might you be?” a man in his late forties asked. He sat between Mantis and Yarnel but somehow, I’d looked right over him. A scarf hid most of his face, but his eyes flashed purple for a brief moment. My eyes flicked back to him, but it was already gone. Had I just imagined it?

“I am Mantis’s partner,” I said, responding to the small man in the scarf. “If he is supposed to be here, then surely I am as well.”

“Mantis? What is this man talking about?” he demanded. Mantis got up and bowed to me.

“Master, it is good to see you are back,” he said with a strong, calm voice. “Please, take a seat.”

He pulled the chair out for me and took a step back as I made my way around. I found the whole affair a bit over the top, and it was delaying my breakfast.

“What is this all about?” Ceres whispered, staying close to my side.

“I have no idea,” I muttered. Eilin remained quiet, which was a good thing. Miria, it seemed, had some explaining to do. Unless this whole charade was news to her, and if that was the case, she was hiding it well.

I sat down but remained silent. I wanted to know what was going on, but between my sleep-addled brain and my rumbling belly, I wasn’t entirely sure I could control my temper or snark. Alejna took that task on directly and leaned in next to me. I watched her hands, however, and pulled mine inside my sleeves. Fool me once, lady. Tisk tisk.

“This meeting has been called to determine what happened to the family heir, and what his attack means to us all. But there is more we don’t know about yet.”

“Has anything important been discussed yet?”

“No, we only started a few minutes ago.”

I nodded and sat upright as I looked around the table, meeting everyone’s eyes at least once. The Yarnel contingent looked like they were ready to storm over the table and mount my head on a spike. And why wouldn’t they? I had made their golden boy soil himself and grovel on the ground. Oh, the memories warmed my heart.

“So, after having exchanged proper greetings, we’ll start with the matter regarding Lord Tairon, our provincial head,” scarf said.

“Wait, what?” old man Yarnel demanded. I wished I could remember his name, but I could only seem to focus on the way his nose squeaked when he talked.

“This one has had issues with my son ever since he arrived here!” squeaky nose hissed and pointed a gnarled finger at me. “I’m sure that he had something to do with it! I demand justice! Blood justice!”

“What did I do? Care to bring me up to speed?” I asked, and yawned. Partially from boredom, but mostly because I was tired.

“You dare make demands? You don’t even have royal blood running through your veins! How dare you speak to us in that way?”

Scarf put his hand up to stop us. I nodded and obliged, but squeaks didn’t seem so interested in backing down.

“You had someone poison him! Or maybe you did so yourself, at the pit!”

“Why would I poison him? But if I can speak plainly, Mr. uh, Yarnell,” I said, pausing to see if someone would provide his name. No one spoke. “Everyone in the city knows that he has embarrassed you on numerous occasions. It sounds like you are trying to bury your shameful son and pin his murder on me.”

“The audacity! He is my son. I would never harm--.”

“Besides, if I wanted him dead, I could have let that wolf eat him and his unfortunate associates at the pit. That would have been nature’s order, right? The will of the wild? According to the law, totally acceptable. His group ambushed us and violated our territory to do so. I didn’t have to, but I intervened and am the only reason why he is still breathing.”

“How dare you insinuate that I’d have my own blood and flesh murdered? And an ordinary life can never be compared to royalty! Are you spitting on the Emperor?”

“Did you nod off just now?” I asked, “I literally just said he ambushed us. Or was your nose squeaking too loud for you to hear that part?”

The man in the scarf put his hand up and stopped us from arguing further. We’d been at it for several minutes by then and I was already tired.

“Yes, Lord Kesan. I am sorry,” squeaks said, shrinking back amidst his Yarnel contingent.





Kesan. So, he has a name,


 
I thought, sizing up the small make hidden behind the scarf.




“If the Yarnel family has any proof to substantiate this accusation, bring it forward now, if not, this matter is settled,” he said, after lowering his hand and sitting back down. “As far as I’m concerned, Monar suffered from mana deviation and almost succumbed while trying to stabilize his pool. Or maybe he was advancing to the second stage and suffered a relapse?”

“You saw it yourself! Please, nobleman Kesan! You need to believe me!” squeaks begged.

“I only believe what I see with my own eyes! I didn’t come here to parlay over your incompetent son’s social infractions. I have known him since he was a boy, and if he is the same child that couldn’t walk without falling on his face, then dying by his own hand is not beyond the realm of believability! I came here to see Lord Tairon and my dear Miria!”

Old man Yarnel pounded the table but appeared to lose his will to speak after that. Good, I thought. His squeaky noise was irritating enough to send me into a murderous rage.

“Finally, I can speak my piece. We need to discuss the future of this city. As this is the southernmost city in our empire, and the home of the longest-tenured provincial lord, the Emperor has decreed that an election is needed. In six months’ time, a replacement will be chosen. In return, our honorable Lord Tairon will return north, to face our Emperor’s true enemies.”

The provincial seat was up for grabs, and an election meant that anyone had a chance to claim the position. It felt entirely too convenient, though. Why was this happening now, and why wasn’t Tairon present in the meeting?

“Nobleman Kesan, you said an election. Will this be wide and available to all men and women?” I asked, threading my doubt into the question.

“Open? Hardly” Kesan chuckled. “Worthy individuals will be chosen. Based on their merits...commerce, progress, safety, and ingenuity. Those selected will then be given the chance to duel.”

“Duel? That isn’t fair!” Yarnel protested again. “We have no way to cultivate that kind of power in a single year! Tairon has been sitting in his plush seat, reaping the Emperor’s benefits for years. He is practically fat with power.”

“Refrain from speaking until I am done, or you will be removed.”

Kesan wasn’t fucking around anymore, no, he sounded pissed. I disliked him from the moment I looked into his eyes, but he was starting to grow on me.

“Now, I have toured the three southern quarters of the city and feel like I have a good feeling for their current health. When the year is over, I will return and tour them again. People are the backbone of every empire, and if your people aren’t happy, the city will not flourish. Just like now.”

“If I may,” I said once he was done and put my hand up to get his attention. “Why is there a royal delegation visiting this remote place? Was it just because of this…matter? Of Tairon’s replacement?”

“You’re not from around here, are you?” he asked.

“No, my lord. I’ve only recently moved to the city.”

“And you’ve already progressed so far. I can feel your current stage as well. Quite impressive, though suspect, considering the Emperor’s ban on the cultivation arts.”

“Miria taught me,” I said quickly. “I had originally planned on joining the third division, as she had, once I was strong enough, but now that I have seen how the army is run—.”

“You dare?” Varish snapped. “You are a nobody, yet you dare to speak about the army that way? I cannot let this go unpunished!”

He got off his horse and pulled his sword.

“Huntress Miria!” I yelled. “Can I defend myself?”

“You can, cousin. And you should. Show them what our blood is capable of, and please, put him on his ass. I will take full responsibility!”

Varish stopped mid-stride and first stared at me, and then at her. She wasn’t a very tall woman, but she had a presence.

“We’re officers in the third hunter’s division! How dare you act...this is treasonous,” Varish hissed.

Kesan finally pulled his scarf free, revealing a middle-aged face and dark, almost black hair. And yet, he was older than he initially appeared. Even his voice seemed to betray an older soul dwelled within. I had a suspicion he was probably in the third or fourth realm, or Varish wouldn’t have respected him as much. The Vice-Commander, in turn, was early second realm or he wouldn’t have feared Miria.

“Varish, with me as a witness, you can be sure that no one will interrupt. He’s still in the first realm, so why are you hesitating?” Kesan asked, stoking the flames even more. I frowned and glanced between the two. Something was up and I felt as if they were about to play me.

“I wager a fourth rank pill, Vice-Commander Varish. Do you want to join in? If you win you can perhaps match Miria’s power. Perhaps then you won’t have to cower before her anymore,” I said, deciding to up the odds and call their bluff.

Varish’s eyes opened wide, his lips curling up in a snarl. He looked to Kesan and then back at me. He had that look on his face that told me he was either furious or pooping. One or the other.

“Show me you have one.”

“He does,” Miria interjected. “Tairon gave them to him yesterday after Aiden presented him a gift of equal value.”

Varish bit his lower lip and looked around. The whole market was staring, watching, and waiting. But a good bit of his anger and bluster appeared to have already bled away. Perhaps his pride didn’t mean more to him than his life. That wasn’t in my favor as I had originally thought he was one of those who valued his name above everything else.

“I don’t have anything valuable enough to wager against a pill,” he finally muttered. “How about I wager the hound?”

Kesan’s eyes narrowed to slits, as he glared at the Vice-Commander. But after a moment, he nodded.

“Just understand, that if you lose, the captain won’t think twice about killing you. Even if he gave you the hunting dog, it was to compensate for your lack of power.”

“I do,” Varish said, “but he’s far weaker than me. I say bring it on!”

Kesan shook his head and clapped his hands.

“Give me the leash, Varish, and you, give me the pill. This will be a sanctioned duel and for it to hold any weight, there will be rules and order.”

Varish pulled a leash from his pocket and handed it to Kesan. I pulled a pill from my pendant and did the same. To my surprise, the black stallion started to change shape. It shrunk, growing muscle and a slightly hunched back. The proud mount became a furry shadow and growled as it walked over to Kesan.

“Berk?” I whispered, recognizing the youngest of all my hunting hounds.

His ears perked up and his eyes narrowed on mine. I grinned. Most people looked at me and saw just an average guy. Someone not worthy of a second glance. But the shadow hound recognized something they hadn’t. Its previous master. This was going to be fun.





Chapter Thirty-Two
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“We will use the market’s fighting pit,”

 
Kesan said, gesturing to the same ring I had used before. It was where Miria first appeared as if summoned. Although, I doubted she would soar into the ring this time and decapitate my opponent with a lightning-fast sword strike. One thing was sure, though, she gave me this chance to get one of my hounds back.




I kept to myself as I made my way to the ring, hovered outside and stretched, and finally climbed in. Varish followed by jumping the last several feet, making a show of his entrance. What an idiot. He was so hung up on looking good that I immediately started to wonder if he had ever been in a real fight.

“Don’t be that guy,” I whispered, chastising myself. One of the first rules when fighting a Martial was never to underestimate them. He had already done that, with me. And now I had almost done the same thing.

“You can still give up, Miria’s distant cousin. No one will blame you. Maybe you can save face and still pretend to be someone,” he said, trying to goad me. He danced in a circle and looked around, waving to get the crowd excited. They didn’t seem to like him very much, and even less now that he was bullying a weaker martial.

I didn’t respond, despite a flood of insults and snarky comments piling up on my tongue. This was my moment of calm before the storm. I turned to Miria, then Mantis, and finally Kesan.

“Once I’ve drawn my weapon, is he allowed to go back on his word? I’ve always wanted a pet dog.”

Kesan grinned and shook his head. “No, young man, he is not. The moment a man’s weapon is drawn, and a challenge is thrown forth, it must be completed. If he draws and backs down, he loses the wager.” 

He knew exactly what I was playing at, but I didn’t understand why. Why was he trying to help me? I was someone actively trying to amass power and strength, and from everything I knew...which was more than the average person, that made me an enemy to his empire.

I didn’t wait for Varish to contemplate my question for too long, as my spear pulled free from its waiting spot in my pendant. I loved the look on people’s faces when I pulled the long weapon out of a piece of jewelry hanging on my neck. Ah, just one of the little things.

“In the Emperor’s name, do you mean to fight me with a toothpick?” Varish laughed. “Someone throw this fool a proper weapon!”

“A splendid idea!” someone yelled from atop a nearby battlement. I turned, spotting Tairon standing in the morning sun, his white and gold robes billowing spectacularly. He cocked his arm back and snapped it forward, a long, dark shape arcing through the air between us. A magnificent spear hit the ground a few paces from me. 

I reached down and pulled the weapon free, the sunlight gleaming off the well-oiled shaft and polished blade. I slapped the butt of the spear against the ground. The weapon was a good head longer than I and the well-oiled shaft was two thumbs thick.

I caught sight of Varish in my peripheral vision. He stepped back, considering the weapon now in my hand. His eyes were drawn to the bladed tip—a gleaming spade-shaped blade, with sharpened sides and a long, dangerous-looking center spike. He wasn’t the only one intimidated by the weapon. The crowd gasped and yelled.

“Prepare,” Kesan said firmly.

The visiting nobleman waited, letting the crowd grow even more animated. Varish danced and spun in a circle, his actions telling a story of cool confidence, while his eyes hinted at his true feelings. I saw panic and uncertainty. He flexed his sword hand, testing his weapon with a few swings, then settled into a ready position. He looked at his blade, undoubtedly considering his disadvantage with reach.

“Begin!”

I sprang forward, thrusting the spear at his chest. It didn’t matter where I hit him as long as I got an attack in, the spear would do the rest. His sword came up, deflecting my weapon aside and he quickly sidestepped and jumped back for distance. I twirled to the side, reset my feet, and immediately came in again, surprising him. I jabbed, inducing a parry, jabbed again, forcing him to sidestep, and then spun my weapon in mid-air, and in a surprise move, swung the spear around like a club, bludgeoning his sword with the shoe end of the shaft. 

“The hell are you—?” Varish hissed, tossing his sword to his off-hand, and shaking out the other. He felt that last one.

Varish double-stepped back, creating more distance as I twirled the spear again, bringing the bladed end to bear once again. A whirlwind of mana enveloped him, both telling and showing me that he was no pushover. Strong, but not necessarily the smartest fighter. I tapped the spear shoe against the ground.

“Come!” I taunted. “Show me a painful death!”

“You’re insane! A madman!” Varish shot back. The mana whirlwind picked up intensity as it swirled around his body, picking up dust, leaves, and tiny pieces of debris from the ground. Only a desperate man flooded the air around him with that much-untapped potential.

I readied myself using the delay to pool and spin my mana surprise. It wasn’t as flashy. But successful attacks in battle rarely were. The stupid fool wasn’t just wasting his mana with theatricals, but he was actually opening himself up to a different kind of attack, especially to someone that understood mana as well as I did. 

I held my cool, not wanting to telegraph my next move. Our eyes met and he growled, a mass of mana appearing along his blade that threatened to go out of control. Was he that desperate already to use a finishing move that could easily backfire?

Varish cut hard, the weapon’s stored mana forming a wave in the air, but it was far too slow for any half-conscious Martial with fight experience to worry about. Varish had a good foundation, sure, but he’d obviously never been tested in battle, never pushed past the initial stage of the second realm. His confidence reeked of a man that had never been humbled before.

I stretched two mana strands from tip to shoe on my spear and pulled them flat, then deflected the wave, and promptly dropped to the side, narrowly escaping a second wave that quickly followed the first.

He was busy pooling more mana into his blade, the effort evident on his face, so I acted. Cartwheeling forward, I lunged, extending fully, and stabbed for his sword-arm. The tip of my spear caught his wrist hard, the contact knocking him back. Varish howled in rage and pulled back.

“What?” I whispered, so only he could hear. “Not feeling so big and strong anymore?”

He snarled and closed his eyes for a heartbeat, just as I had hoped. His swirling mana shield gained even more strength as he opened his pool.

Dragon Flurry, I thought, my lips pulling up into a sardonic smile.

My spear shot out and stabbed at Varish’s form, missing with the first, but striking hard with the second stab. My tightly knit ball of mana ripped through my weapon and into his shield as soon as they made contact, but I didn’t stop or slow. The third and fourth strike hit, randomly punching into his mana shield across his upper body. I had scored five hits before he regained his wits and defended, managing to parry only a single strike.

The sixth, seventh, and eighth strike ripped through his guts and sword arm, as my mana spell choked off his pool and effectively smothering his control. The chaotic, swirling whirlwind shield exploded then, as he lost the ability to control it, the untapped energy hitting me like a raging storm of mallets. I swirled back, deflected as much of it as I could with my spear but let my body continue its flow right into Dragon Swipe. The wave of energy deflected some of his mana but not all. I felt it cutting deep into my shoulders, neck, and chest, the heat and violence of the unbridled energy bludgeoning me backward.

But Varish fared far worse. With his chaotic shield torn apart, the remaining energy from my swipe hit him fully, lashing across his midsection with a fleshy snap!

The crowd went abruptly silent as I wavered and tried to find my balance. I pitched forward and grunted, then vomited blood onto the ground. I staggered upright, unwilling to fall, to show any more pain than I had to, just as Varish muttered something unintelligible.

“I can’t...hear you,” I grunted. The crowd gasped, as people leaned in to hear him better.

The big man looked down at his waist, his clothes and armor torn, blood flowing freely, and the gory, severed stump of his ruined arm. His eyes went wide then as his torso tipped forward, peeling apart cleanly from his legs and landing next to his feet. His lower half stood there for a long moment, legs twitching, innards burned where my Dragon Swipe had cut cleanly through him, and then they too tipped over.

Mantis rushed into the arena and wrapped me in his arms, the crowd erupting into a raucous blood frenzy. I was glad of the big man’s presence, as without him my trembling legs wouldn’t have held me. Varish’s mana had been much more potent than I expected, and stranger still, it vibrated with an energy unlike my own. Thus, my wounds refused to close, no matter how much mana I pushed into them. The big man had been planning something for the large mass of mana, and I realized then that I likely wouldn’t have survived whatever it was. Luckily, my choking spell worked.

Kesan walked casually into the ring, glancing down at Varish. Then he looked at me, a rather stern, fatherly look on his face. I felt like a naughty child, ripe for a lashing.

“You could have left him alive,” he said, calmly. “Now you’ve just made more enemies than you can probably handle.”

I nodded, understanding well enough. Then pushed past Mantis to stand proudly, despite my body’s loud objections.

“I defended myself. And had I not struck hard the way I did, his gathering mana would have torn me apart. I am lucky he didn’t use it sooner,” I said, gesturing down to the numerous, bleeding wounds on my body.

He nodded slowly, his eyes lingering on my blood. Then abruptly, he lifted his hands.

“Soldiers! Hunters! Guards! Good people of this city. This man has won the duel fairly! As per the Emperor’s law, he is honored, and thus protected from retaliation...from anyone. Varish was a courageous, brave soldier, but he fell today. Let his death serve as a lesson to all!”

Kesan’s hand moved slowly toward his robe, where he produced a pouch. He handed it to me, my senses immediately telling me it was spatial storage, not unlike my pendant. Unlike my pendant, it was heavy. And only by Mantis’ quick thinking, did I avoid embarrassing myself. He grabbed my wrist and prevented me from dropping the gift.

“Thank you, nobleman Kesan. I am happy to see that I misjudged you. You have my respect and eternal gratitude. If there is anything I can do to repay you, please call on me.”

I bowed deeply, with Mantis’ help. A collective sigh of relief flooded through the market as we descended the arena. Both Ceres and Eilin’s eye makeup had run down their cheeks, showing me they likely started crying during the fight. I adored them even more because of it.

I pulled the leash from Kesan’s pouch and wrapped it around my hand. Then I looked at the hound. It hadn’t moved from where it sat next to Kesan earlier, but once it spotted the leash in my hand, Berk rose to his feet and walked over to me.

“How do you know my name?” the shadow hound asked, his voice just as eerie as I’d remembered.

“Because,” I responded, looking around to make sure Kesan had moved away. “I was the one who gave it to you, Berk. Have you stayed in touch with your brothers and sisters?”

The hound shook his head, drool flying from his mouth.

“No. I have not heard their whispers for a long time. But you...you smell familiar. My master died. And somehow, you smell like him.”

“Oh, yes I died, Berk. But I am back. I will tell you all about it later, along with my plan to find your brothers and sisters. For now, there are too many unfriendly ears about.”

“Can I cry, master?”

The question almost made me cry right then and there, as I looked into his sad eyes.

“Later, when we are safe,” I whispered, smoothing back the fur between his ears. Then I had to clear my throat before I lost it. Damn emotions.

“How are you? Healthy? Strong?”

“They prevented us from moving past the second realm, Master. They kept draining our power, starving us, and breaking us every time we came close to threatening the boundaries they set for us.”

“Aiden? Are you alright?” Ceres asked, moving in close.

I looked up at her and shook my head.

“No. Not really. I’ll tell you later. We’ve got a lot of things to take care of.”

She let out a pent-up breath and hugged me, carefully avoiding my bleeding cuts. I hugged her back, genuinely relieved that everything turned out the way it had. I had underestimated Verish and almost paid for it with my life. Without Tairon’s spear, I would have lost: it was far stronger than my old spear, and Varish’s sword, and it helped bear the brunt of my mana-infused techniques.

“Everyone! Go home! Today the market is off-limits by imperial decree! Go home and meditate on what you saw today!” Kesan announced. I looked back over to the battlement and saw Tairon raise his hand.

“Miria? Could you return this spear for me?”

“Sure,” she said, accepting the weapon. I bowed toward Tairon, dipping as low as my battered body would allow, and then turned in the direction of Mua’s inn. The crowd was dissipating quickly, leaving the market emptier than I had ever seen it.

“Nobleman Kesan, do you need your pouch back?” I asked, in case he hadn’t meant that to be part of the prize. I also wanted to test him to see if he saw where I had pulled my spear from.

“Oh, I see you understand me, Aiden. Be more careful next time, uh, flaunting your abilities, or you might get into trouble.”

Kesan wrapped his odd scarf around his head and turned. Fenrest and Yarnel contingents went their separate ways as well, disappearing through the gates of the eastern and western quarters. I watched as the massive doors opened to accept them and shut promptly after.

That left the northern mansion and Lord Tairon. That gate was shut tight, too, but a crowd of a hundred soldiers stood in place as if the massive doors weren’t enough to dissuade potential trespassers.

“We should leave,” I said, quietly. “I’ll try to get in there another day.”

“To my place?” Mantis asked. I shook my head.

“No, let’s go to the inn. Miria is still in the city, so we know it will be empty. We can talk in peace there.”

A short while later, we settled around the largest table Mua’s inn had to offer and waited for his servants to bring us mana-infused food and drinks. We’d left behind that ordinary food a while back and were mostly eating his specially made food now.

Two young women placed pitchers of water and rice wine in front of us, along with seven cups, instead of six. I frowned and looked up at the servant girl but Mua walked in just then.

“I hope you don’t mind if I join you for a cup,” he said, cheerfully. “I can’t spend my time tending to guests or cooking food, so I might as well sit with you all. Besides, I feel like I might need to ally myself to someone strong in this city. There is a dramatic shift within the power circles happening. Mua hears it.”

I flashed him an honest and apologetic smile, but he just shrugged.

“We’ll make it up to you,” I said. “But there are several things we need to take care of first.”

“Oh? Why don’t you enlighten me? I might be of help.”

He produced several roast bones from his small pouch and handed them to Berk, who accepted them excitedly and ran over to the far corner to growl and chew.

“I love him!” the dog said, his voice passing through our mental link.

“Be quiet or I’ll take the bones away. The adults need to talk.”

“I remember you being mean! Don’t think I forgot about all the things you used to do!”

“Like what?” I thought back, snorting. Ceres looked over at me. “All I ever did was smack your rump with a stick because you were the slowest of the hounds.”

“Exactly. If I had hands, I would go find a stick now.” Berk yawned and laid down, looking away and refusing to make eye contact.

“Are you talking to the dog?” Ceres asked.

I nodded, then took a sip of wine. “We have a mental link. He was always one of the touchier males from the litter.”

“Mental link?” Mantis asked.

“We can speak with our thoughts,” I explained.

“Fascinating. What is he anyway?” Mantis asked. “I’ve never seen anything like him. He’s as if a black, shimmering shadow had pups with a big, scary dog.”

“He’s a Shade Hound. They are exceedingly rare beasts. I purchased mine from a sea captain on the coast. They originally came from a land far away, that is all I know. They are incredibly loyal, and only bear a single litter per lifetime. I had three females...before, so I can only hope they are still out there somewhere.”

“Shade Hound?” Mua muttered. “I think I’ve heard of them, but that was just in traveling merchants’ stories. I never thought I would see one.” He patted his thigh and motioned Berk over. The little traitor practically ran to his side.

“Don’t you dare bite him, Berk, or he’ll cook you into a pie.”

The dog looked right at me, yawned, and then licked Mua’s hand. “I like him.”

“Not everyone seems to like you,” Eilin chuckled.

“To be fair, Berk knew me when I wasn’t...as nice as I’m now.”

To prove the point, I put my arm around Eilin, then the other around Ceres, and pulled them in close. Berk watched me carefully.

“I don’t know what exactly is going on, but I have a feeling we narrowly escaped some serious shit back there. Very narrowly,” Ceres muttered.

“Speaking of death, Renesh begged Tairon to send a party out to chase you. Your benefactor cut the poor bastard in two pieces,” Mantis laughed and poured himself a full cup of rice wine.

“Renesh? Captain of the guard Renesh?” I asked, sitting forward. His death didn’t feel like a small ordeal.

“After that, Tairon barred the gates to his mansion. Probably why he stood on that battlement to see your duel, too,” Mantis said.

“May I?” Mua said, cutting into the conversation. “That ruckus...which I believe could have been Renesh meeting his end, was followed quickly by the ringing of bells, and as your large counterpart stated, the barring of the provincial mansion’s gate. That was when Varish arrived with a group of soldiers. Interesting timing, don’t you think? They spread through the market, guarding the gates. That was moments before you arrived, Aiden.”

“All of that over Monar?” I asked, trying to put all the puzzle pieces together in my head, “Monar returns, Tairon kills Renesh. I appeared in the market, and Varish challenged me to a duel. And that Kesan man, the Emperor’s guy, he just happened to be in the city just then.”

“Mua, you said it yourself. The power circles in the city are shifting.”

I sighed and took a long pull on my glass. The political climate in the city was explosive, and I hadn’t even started working to play the families against one another. I had to consider the possibility that I would get run off or killed before getting the chance.

I decided then to indulge in large amounts of wine and take the night off, but—no, that’s what I was going to do, damn it! I needed some rest and time to spend with my people.

“Mua, were you serious when you said you were looking for an ally?”

“For what it is worth,” he said, without hesitation. “I am a cook, but I have connections all over the city. And my people are loyal.”

“Join us,” I said.

“You?” he asked.

“Yes. Miria and I, Ceres, Eilin, Mantis, and his people. We’ll protect you and your people. And as our position grows stronger in the city, so will yours.”

Mua considered us all for a moment, then reached up to scratch his chin.

“I thought you would never ask,” he said, finally.

Mantis reached over and slapped him on the shoulder, while Ceres pulled him into a hug. When Mua sat back again, his cheeks were a little flushed.

“Can you take Eilin and two girls from Mantis’ place under your wing and teach them your art? We need food, especially your mana-rich dishes, anything that helps with stamina and power. I have a feeling we’ll need a place of our own very soon, and when we do, you will need help in the kitchen.”

He nodded and tapped his fingers against the table several times.

“I need meat. Can you procure a cart-full?”

“I have more than your storage can handle right now in my personal storage,” I said, tapping my pendant. “Anything else?”

“Gray bruckers and spices.”

“What are bruckers?” Eilin asked. 

“Potato-like tubers, but they’re much larger and easier to work with. We use them for stew.”

“Have Eilin help you with that. I’ll leave you ten gold dragons to buy additional supplies. Now, Fazan,” I said, turning to the healer. “What do you need? Can you work with higher quality tools and ingredients?”

He nodded slowly. “I should be able to. Why?”

“Mua’s storeroom is full of elixir, salve, and pill-making supplies from Miria. Take them to Mantis’s place.”

“I—are you sure that—” Fazan stuttered.

“Shh,” I cut in. “It’s okay. I’ll help you get started. I can teach you how to grind bones, dry livers, and hearts to extract their essence for medicine. I can lay out the processes for rank two pills, salves, and some concoctions we’ll need.”

“Okay,” Fazan said, gaining some confidence.

“Mantis, I’ll need you or someone you know and trust to work as our smith. I have a feeling we can’t rely on others to make weapons for us anymore. We’ll need to start creating tools as well, so we need ore and a way to smelt it.”

“The families’ crystal mine has a great vein of iron ore, from what I hear. Why not mine it from there? We were planning on raiding it anyway.”

“Tonight?”

“I’ll have my people ready and dressed,” he replied.

“Good. Alejna, I’ll check your poisons and see if I can help you improve on them. We’ll be needing your skills over the next few months.”

“Improve?” she asked, cocking her head to the side. “I am not sure that you can. And what then, will you be asking me to warm your bed, as well?”

“Alejna!” Mantis snapped. Ceres bristled, and strangely, Eilin balled up her hands into fists. Well, shit. That got awkward fast.

I put my hand up to stop them.

“I am not interested in taken women. But as your poisons go, yes, you have a knack. But if your Sweetroot paralysis poison was any indication, I believe heating the root before adding it to the base powder will give you a little less tingle in the fingers.”

Alejna narrowed her eyes and watched me for a moment, either surprised that I had identified the poison she had tried to slip me or with the fact I was bringing it up in front of everyone. The one good thing that came out of it was that I managed to figure out what the X on the Scryer orb was for. Poison resistance. I must have inherited it from the three-horn.

“Indeed,” she said, finally.

“Perfect. No more friendly poisonings. Okay—Ceres, would you like to train the ten? Start them with more advanced meditation forms, basic mana threading...perhaps a wisp?” I asked, turning to my lovely, jasmine flower.

She nodded and threw me a wink. “Whatever you want, love.”

“Maybe add another ten or twenty newbies in there, too. Get their mana pools open and help them break into the first rank.” She squeezed my arm, and then my leg, her hand drifting dangerously close to her favorite place.

“Everyone’s dismissed except for Mua and the girls.”

Mantis got up, Fazan and Alejna following him out. Mua remained in his chair, a rather amused expression on his face.

“I’m not dismissed yet?”

“I got something for you.”

I pulled the small wooden box out of my storage and handed him a pill from inside. His eyes went wide as it came to rest in his palm and got to his feet, almost knocking the chair over.

“Are you serious?”

“I am,” I said, nodding. You see, I plan on taking the city when Kesan returns next year. To get there, I’ll need all of your help. Starting with good food. Your food.”

He nodded but put the pill back down on the table.

“Did you manage to acquire the ore we talked about?”

I nodded. “Should I load it into a cart outside?”

“Yes. And please, draw a list of what weapons you want him to make. It will save time if he doesn’t have to guess.”

“I like that attitude. And he is able to work with this special—.”

“Yes,” Mua waved me off. “Remember, he was the one who made Tairon’s special armor and weapons. You trust me, and I trust in him. We have got you covered. Now, how about you draw me that list so you three can go rest for a while? You look tired as hell."




Chapter Thirty-Three
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I made good on my promise

 
to teach the others, but only after a healthy nap. Fazan was first. I showed him my technique for grinding bones. He watched me walk right by the large, stone-grinding wheel. I settled before the mortar. It worked better for breaking ingredients into smaller pieces, then moving to the wheel for the fine grinding.




Fazan was a natural, just as I suspected. He took it all in like a sponge and was replicating my technique within the hour. Sure, he wasn’t nearly as fast, but he would get there given enough time and practice. He would be saving and changing lives for a long time to come.

We prepared several simple and effective remedies in larger quantities. The first, a medicinal salve made from ground crystals and beast intestines. We infused it with witch hazel and clary sage, which would help clean and sanitize the wound, then bound it all together with a healthy dose of mana. It was a salve capable of cleaning, closing, and starting to heal cuts, deeper gashes, or deep bruises.

Next, we made first rank pills. I walked him through my process to show him how my recipe was far more efficient than what he’d been doing. The process came back quickly to me. We ground bones and shards of crystals into a fine powder, mixed in the beast liver, heart, and brain, then compacted it into pill form and used heat to dry them. The second rank pills were made the same way, only with the addition of wild ginseng, and much more mana, of course. With Fazan’s help we worked quickly and efficiently, his nimble fingers proving to be as good as my own.

I wanted to show him one of my favorite elixirs but knew the process would take too long, so I settled on an herbal tonic instead. It would boost the immune system, provide a surge of natural energy, but also help purge the impurities and raw, wild remnants of absorbing mana. Even I wasn’t able to keep all the toxins out, at least not until I hit the second realm.

“Take ten gold dragons and purchase more ingredients. I want you to repeat these processes several times today. The act will help you channel mana faster, and in the end, probably propel you to the next stage faster than anyone else. You’re not just circulating mana, when you make these remedies, you’re teaching your body how to use and handle it.”

Fazan took the coins and bowed. Then eyed the palm of shiny gold. He looked like a child in a candy store.

“I cannot thank you enough for this wisdom, Master. I want you to know how much I appreciate you taking the time to teach me. I will prove my loyalty, no matter what it takes,” he whispered. “Even if Mantis forbade it, I would give my life for you.”

I put my hand on his shoulder and squeezed.

“Thank you, Fazan. You have no idea how that makes me feel. But let’s try to make sure it doesn’t come to that. You have an incredibly valuable skill...to make other people stronger and healthier. As we progress forward, you are destined to become my master of healing arts. The health of our people, as well as training new alchemists and healers will fall to you. Learn everything you can, practice and study, and you will have a good life ahead of you. Even if something were to happen to me.”

Fazan met my gaze, his eyes filled with worry, doubt, and apprehension, but he didn’t voice any of it. The young man was calculating and seemed to understand that speaking a doubt oftentimes gave it power. I liked that.

“Thank you again. I will finish this batch and move on to the next,” he said and turned back to the table. A sudden pang of guilt washed over me as I felt his sadness. Perhaps he anticipated something bad, or, I had to wonder, perhaps he knew something I didn’t.

“I’ll check in on you later. Before we leave for the mine raid.”

He nodded and turned to grind more bones.

I left in silence and found Alejna next. The Poison Empress, as I came to think of her, was busy inventorying her stock of ingredients. I spotted parts of Blade Spiders, Firefang Serpents, Three-Horned Vipers, Cannibal Scorpions, Breeze Bats, and Exploding Hogs. They were all mundane ingredients, aside from the viper. A line of jars sat to her right, containing crystal shards, moonshade grass, cold-jade root, and yang fire bark. Then I spotted the sweet root and smiled.

“In most cases, you don’t even need a strong poison,” I said, quietly, in case she hadn’t heard me enter behind her. “If the opponent is a martial, you can design the poison to target his mana, and if he’s mundane, you can use the poison to afflict his senses, heart, or mind.”

“Yes,” she said, turning her head to consider me. “Master Aiden, I have been doing this for a long time.”

“Oh, I do not doubt it, Alejna, but please understand. The true art of poison making is ancient, and most of it is forbidden knowledge.”

“And you possess this knowledge?” she asked, doubtfully.

“I discovered much of that knowledge,” I said, holding her gaze. “I can show you how to make poisons to sever a person’s mind permanently from their body, set them ablaze from the inside, or unravel a cultivator’s control of their own considerable mana pool and turn them into a walking bomb. But not with the ingredients you have here.”

She didn’t speak, but I could see the interest flare in her eyes, the need, the appetite for knowledge growing.

“I will give you a list of rare ingredients and ten gold dragons. Buy the ingredients discreetly. I will give you two banned recipes to master first. Loathsome Toad, and Centipede’s Sting.

I wrote the list down quickly from memory, the memories of many a late night spent in my alchemical lab bubbling up in my mind. She whispered the two poison’s names and then their ingredients.

“These two poisons, what do they do?” Alejna asked.

“They are subtle...smooth as I originally described them. Two ways to achieve the same end...incapacitate someone or imitate an illness. You can use moss to freeze someone’s blood and cause arteries to rupture, or bark extracts that will boil someone’s blood and organs. But a cultivator will know how and why they died. The true art of poisons is completely masking your intent. Loathsome Toad induces fever and boils, forcing the person into symptoms that completely match Red Fever. And the toxin collected from the toad’s poison sacks breaks down in the blood, leaving its trace almost undetectable. Depending on the dosage, you can incapacitate or kill, and no one will ever know how.”

Alejna fully turned to face me then.

She dropped to her knees, looked around, then slowly reached up for the shoulder straps of her dress. I caught her wrists as the garment came free, but not before the bodice slid down to reveal her bare breasts.

I pushed four threads of specially prepared mana into her skin, my intent to simulate the effects of sweetroot poison, albeit a larger dose than she had managed to swipe onto my palm. I saw it in her eyes, the realization as her hands and feet went numb, the subtle toxin slowly creeping up her arms and legs, creeping undeniably towards her heart. The passion, the thirst for knowledge turned to fear, then terror.

My gaze slid down from her eyes to her quivering lips, then her neck and caught on a deep gash on her right breast. The wound was fresh, the skin still open and red. But there were bruises beneath and around it, that spoke to older wounds and trauma. I spotted several more on her arms. All, I noted, had been conspicuously hidden beneath her dress.

Recognizing the signs, I immediately pulled my poison threads back and pushed another surge of mana into her. The cut immediately closed, the skin softening. Next, the scars and bruises lightened and then disappeared, leaving clean, unblemished skin behind.

But I didn’t let go. Not until she heard my piece.

“I have never nor will I ever harm you. Or Mantis. I offered you my friendship, my power, and a share of my ambitions. And I did not offer it lightly. I asked only for loyalty. That can include friendship if you wish it. But I will only make this warning once. Never poison me again. I have been betrayed and I know it’s sting all too well. You will not like how I respond if you prove yourself hostile. I will burn down everything around you, your people, your family, your home...everything you’ve ever known and loved. Do you understand?”

Alejna sniffed, cleared her throat, and nodded. I released her wrists and stepped back.

“Get dressed and never do that again. Mantis isn’t just a…subordinate, I see him as a friend.”

“Yes, I understand,” she whispered and slid the top of her dress back into place. “Please forgive me. You have to understand our position. The Yarnel and Fenrest have sought to plant spies into our home for a long time. We don’t know who to trust anymore.”

“I understand how that feels. But I am only an enemy if you make me into one.”

She nodded and pulled a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

“Now that we have that behind us,” I said, moving on. “We need someone to make fracturing needles. Here, I’ll draw their measurements.” I produced a piece of parchment from my pendant and used her quill, then made out a quick sketch of their basic length and thickness. “You will need about a hundred of them, but right now I will take whatever you can manage in a short amount of time. Let me know if you have any questions about the two poisons I gave you. We’ll need them soon.”

“I will. Thank you,” she said, and for the first time since meeting Alejna, saw her first genuine smile.

It is nice to finally meet you, I thought and waited another moment. The cut and bruises worried me, but it wasn’t my place to pry. When she didn’t bring them up, I took my leave.

Wandering distractedly up the stairs, I made my way to the top floor and found Mantis on his throne. He watched me approach with sad eyes. I knew immediately what was going on and decided to cut it at the root.

“I didn’t accept her,” I said, simply, understanding how sensitive an issue it was.

“Oh, I knew you wouldn’t. You don’t seem the kind. It’s just something that she felt she needed to do—I’m worried about her and me. That she might find someone stronger.”

I wanted to ask him about her cuts and bruises but decided to wait. I had something in store for Mantis and realized that a little give with the take might smooth the conversation over.

“Give it a few months,” I said, “You’ll be stronger than anyone in this place. And if she’s the type to go after power, then it is best to find out right away.”

“Yeah, you’re right. We’ll see what happens and take it as it comes.”

“Good, now stop moping. Come with me. I want to see you smelt ore.”

He followed me quietly until we reached the ground floor, then stepped out into the rear courtyard, where they had set up the forge and furnace. The fire was already going, so that was a good start. The rest would take mana and some good old-fashioned sweat labor.

“I’ll show it once, so watch carefully.”

I picked up a chunk of raw ore and placed it in the smelting furnace. It started glowing as I stoked the fire and worked the bellows. Once it was fine-red and glowing orange, I poured a sizable mana flow into the piece of ore, increasing the pressure and forcing the heat to penetrate deep into its core. The ore started to melt, the heat cascading in the chamber until what previously looked like a rock was a pool of glowing liquid. Contaminants and impurities burned off, puffing dark smoke into the air.

“Use your mana to force the heat in, that is the key. Pressure and heat work hand in hand. Then keep the ore as hot as possible and allow the impurities to burn off,” I said. “Once it is properly melted, pour it into a mold, and allow it to cool. Then we will have ingots we can use for smithing.”

Mantis nodded slowly as he stared at the glowing pool.

“I’ll do it,” he replied, pulling his sleeves up. Then he grabbed the smallest chunk of ore and threw it into the smelting furnace. “Will you be staying—” he started to ask, but I reached out and grabbed his wrist before he could pull it away from the furnace. I held him firm, the hand still hovering dangerously over the screaming hot metal.

“What are you doing?” he grunted.

“We’ve become friends, right?” He nodded, dark eyes swirling with confusion.

I flowed my mana into my arm, shoulder, and hand, matching his strength carefully, then pulled him a little closer to the heat.

“I have appreciated our friendship. It has made so many things easier for me,” I said, staring at the hot, bubbling pool.

Mantis’s arm started to tremble, the heat burning the small hairs off his fingers. He looked from the hand to the fire, and back to me.

“Before, well you already know that I wasn’t the...nicest person. Yes, I did bad things. But I had a code. I never harmed my women. Even when we quarreled. I saw the cut on Alejna, the bruises.”

“It is not what you think,” Mantis said, his eyes flashing between me and the melting chunk of ore he’d thrown in. “We spar, we grapple. It gets rough. But I would never—”

“That’s good,” I said, nodding. “I never doubted you. But I trust we all know my position on this now?”

“I do. Yes. Very clearly,” Mantis said, nodding animatedly.

I released my grip on his wrist and the big man almost fell onto his butt.

“Beautiful, my friend. I just wanted to make sure that we can all trust one another. That we can work together towards our lofty goals. That we can share friendships, wine, good food, and stories, not poison or violence. There is no place for that within my camp. Only people that I want to consider family.”

“Yes. Family,” Mantis echoed and judging from his expression, I could tell that my message was received loud and clear. I hated these conversations, because how was I truly going to tell, without using dark and invasive means?

I knew Mantis. He was brutish. Alejna was a bag of surprises. So, it wouldn’t have surprised me that their extracurricular activities were...rougher than most. But I also couldn’t sit idly by if her wounds had come from more one-sided encounters. I would have turned a blind eye to that before. But not this time.

“You keep working here, my friend. I need to check in with Ceres. I want the rest of my people past the first rank as soon as possible.”

“It’s funny how you call them your people,” he chuckled. “I feel like I’ve lost them already.”

“Because I’m the one they look up to now?”

He nodded earnestly.

“Then give them something to look up to. People are drawn to flashy, new things...the winner of a duel, an extraordinary feat, or a rich and powerful man, because those are things they can’t do or people they cannot realistically become. Prove to them that great things are achievable. Make a name for yourself. Do it the right way, and they will notice.”

His scowl lifted, and his mouth finally pulled into a grin.

“Thank you, Aiden. I appreciate your advice. And your friendship. I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t, my friend. We have too much at stake, otherwise.”

I found Ceres teaching our ten recruits outside in the street. A decent crowd of onlookers stood off to the side, watching intently. Several were trying to replicate Ceres’ lessons, cycling mana or trying to meditate, and quite successfully at that.

Ceres demonstrated her technique again, then had the students replicate it. One might think she was born to be on stage as all eyes were focused on her. Sure, the skimpy outfit might have helped, but she had a demanding presence. She dismissed her class, spotted me, and made her way over. I accepted her embrace, savoring her smell and warmth.

“How was I?” she purred, planting a kiss on my lips. She tasted of honey and something I couldn’t quite place.

“I’ll have to rethink all of this. With so many eyes on you—I’m not sure I can handle that.”

“Hah! I am yours, that’s going to have to be good enough for now,” she chuckled and pushed herself free. “What are we doing for the rest of the day?”

“Just the two of us?”

She nodded.

“Just the two of us.”

I thought hard and fast, then came up with the perfect idea almost immediately.

“You can’t tell Eilin. She’d rip me a new one. Besides, we need to hit the mine tonight so we can’t stay too long. Maybe an hour or two.”

Ceres placed an index finger to her lips and winked.

“As long as it’s with you, I won’t say no.”

Some forty minutes later, we stood ankle-deep in the lake. I wanted to show her just how special she was, so I took her sightseeing. Underwater.

“This isn’t what I had in mind,” she muttered.

“Why? You think there’s a fish big enough down there that could eat you?”

“No! Well, maybe. I don’t know.”

“Then what’s the problem? I’m right here.”

She sighed and shrugged.

“Put your arms around me and I’ll connect our mana pools. Then just let it circulate through me and I’ll take care of maintaining the bubble.”

She nodded. When I closed my eyes and put my arms around her, she did the same and let me access her pool. The hair on my arms stood on end as static formed. Her mana flowed into mine, a profound sense of warmth and peace rushing over me. Then it was done.

“Open your eyes,” I whispered. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

Ceres’ eyes opened slowly, and she gasped.

“What is that?”

A bubble had formed around us, shimmering in every color of the rainbow. The mana flow needed to create the bubble was costly, but once in place, it required extraordinarily little energy to maintain.

“Come on, we need to enter the water or it will pop.”

I led her down into the lake. We were up to our necks before the panic set in. Ceres and I almost hyperventilated together but managed to keep from panicking completely. The water flowed over our heads and we quickly calmed. We sank and I promptly pushed Ceres away, propelling her deeper.

“Ahh! What are you—oh, gods!” she yelped, and I pulled her back before our bubble split.

I snapped my fingers several times until wisps floated around us, drifting out through our air bubble and illuminating the lake’s underwater world. The wisps split into two, doubling their numbers, then they separated again, and again until there were a hundred floating spheres all around us.

“What do you think? Was it worth it?” I asked.

I focused on my mana usage, forming a loop needed to sustain the bubble and the wisps, while also pulling more in from the lake to replenish it. It worked like a charm.

She nodded, watching the fish swim in close to study us, then flit away into the dark water. The lake grew more interesting the deeper we went, the fish growing larger and bolder while the plants rose like swaying trees. Once the lakebed came into view, gleaming veins appeared between the plants and rocks, shimmering in the wisp’s white light.

“Are those all—crystals? Mana crystals?”

I nodded, caught off guard. Never would I have thought there would be such a strong pressure coming from the veins. 

A school of fish swam past us, then another, as ever-larger sea creatures emerged from the dark spaces to explore our glowing wisps. But they were tentative creatures, and never came too close.

“Aiden,” Ceres asked after we watched the beautiful and peaceful world for a long while. “Can I ask you something?”

“You know that you can, my lovely,” I said, noticing her change in tone.

“Do you think you will ever want to marry me?”

I almost snorted at the question. It wasn’t the question itself, but rather how she asked it. Like she doubted that anyone would ever want to marry someone like her. A goddess.

“Once I have become the new provincial lord, I will make you my bride. I have just the wedding gift in mind.”

“You mean it?” she whispered, untying her garment from around her neck and gently pulling it down. The wisps’ gentle glow flickered over us, revealing her every graceful curve and sensual line. She had changed even since the last time we made love, her mana and training continuing to perfect her form.

“Do you think you can maintain your focus on the bubble and those wisps, and handle this?” she spread her legs and gestured me forward. I went rigid instantly.

“I think I can manage,” I whispered, or die happy trying. Now, this was going to be a first in my book.





Chapter Thirty-Four
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Success.

 
Ceres and I made love deep underwater, surrounded by the lake’s tranquil blue world as monstrous fish swam around us. One creature, larger than any other we’d seen, swam so close it almost popped our bubble.




The creature’s proximity and the inherent danger wound Ceres up even more, awakening her wilder, almost primal side. Ceres savaged me, humping me to the point of exhaustion, and then some. I almost lost my focus when she climaxed around me, our sweaty bodies shaking and spasming together. Truthfully, it was her third orgasm, but still. Who knew she had such a little animalistic side in her?

Once done, we spent another hour gathering crystals, extending tendrils of mana past the bubble, and pulling them like carrots from the lakebed. As luck would have it, these were not of the blast crystal variety, otherwise, things would have gotten interesting fast. We took seventy with us, stopping once I started running low on space in my pendant.

It was already dark when we got back to the inn and Eilin proved to be a little pissy about being left behind. We didn’t tell her what we’d been up to, not exactly, so her mood brightened when I started pulling forth crystals from my pendant and stacking them on the table before her.

“We collected seventy crystals, so it’s not like we were out on a picnic,” Ceres said. “And trust me. It felt like work. You were home all day, cooking and working on your mana control. We were out there, gathering these.”

Eilin let it go after that, but I felt bad for the younger woman. Yes, she’d gotten a lot of experience out of her day with Mua. But I knew she suspected we hadn’t just been “gathering crystals''. She longed for a deeper connection, although I didn’t think she knew how to ask. I made a mental note to plan a day with her, maybe explore who she truly yearned to be.

“I can make basic dishes now, as well as distill mana into drinks, though Mua still has a lot to teach me. He’s a master. I watched him use mana like a knife to thinly slice meat and bread. Fascinating. He said I’m not ready for that yet unless I don’t mind cutting off my own fingers,” she said, excitedly. If she was busy doing something she liked, then we’d all be better off.

“For now,” I added. “Give it a year and you’ll be far ahead of him.”

I put my arms around Eilin and pulled her in tight, kissing her forehead.

“What’s that for?”

“Because I’m proud of you. Simple.”

She nodded and leaned her head against my chest.

“Can you teach me another move set with the whip? I’ve gotten good at the last one you showed me.”

“Sure. How about tomorrow? You, me, some fresh air, and a little weapon training?”

“I like the sound of that,” she whispered, snuggling in close.

“Tonight, we’ve got a mission.” She pulled away to search my eyes.

“Shouldn’t we take a night off, though? You’ve been pushing it hard lately and have barely gotten any sleep. We can always wreak havoc on them tomorrow.”

I shook my head and let go, stretching my arms and back.

“I wish we could, but we have a window. According to Kesan, no one will be arriving until tomorrow. And that’s only if their captain comes for a visit.”

“Things are changing. I guess you’re right. If we wait, we might lose our chance,” she muttered. “I am interested in testing how strong I’ve become.”

“Then tonight is the best time to do it all. We get rid of the families and next year the city belongs to me. To us. I’m waiting for Roach to come back with some much-needed information.”

“Oh, him,” Eilin said, distastefully. “He’s here. Came in about an hour ago.”

“Really? Where is he?”

“Out back, I think.”

I moved to find Roach, just as Eilin spoke again.

“Say, what about that girl? The one you found in the tower? Will you be saving her as well?”

I shrugged and quietly considered the point. With the chaos surrounding Tairon, Kesan abruptly appearing, and animosity with the Yarnel and Fenrest families escalating so quickly, there was no way I could get in there without causing a shitstorm of epic proportions. We’d have an army surrounding us in no time.

“We’ll have to see how things fall after the mine. There is a lot of heat in the city right now. Plus, I’m not sure I’m brave enough to take over a joint family mine and spring a prisoner of the provincial lord all in one night.”

“Hah! Not that brave,” Ceres laughed.

“Who isn’t brave?” Mua asked as he appeared at the entrance. His face was flushed crimson as if he’d been hard at work.

“Where have you been?” I asked, changing the subject.

“At the smithy. Here, I come bearing gifts.”

He stopped at our table and pulled five weapons from his pouch, placing them in front of us one by one. The spear looked almost identical to the one I borrowed from Tairon. And that was okay with me. It was about seven feet long, two thumbs thick, but had a triple-bladed, serrated tip. The spear’s shoe, obviously forged from the same metal as the tip, was blunt and as thick as a fist, almost resembling a cudgel. 

I took the spear and swirled it overhead, sending the girls ducking and cursing.

“Hey!” Ceres yelled. “You almost cut my hair!”

“Would have taken your head, too,” Eilin added.

“Sorry, love,” I apologized and put the spear down. “Can I give it a name?”

“Not a female one,” Eilin muttered.

I poked her in the ribs and sent her giggling, then checked the other weapons. In front of Ceres lay two swords, both between three and four feet long. They had a thicker blade but still looked extremely sharp. The cross guard, handle, and pommel had been inlaid with small shards of crystal that sparkled in the candlelight.

Eilin’s weapon was almost identical to Ceres’, but instead of white crystal-adorned hilts, the gems were red. A smaller version lay beside the sword whip, one that was barely half its size.

“Are those both sword whips?” I asked, curiously. Mua nodded, his mouth cracking into a wide smile.

“Trust me, not even Lord Tairon has such beauties. The smithy was in an uproar all damn day, every craftsman he had was smelting and crafting. All twenty of them.”

“And how much will this cost me?”

“Nothing. They have leftover ore and a lot of scraps. They insisted on that as payment. I told them you wouldn’t mind.”

“And what about you?”

“Shit, you are crafty,” Mua laughed. “They are going to make me a sword as well. Even then they are left with more than enough to make several smaller weapons or reinforce ceremonial weapons. They’ll earn their money back several times over.”

“Well, as long as everyone is happy, I don’t mind. Next time I want Berk outfitted. I want front and back claws, and lightweight body armor that covers his head, back, and sides.”

“You might want to address that with them, boss. I’ll introduce you when you have more of that ore.”

I let my hand drop to the spear, its presence doing more for my confidence than I realized possible.

“I’ll take it, this means you are firmly with us?” I asked.

“I am, but I will have to stay in the shadows for now. I can’t be seen opposing them openly yet.”

“Then prepare a feast for when we come back, my friend. And—wait,” I muttered and shook my head. “You’re well connected, hence the smith. I need someone to make me an outfit. The fabric needs to be a special weave, with a unique pattern. There will be other, more complex requirements, but I don’t need to bore you with those now. I’ll also need several for my ladies as well. Who would you recommend?”

“There are several spinstresses nearby, but they—I don’t know if they can meet your needs. I’ll go out and ask around. Check with me when you get back.”

“Please accept my brotherly hug, Tsang Mua, and become my left hand.”

“Oh? Now that’s quite the offer.”

Ceres chuckled. “Did you hear that; he’ll have a right and a left hand now?”

“That is enough out of you,” I said, waving a finger at her.

“Or what?” she challenged.

“I’ll show you later.”

Mua laughed heartily. “This is what I love about your little group. You’re full of life and fire. Okay. Yes, Left hand it is. I can do a lot from the shadows, but I don’t want to create enemies just yet. Can you live with that?”

I nodded and hugged him.

“See you in several hours, Tsang Mua.”

We left the inn, but I left the others in the street, as I ran to the back. Roach stepped out from the shadows as I approached the back door.

“Master,” he said, greeting me with a bow.

“Roach, you look well. I’ll take it the men at the mine didn’t give you any trouble?”

The corner of his mouth rose into the faintest hint of a smirk.

“The way they carry on, it would be a surprise if they spotted a hurricane happening towards them.”

“Really?” I asked and encouraged him to continue. Roach proceeded to detail the families’ mine in more detail than I could have ever hoped. He outlined the lay of the land around it, the number of guards on patrol, but also how they dressed, which men stopped to pee behind what trees, and how drunk the miners were by the time they ended their shift. I beamed with pride and almost hugged the young man by the time he was done.

“Outstanding work, young Roach,” I said, squeezing his shoulder. I pulled another gold dragon out of my pouch and dropped it into his hand.

“Thank you, Master,” he said, bowing and looking at the coin with a hint of confusion.

“Get yourself a hot meal and a bath. Pick a room in the inn and take the night off. You’ve earned it. Mua, the innkeeper, will take care of you.”

“Thank you,” he said, smiling widely now.

“We’re hitting the mine tonight,” I told him, lowering my voice. “I would stay indoors, in case things in the city escalate. But starting tomorrow, I want you as close to the Yarnel family’s compound as you can get. Specifically, I want to know how Monar is doing, and if he is actually alive. Can you do that?”

“Consider it done.”

I moved to join the others out front, but turned, just as Roach opened the inn door.

“If you keep this up, Roach, I just might have to make a Lieutenant out of you.”

He let the door slam shut and turned, bowing repeatedly.

We found Mantis’ people at the tower, dressed, and waiting for us out front. Alejna sat with her legs crossed on Mantis’s lap, intermittently laughing and whispering into his ear. They both looked over as we arrived, and promptly jumped to their feet.

“We’ll keep it brief, Mantis. We hit the mine, cause a scene, mine some ore, and be out of there before they can summon reinforcements. Once you see the Fenrest leave the city for the mine, you will attack the Yarnel. Just stir some shit up.”

“‘Stir some shit up’ is my middle name,” he said, with a grin. “I’ll have to use a sword. They’ll recognize my claws right away. Maybe I’ll stay out of sight and smash things.”

“Right up your alley!”

“Precisely,” Mantis laughed. “My people know the drill. They’ll dress and move like Yarnel men. Be shitty fighters for a bit, then pull out. I’ve seen enough of their men, no one will die.”

I shook my head. Things have gone to shit in the decades since my death. Every clan, family, or sect had its own moves and techniques. The blade and fist were a code, and they held to it with iron-like resolution. From the sounds of it, the families had fallen farther than I realized.

“Just make sure you don’t cut anyone in half. That will stand out,” I said.

“Trust me,” he said, “Good luck with the raid.”

“That reminds me,” I said, before walking away. “I recently acquired a left-hand man, but now I need a right hand...one that will fight, kill, or parlay for me if needed. Do you want to be that man?”

“And here I thought you were never going to ask!” he roared. “Hell yes! I will be that man, once you have beaten me for the third time!”

I stretched my neck, a crick having already formed. “See me tomorrow. I might have time to put you on your ass sometime between lunch and afternoon tea. Besides, I wouldn’t want to wound my right-hand man before his busy night.”

“And there he does it yet again!” Mantis laughed. “Sure, I can wait. But, hey, my Alejna is coming with you tonight.  I’d like to have her back unharmed and intact.”

“You know how I feel about a man’s ladies,” I said and patted him on the shoulder.

“Please. You and your men must look and move exactly as they are supposed to. This only works if the Fenrest believes you to be Yarnel.”

Sobered by our previous conversation by the smelter, Mantis nodded.

“We will do our part.”

The ten stood at attention in the woods outside the city. We moved in silence as the night fell, long shadows drawing further until the sky was dark. Only then did we stop and change our clothes. Alejna put her arm around Ceres and the two whispered about something I couldn’t quite catch. Then she moved towards me.

“How do you know what to expect at the mine? We know how large their guard contingents are with the wagon trains, but there might be more at the mine itself.”

“Trust me, I know what to expect.”

Alejna hovered nearby a moment or two longer, waiting to see if I would elaborate, but when it became clear I wouldn’t, she moved away. Eilin hooked her arm around me, after coming up from behind.

“What did she want?” she asked.

“She wants to know how we got our information about security at the mine. But I’m not ready to let all my secrets out. Roach has proven to be a quality spy, but he will only continue to be so if he stays a secret.

“Wise,” Eilin agreed.

“Are you ready?” I asked her.

“Yes. Who knew I’d be so strong after just a few short weeks of training? I’m rather surprised and happy you kept your word.”

“Don’t tell me you doubted me,” I laughed. “Okay, it was part luck and part good judgment.”

“And now we’re growing larger. Raiding mines. What about the families? What’s going to happen to them once they’re done tearing each other apart?”

I stopped and stared at her for a long moment. Now that was a question I hadn’t expected.

“We absorb them. I don’t think you’d like to spend your life down in the mine.”

“Hah! No way! Do you see this skin?” she asked, pointing at her cheek. “This isn’t something that would survive down there with all that dirt and darkness.”

“Let me pamper you, then. That way you only have to be a brat some of that time.”

“Aww, you’re so sweet! I’ll think about it.”

I dodged her attempt to poke my stomach, something she’d been doing a lot more lately. I took that as a good sign. The recluse coming out of her shell.

I snapped my fingers to draw everyone’s attention.

“Listen,” I hissed, knowing how well voices could carry at night. “Prepare your mana now. Once we break from cover, we’ll make for the mine at our greatest possible speed. Push some into your legs and arms but be ready to attack.”

“Shōri!” the ten whispered in unison. All but the three women.

Ceres and Eilin beamed as I turned to them. It was an old, warrior chant meaning victory. They had taught it to them, and I could not have been prouder.





Chapter Thirty-Five
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The approach to the mine was

 
lit up from all sides, a low, hexagonally-shaped wall surrounded by burning braziers. According to Roach’s observations, soldiers walked the wall once an hour, while servants followed them after ten minutes or so and refueled the fires. Ceres leaned in from our hiding spot, the distant fires reflecting in her green eyes.




“We wait for the patrol,” I whispered, then formed a globe shape with my hands. But before I could explain how I would form a sphere of silence, so we could swarm over the patrol and replace them with our people, she slapped my arm. “Not that!” I hissed, defensively. Although, the thought of floating in a private bubble reliving our exercises from earlier was very intriguing.

“I will weave a bubble of silence. You and three others will wait in the shadows behind the wall. When the patrol walks into the bubble, attack. Two of you pull the guards over here, the other two take their place. Pick your people, explain the plan, and get ready.”

Ceres nodded, rather sheepishly after realizing I wasn’t propositioning her right there in front of everyone, then turned, and moved back to the others. 

A few moments later Ceres and her small squad crept forward, weaving their way low and slow through the long grass. I followed them out, taking a position in the middle. Then we waited. I sat with my back against the wall and watched the sky. Every star glowed brightly overhead, the constellations were larger and more spectacular than I had ever seen. Or it might have been that I never took the time to stop and appreciate them. I did now and marveled at how ridiculously small I was in comparison. A shooting star streaked across the sky, then Eilin whistled quietly from the trees. Our signal.

I rolled onto my knees and immediately spun mana threads together, forming two, then four, eight, and finally sixteen strong connections. I ballooned it into a bubble and pushed more energy into it, building its infrastructure out of pure willpower. The effort was taxing, but worth it.

The sound of approaching feet crunching against the grass grew louder. Ceres and her men prepared, and when the sound of footsteps abruptly stopped, they jumped over the wall. Being outside the bubble, all I heard was crickets and the wind blowing through the grass. Until an unconscious man slid over the wall next to me and crumpled to the ground. Another followed, Ceres dropping down next to him.

We pulled the unconscious guards back through the grass and into the trees, binding their wrists and ankles, before gagging them. Step one, complete.

With my men now in place posing as their patrol, we moved through the trees and down the walking path towards the mineshaft. Nearly two dozen guards were posted outside the entrance, but a healthy portion of them was talking or sleeping.

We stopped just before we walked into the open. Yes, our clothing was identical to theirs, but these men were operating under the idea that they wouldn’t be receiving reinforcements until daybreak. Our disguises were for when we got inside. Besides, they would see our faces. And mine was pretty famous by now.

I stopped behind a massive boulder and stood there, observing the group. It wasn’t that we were afraid of them harming us, but more keeping the death and chaos to a minimum. I didn’t want blood on my hands if I could help it. And our plan was predicated on getting the families to turn on each other, not unite against some unknown, third entity.

“Remember,” I said, getting my small group's attention. “Don’t kill. Incapacitate. Then we’ll bind them like the patrol and leave two of our own outside.”

“Will we use bait? As a distraction?” Alejna asked.

“No. Simple. We spread out. We go in hard and fast. Like I said, wound, incapacitate, bind them. No deaths. These men could join us at some point.”

“Men that are awake first?” Ceres asked. “Once they’re incapacitated, take care of the sleepers and stragglers? Then we’ll drag them off somewhere?”

“Listen to the lady,” I said, “she knows how to raid.”

I put up my hand and motioned for them to spread out, waiting for everyone to find a position. I made a fist, signaling them to hold, then watched the men outside the entrance. I waited until several more sat or laid down, then counted down fingers, starting with three. Two. One.

I pushed out from around the rock and sprinted at the closest guard, who just happened to be fumbling his pecker out of his trousers to take a leak. Sorry, buddy. I slammed the butt end of my spear into his head, knocking him out cold. He dropped like a log, but I was already on top of a second before his body hit the ground. The second man had time to reach for his sword and look genuinely surprised before I coldcocked him flat. I stopped and looked around, only to find my squad of badasses having already taken care of the rest.

Shit, was this how having an army felt? Was this how the Emperor felt when he sent his troops in to take care of me? Had I fallen so easily?

“You two,” I said, and pointed at two tall men from the ten. “Stay on guard. And you,” I added, pointing at a woman, “Stay with them. If anything happens, run in and get us.”

“Yes,” the three replied.

I set the others to moving and binding the guards, while Eilin and I scouted ahead.

We moved inside and followed the main shaft. Torches burned every twenty to thirty paces, giving the tight space plenty of warm light. The air was damp and cool, but not stuffy as I had expected. Perhaps the crystals had something to do with it. They could be used to purify the air, but it was an expensive proposition to fill a home with crystals just for the sake of air quality.

Tools lay scattered about, empty carts, and some half-filled ones, too. I grabbed every crystal we came upon, stashing them in the now empty pendant’s storage spaces. Eilin worked quietly next to me. I started calculating recipes and concoctions in my mind, working to anticipate what we would need to push our troops to the next stage. Shit, maybe the next realm.

It wasn’t hard to open the mana pool but stepping into the Bone Fortification realm was something else entirely. Mana loved symmetry and balance. Yet, the human skeleton was built around straight lines and right angles. The whole body had to be readjusted and reinforced during the process, and it was painful. Very painful.

We proceeded further down the main shaft until we finally heard voices and the sounds of pickaxes and chisels. I raised a single finger to my lips and pointed further down the slope, then enveloped myself in a shield of mana. Eilin watched and attempted the same. She succeeded, albeit to a lesser degree. Regardless, it was her first attempt, and I was proud of her.

I inched forward and hid behind an empty cart. Several guards milled around a brazier, eating noodles from wooden bowls. How to approach? Like enemies or as if it were just another day at the mine?

I turned back to Eilin.

“We need to let one of them escape. Run back and tell Ceres and the others to not stop him. We need the poor sob to get back to the city as soon as he can.”

“Got it. I’ll come back after he’s gone.”

I waited for her to run back up the shaft, giving her a healthy head start, before I stood to my full height, walked out from behind the cart, and charged them. I dropped my mana shield, too. This had to look natural.

“Fenrest scum!” I yelled and slammed into the closest guard, intentionally slapped his bowl of noodles up into his face. The other three, yes, I hadn’t spotted a couple of them, dropped their bowls, and jumped to their feet.

“The rest will be here soon!” I hissed. “Then we can be rid of your family for good. Finally, we will serve the provincial lord as intended, by ourselves!”

I punched the guard I just bowled over, knocking him out and getting cold soup noodles on my hand. They didn’t even smell half bad. 

“What? Who are you? Yarnel scum? We knew you bastards couldn’t be trusted!”

I tackled the second guard, but he rolled, and we tumbled, slamming into the wall and knocking all air from his lungs. I made a show of pushing the gasping, choking man to the ground when one of the others finally manned up and faced me. He pulled a saber forth and approached, a shield held ready.

“I’ll handle this puke. Go and check on the others. Make sure the family knows we’ve been betrayed!”

Surprisingly, I felt a trickle of mana run down his arm and into his saber.

“Oh, no you won’t!” I said and made an incredibly lame attempt to keep the second guard from escaping. Predictably, the saber-wielding guard slammed his shield into my side, sending me onto my ass. Okay, good. At least they know how to function as a team.

I played it up, grunting and wheezing, and struggling to get back to my knees. He stepped in quickly and brought his saber down, but by then the other guy was already out of view and I could stop pretending. I rolled away from his attack and jumped to my feet and stepped in. Too close for the saber he slammed the shield into my chest. I absorbed the strike. Spun him bodily around, and brought my left elbow up in a short, violent strike to his chin. He grunted, teeth cracking together, and dropped the saber. I ripped the shield free, and I drove my knee into his guts.

“I’m sorry, but you’re much better off sitting this one out,” I whispered as the man fell over. He looked up glaring daggers as he clutched at his stomach.

“You’re—no Yarnel—who are you?”

“My friends call us mercenaries. I work for the highest bidder, now, go sleep.”

I flicked a finger forward, shooting a single tendril of mana out and around his throat. I constricted it until he choked and passed out.

“Nighty night!” I whispered, “Berk, appear.”

The shadow hound appeared in a swirling flash of shadow. His fur was a writhing mass of living darkness, moving and fading in the flickering torchlight. He was truly a beautiful sight.

“Master. You summoned me?” he asked, turning towards me.

“Run ahead and disable any guards you find. Don’t kill them. Don’t disturb the workers, though, and come back once you’ve hit the end.”

“Yes, master. It will be so.”

Berk disappeared down the shaft, a streaking bolt of living shadow, just as footsteps echoed from the descending path behind me.

“He’s gone,” Eilin said. She was slightly out of breath. I marveled at her progress, compared to the girl I had first met. Her body was toned, and her mana flowed steady, bright, and strong. “He took a horse, so expect him to make good speed back to the city. We estimate reinforcements getting here in two hours, maybe more.”

“More than enough time. Where are the others?”

“They’re coming. It took them a while to find a safe place to stash our new friends.”

“Good. Let’s go. Stay several paces behind me, just in case.”

She nodded and stepped back as I turned down the shaft. The layout confused me. There were no side branches dug into the mine, no secondary shafts, just a single long shaft. But then I realized why as we reached the dig site a healthy walk down the descent. The central shaft ended in a wide cavern, a deep crater. Numerous layers of scaffolding had been erected in the middle, forming a spiral staircase that seemed to go down forever. Hundreds of men and women were toiling, heaving buckets full of debris up the scaffolding, only to dump it into carts, and turn to descend once again.

Berk appeared beside me as I observed the situation.

“No more guards,” he said, his icy voice filling my mind. “Only workers.”

“Don’t sound so disappointed,” I thought back. “Did you see anything of interest?”

“Yes. There is something at the bottom of the pit, but I couldn’t reach it. It rests at least a hundred paces below the lowest scaffolding.”

“Can you see it? Feel it? Is it discharging mana?”

The shadow hound nodded, an odd gesture for a dog-like creature.

“Extreme yin,” he said.

“Plant, beast, or other”

“Yes.”

“All?” I asked, struggling through a moment of confusion. Then I understood his meaning. It was discharging all kinds of mana. My heart skipped a beat. Extreme yin or yang-charged mana was often the hallmark of divine beasts or divine seeds, fruits, and plants. The mark of the celestial trapped in physical form.

“Will you survive the drop?”

“No. It’s too tall. I would have to be reborn again, down there, and then the issue of how I would get back out again.”

“How long would a rebirth take?” I asked.

“One week. I have died many times for Varish’s pleasure. I do not mourn him.”

I cursed and reached down to scratch the fur on his head. He didn’t pull away, nor did he push himself into my touch, either. To Berk, I was still the cold, borderline heartless power monger from my past life. He hadn’t seen my humble birth, or the gutter I had to drag myself through to be free. One never knew how much it hurts to lose something until it was gone. I would have to show him the new me and hope he both accepted who I was and opened up to me.

“I am changed, Berk. If you give me a chance, I think you might like the new me. I promise to treat you better. I’m sorry about…you know.”

“Can you prove it?” he asked.

“How?”

“Let me bite you once? That will tell me who you really are now.”

I nodded, holding out my left arm. I knew why. My rigid, inflexible ways before had only been rivaled by my temper. Having one of my hounds bite me would have sent me into a rage. I would have lashed the pour beast and locked into seclusion, while I smashed and destroyed anything within reach. There would have been ample cursing, too. He wanted to see if that person still dwelled somewhere within me, and pain had a way of stripping away facades.

Berk closed his jaws around my arm, his teeth puncturing the thin mana shield I had left in place. They just broke my skin, releasing a small trickle of blood. Yes, it hurt. But I had become accustomed to pain by now.

He released his hold and licked a drop of blood, before it fell free, all the while watching my eyes. I nodded, silently thanking him for not ripping away chunks of my flesh. But I would have understood if he had.

Berk licked his chops and sneezed.

“It is you. I feel and taste it. But just you, not the anger that seemed to always live beneath your skin before.” Then he did something unexpected and licked me again. Not the punctures, but my hand. It was affectionate, warm. As if he was saying he accepted this new me.

“I am genuinely glad you see you, Berk. Truly.”

But it wasn’t just the emotions attached with seeing a piece of my old life returned to me, but the power and security a creature of his stature brought. I needed his power. And he needed mine. Even if he was at the peak of the second realm, Varish had held him back, starved him of what he truly needed. His bones were brittle, and needed fortification, otherwise he would never ascend to the third realm.

“I’ll fortify your bones once everything has settled down. You’ve been starved for far too long.”

“Aren’t you afraid of what the powerful men will do? They don’t like it when other men gain power. You know this better than most.”

I gave him another scratch.

“We’ll just have to do things differently than last time. Heh?”

He licked his lips again and nodded.

“What do you want to do about that thing at the bottom?” he asked.

“I will go down. We need to know.”

“I can travel in your shadow, so when you make it to the bottom, I will be there to keep you safe, Master.”

I turned back to find not just Eilin, but the others there as well. Ceres and Alejna were whispering but stiffened as they noticed I had turned.

“Sorry. We didn’t want to interrupt you two,” Ceres said, “It is a little weird watching you have your little silent conversations.”

“I know. You should experience it from my perspective,” I said.

They looked around the wide space, a number of the dirty, exhausted-looking miners having noticed us and stopped working. They looked a bit like I did when I first dragged my carcass out of that jail cell. I immediately wondered if they were there by choice, or if this was forced labor.

“I’m going to the bottom of the mine. If Berk is right, then there is an extremely valuable item down there. In the meantime, post sentries, everyone else needs to help Eilin and Ceres load as many crystals into their pocket dimensions as possible.”

“What do we do if they attack us?” Ceres asked, gesturing at the miners.

“Incapacitate them, but don’t kill anyone unless necessary. But judging from their conditions, I’m not sure they are in any shape to hurt anyone.  If I’m still not back in an hour, I want you all to go back to the inn. Wait for me there.”

“No, we won’t—” Ceres protested, but I cut her off.

“You will, that’s an order. Right now, we’re soldiers, not lovers.”

She clenched her jaw and nodded. I would rather have her safe and annoyed than wounded or dying.

“What about me?” Alejna asked. “I assume you wanted me here for another reason.”

I nodded. She was quick on the uptake.

“You’re going with me. Did you make any of those poison recipes I gave you? And how many needles do you have with you?”

“Thirty-seven fracture needles, and a dozen ampules of Loathsome Toad.”

“Good. I’ll need your support. There is something powerful down there and I need someone with yang capabilities.”

“Be safe, alright?” Ceres whispered and approached. I put my arm around her and motioned for Eilin to join. I hugged and kissed both, confident that I would see them again. But I understood how plans had a way of changing. It was never a bad idea to leave someone with a warm memory while parting.

“You, too.”

I pushed away and turned toward the giant crater.

“Let’s see what is behind dark hole number one.”





Chapter Thirty-Six
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I moved towards the descending platforms

 
, the others fanning out behind me. The miners snapped to and rushed back to work as we approached. After all, we looked the part of guards, and they likely weren’t eager to test the waters and get punished.




I strolled around quietly, gathering several lengths of rope from the scaffolding, then tied them together until I had a large coil wrapped around my arm. I had no idea how long the rope was, but I also had no idea how far the drop was, so it was best-guess-time.

“Are you in my shadow?”

“Yes. I am ready, whenever you are. I’ll tell you the distance as we near the end of the rope,” Berk said, his voice drifting across my mind like a wisp of smoke.

“Alejna, we can proceed. Stay above me.”

“Sure thing,” she said, nervously.

I discovered a moment later why she sounded nervous. I tied off the rope onto the lowest tier of scaffolding, pitched the loose coil down into the darkness, and shimmied my way down. I looked up a few moments later, and yes, Alejna was not wearing underwear beneath her guard robes. And to make matters more interesting, the rope grabbed and hiked the garment up clear past her waist.

“I’ll tell Mantis that you’ve been teasing me with your feminine wiles,” I said, grunting and lowering down another few feet.

“So? He already knows I find you pretty. I told him I want to grapple with you.”

I snorted. “Grapple? I am pretty? Lady, you are trouble, aren’t you?”

“So what? At least I’m honest. I like strong, attractive men. And sex. I like sex a lot. I like it hard, gentle, sweaty, in the dark, in the light, outside, inside. I like a man’s hands on my hips. And yes, I’d like to feel your hands on my hips.”

Damn sakes. I almost blushed, and that was something hard to make me do. She wasn’t just straightforward, but terrifyingly open. It kind of turned me on, in a scared, little boy, kind of way. I realized then that the bruises on her arms likely weren't from mistreatment, after all.

“Oh, I didn’t say it was a bad thing. I’ve always preferred honest, passionate lovers to scheming ones.”

“Lover? Are you saying you will accept me into your bed?”

“If Mantis was gone and you two were no longer attached. After enough time had passed, yes. I would accept you.”

“You tease a girl,” she grunted, and I looked up, admiring the muscular flex of her buttocks and thighs.

“I don’t tease with words,” I said, flirting a little back.

I managed to pull my gaze off her assets and looked back down. It was dark below, eerily similar to the pit.

“Berk? How far? I can’t tell.”

“Thirteen paces to the surface. But I don’t know how much further it drops beyond that. It is a pocket dimension, a rift formed of colliding energies.”

“Alejna, I’m going through. If I tug the rope once, it is safe, but tug it three, get climbing.”

“Sure thing. But if it is safe...”

“If it is safe, then what?”

“Whatever happens. While we are down there, I want you to take me.”

I rolled my eyes. I suddenly wondered how much trouble I had taken on, bringing Mantis into the fold. And in no part due to him, but her.

“We’ll see. Now try and keep quiet and wait for my signal.”

“Ahhh! I knew it!” she squealed, shimmying excitedly on the rope. “You just wait. I know tricks that other women can only dream of.”

I dropped down to the end, my feet hovering right above the darkness. This was one trip I wasn’t looking forward to making. Portals and magical barriers were always a gamble. Sometimes people went through, and just never returned.

Sliding down through the cover of darkness, I dropped into a pocket of cold, biting air. Then the light returned, and I found myself hanging in an ice cavern. The space was wide and tall, cool, blue light reflecting off every glassine surface. I slowly slid down, a form clarifying beneath me. It was a guardian. A sizable humanoid, its body fully cast in ice, and thick, stone-like armor. This was going to be brutal. I had to slide down a little further but realized it was worse. The ice elemental hadn’t grown armor, it had fused to a living armor. Great. Because that would make things so much easier.

I pulled at the rope several times and waited for Alejna to drop in. She slid through several seconds later and continued down, almost knocking me free from my perch. I reached up and tried to stop her and missed her feet. She yelped and almost lost her grip. My hand slid up her thigh and caught her ass. Needless to say, at least one finger poked into a place where they didn’t belong.

“I didn’t expect your teasing to come so soon,” she said, but gasped, immediately starting to shiver.

“Yeah, you might want to pull those robes down now. It’s pretty cold down here,” I said, pulling my hand free, but not after giving her ass a little squeeze.

“Shit!” she cursed. “I’m taking my offer back! It is too cold down here!”

“Not even with me?” I teased.

“No, not even with you!”

We descended a little further, still out of reach of the guardian, but far enough for Alejna to drop the robes and cover her legs. I grabbed her ankle and pushed some mana into her body, creating a thin layer over her skin to keep most of the cold out.

“Keep feeding that with a trickle of mana and you’ll be fine.”

“Yeah, okay,” she muttered.

“Take out the needle shooter and equip it on your dominant arm. I will need you to target the gaps in its armor. That is important. Otherwise, we’ll probably both die.”

“Wait, what? Are you insane? What if I can’t do it?” she asked, her voice rising with panic.

“If I didn’t trust you could do it, then I wouldn’t have asked you. Look, just use your mana to fortify your arm and guide the needles. Once we’ve checked its skillset, then you should be able to come down as well. I want to make sure it can’t fire icicles at you, first. Elementals are tricky.”

“That sounds like getting skewered with ice while hanging defenseless from a rope.

“Exactly. Now wait here.”

I loosened my grip on the rope and descended.

“If your arms get tired, use your legs more,” I yelled as I dropped to the icy ground. Berk appeared next to me, rising majestically from my shadow.

“I’ll use my optimal form,” he said calmly as we stared at the icy horror.

“You know best,” I said, “We’ll need to destroy its core.”

“You’re using a spear. Good luck cracking through that much ice.”

“Yep. These things are tough. And that is if we can get past its armor. Besides—wait, it isn’t the source of the yin mana. Can you tell where that is coming from?”

“Deeper into the cavern,” Berk said.

“I hope you are feeling strong, Berk. If we can kill the thing, we’ll be set with yin crystals. Just look around. This cavern is practically shimmering with energy.”

“I don’t see the difference. Everything is gray to me,” Berk replied.

“Seriously?”

“Yes. We can’t see color.”

“Oh, wow. That would be horrible,” I said.”

“Why? If you never have something, what is there to miss?”

“Good point.”

Berk immediately moved towards the guardian.

I pulled my spear forth and focused on my breathing, letting my mana ebb and flow with the natural rhythm of my heart. I grabbed a crystal from my pouch, readying it so I could collect spent mana during the battle to recover my mana pool.

“Between the gaps!” I yelled up at Alejna, who had tied the spare rope into a harness.

“I got it!”

“Here goes nothing,” I whispered and charged.

The ice elemental was a dangerous enough foe on its own, but having merged with a living armor, it had become an altogether different terror. Ice was yin, and likely so was the spirit trapped in the armor, so it explained how the two had come together. I would need to determine how one affected the other, and if their combined strength had worked to evolve the already considerable, inherent abilities.

The guardian was already moving, shifting, and tracking me. The blue ice of its body glowed a strong blue and white as its arms lifted into the air. One lifted a massive, carved ice sword. It was longer than a carriage, while the smaller weapon in its left was easily as long as I was tall.

Berk, having cut around to the side, flanked the elemental. He flashed forward and threw his body into the construct, knocking it sideways. The elemental staggered for several, thunderous steps, but didn’t drop. If I had to guess, I’d say that it weighed as much as Mua’s inn, so it was impressive that Berk had managed to stagger it at all.

I slid between the elemental’s two weapons as it fought for balance and moved right for its core. I pulled the spear back and jabbed hard at the slit in its chest plate. But the guardian twisted, and my spear tip missed the mark. Correcting, I ducked and rolled away, the elemental’s glacier-sized ice sword almost crashing down right on top of me. I felt it hit, the ground shudder, and heard the ice crack.

“You almost died again,” Berk said.

“Thanks for the reminder.”

A needle dinged off its armor, narrowly missing the inside. I danced out of range and sidestepped, changing my angle, then ran forward, pushed mana into my legs, and jumped. I stabbed hard for the gap at its neck, but the armor reacted, shifting the plates and closing the space. My spear struck metal and glanced up, hitting its helmet. I’d missed the icy core by inches.

Berk jumped onto the construct’s back and immediately tore into the ice beneath. The elemental tipped forward, then twisted and dropped the smaller weapon in its left hand. I moved just as it reached back for the shadow hound.

“Dragon Flurry!” I yelled as mana rushed into my arm, dumping in waves of raw potential as I moved to protect myself from the backlash. The spear hit armor, but snapped back and crashed in, again and again, tearing free chunks of ice from the creature’s back. By the time the move ended, the elemental was already pulling ice in from the frigid air around us, working to close the hole. We couldn’t lose this chance.

“Shoot toward me!” I yelled to Alejna. “Now!”

The needle soared in but hit the tip of my spear and lodged into the ice just wide of the hole.

“Shit, you hit my spear,” I yelled and dove free of the creature’s massive sword. I felt the wind from the swing, the cold air almost instantly frostbiting my neck. “I’ll get it to turn. Try again. Right in the middle of that hole”

She didn’t respond, but I knew why. The elemental hadn’t noticed her, somehow, but if it did, she’d be a sitting duck for a well-aimed chunk of ice.

The elemental turned to track me as I ran. It opened its arms, just as a gust of arctic wind poured forth. It pelted me with shards of ice, shredding my outer layer of mana as well as Berk’s tough fur.

“Tumbling boulder, Berk. Do it!” I yelled through our connection.

The hound shrieked and dove away, racing up onto the cavern's walls to get behind it. He snarled, planted, and leaped, spinning into a shadowy ball, his claws extended.

The icy club was already swinging at me, lost to the stinging debris clouding my vision.

“Dragon Flight!”

The tip of my spear met the ice weapon, crunching clear through it and breaking the attack. The shock that reverberated up my arm almost tore the limb free from my body. Another needle fired away, and I turned just as it lodged itself into the hole I had torn open.

Berk slammed into the elemental, his momentum knocking the elemental over. The giant fell onto its side, narrowly missing me with its gigantic body. Needless to say, I would have died from that one.

Extreme yin and yang always opposed one another, and even the tiniest deviations in energy could cause catastrophic results, even for a fifteen-foot-tall ice giant elemental. Still, for Berk, Alejna, and I, it could have worked a little faster.

The hole cracked further as the guardian tried to reach around to pry the needles free, but there was no way it could reach. One of the inherent issues of being an ice giant fused with a rigid set of living armor...they weren’t quite flexible.

I switched arms and moved in fast, driving the tip of my spear deep inside. The giant let out a deafening…noise. It wasn’t quite a howl or a growl, but it disrupted my control over mana and promptly blew away my protective mana shield. I suddenly became aware of the very cold air around me. That sucked.

Chattering teeth, shaking arms and legs, I managed to break the spear free and jump away. I drew on the crystal in my left hand and replenished just enough mana to regenerate my shield and block out the cold.

A third needle found its mark, piercing deeper than the first two, and cracked into the thinner layer of ice directly surrounding the core. Berk appeared out of a puff of shadow and landed atop the elemental, tearing chunks of ice from its right shoulder joint. The icy arm fell to the ground, the resulting spray of ice hitting me like a hailstorm.

What a damned mess. Fighting creatures like elementals seldom went according to plan. If there was a plan. One of those might have helped in this case.

I moved in with my spear for a death blow just as the elemental let loose another wave of arctic wind. It blew Berk high into the air, knocked me straight onto my ass, and dislodged a chunk of ice that nearly hit Alejna on her rope perch. Still, it collided with the wall behind her, peppering her with shards of ice.

“I’m fine!” she screamed, but her voice said otherwise.

I tightened my hand around the shaft of my spear and lunged at the now much smaller elemental. It had blown away most of its outer, protective ice, and was now just a piece of living armor, hovering around a pulsing core the size of my torso. The helmet floated above the floating core, the waves of bright, icy energy flooding from its empty eye slits. The elemental lifted itself off the ground, but it was missing its arms and legs now. The danger was entirely magical now, meaning ice, wind, and maybe some more ice.

“Round two, heh?” I said, painfully aware that I was already almost done for. My right arm was aching, and my left was far weaker in both control and power. Still, we were so close to victory.

A needle hit the core directly, dinging loudly and spinning off onto the ice. The elemental turned, slowly, methodically, tilting its empty helmet to track the shot. The color of light flooding out of the eye slits changed, however, flashing momentarily orange. That was never good.

“Oh, shit! Alejna, drop! Drop! Drop!” I yelled and charged forward.

The elemental tracked my voice. It turned, and I saw where the needle had cracked the core’s outer shell. Just a bit of that needle’s yang mana had found its way inside, but it was enough to disrupt the flow. Yes! That was it! I cocked my left arm back and threw the spear with all my available strength. It slammed tip-first into the crack and plunged deep, a swirling vortex of violent, icy energy spilling out around the metal. The crack widened, the mana flowing up and through the armor’s helmet coating it with a thick layer of ice. My spear dropped to the ground.

“Again?” Alejna yelled.

“One more!”

The last needle flew straight into the crack and slammed home. A wave of mana shot forth, the armor shaking and disintegrating into thin air. The core rose in the air, belching out icy blasts of volatile elementally-charged mana. It cracked and split, a horrible keening noise filling the air.

“Climb up! Get out of there!” I yelled. Alejna didn’t need to be told twice.

She cut the rope she’d been using as a sling and started scuttling up the rope. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I had ever seen anyone climb faster. I ran for Berk, sliding down on my knees, and promptly heaved the hound behind a chunk of ice. I grabbed two crystals from my pendant and stuck them into Berk’s open mouth, slapped his face, and grabbed two more for myself, drawing on their stored mana with all of my focus.

Berk stirred and opened his eyes.

“Mana overflow! Make a barrier!” I gasped.

The core exploded before he could even respond, shattering the ice and rolling over us with a terrifying, deafening crash.





Chapter Thirty-Seven
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I found myself floating, tumbling, gently

 
turning end over end. Turbulent wisps of dark, undulating shadow flowed around me. They moved, surged, and changed directions, like fish schooling together to avoid predators. I felt Berk’s form wrapped around my body, and it wasn’t cold, but warm and comforting. The embrace was maternal, and through it, I felt care and love.




What had happened? I couldn’t remember. Just a flash of light and pain.

Where was I? Had I died yet again? The thought made my heart race.

No, I realized, as I reached over and pinched my arm. I could see the ice cavern around us, albeit it was obscured by the dark, swirling currents of shadow.

I tried to move but couldn’t.

“Berk!” I said, my throat so tight it choked off my voice. “Talk to me!”

“We will stay here a little longer. There is still a toxic cloud of yin energy in that chamber.”

I stopped fighting and sank deeper into the hound’s embrace.

“What happened?”

“I pulled you into the shadow dimension, where most of my body resides. Otherwise, you would have been killed. It was costly, though. I sacrificed half of my current realm to do it.”

“Thank you, Berk. I mean that. And don’t worry about the realm. I’ll do whatever it takes to push you to the fourth realm once we get out of here! You saved me, and that has no price. You know I will make this right.”

“I do. That’s why I did it.”

“Wait, was that the only reason?”

“What other reason would I have?”

“I don’t know. Love? Loyalty? A sense of duty to your master?”

“You promised me food. That is a good start.”

I snorted. Beyond the complicated nature of emotional connection—loyalty, friendship, subservience, he had been driven by appetite. The shadow hounds were complex beings, powerful and mysterious, but they were simple in ways that surprised me. I liked that, with Berk. He was guided by his stomach. His innocence and directness were adorable when he’d been a pup, and I was glad to see some of that had remained.

“I’ll upgrade the snack I offered you to a feast. Now, can we get out of here? I have an itch in my back and can’t move to scratch it. It will drive me to madness.”

Berk pushed us out of the shadow dimension then, the swirling currents parting and bathing us with bright, cool light. I dropped to my knees, gasping and wheezing against the cold air. I blinked rapidly, trying to expel the shadow dimension’s residue clinging to my body while trying and failing to push mana over my skin to ward off the cold. It took several, long, confusing moments before my transition-drunk mind could straighten out.

“I don’t like that, Berk. Next time let’s try to avoid trips to the shadow dimension. My body seems to genuinely hate the journey.” I gagged and spit on the ground, hoping I wouldn’t get sick. The idea of vomit freezing to my face sounded like hell.

“That is on you. Perhaps more planning would help before facing our next elemental,” Berk deadpanned.

“Okay, smartass. Yes, that would help.”

I managed to not vomit down my robes and struggled to my knees. A single orb lay just ahead of us. It was roughly the size of my head, pulsating with cold, blue light. It vibrated, too, the energy radiating in gentle, almost lazy waves.

“Shit, isn’t this one a beauty?” I whispered.

I had successfully fought and defeated several living armors in my day, along with elementals of all orientations, divine beasts, and even a few mythical beasts. But rarely had I yielded a treasure such as the yin orb before me. It was flawless, and better yet, undamaged, which meant all of its precious yin energy was still trapped inside. It was perfect.

“What are you going to do with it?” Berk asked, circling the orb. “You can’t just absorb it, and if anyone finds out you have it, they’ll kill you and take it.”

“Do you remember when I fed one to your brother, Gmaz?”

“No, I don’t want it!”

“Come on, Berk. Come here!” I snapped and scooped the yin orb off the ground, then lunged for the shadow hound.

“I don’t want to be an ice hound! I like being warm!” Berk yelled and bounded away, his tail between his legs.

I stashed away the orb into a locked cupboard in my pendant and slumped to my knees, laughing hysterically.

“Hah! Got you!”

“That wasn’t funny,” Berk whispered, slowly circling back to me. “You know I like being warm. No ice. No ice!”

“I know, I know,” I said, waving him off. “I’ll give you the first orb we come across from a fire elemental, so you’ll never have to worry about getting cold again. Berk the fire hound. Then people would truly fear you.”

“I don’t like being hot either.”

“I was joking, Berk.”

“You joke too much now. Before, only angry master. Now, funny master. I am confused.”

“I’m sorry. I know it must be jarring. But this is who I am now. You’ll get used to it. I promise. Filling your belly will help, little hound. Come, let’s see what kind of treasure this guardian was protecting.”

Berk nodded quietly and limped along beside me, obviously hurting. I considered asking how he was but thought better of it. Shadow hounds had their pride, and Berk had sacrificed much to save me—in both mana and physical health. Plus, I wasn’t in any better shape. What a sight we were.

We entered the cave at the very back of the cavern and moved slowly along the ice. The walls and ceiling shimmered, smooth sheets giving way to geometric angles as if the space had been hewn out of a massive gem.

The corridor went on for a considerable walk, finally ending in a small spherical room. Barely twenty feet across and tall, it proved a stark contrast to the frozen caverns behind us. Here, the ice gave way to granite walls, and to my surprise, dirt and grass at our feet. A tree rose up at the center of the small space. Tear-shaped fruit hung from its branches, each ripe-looking pod easily as large as my palm. I circled the tree and considered them, searching my memory for what they might be.

“Do you know what they are?” I asked Berk.

“No, Master. I do not. I do not remember seeing or smelling anything like it. Though they remind me of frost peaches.”

“Now that you mention it,” I muttered and walked up to the tree.

I counted three peaches, although a few branches sported blossoms where future fruit might grow. I reached out and held my hand out to the lowest fruit, detecting a considerable amount of yin energy.

“They aren’t peaches, but they are yin in nature. Beyond the fact that they are divine...I’m at a loss.”

“Will you eat it?” Berk asked.

“If prepared properly, I could. But that would require soaking it in a broth rich with yang energy. We would need to let in soak in plenty of full-moon light as well, then...maybe. It would be ripe then, of course, we wouldn’t know how it would affect us. Maybe try a slice at a time?”

“Risky,” the hound agreed. “I don’t want any.”

“A single fruit yields one single seed,” I said. “But the conditions for growing such a seed are…troublesome. We know they would grow here. But we don’t own the mine. We need to weigh the value of the fruit versus growing more trees.”

“How long do you think this tree has been here? How long would it take to grow another tree?” Berk asked, moving forward to sniff the tree.

“I don’t know. A century? And that is just the tree. This fruit might have taken decades to grow.”

“It has been hidden and guarded for a century. Would it be a waste to harvest the fruit now?”

“A waste?” I echoed, considering his words. “Only if we didn’t know how to properly prepare and absorb the fruit’s potential. Or plant and grow it. One avenue requires knowledge, the other, well, the patience of an immortal. You Shadow Hounds can live forever, so you understand that part. Unless someone kills you, that is.”

“We don’t speak of such things. But those should go into the ground, to sprout more trees. It is their divine purpose,” he muttered and looked away as I looted the tree.

“Let me ask you this,” I said, stashing the fruit into my pendant. “What if someone from the Yarnel or Fenrest families had found them? What do you think they would use the fruit’s power for? Do you want to live in peace or constant danger?”

Berk didn’t answer, but I knew I had hit a nerve. The hounds weren’t concerned with people and their petty games of dominance and authority. They could outlive them easily and all the next generations.

I put my hand on the tree trunk and felt for its mana flow. It was strong and stable. And to my surprise, the blossoms I had spotted moments before glowed to life and formed new fruits. They were small, barely the size of my nail, but they too would grow in time.

“I guess you were lucky this time,” Berk snorted and moved away. “We should go back. Too much time has passed.”

I nodded, sparing the tree one last look. This chamber would be a massive boost to our cause in the future, if and when we could wrestle control of the mine away from the families.

“Took you long enough,” Alejna called as we exited the cavern. She stood beneath our rope, her robes conspicuously hiked up to her knees. “I have warmed since our arrival. I didn’t know if you would want my robes up over my head, or to do the lifting yourself.”

“I’ll have to take a rain check on the... ‘grabbing your hips’ part. We’ve been here too long already. I don’t really want to be here when reinforcements arrive from the city.”

She stomped her foot and dropped her robes, but traced her hands up her thighs, making sure to drag them between her legs. “Not fair! I did a good job and am so in the mood now.”

“Later,” I hissed, turning her around and putting her hands on the rope. But I leaned in and whispered into her ear, “I’ll repay you when we’re back, I promise.”

She clicked her tongue and started climbing. I waited for her to move up the rope and struggled with my promise. I wasn’t going to have her cheat on Mantis with me, was I? That just felt like opening a whole new can of problems.

I turned and caught sight of the elemental’s remains, specifically the pieces of shredded armor. They were damaged, yes, but still practically dripping with yin energy. In the right smith’s hands, they could be repurposed into unmatched assassination tools. Or even armor for Berk.

“I’ll tell you what,” I said, a plan forming in my mind. “Instead of sex, I will teach you how to create a dangerous and forbidden poison, one that instantly freezes anything it touches. Will you be...satisfied with that?”

She swung around on the rope and looked down at me. Her eyebrows rose as she deliberated, but slowly nodded.

“Do you mean it? You would trust me with such knowledge?”

“I do. I want to make you the Empress or Assassins, the High Alchemist in my new regime. To do that, I will need to teach you many dangerous and forbidden techniques. The needle shooter, Loathsome Toad, and Centipede’s Sting are just the beginning.”

“So, the shooter is mine?” she asked. I nodded and she beamed.

“Now imagine you hit someone with it and frost started spreading through their body until they were locked permanently in forever ice.”

“Oh,” she breathed, excitedly.

“Now up you go. We can’t do any of that if we’re trapped in here.”

She laughed. “Yes, Master.”

Hearing her refer to me as a master sounded odd. I picked up the armor fragments, quickly stowed them away, and climbed onto the rope. She approached the dark portal above, her hands and arms extending up and out of sight.

“But I still want you to fuck me,” Alejna said, just before rising out of sight.

“I never doubted it,” I whispered, and followed. Yes, she was going to be a...no, two hands full.

It took us far longer to reach the top than we expected. Why?  For some reason, the rope became slippery, as if covered with grease. I tried using mana to bolster my grip, but not even that helped. We had to fold the rope and jump. Which quickly became both tiring, and dangerous. The last thing I wanted was to miss the rope and plunge back down and splatter on the ice. What a way to go. At least someone would benefit from looting my corpse.

A single person waited on the scaffolding when we finally reached the top. Someone I hadn’t expected. Lord Tairon perched on the edge, like a hawk, and watched us approach, his body radiating every kind of danger I had ever felt.

“Lord Tairon,” I grunted, pushing Alejna up towards the ledge. “What brings you here?”

“You, dear Aiden. And the...antics you pulled with the army stationed inside my city.”

“Mind if we climb up? It’s rather slippery.”

“Oh, I know. I made it that way. I wanted you to have a difficult time climbing free.”

I frowned, working to interpret his meaning and motives. Was he going back on his word and working to set me up as a scapegoat?

“So? What now?”

“Come up, so we can talk. We’ll decide on a course of action then.”

I nodded, biting back several snarky and generally inappropriate-for-the-moment comments, and climbed. I suddenly remembered why I had hated his guts before. The side-switching, back-biting snake. Alejna struggled to pull herself free. Tairon stood and watched, offering her no help. So I jumped the last five feet up to the scaffold, pulled myself free, and lifted Alejna and set her on her feet. She muttered me a thank you, but moved away quickly, intentionally not glancing the provincial lord’s way. Yes, she was trouble—horny and full of mischief, but she wasn’t dumb.

“So, what now?” I asked, straightening my back and looking Tairon in the eyes. I wasn’t going to cower to a man like him.

“Now I tell you that Kesan, our illustrious and divinely-selected Emperor’s appointed emissary, has tossed an interesting proposition at my feet. The matter of my replacement is a sleight of hand. You see, this is all about the redistribution of power. The idea of a tournament is theater, meant to gloss over my removal from power. Do you see it? Feel it? I’ve become too powerful to leave so far away. Unchecked. Unwatched. Kesan has given those vying for power six months to prepare. Everyone will choose five contestants who will fight for the three sides. The Yarnel, the Fenrest, and the—what are you calling your group anyway? The tournament is designed to destabilize the city, from the top down. And put a weaker man in charge. One that the Emperor can mold and control.”

None of what Tairon said surprised me. When I had first heard that he would be replaced as provincial lord, only to return to lead the army against their true enemy, I had suspected that meant—come home to where daddy can watch you more closely. And perhaps, kill you more quietly.

“We need to establish you as a family, clan, or a sect. It doesn’t matter which, but we need to do it quickly.”

“Do I need to give you an answer right here and now?”

“No,” Tairon said, meeting my eyes. “But by morning, yes. Kesan received a courier from a divisional captain that he was being summoned away for a witch hunt.”

“A witch hunt?” I asked, unfamiliar with the term.

“It is the term the Emperor has started using for unorthodox sects. One has been gaining power and influence in the North. According to our celestial ruler on high, the Emperor, they must be subdued before they can threaten the peace and prosperity of the land,” Tairon said, his sarcasm almost so thick I could cut it with a knife. Or mold it into a statue to put on display.

In another time and place, he would have been talking about me. I imagine men with power were notified similarly when my betrayal and murder were being planned. History does repeat itself.

“And why pull Kesan away now?”

“Likely,” Lord Tairon said, scratching his chin, “because the empire has the bulk of its army entrenched to the west. It is a dirty secret because wars are not waged by peaceful nations, but we are currently fighting the Budan Collective. They have been trying to push into our territory for years now.”

“So, I gather I wasn’t as lucky in my match against Varish as I thought,” I chuckled. “Got my hands on a hound, took a beating, but not necessarily free from consequence?”

“Everything has consequences. You will hear about it once the captain learns of Varish’s death and him wagering the hound. Once the sect is subjugated, he will come. Take my word for it.”

“Give me a few months and it won’t matter, Lord Tairon. But tell me, am I awaiting your punishment?”

“For Varish or the families? The former, no, but the latter? Only if your involvement is evident.”

“Kesan stepped in and stopped the feud.”

“Shit!” I cursed.

He nodded. “For what it is worth, you almost succeeded. Before Kesan stepped in, Monar was gravely wounded. Even if he survives, I fear he will never be the same. It’s a sizable blow to both their standing and their collective power. He had the talent, but not the will to become a true martial.”

“He has the pool and the control, from what I’ve seen, but fear and doubt hold him back. He falls back on his family name and refuses to prove his own merit and worth.”

“Right,” he whispered. “You all should leave now, and quietly.”

“First, my lord. I need to show you something. I just need to reach into my pendant and remove it. Allowable?”

He frowned but nodded, his body visibly tense. I pulled a single piece of fruit free and slowly handed it to him. His eyebrows rose and his mouth opened wide.

“Don’t tell me you defeated the guardian below,” he whispered and hungrily grabbed the fruit from my hand.

“Oh, I did. We did. Now, how about you pretend you never saw me, so my people and I can be on our way?”

He grinned and nodded slowly, his mouth cracking in a smile.

“You remind me of someone, you know that? An old friend. He died a long time ago...right before I became the provincial lord of this land. I had a daughter and a wife back then...so much to look forward to,” he muttered, his voice drifting off as he appeared to get lost in thought.

If only he knew that I understood exactly what he was talking about. I never considered his family into his betrayal. Had the Emperor threatened them? Were they his leverage that turned Tairon away from me?

“Had a wife and daughter,” I said. “Do you still have much to look forward to? Do you still have loyalty to...?” I didn’t go as far as to say the Emperor’s name, but damn, I wanted to. I wanted to prove in that moment that I was the person that Tairon had been forced to betray.

“No. I even lost my daughter because of that wretched—never mind. I’m just talking into the wind. You go ahead and don’t let them catch you. They doubled the watch on the walls and at the gates.”

I nodded and bowed. This didn’t mean that I’d forgiven him, far from it, but it did mean there was hope that my old friend was still inside there, somewhere, residing in behind those cold, calloused eyes. Perhaps he could be spared. Maybe I could even give him back his daughter, once the issue of his true loyalty was sorted. But that was an entirely different battle.

I ran off, joining Alejna several scaffolds up. We moved in silence, creeping back up the mine shaft. We emerged outside, casually joining a group of guards walking down the main road, and once we were clear, ducked off sideways and used the woods for cover. We met up with Ceres, Eilin, and the rest at our staging point. Ceres grabbed me and pulled me into a desperate hug, and to my surprise, Eilin jumped into the mix.

They all wanted to know what had happened, primarily with Tairon, as they all saw him enter, but I wasn’t going to talk about it where just anyone could hear.

“We’ll talk back at the inn. Alejna, you get Mantis and Fazan for a midnight snack. I need all three of you as soon as possible.”

“Alright. We’ll be right there,” she said, her eyes lingering on mine just a touch longer than was necessary. I wasn’t sure how long I could hold her off, but she was persistent.

I turned. “Ceres, how did you do?”

“We’re filthy rich,” she chuckled. “We hit them when they were getting ready to send a caravan back to the city. Needless to say, they were well-stocked. All in all, over a thousand crystals.”

I coughed. “What?  Is the mine that good?”

“Even better,” she cooed, “That doesn’t explain why there weren’t more guards present.”

“Perhaps they thought their allegiance with Tairon would keep them safe?” I proposed.

“Maybe. Or they were trying to hide their real numbers from him and us,” Alejna said. “If they had that many harvested and ready to transport, imagine how many they have stashed away inside the city.”

A sudden thought came to mind.

“If they are that wealthy in crystals, why aren’t they stronger? A mine that productive should be able to help build a sizable army of cultivating martials. Where is their strength going, if not to their people and fighters?”

“Maybe we just haven’t found it yet,” Alejna said. “Should I have someone look into it?”

“I already have a man in place for just such a task.”

I caught Eilin’s gaze then, and she nodded, finally acknowledging that my decision to give Roach a second chance was a good one. Then, with her watching, I began to strip out of my stolen clothes.





Chapter Thirty-Eight
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I saw for myself that Tairon

 
wasn’t kidding. Guards and soldiers littered the walls and parapets, especially on the western approach. We slipped past a patrol and moved south, crossed the river, where their presence was lighter and navigated around to the southern gate. I pulled forth a collection of prepared supplies, ampules of blood, some meat, and one particularly spectacular bag of dirt. Huddled in the trees, we spattered ourselves, dirtied each other, and intentionally rumpled our clothing.




We approached the gate...simply returning from a successful hunting trip to the pit, and we looked the part. Even smelled it, too, so no one questioned us. Or got too close.

We broke into groups then. Ceres and Eilin walked with me, while Alejna took several back to Mantis’ tower. The rest waited to follow. A large group moving down the streets would have gained us all the wrong types of attention, especially in the middle of the night.

We arrived at the market square shortly after and made our way to the inn. A shadow caught my attention, and I could have sworn I saw a pair of eyes staring back at me from the darkness—radiant, glowing, and purple. Before I could even take a closer look, they disappeared, leaving me with only doubt that they’d been there at all, and an icy shiver running down my spine.

“What is it?” Ceres asked, pulling herself into me. “Is something wrong?”

“I thought I—no, never mind. Must have been my mind playing tricks on me.”

“You sure? I think I saw it, too,” Eilin whispered, “The eyes?”

“Yes,” I whispered. “Let’s go inside.” A cold sweat formed on my nape and I had no idea what to think of what I just saw. I’d have to send Berk out to see if he could find anything.

Tsang Mua had prepared a feast, indeed, with a colossal spread of aromatic and steaming food filling two large tables. I saw spring rolls, spicy cabbage, dumplings, egg drop soup, meat skewers, roast, fresh bread, cheese, pudding, and so much more. Large pitchers of wine had been strategically placed around a single round table, crystal goblets waiting for us to sit, pour, and eat.

“What’s this all about?” I laughed as the cook ran right up to me and threw his arms around me.

“Celebration, my chieftain. Celebration! Tairon told me about the formation of your… whatever you decide it is going to be. We are now your tribe, or clan, or family. One of them.”

“I invited Mantis, Alejna, and Fazan so we can dig in when they get here.”

“Speaking of the devil,” he replied and nodded at the door. Mantis ran right at me, his face a bloody mess. And yet, he was grinning from ear to ear.

“What in the hell happened to you?” I laughed. “Did Alejna beat you senseless?”

“Hah! If only!” he roared and dropped down in one of the chairs, almost breaking the legs in the process. “The bastards aren’t as weak as we thought they were. They have experts in the late first or early second realms. It was all I could do just to run away after picking one too many fights.”

“And who helped you?”

“Tairon and Kesan. They intervened under the pretense that someone was trying to stir up trouble,” he laughed, winking. “They threatened to kill anyone who fought or opposed their orders.”

“Maybe it was too much too soon, but at least we’ve got some good intel. And my fears are true,” I replied. “Come on, let’s have a seat. I want us all to share a drink. Then I have news to share.”

Alejna winked at me as she strode past and sat next to Mantis. She was wearing a different dress, one cut so short that it barely covered her rear, but Mantis didn’t seem bothered by it. Fazan was wearing finely-tailored physician robes. He looked rather elegant and even acted the part.

They sat to my right while Mua took his spot on my left.

“Can you call the hound? I have something for him,” he said and shoved his chair aside.

“Berk, do you want that treat we talked about?”

He appeared from my shadow and sat next to Mua, who dangled a large piece of meat for the hound. He nudged Mua with his smoky snout and growled, snapping his jaws hungrily.

“Can you wait a minute until we get changed?” Ceres asked. I nodded.

The girls disappeared upstairs and Alejna jumped from her chair to join them, giggling and slapping Eilin’s ass. I turned to look at the three men and grinned.

“I’ve got a special surprise for all of us,” I said, “but we’ll need to wait for a full moon.”

“Oh?” Mua asked, leaning in. “Don’t tell me you got your hands on a yin ingredient.”

“It’s a frost peach. Or I think it is. I have never seen one like it.”

“By the Emperor!” he hissed. “You’re joking, right? I’ve only read about them in books. Or rather, Fazan has since I can’t read that very well, but that will have to change!”

I shook my head, thoroughly enjoying his response.

“I’ve got two.”

“You must let me make something out of them! I promise...promise you will not regret it.”

“What would you do with it if I were to give you one?”

“Make the best-damned peach pie you ever had!”

I shook my head. “Forget it. We would lose the power stored within. Each of the fruits is at least a hundred years old.”

“Cheapskate!” he teased, “In the old country, wealthy merchants would consider it a life well lived if they were able to dine on such a dish.”

“Because they could only afford to eat it once in that lifetime?” I asked, stifling a laugh.

“Well, yes.”

Something thundered overhead and the girls started laughing and giggling.

“They are a rowdy bunch, aren’t they?” Mantis muttered. “I heard what my lady did for you in the mine.”

“Oh?” I asked, tensing. Did she tell him about her insufferable dirty talk? Or perhaps lie and tell him that I had savaged her. I couldn’t dispel the thought that she was using me to make Mantis jealous. “She was very helpful.”

“Yeah, right. That’s what I meant!” he said, raising his voice. “She was of great use to you.”

“Indeed, she was. I couldn’t have done it without her, Mantis. You need to take good care of her.”

“Take care of whom?” Alejna asked, appearing on the stairs. Ceres and Eilin appeared behind her, stumbling over their dresses and still laughing.

“The elemental,” I said, changing the subject.

“Yes. I thoroughly enjoyed the trip down the...rope,” she said, throwing me a wink before settling next to Mantis.

Ceres sat to my right and Eilin my left. They were wearing matching white nightgowns, only they weren’t sheer like the ones they wore when we were alone. Still, they hugged all the right spots. Damn women, they really liked to pull on my strings.

I proceeded to tell them about my conversation with Tairon, and the decision I had to make before daybreak. Each at the table had something to say about our new family, clans, or sects...whatever it was going to be.

“So now you...us...uh, we need to come up with what we’re going to be, right?” Tsang Mua asked, breaking the silence that had ensued. “That in itself is a test. You know that, right?”

“I do, Mua, I do. See, if we register as a family, that means we want to compete with nobility. If we register as a sect, we would have to move out of the city and start over somewhere else. And if we choose to become a clan, we will need to buy territory from Tairon. We would have to pay back the crystals we took tonight.”

“And anything less than a family wouldn’t carry as much weight with the empire. They would just see us as…impostors. Or, a threat,” Mua added. The others listened silently.

“We don’t have any other options?” Ceres asked. “Surely there has to be something else, right?”

“There is,” Mua whispered, “But it would be suicide. We would need to register ourselves as a faction, but we’re far too small for that. We would need to have several clans, families, and martial schools allied or under our control to do that.”

“I am leaning towards a sect,” I said. “Mua, could we replicate the luxuries of this inn out in the wild? Somewhere away from the city?”

He nodded slowly.

“I have a total of five plumbing systems built and ready, just like the one in use inside this very inn. They are packed away for safekeeping. I cannot dismantle the one in this building, but I could sell it for good money. If we were to find buildings or build new ones, we could install them in a week or so and have hot water ready to go.”

“At least there is that,” I muttered. “Living in the wilderness is a little easier to swing if you can bring some creature comforts along, too. How many people do you each have?”

“Fifteen in my care,” Mua offered.

“I’ve got forty.”

“That would make us large enough for a sect. It would need a name, and…” I said, holding up a finger. This part was important. “We would need a surname. One we would all share.”

“Which is fair,” Mantis said. “I’ll be honest. I could care less about more power than I already have, but if they’re secretly training expert martials like I’m assuming, we’ll become a target quickly. Strength negates strength. To dissuade them from attacking us. Aiden, you decide.”

“Same,” Mua nodded. “I cannot plant my one ass on two chairs, so I am all in. Decide.”

I looked at Ceres and Eilin next.

“We would be without luxury for the foreseeable future, you know that, right?”

Eilin didn’t seem as troubled by the idea. Ceres bit her lower lip but nodded after a moment, seemingly coming to a decision.

“Where would we set up?”

“The lake,” I offered. “It’s a good spot with fresh water, lots of trees for building, and we would be closer to the pit.”

“Lots of sunshine and fresh water. I can think of worse,” Ceres said. “Count me in.”

“Then it’s decided. We’ll use the crystals to pay for labor. We’ll have to buy food, seeds to plant for crops, tools, and lots of supplies. It is a lot, but a thousand crystals should go a long way.”

“Speaking of services, I found a spinstress that can deliver on the garments you asked for.”

“How fast is she?”

“One a month?”

I cursed. “That is not ideal, but quality is worth waiting for. Mua, do you think any of the artisans would be willing to relocate and live with the sect? We could promise them good pay and housing...eventually. They wouldn’t need to join us unless they wanted to.”

“Maybe, but we would need to visit them individually. They would have needs, food, freedoms, strength to protect them from the families. Any artisan you take from them is one less for the city. The quieter we ask around, the better,” Mua explained. “I can guarantee that some will want to join, though. Oppression is heavy here.”

“Exactly. We’ll bring business with us and pay them handsomely. If nothing else, we’ll cause more harm for the Yarnel and Fenrest. They will have to recruit new artisans or import them from other cities. That would take gold. Lots of gold.”

“This sounds like a plan!” Ceres cheered and raised her glass. “To us! To the—what are we again?”

The group all looked to one another, holding half-full glasses of wine and ready to toast. Then Ceres laughed and almost spilled her glass.

“I know it,” she said, regaining her composure and lifting her glass higher. “The sect of the Night Wolf. So, when Monar marches his people to challenge us, we can remind him about the night where a big, furry beast almost chewed off his behind.”

“I like it. Are there any objections?” I asked, looking around. Everyone sniggered, but no one argued against it.

“And our surname. Does anyone have a recommendation?”

“How about Danaes? It means dragon, I think,” Alejna chimed in almost immediately. “Lord Aiden Daneas. Lady Alejna Daneas. See it has a nice ring.” She raised her glass.

“Good as it gets,” I said. “Very nice, Alejna. Does anyone else have anything to add?”

Mantis and Mua shook their heads, Alejna licked her lips at me, and Fazan simply shrugged.

“Eilin?”

“Danaes is good, I like it. Makes you sound important.”

“You sure? If you don’t like it tell me.”

“No, it’s not that…I’m sorry. Something you said reminded me of my old life. Before I met all of you. It’s—I’m sorry. Please don’t mind me. I’ll be okay.”

I could genuinely tell that whatever had sprung loose in her mind was bad. Bad enough to almost bring her to tears. I leaned in and kissed her forehead.

“You are one of us now. Your worries are my worries. If there’s anything you need to get off your chest, anything you need help with, just say it. I will be here for you.”

“Okay. Thanks,” she said, her sad eyes lifting to meet mine. “I’m sorry. I really am. I’m bringing down this whole, happy moment. Danaes is good. Regal. It fits. Dragons are ancient, powerful, but wise. Just like you.” She leaned forward and kissed me right on the lips, without a hint of hesitation.

“Well then,” I said, pulling back and raising my glass. “Let us raise our glasses and drink! Drink to the sect of the Night Wolf. Drink your fill, eat well, for tomorrow we start with our conquest!”





Chapter Thirty-Nine
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Bells rang from somewhere outside

 
. Loud, reverberating bells. The sound jarred me from sleep, and I threw an arm over my face to help block out the surprisingly bright light. It burned through and into my wine-addled brain, an instantaneous headache the moment I stirred and sat up. I wanted to lay back down and die, but that might have just made me throw up.




Then I remembered my conversation with Tairon. I had to declare this morning. And as soon as humanly possible, or else...

“Shit! Get up! We need to get ready!” I groaned, then slapped the bed next to me. No one was there.

Then I heard someone gag, followed quickly by the horrible sound of retching. There was lots and lots of it. And splashing. And spitting. I almost lost it right there.

I rolled off the bed, wavered, and almost fell. But found my center. I was a warrior damnit. A little thing like wine wasn’t going to undo me. I found Eilin holding Ceres’ hair back as my passionate jasmine flower hovered over a bucket. Then she retched again. Eilin looked to me, gagged, and almost got sick herself, right down Ceres’ back. Shit, that wouldn’t have been good.

“You girls need help?” I growled, my parched throat only adding to the discomfort. “Shit, just how much did we drink last night?”

I pulled spring water from my pendant and quickly drank it all. It would be a lie if I said it healed my ills, but it did help my throat. The cold, soothing water also helped to calm my stomach.

“If she doesn’t stop soon, I’ll—shit, Ceres!” Eilin cried and looked away as the other woman bent forward and retched again. She finished, spit, and leaned back.

“I think I’m—.”

“You’re what?” I muttered, “Are you hurt?”

Ceres shook her head just as a loud knock sounded at the door.

“Aiden?” Mua called from the hall. “The nobleman...Kesan, his people are asking for you. They want to see you within the hour.”

“Tell them we’ll be there, and please have someone get Mantis, Alejna, and Fazan,” I yelled back.

The hour passed faster than I liked, with us trying, failing, and trying again to compose ourselves. Eilin never got sick, but repeatedly leaned against the wall for balance and groaned. Ceres got better after her violent bucket experience but had to bathe to get the sick out of her hair. I pulled a half dozen water canteens from my pendant.

I decided that a conversation with Mua was in order. I wanted to find out how much we’d ended up drinking the night before? And more importantly, what it was, so we could avoid that poison in the future.

We walked down the stairs and met Mua at the bottom. He was in dress robes, the teal silk embroidered with white and orange thread. It did make him look like a peacock with all the flamboyant colors working together, but it suited him. I felt a bit of relief when I realized that he, too, looked a little under the weather.

“What did we drink last night?” I muttered, “Where did you find that devil water?”

“Don’t ask if you don’t want to know,” he replied, weakly. “Mantis and the others are already outside waiting. Kesan seems impatient to leave so we shouldn’t keep him waiting.”

“Shit. Kesan is here? Waiting?”

He nodded, then cleared his throat and stretched his neck.

“Do you want something to help with the hangover? I prepared something. It might make your next move easier, I think,” he asked.

I nodded.

He quietly pulled a flask from his pouch, uncorked it, and held it out. “It tastes like cow piss, but it helps. And no, it isn’t cow piss. It is an herbal infusion containing plenty of mana.”

I stared at the greenish liquid sloshing inside the flask and lifted it to my nose. The smell alone made my mouth water and bile rise in my throat.

“No! Don’t do that,” he laughed. “Close your nose and drink it all up or you’ll end up worse. Trust me. A minute is all you need.”

I did as he said and coughed violently as the liquid slid down my throat. The girls had an even worse time of it, but they managed to keep it down long enough not to throw up. I pushed some mana down my gut and suppressed anything that might come flying back out, then did the same for Ceres and Eilin.

“Feeling better?”

They nodded, still trying to get the taste off their tongues.

We made our way out then and found Mantis and the others waiting. The big man looked like he wanted to rip someone apart, and Alejna didn’t look much happier. I wondered if they had quarreled the night before.

“Good morning,” I muttered and stumbled out into the market.

“Good morning, Master Danaes,” Fazan and Mantis replied at the same time. That was new. I turned just to see the two men stare at each other and then look away again. So, there must have been something else going on in Mantis’ house than just a lover's quarrel. I resolved to deal with it later, after a nap. I walked past them and towards the rather large, gathered crowd.

“Good morning, world!” I yelled. “Good morning to our provincial lord and nobleman Kesan!”

“Is he still drunk?” Ceres asked. Eilin shrugged, but I didn’t pay them any heed.

The crowd looked our way, their murmuring growing louder as they noticed us. We probably looked like hell, but that was okay. As advertised, I guess. I’d never been one for public personas anyway.

The crowd parted as we approached, moving through to the center of the market, where we found Tairon, Miria, and Kesan waiting, a sizable retinue stretching out behind them. To one side stood the Yarnel family, glowering and pissy. Monar was absent. The news about him being wounded must have been true. To the other side was the Fenrest patriarch. Zaria was there as well, watching me with more interest than I would have expected. I spotted Zaria’s guard, the young woman I had paid in crystals after Monar’s failed assassination attempt. She looked away, suddenly interested in something else.

The family elders glared daggers at each other and then at me. I didn’t know who they hated more, but at that moment, it didn’t matter. They weren’t butt-buddies anymore, so my plan had worked to some effect.

“Keep smiling, shitheads,” I whispered, waving and smiling at the two, withered old buffoons. “Soon enough you’ll both be dead or homeless and your assets mine.” My gaze caught on Zaria again. Her eyebrow rose. There was definite interest there. Okay. Maybe I would make her one of my women.

The idea of women jogged my memory and I immediately cursed. Theria. I would need to get her supplies or break her from the tower as soon as possible.

“It’s good to see you’re in an agreeable mood,” Kesan laughed. “As you should be! Today is a glorious day for this city! For too long it has been divided into two factions!”

“Glory to the empire!” one of his retinues yelled.

“Glory to the empire!” hundreds of voices followed.

I watched in silence as the crowd chanted. I’d be lying if I said those words. Besides, a chant of “Death to the empire” would get me all the wrong attention.

“Today we are here to establish a third power in the City of Bones!” Kesan yelled, his mana-boosted voice booming over the crowd. “I will keep it brief so listen well!”

“Thank you, nobleman Kesan. Thank you, lord Tairon. I bow to you!” I yelled, bowing to both men.

“A man of etiquette! Good, very good!” Kesan laughed. “Now, we’re here to formally accept your decision! We will be registering Aiden and his people as one of the three local powers that will fight for the city’s resources in six months!” He turned back to me, his eyes once again flashing with a momentary surge of purple light. “What is your decision? Family, Sect, or Clan!”

I stared at him intently, then looked around, taking in the crowd and its energy. I savored the obvious discomfort on fart-face Yarnel and the downright sickly pallor that came over the Fenrests. I stretched the silence out just until it started to die away when Kesan’s impatience started to show through.

“We will be hence known as the Sect of the Night Wolf. We humbly take the surname Danaes as our own!”

“Be it known!” Kesan yelled. “Sect of the Night Wolf, and its Senior, Master Aiden Danaes, you have seven days to vacate the City of Bones! And from this day forth, you will be prohibited from owning any land, titles, and properties within the city for six months! You are allowed to trade with the city and hire laborers, artisans, and buy goods, but after the seventh day, you will only be allowed to return for one hour every fortnight. This is my decree that Lord Tairon will uphold! No one is to deny him services as long as he follows the rules!”

“We understand!” I said, bowing. “What will happen in six months?”

“Ahh, yes, I forgot about it in all my excitement,” he laughed. “The Sect of the Night Wolf owns the beast pit in the south, the Fenrest the mine in the west, and the Yarnel the mine in the east! In six months, I will return and hold a tournament between the three parties! The losers will forfeit their most prized possessions, hand over land and title to the province, and return to being vassals of the empire! If the Night Wolf champions were to win, they would be allowed entrance into the city at once and all of their rights would be restored!”

“We thank you for your graciousness and wisdom! We will not embarrass the empire, as the others have done for so long now!”

Some of the crowd roared with laughter while others murmured.

“Now, now, today is not the time to fight. Today is a day that should go down in the city’s history books, so stay your hands and be merry!”

Kesan, Tairon, and Miria raised their cups and drank.

“Good luck, young Danaes! We will see each other in six months.”

He winked once and his pupils elongated before flashing once more with that intense, violet light. It was not the eye of a man considering me, but that of something far more reptilian. And then he turned and swept away.

“Wait, Kesan!” I called but his guards blocked my path.

“He is done with you. Farewell, Master Danaes. Make sure you follow his proclamations.”

Then his guards turned, and they too were swept up in the crowd. I turned to find Tairon considering me. He smiled, nodded once, and turned around, leaving for his mansion. Miria approached me and bowed, then dropped something into my hand. I glanced down, considering the piece of folded parchment, but by the time I looked up again, she was already gone.

“You’re a strange one, Miria,” I muttered. “Both of you are.”

The Yarnel and Fenrest families had already disappeared from the crowd. Their lack of respect and decorum didn’t surprise me. This event was as much to provide them with notice as it was to make our ascension official.

“Did she say anything to you, or just walk away?” Ceres asked, coming up from behind.

“She didn’t say anything,” I replied and looked around at the crowd. But then the parchment crumpled up in my hand and I remembered. “She put this in my hand.”

I raised the parchment and read.


Aiden,



I have to be honest. When we first met, I didn’t believe a single word you said, despite knowing what perhaps no one else does. However, after seeing your progress and how you dealt with those around you, I changed my mind. You just might be the one you claim to be.



I refuse to gamble everything on one side, though. I hope you understand that I need to keep my own interests in heart. With that in mind, please know that I will keep track of the twins for you, as well as compile a list of the surviving concubines, their whereabouts, and if I can find the information, the person at the heart of your betrayal. We will see each other again in six months. I hope you’ve grown strong and capable by then.



One last thing. Tairon is your ally, no matter what you might think of him. His only wish was to keep his daughter safe. He will make up for it, so make sure you do what you can for him. I know you probably see through Kesan’s lies, but this call to replace him from his seat atop the province is just another attempt at extinguishing his line and removing threats from the Emperor. Do what you can with this knowledge.



Miria


I handed it to Ceres and Eilin huddled in close to read it as well. I didn’t know what to think. At least she was honest. But I had expected so much more from her, and now, she was a relative unknown moving forward.

“Tairon, huh?” I muttered as Ceres looked up. Together we watched the provincial lord move slowly towards his distant mansion.

He stopped and turned then, as if somehow privy to our conversation. He grinned and nodded once, before disappearing behind the gates. I turned as my group of night wolves gathered around me.

“What’s so funny?” Mantis asked.

“Nothing and everything, my friend. Now, how about we start packing. We have a lot of preparations to make, and a family that is about to find out someone emptied out their mine.





Epilogue
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“I thought you’d never come back,”

 
Theria muttered as I leaned against the chamber’s inner wall. She looked human again, her skeletal frame and papery skin now filled out and healthier. She’d cleaned herself up, too.




“I promised that I would. I’m just sorry that it took me so long. We had a lot of stuff happen in a short amount of time. Some bad, but also some good. The good news is I finally understand why your father betrayed me.”

“Oh? I would think that carries mixed emotions.”

I nodded. “It does. But I have decided to focus on the good this time around. Or try to, at least. Plus, I think I can get you out of here without anyone else knowing.”

“You think?”

“Yes. I believe,” I reiterated. Theria was quick and perceptive. Her eyes moved quickly, studying me, like a hawk watching a mouse. She actually listened, too, a trait I hadn’t seen in a lot of people since my rebirth. “These towers used to siphon mana from the world and store it, so greedy me could enhance my strength and power. They were never designed to serve like plugs, so it’s all guesswork.”

“And when can you know?”

“Right now,” I replied, offering her an honest smile. “I honestly have no idea what will happen to you. The process could cripple you, it could very well cripple me, as well. Hells, it could kill both of us. But your suffering will come to an end. Today.”

The young woman looked away, picking absently at the hem of her dress. She took a breath to speak but fell silent several times. Then after a long silence turned to me and nodded.

“On one condition,” she said.

I cocked my head to the side, genuinely surprised by her decision to negotiate. I hadn’t expected her to want anything in return for her freedom.

“Yes, my lady.”

“Before you try...whatever it is you are about to try, I request something first. I would like you to hold me. Embrace me as you would a lover, then kiss me. I want to feel passion, share what my seclusion in this place has robbed me of for so long. I was locked in here as a girl before I could become a woman. If I’m about to die, then I want to experience that embrace first.”

I studied her for a moment, her clear and intelligent eyes such a stark contrast to the withered girl I found before.

“I would not deny you that,” I said.”

“Thank you. Your kindness...when you first found me, and today, are what has helped keep me going. You have proven that man can change more than his skin.”

I took her words to heart, that I had inspired someone who had given up on everything to continue living, and not fall into hate. She moved forward and held her hands nervously before her, acting every bit the little girl they had locked away so long ago, even if she had slowly and surely grown into a woman.

I took her hands in mine, warming them instantly with my touch. She shivered and flinched but did not pull away. Then I pulled Theria into a hug. I squeezed her gently, letting her face come to rest against my chest. She was still thin and so very frail, but there was a vitality there, an undeniable and fiery spark of life. Theria was definitely Tairon’s daughter, showing every bit of strength and determination I saw in her father.

After a long embrace, I pushed her away, leaned down, and brushed my chin against her cheek. She tilted her head back to meet me and I pressed my lips into her. Theria returned my kiss, but after a moment of hesitation, wrapped her arms around me and pulled herself in. Her passion opened like a long-dormant flower, a flush of warmth flowing up and over her skin. She kissed me harder, moaning quietly, before abruptly pulling away.

I saw a momentarily flash in her eyes...that pain of unrealized lust, longing, and sadness, the passions of a young woman never allowed to explore her sexuality. And then she blinked, and it was gone.

“Thank you for that,” she stammered.

I nodded, humbly, and looked around the chamber. Then I drew the elemental’s yin orb free from its locked cupboard in my pendant. I closed my eyes and let my mana spread out in all directions, forcing my senses to flow towards the point of the ‘plug’. And yet, I found nothing.

“What is wrong?” she asked.

“I don’t feel it. The means by which they stopped the mana. Do you remember anything about the plug itself?”

She shrugged. “It was so very long ago, but maybe try up there,” she said, pointing at the ceiling.

I looked up and forced my tendrils up the walls. She was right. The plug wasn’t in the ground, as I had previously thought, but in the domed ceiling above. My mana washed over a chain, previously hidden behind a cleverly constructed mana-infused barrier. I deconstructed the barrier thread by woven thread, metal links glowing to life. I then tracked its length from the riveted plate high on the ceiling, to the dead center of the floor ahead.

“Are you certain you were supposed to be in here? That they needed you as part of this...ritual?”

“Why?” she asked, now curiously studying the visible chain. “Don’t tell me—oh, lord! Did they put me in here just to scare my father?”

I nodded. “Either to scare your father or to act as camouflage for the mana construct hidden behind that barrier. Either way, you were used to manipulate your father.”

“But how can you be certain?”

“You are not tied to this chamber, to this chain, or the plug they set into the ground.” To prove my point, I let my mana wash over her, revealing no threads, energy cords, curse constructs, or bindings.

“What if you are wrong. What if we die?”

“Then we die. But we’ll do it together. I am ready to risk my life to see you free. And you?”

She nervously chewed her lower lip and looked away for a second.

“If I wasn’t bound to this chamber. If I wasn’t necessary to control the flow of mana, how was I kept alive this whole time?”

“Perhaps it was you father,” I proposed but didn’t really know. It was just another riddle I would have to work to solve.

“If we live, will you help me find out?”

“You have my word,” I said. “Follow me.” I waved her forward and then down the floating stair and activated the trap door, shielding my eyes as a gust of wind blew inside. I walked out and held my hand for her to join me.

“Are you sure it will be alright?” she whispered, her body trembling.

“Do you want to live again?”

She nodded. “I do.”

“Then take my hand, Theria, and I’ll show you the world.”

Theria offered me her hand and inched slowly forward. We moved through the dark passage, magical lanterns burst to life around us, then reached the outer wall. I pressed the stone, opening the hidden doorway. Theria leaned forward as a blast of fresh, night air rushed in and over her.

“Oh my god, it smells so fresh,” she gasped.

I stepped out ahead of her and turned, then held out my arms. She inched forward, letting her toes break the barrier, then her hands, and finally her face. And then without hesitation, Theria jumped out of the tower and landed in my arms. I held her tight, letting my mana wrap protectively around her body, encasing us both in the strongest shield I could spin.

But nothing happened until the hidden door closed. But nothing exploded. Started on fire. Ripped our souls from our bodies. I had to say it was a relief, but somehow, I already knew that nothing would happen. The Emperor, curse his bloodline, hadn’t been strong enough to plug mana. But it had somehow started returning. Almost as if...happy to see me again. Shit. Did it have something to do with my rebirth?

“Are you ready to go?” I asked, pushing the thoughts aside. 

“Where?” she asked, “Am I to see my father?”

“Not yet,” I whispered, as the sound of two guards abruptly echoed off the walls. “Things are too tumultuous right now. There are too many dangerous eyes watching.”

“Thank you. Please take me away then. I don’t care where...just someplace safe.”

The guards were just beyond the gated archway to the gardens, their torchlight glowing off the damp cobblestones. Theria saw them, too, her entire body tensing. I knew what was going through her mind. She would be captured and thrown right back into her prison. I had other plans.

“Did you hear that, Berk? The girl has spoken. Take us someplace safe please,” I said, as the shadows around us came alive.
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