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      Tremine shelved the last of the returned books and turned to leave the aisle. A small figure wrapped in a brown cloak stood at the entrance of the aisle, and Tremine’s heartbeat quickened in surprise. He hadn’t heard them approach.

      The cloak’s hood kept the figure’s face in shadow, and they stood motionless. They looked thin and not much over five feet tall, but Tremine had long ago stopped equating appearance with danger.

      “Can I help you?” Tremine asked.

      “I hope so,” Uru said.

      Tremine’s heart thudded in his chest. Not from fear, but at the danger Uru exposed herself to by manifesting here in the Material Realm.

      Trying to calm himself, Tremine crossed his arms over his chest and bowed low. “Forgive me, but why do you take these unnecessary risks? You should have summoned me to your realm.”

      Uru stepped closer, looked up at Tremine, and gave him a slight smile. “The risk to me here is small. Naktos is watching to see what you do with the book. If you disappeared into my Divine Realm, it would tip our hand. Naktos, if given cause to suspect I had tricked him, might take his frustration into the Spirit Realm. Our friends there have enough problems, don’t you think?”

      Guilt, always near the surface of Tremine’s thoughts, jerked him under, drowning him in self-loathing. For a moment, he couldn’t speak.

      Uru put a hand on Tremine’s arm. “Stop. You’re not being fair to yourself. Kaylin wasn’t your fault, and Una and Mica agreed.”

      It felt like someone had grabbed his heart and squeezed it into a pulp. He forced the words out. “Ruwen didn’t.”

      Uru dropped her hand. “But that was my decision. With so many lives at stake, his reaction had to be genuine. Naktos must continue to believe his spell is permanent. And while someday Ruwen will be someone to fear, right now, he is a naïve sixteen-year-old.”

      Tremine nodded, his throat too tight to speak. He swallowed hard and forced the words out. “I haven’t slept. I can’t stop wondering what his first day has been like.”

      Uru spoke softly. “Time is irregular in the Spirit Realm. A week may have already passed for him, or no time at all.” She sighed. “I know how difficult that was for you. But he’s smart and has probably figured some of it out. He will for sure when the other Champions find him.”

      “If you’d seen the look on his face,” Tremine whispered.

      Uru’s eyes hardened. “I know it. Many have suffered so my plans could take shape. None of them have the balm of an explanation. Only the pressing weight of an unfair life. Thousands of betrayals, all necessary to keep us on the proper path, but each like a dagger in my heart.”

      Tremine bowed again. “Please forgive me. I forget my place and how small my burdens are.”

      Uru pulled Tremine up. “There is nothing to forgive.”

      Tremine took a deep breath. “Let me fetch the book.”

      He hurried through the empty library, only slowing when he entered the shelves containing alchemy and science books. Stopping, he reached up and removed the book Terium Vein Survey he’d received from the Naktos Mage.

      “You hid it with the dimensional math books?” Uru asked.

      “Ruwen was the only one who ever used this section. I thought it fitting. Plus, Ky always tells me plain sight is the best vault,” Tremine said, holding the book out.

      Uru took the book and ran a finger across the title.

      Tremine cleared his throat nervously. “What is so valuable about it?”

      Uru looked up at him and gave a small smile. “You never looked inside?”

      He shook his head. Few things were more powerful than his curiosity, but overwhelming guilt coupled with the fear of upsetting a deity had made ignoring this book easy.

      Uru handed the book back to Tremine. “Take a look and tell me what you think.”

      Tremine hesitated as his curiosity warred with his guilt. But the permission of his goddess pushed him forward. With a trembling hand, he took the book and opened it.

      Tremine didn’t recognize the dates, but many books were like that, coming from cultures with unique methods for measuring time. Each page contained multiple rows of runes, grouped in threes. Tremine guessed, like the middle values in gate runes, they were points on the planet. Next to each set of runes, density and purity values were listed.

      The middle of the book contained pages of carefully drawn cross-sections of the planet. The pictures detailed the shape and size of twelve immense terium deposits, along with large veins snaking through the planet. One thing became immediately clear to Tremine.

      “Is most of the planet terium?” Tremine asked in shock.

      “Yes,” Uru said.

      Tremine carefully closed the book and handed it back to Uru. “They why bother with a survey? It looks like no matter where you are, if you dig deep enough, you’ll eventually find terium.”

      Uru placed the book in the inner pocket of her cloak. “But I’m not looking for terium. I’m looking for something much more valuable.”

      Tremine shook his head, stunned. What could be more valuable than terium? Before he could ask, Uru spoke again.

      “Kysandra will arrive here tonight. You will help her as she activates her network. We are entering one of the most dangerous parts of my plan, and we will need her people to buy us time. We were always in danger of an invasion, but losing the fourth Champion will embolden my peers and accelerate their plans. I have shaped the events that brought us here, but now the path forward is murky, and my control of them is mostly gone. If Ruwen doesn’t return with everyone soon, we are doomed.”

      “Then why allow your Champions to be taken in the first place?” Tremine blurted out and then immediately bowed. “I apologize. It is not my place to question.”

      Uru laughed softly. “It’s fine. I don’t get to brag often. When Naktos put Kaylin in the Spirit Realm it shocked all of us. But he opened my eyes to possibilities I had never considered. That one act allowed me to see a path forward from the stalemate I found myself in.”

      “I don’t understand,” Tremine said.

      “Naktos locked my Champions away and weakened me, yes. But this also kept the Champions away from the danger of the Material Realm and all the deities that wanted to destroy them. In exchange for making my Champions untouchable, Naktos, through you, has provided me with knowledge I had no other way of attaining.”

      “So you benefited two ways,” Tremine said. “But Naktos must be sure they are stuck. Can’t you just bring them back yourself?”

      “I could, but that would violate the Pact. If I saved them, all the deities would unite against us, and we aren’t ready for that yet.”

      “Yet? You can fight all the gods?”

      Uru’s smile turned into a grin. “No, I can’t. But when I found Kaylin in the Spirit Realm, I realized something else. Something that will change the universe. Fix it.”

      Tremine didn’t know what Uru meant by fixing the universe, but the goddess continued talking, like the dam that held her cleverness had burst.

      “And what Kaylin allowed me to see took me three tries to perfect. Una and Mica were each an experiment that took me a step closer.”

      “Closer to what?”

      Uru leaned in close to Tremine and whispered, “To creating a god.”
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      The screams grew louder as Ruwen made his way up the dungeon’s tunnel. Thoughts of Tremine’s betrayal warred with the fact that the librarian had secretly given Ruwen portal chalk just before the Naktos Mage forced Ruwen and his friends into the Spirit Realm. Ruwen had immediately needed to wrap his face and hands to keep his Spirit from blinding people in this terrible place. Worse, his interface remained useless, keeping him from accessing any information, and his Void Band didn’t work, locking him out of his Inventory. The tunnel ended in a cavern and agonized moans joined the terrified screams. He slowed, wary of an ambush.

      Ten feet into the cavern, Slib’s bodyguard, House Captain Juva, lay on the stone floor. In two pieces. Something had ripped him in half at the waist, but Ruwen didn’t see any blood.

      The moans were coming from Juva, and Ruwen stopped in shock that the man could make any sound at all. An injury like that should have killed him instantly.

      Juva turned his head and looked at Ruwen. “It hurts.”

      Ruwen gasped.

      The Naktos Assassin that Ruwen’s dungeon, Fractal, had provided, stepped up next to Ruwen. The assassin’s eyes were dull and void of any intelligence. Ruwen figured that had something to do with the assassin already being dead when Ruwen had dropped the body out of his Void Band before the betrayal. Fractal had absorbed the body in the Material Realm and then given it back to Ruwen in the Spirit Realm.

      “Help me,” Juva said and used his arm to pull his top half toward Ruwen.

      “Uru save me, how is he still alive?” Hamma asked as she moved forward.

      Ruwen held out his arm and stopped her. “It could be a trap. We don’t have Keen Senses or Sense Harm to warn us here.”

      Hamma nodded and stopped.

      “It looks like the guilt of ambushing us has really torn him up,” Sift said.

      “Sift!” Hamma said.

      “What? That guy put a crossbow bolt in my heart,” Sift said. “You die like you live.”

      “Except he doesn’t look dead,” Lylan said.

      “Please, help Slib,” Juva said as he pulled himself another few inches toward them and then pointed to somewhere Ruwen couldn’t see.

      The sight of Juva’s gruesome injuries sickened Ruwen. He realized the screaming from the cavern had stopped, but he didn’t want to risk his friends to find out why, so he turned to the assassin.

      “Do you have a name?” Ruwen asked the dead assassin.

      The figure just stared at him with eyes glazed and unfocused.

      “Your name is now Nak. Carefully check the cavern outside the tunnel for a trap,” Ruwen said.

      Nak turned without responding and leaped forward, landing just inside the end of the tunnel. Nak climbed the twenty-foot wall and eased his head into the cavern. He looked up and to both sides and then dropped to the ground.

      “Safe,” Nak said.

      Juva had pulled the top part of his body almost to the tunnel entrance. Ruwen strode forward, grabbed Juva’s outstretched arms, and pulled him into the tunnel.

      Hamma knelt next to Juva. “What happened?”

      “Creature in the cavern. My swords didn’t damage it all. Please check on Slib,” Juva said, his face twisted in agony.

      “How can this guy be alive?” Sift asked from beside him.

      Ruwen looked at his friend and noticed what looked like wisps of smoke between them. The fine threads of light drifted from Ruwen and when they touched Sift, they disappeared into his body.

      “Hey, stop stealing my Spirit!” Ruwen said as he waved his hand through the air between them, but his hand passed through the traces of Spirit and didn’t affect them at all.

      Ruwen took a few steps away from Sift and tucked his shirt into his pants. The webs of Spirit disappeared between them.

      Sift pulled up his shirt, and Ruwen could see Sift’s center now had a faint glow.

      “I’ve never seen my sifting happen before,” Sift said.

      Ruwen pointed at Sift. “You stay away from me.”

      Sift dropped his shirt and spread his arms. “I don’t know. A hug might do you good.”

      Ruwen took another step away from Sift.

      “Slib, please,” Juva gasped.

      Ruwen looked down at the mangled bodyguard. He had mixed feelings about helping the man. Not only had Juva tried to kill Ruwen, multiple times, but Juva and Slib had run away from the group at the first opportunity.

      “Sift, why don’t you and Lylan scout the cavern,” Ruwen said.

      Sift nodded, and he and Lylan left the tunnel. Ruwen followed them, but paused before entering the cavern. Nak hadn’t moved and stared dully at Ruwen.

      “Watch my back,” Ruwen said. “Actually, let me be more clear. Watch for danger and warn me if you see something. Understand?”

      Nak nodded, and Ruwen glanced around the corner of the entrance. When he looked right, a large creature sat a hundred feet away. It hunched over something, probably Slib, and its focus seemed concentrated there.

      Ruwen strode to the bottom half of Juva’s body, grabbed a foot, and dragged the partial body into the tunnel. Not knowing what else to do, he brought it to Hamma.

      Hamma looked up at Ruwen. “No organs are hanging out, no blood, nothing. It’s like he’s made of grey clay.”

      Ruwen looked at Juva. “What does it feel like?”

      Juva had his eyes squeezed shut, and he didn’t open them. “Like I’ve been ripped in half.”

      “I don’t know what to do for him,” Hamma said. “Our magic doesn’t work here.”

      Ruwen tried to squeeze his bottom lip, but his face wraps got in the way. He bit his lip instead as he stared at Juva’s two halves. It appeared that death didn’t come easily in the Spirit Realm, but pain did. Ruwen knelt, grabbed Juva’s belt, and pulled the bottom half toward Juva’s torso. Hamma, seeing what Ruwen wanted to do, helped.

      When the two pieces touched, nothing appeared to happen, but Juva’s eyes opened.

      “What happened? I feel a little better,” Juva said.

      Ruwen ignored the man and studied the seam where the two halves met. In some places, the grey skin and clothes matched well. While in other areas, inch-wide gaps were visible.

      “Are the two sides melting back together?” Ruwen asked.

      Hamma leaned down. “It’s really slow, but the gaps are filling.”

      Ruwen leaned back, sitting on his feet, and thought about the repercussions of that fact. While there might be ways to die here, normally fatal wounds didn’t appear to be one of them. At least not to the body. Other things might still be lethal, like losing your head or having it smashed into a pulp. He stared down at his chest, and the Spirit his clothes hid. Maybe dying required something to happen to your Spirit.

      Sift entered the tunnel, and Ruwen stood as Sift approached. Lylan stayed at the entrance next to Nak, both of them scanning the cavern.

      “Hamma, you really are an excellent healer,” Sift said, looking down at Juva, who now appeared whole.

      Hamma shook her head. “I didn’t do anything, and he’s still in two pieces. Just the edges have mended. If he continues to heal at this rate, he might walk in an hour.”

      “Well?” Ruwen asked.

      “There’s an easy way and a hard way,” Sift said.

      “What’s the difference?”

      “If you want to help the screamer or not.”

      “You think Slib is still alive?”

      Sift shrugged and glanced at Juva. “I am not sure how to tell here.”

      “And the easy way?” Ruwen asked.

      Sift looked at Ruwen. “There is nothing between us and the exit.”

      Ruwen sighed. Slib had been someone Ruwen had spent years hating. But Ruwen had changed immensely since his Ascendancy. Slib didn’t matter anymore. Ruwen’s problems were thousands of times greater than a school bully. Like Sift said, you died like you lived. And Slib had been a horrible person. He deserved to reap what he’d sown.

      Ruwen looked down at House Captain Juva. The man locked gazes with Ruwen but didn’t speak.

      “If you were in my boots, what would you do?” Ruwen asked Juva.

      Juva squeezed his eyes shut for a few seconds and then looked at Ruwen again. “I’d leave you.”

      Ruwen nodded. “I know.”

      He glanced at Hamma, but she remained quiet, waiting to see what he would do. And he knew what he wanted to do. He wanted to leave them both here. To suffer and die like they had left Sift to die on the street in Deepwell. They deserved it.

      Ruwen also knew as a Champion his power would grow far beyond what was normal. He could already feel it, like he stood on the brink of something vast and terrifying. And how a person wielded power said a lot about them. Maybe even defined them.

      And he didn’t want to be the type of person who left people to die.

      Ruwen sighed and looked at Sift. “Maybe this time will be different?”

      Sift raised his hand and signaled in Shade Speak. Told. You. Hard.

      Ruwen thought Sift had signaled him, but then he saw Lylan respond from the end of the tunnel.

      What? He. Idiot. Lylan signed back to Sift.

      Ruwen and Sift both signaled back at the same time. And for once, their responses matched.

      Agreed.
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      “Thank you,” Juva whispered.

      Ruwen stared down at the injured man, his emotions still roiling. Hamma stood, and Ruwen focused on her.

      Hamma placed her hand over Ruwen’s heart. “Helping Slib was a good choice.”

      Ruwen placed a hand over Hamma’s. Her approval made him feel better, but he still worried he’d made a mistake. “Time will tell.”

      “We need a plan,” Sift said, and then looked down at his waist. “I remember.”

      Ruwen and Hamma dropped their hands and turned to face Sift.

      “You can hear Io here?” Ruwen asked.

      Sift looked confused. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      Ruwen discarded the first three things that came to mind. Insulting Sift would only lead to bickering. Io, a sentient dagger who loved to tell stories, had once belonged to Uru before she gave it to Kysandra. Ky had let Sift borrow the blade since Sift loved Io’s stories.

      “What is Io saying?” Ruwen asked.

      “Io says it’s dangerous for him here,” Sift said.

      Io, like Rami, was probably indestructible in the Material Realm, so being vulnerable to death might be an unfamiliar feeling for Io. “Give me a second, I want to talk with Rami.”

      Is that true for you, too? Can you be injured here? Ruwen asked Rami.

      Yes. Io and I are mostly Spirit, and we will be a target for those that feed on Spirit here.

      How many things do that?

      Everything.

      Ruwen thought about the bright ball of Spirit his clothes hid.

      That could be a problem, Ruwen said.

      I know. You will need to do some Condensing before we leave this dungeon. You are dissipating and will be easy to track as you are.

      What about Io?

      After you and I, he has the densest Spirit here. He will be a target, too.

      Can you talk to him? Maybe he knows something that will help us.

      I can try. Press him tightly against your ear. We should be able to communicate with vibrations.

      Speaking of communicating, I just used Shade Speak even though I thought abilities and spells don’t work here.

      They don’t. Hey You doesn’t work in real time. The first time you encounter a new language, Hey You unlocks that language in your mind. Or at least the portion of the language appropriate for Hey You’s level. The same holds true of your Observer’s Mimic ability. Anything you’ve already mimicked would still be useable.

      Thanks. Not being able to learn unknown languages was the least of his worries, but it still made him feel better that he could use Shade Speak and communicate with Fractal.

      Ruwen pointed at Sift’s waist. “Can I borrow Io for a minute?”

      Sift pulled Io from the sheath, and Ruwen squinted. While Io didn’t give off much light, the intensity of the light hurt Ruwen’s eyes like he had glanced at the sun. The light had a blue tinge in the shades of grey world around them.

      Ruwen took the dagger and pressed it against the right side of his head.

      Do I need to remove the headwraps? Ruwen asked.

      Let me see.

      Rami vibrated, and Ruwen resisted the urge to rub at the itchy feeling. Ruwen didn’t feel any vibrations from Io, but the ones from Rami continued for almost thirty seconds before she went still.

      Io really likes to talk, Rami said.

      So you could communicate with him?

      Just the last two thousand years of his life.

      Ruwen couldn’t tell if that was a joke or not. Did you learn anything valuable?

      Rami didn’t respond.

      Rami? Is everything okay?

      Rami’s voice was like a whisper in Ruwen’s mind. I love knowledge and hate secrets. I am soulbound to you, and I want nothing but the best for both of us.

      Thank you. But why are you telling me this?

      Because Io has been here before.

      He has? Well, isn’t that good? I should have known Ky would have been here.

      It wasn’t with Kysandra. Uru brought him.

      Ruwen flashed back to the first time he’d met Blapy. He’d just finished the scale quest Killer Recipes for the Busy Shade on level one. Blapy had revealed the dagger had originally belonged to Uru. Ruwen had even figured out that Io couldn’t talk to them about his time with the goddess directly. Sift and Ruwen had meant to ask Io yes and no questions to find out more, but had never gotten the chance. Anxiety crept into Ruwen’s thoughts.

      I thought Io couldn’t talk about his time with Uru, Ruwen said.

      He can’t. I read his memories.

      What did you find?

      Rami remained quiet, and this time Ruwen didn’t rush her.

      Io isn’t the only one who has been here before, Rami said.

      The anxiety inside Ruwen grew. What are you not telling me?

      You have been here before. Twice.

      Ruwen wavered on his feet, and Sift quickly grabbed his shoulders to steady him. Sift took Io and sheathed the dagger. He held Ruwen’s head and locked eyes with him.

      “Are you okay?” Sift asked. “Sit down until you get your balance back.”

      Ruwen sat. That is impossible. I would have remembered.

      You were too young.

      Ruwen’s thoughts scattered as a realization exploded in his thoughts. My parents.

      Yes, they were with you.

      They were helping Uru.

      Yes.

      Do you know if they’re alive? Ruwen asked, revealing his greatest fear.

      Io doesn’t know. I don’t either.

      What were we doing here?

      We have reached the crux. I’m asking you to trust me. There is valuable information I can share, but the details I want to save until we are safely out of this Realm.

      Why?

      Because you overthink, and the details will paralyze your mind. You need to work on getting your friends to safety.

      At the mention of Ruwen’s friends, his thoughts refocused, and he pushed the anxiety away. Yes, I owe them that. Fine, I trust you, Rami. Tell me what I need to know right now.

      A warm sensation filled Ruwen’s mind and traveled down into his chest.

      That was a hug, Rami said. Thank you for trusting me.

      Hamma squatted down in front of Ruwen. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m okay,” Ruwen said. “I’ll be ready in a second.”

      Okay. Tell me, Ruwen said.

      Your Meridians and their connections to your center must not be severed. It is vital that you protect them.

      Ruwen looked over at Juva. That might be difficult.

      The time you spent Fortifying your body to Copper and Silver will help.

      I hope so.

      Only now do I truly appreciate your importance. I already knew you needed to Condense the Spirit in your center, but to make it to the Iris without damaging your Meridians or their paths, you need to advance your Cultivation Stage, too.

      I’m stuck at nineteen.

      I know. Level twenty will provide options you desperately need.

      So you want us to stay in the dungeon.

      Staying will not be popular, but none of you are prepared for the creatures I’ve seen in Io’s memories.

      The mention of memories made him think of his first moments with Rami, and how when she had absorbed his life, many forgotten memories had resurfaced. When we bonded, I thought you went through all my memories. Why didn’t you know I’d been here before?

      Because your memories hadn’t formed yet.

      Ruwen thought about what that meant. Are you saying I was a baby?

      Details later. Remember?

      Ruwen sighed. Okay. Later.

      The good news is Io has agreed to help. The denseness of his Spirit will be a potent weapon.

      Ruwen stood.

      “Finished daydreaming?” Sift asked.

      “Nightmare is closer,” Ruwen said. “Hamma, will you stay and protect Juva?”

      Hamma removed the Staff of Chimes from the harness on her back and swung it in a circle, but it didn’t make any sound. She looked at it and frowned.

      “Magic weapons don’t work either?” Ruwen asked.

      Ruwen removed the Baton of a Thousand Uses from his right hip and tried to open the shovel, but nothing would fold out. The baton needed magic to function. He slapped the baton against his hand in frustration, and a loud clang echoed down the tunnel. Ruwen winced and immediately looked up at the tunnel entrance.

      Lylan and Nak both stepped out of the cavern and into the tunnel.

      Lylan signaled in Shade Speak. Target. Alerted.
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      Ruwen cursed, returned the baton to his belt, and jogged with Sift up to Lylan.

      “We have about twenty seconds before it arrives,” Lylan said.

      “And we don’t want to fight in the tunnel,” Sift said.

      Ruwen sighed. “Right, let's take the fight into the cavern. Nak and I will get its attention, and you two try to take it out from behind.”

      Sift and Lylan nodded, and Ruwen turned to Nak. “Follow me.”

      Ruwen sprinted into the cavern. After ten seconds, he stopped and looked back toward the tunnel. Sift and Lylan still crouched there, and Ruwen turned to face what had ripped Juva in half.

      The creature had looked large when hunched over Slib, but now that it stood up straight, Ruwen forced his panic down. The creature vaguely reminded him of an eight-foot wolverine with a beaver’s tail. Instead of teeth, it had a pair of worm-like tubes that moved independently from each other. At the bottom of each wrist, it had a hook that angled toward it. If it could get that hook into its prey and pull, it would split them like opening a zipper. On the opposite side, at the top of its forearm, a large spike emerged like an angled sword.

      As horrifying as all that looked, Ruwen focused on the light that filled the wolverine’s chest and the two smaller orbs of light: one in its right leg, just above the knee, and the other in its left arm between the shoulder and elbow. A pair of glowing lines ran between each orb and the light in the wolverine’s chest.

      No information appeared over the wolverine’s head, so Ruwen didn’t know its level. The creature stuck its nose toward Ruwen, and the teeth-tubes went crazy, almost like they were trying to jerk the wolverine forward. The creature leaned forward, and Ruwen tensed in case the wolverine dashed or leaped at him.

      Instead, the smaller orb just above the wolverine’s right knee flared, and a moment later the stone under Ruwen flowed up and over his feet and calves, locking him in place. Nak, to Ruwen’s right, suffered the same fate.

      Ruwen realized the wolverine had just cast a spell and used the stone under their feet to root them. And another realization struck him. The right leg held the Stone Meridian, the exact orb of light that had flared on the wolverine as the root had triggered.

      The wolverine had cast a spell with Spirit.

      The orb of light inside the wolverine’s left bicep brightened for a moment, and a powerful blast of air radiated out from the creature. Ruwen’s feet, locked to the ground by the root, kept him from falling to the ground. Next to him, Nak leaned forward to lessen the force of the air. The tempest threw Sift and Lylan backward and they struck the wall of the cavern with loud thumps.

      Sneaking up on the creature looked like it would be difficult.

      Spirit from the wolverine’s center snaked through its arms and into the sharp hooks under its wrists. The wolverine’s Air Meridian pulsed again as it jumped, and it appeared between Ruwen and Nak in a blink. The wolverine grabbed them, and Ruwen could feel the pressure of the glowing hook against his ribs.

      The wolverine jumped forward again, attempting to drag the hooks across their torsos. This attack would tear the target in half, just like Juva. Ruwen’s arms were at his side, and he jerked them upward to trap the wolverine’s arm and stop it from ripping him in two.

      As the wolverine leaped away, Ruwen squeezed the arm against his chest, and the creature’s momentum yanked Ruwen backward. The stone encasing his feet shattered and Ruwen landed on his back. Rami had just told him that preserving the connections to his Meridians was critical, and this first attack might sever them all.

      A groan of pain from Nak mixed with a loud slapping sound from behind Ruwen. He still clutched the wolverine’s arm, and he released it as he rolled to his left. Jumping to his feet, he looked down to find the arm remained stuck to him. The glowing barb had sunk an inch into his skin.

      Ruwen pulled at the arm in disgust, trying to get it off his body. After a moment of resistance, the arm separated below the wrist and snapped free. Now Ruwen held the wolverine’s arm, and its hand remained on his side, the wrist hook still embedded between his ribs.

      The slapping sounds grew louder, and as shocked as Ruwen felt at holding the wolverine’s arm, he forced himself to focus on his surroundings. Nak’s body had been severed. His bottom half, still locked in place by the root, remained stationary. But Nak’s top half crawled toward the wolverine.

      The wet noises came from the wolverine as the mouth tubes thrashed wildly, slapping the cheeks and gums of the creature. It crouched but didn’t jump at Ruwen. Spirit escaped like white smoke from the shoulder where its arm should be. He thought it looked confused.

      A confusion Ruwen shared. The creature's attack had only slightly damaged Ruwen but had destroyed Nak. In addition, Ruwen had held tightly enough to the wolverine’s arm to rip it from the creature’s body, and his ankles hadn’t snapped when jerked from the stone root.

      Ruwen held the wolverine’s arm in his left hand and removed the wrist-hook from his side. The hook still glowed. The arm Ruwen held had a spike protruding from it, but it hadn’t been filled with Spirit like the hook. Keeping an eye on the wolverine, Ruwen pushed the spike into his right arm to test it. As he suspected, the spike didn’t penetrate his skin, and as he applied more pressure, it warped. While the spike didn’t feel soft, it didn’t have the hardness the hook possessed.

      Without taking his eyes off the wolverine, Ruwen spoke. “Nak, crawl back to your feet.”

      “That is a really weird thing to say,” Sift said as he joined Ruwen.

      “This is a weird place,” Ruwen said.

      “It’s deciding if it should flee,” Lylan said, staring at the wolverine. “Are we going to let it?”

      Ruwen sighed. “I don’t know, but I think I figured something out.”

      Ruwen snapped the sword-spike off the forearm and handed the arm to Lylan. He gave the sword-spike to Sift.

      “Stick that in your heart,” Ruwen said to Sift.

      “And I didn’t think this could get any stranger,” Lylan said.

      Sift lifted his shirt and placed the spike against his chest.

      “And you’re just going to do it?” Lylan said, her voice rising.

      Sift shrugged. “Juva is literally in pieces and still alive, this will probably be okay.”

      Lylan watched the wolverine, who continued to study them. Ruwen winced as Sift, using his chin to hold his shirt against his neck, jabbed the spike into his chest. All Sift’s organs appeared fuzzy in his torso, but his heart looked completely defined.

      “It takes some pressure,” Sift said. “But it eventually breaks through my skin. When it gets to my heart though, the spike smooshes.”

      “Smooshes?” Lylan asked, still staring at the wolverine. “Is that even a word?”

      “You should hear the words Ruwen makes up,” Sift replied.

      Ruwen pulled the spike out of Sift’s chest. “I don’t make them up.”

      Sift rubbed at the bloodless hole in his chest, winced in pain, and then let his shirt drop. “What was that about?

      “Your heart is the only Meridian you’ve Fortified, right?” Ruwen asked.

      “Is this going to be a lecture? Because my parents –”

      Ruwen waved the spike back and forth. “No. I think the Fortifying we did at home translates into armor here.”

      “It’s doing something with its light,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen handed the wolverine’s hand to Lylan, and she gave him back the arm. “That light is Spirit, and it’s power here. That hook is full of it and might penetrate its armor.”

      Lylan took the wolverine’s hand and gripped it through the fingers like the hand was her own, and the glowing wrist-hook almost looked like it protruded from her wrist.

      “Sift you should use Io. My guess is he’ll cut through almost anything here,” Ruwen said.

      Sift removed Io, and Ruwen looked away from the dense light.

      “It’s tensing to jump. Looks like it decided to fight,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen tried to relax his muscles. “If you see the orb above its knee pulse, a stone attack is coming. The shoulder orb will cause an air attack.”

      “What are you going to fight with?” Sift asked.

      Ruwen dropped the arm and the spike and looked at his hands. “I have an idea.”

      Sift groaned but couldn’t comment as both the Stone and Air Meridians flashed on the wolverine, and the world turned into a rock storm.
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      Ruwen hadn’t expected the wolverine to combine two Meridians, and he flinched as dust and small rocks struck him. His body, Fortified to Copper, resisted all the flying stones, and they bounced off his skin. Lylan and Sift were not as fortunate, and Ruwen could see rocks lodged in their bodies.

      “Fall back!” Ruwen yelled and then dashed toward the wolverine.

      The wolverine had filled its entire remaining arm with Spirit. Ruwen could no longer see the smaller Air Meridian now that brighter Spirt from the wolverine’s center surrounded it. Ruwen guessed this would strengthen the wolverine’s arm, and he wouldn’t be able to tear it off like he had the wolverine’s other arm.

      The wolverine jabbed at Ruwen with the spike, and he knocked it away with a circular block. He had practiced the same movement thousands of times with Sift. Instead of following the block with a punch to the face or chest, Ruwen angled his blow downward, striking the middle of the wolverine’s right thigh.

      Ruwen hoped to break the leg or disrupt the connection between the Stone Meridian and the wolverine’s center. His fist sank an inch into the wolverine’s flesh, but Ruwen’s Strength wasn’t high enough to penetrate any further. Too late, he realized he should have flattened his hand into a spear to lessen the surface area.

      The wolverine’s arm slammed into Ruwen’s head, and he worried for a moment that the blow had sheared his head from his body. He stumbled to the side, dazed, but no debuffs appeared. It seemed nothing could cause a notification here.

      Ruwen kept his feet and regained his balance quickly, another benefit of his Copper body. While not able to sever the Stone Meridian’s connection, Ruwen had still injured the wolverine, and the swirling rock-storm stopped. The wolverine glared at him while the foot-long tubes gyrated under its nose.

      The Spirit in the wolverine’s chest grew fainter, but after a moment, Ruwen realized it was just being pushed throughout the wolverine’s body, and the lowered concentration had caused the dimming. Evidently, the wolverine wanted to strengthen its entire body.

      Ten feet separated them, but Ruwen didn’t want to attack first. He needed to learn some offensive Steps and branch out from the block and punch he’d learned so far. He’d ask Sift about it if they survived this. If Ruwen could keep the wolverine’s focus, his friends could ambush it.

      Ruwen observed the process, hoping to find a clue as to how the wolverine manipulated Spirit like that. Ruwen had to place his body into the appropriate Meridian pose to get Spirit to flow to a specific area. Not practical in a fight.

      Not only that, but the wolverine’s two Meridians had something in them that differed from the Spirit in its center. Was the substance in the Meridians still Spirit? How did you get Spirit inside a Meridian? And what was the purpose? Whatever filled those Meridians, it appeared the wolverine used them when it cast spells.

      Ruwen quickly looked around for Sift and Lylan but didn’t see them. The two were experts in stealth, even without magic, and he wasn’t surprised he couldn’t find them. He hoped they were okay and that the rock storm hadn’t knocked them unconscious. Since he didn’t know where they were, he just yelled.

      “The glowing stuff makes it stronger. Make holes, so it leaks out,” Ruwen shouted.

      The wolverine took a step toward Ruwen, favoring the leg Ruwen had injured. Probably sensing Ruwen’s reluctance to engage, the wolverine placed its tail against the ground and jumped. But instead of landing in front of Ruwen, the wolverine sailed over him. He twisted around, expecting an attack, but the wolverine had continued moving. A few moments later, Ruwen understood.

      The wolverine picked up the arm Ruwen had dropped and placed it against its shoulder. Spirit stopped leaking and trickled into the arm. After a second, the wolverine let go of the arm and picked up the spike, which it replaced on its arm. It still didn’t have its hand, but as the arm and spike filled with Spirit, Ruwen realized the wolverine had regained a weapon. Ruwen had made a mistake by leaving the pieces lying on the ground.

      The wolverine squeezed the stump of his missing hand. Spirit pooled there as it stopped leaking. The wolverine rotated its newly replaced arm and then faced Ruwen. The mouth tubes reached out toward Ruwen, and he shivered in disgust.

      The Spirit flowing into the arm must have sped the bonding process since the wolverine’s arm looked usable now. House Captain Juva’s two halves certainly hadn’t meshed that quickly.

      If Sift and Lylan were nearby, and not injured, they were probably waiting for Ruwen to create a distraction so they could attack safely. Ruwen relaxed his muscles as best he could and stepped forward.

      The wolverine raised its arms, glowing spikes pointed at Ruwen. It spoke, the words sounding like Sift with a mouthful of food, and Ruwen couldn’t understand it. Not having access to his Hey You ability was already affecting him. Somehow it made the predicament they were in more real.

      Ruwen took another step closer. The wolverine bent its knees, lowering its center of gravity, and placed its legs in line with its shoulders. Ruwen paused, shocked. The wolverine had just put itself into the first Step. Had the creature trained in Unarmed Combat? Or was it just a coincidence?

      The wolverine’s tail rested against the ground behind it, strengthening its stance.

      “That’s unfair,” Ruwen said, wishing he had something to steady him.

      The wolverine responded, but again, Ruwen couldn’t understand it.

      A movement behind the wolverine caught Ruwen’s eye, but he ignored it, not wanting to give away his friends. Nak, who lay in two pieces behind Ruwen, had seen Ruwen’s expression at The Fainting Goat and been warned of Ky’s presence. The bar, and all Ruwen’s many mistakes, still haunted him, and he needed to do better.

      Ruwen wanted to keep the wolverine distracted. He took another step closer, the distance between them now mere feet, and also sank into the first Step.

      Knowing Sift couldn’t respond, Ruwen smiled. He could distract the wolverine and have some fun at the same time. “Beware! My Sisen is a great monkey master. And while he mostly sits and smells his armpits, I’ve managed to learn his secret form. Fear the…” Ruwen stepped forward and threw a punch with his right arm while screaming. “Poop Chucker!”

      The wolverine swept Ruwen’s arm away with a block and lunged forward with the spike on his right arm. Just like the wheel he’d practiced with Sift, Ruwen blocked the arm, pushing it to the side.

      Using the momentum of Ruwen’s block, the wolverine continued to turn, rotating its entire body. Too late, Ruwen understood what the creature meant to do.

      The wolverine’s tail slammed into Ruwen’s right side, throwing him to the ground. Pain radiated outward from the impact, but Ruwen’s breathing remained normal, and it meant he’d probably avoided breaking his ribs.

      Using the techniques Sift had beat into him, Ruwen rolled as he struck the ground, and quickly regained his feet. He faced the wolverine, his hands in front of him, ready to block any additional attacks.

      But the wolverine remained facing away from Ruwen. When it had turned to strike Ruwen with its tail, it had seen Sift and Lylan behind it, and now readied itself to fight them instead.

      Ruwen cursed. He had been trying to keep the wolverine distracted. Spirit seeped into the tail, and Ruwen knew the extra appendage would be even more dangerous enhanced like that.

      “Poop Chucker form?” Sift asked as he held Io out in front of him.

      Ruwen squinted at the painful blue light coming from Io. The wolverine stared at the weapon, almost like it had been put in a trance. It ignored Lylan who crouched fifteen feet to Sift’s right. The wolverine’s mouth tubes kept snapping forward toward Sift, jerking the wolverine’s head each time.

      “Seems like something you’d be good at,” Ruwen said. “I think it really likes Io, too.”

      Sift held the dagger out to his side, and the wolverine’s gaze remained locked on it.

      “Looks that way,” Sift said.

      “That gives me an idea,” Ruwen said.

      “Do you ever not have an idea?” Lylan asked.

      Sift rotated Io in a circle, watching the wolverine’s response. “Exactly. Do I tell you every idea that comes into my head?”

      The wolverine took a step toward Sift and Io.

      “I’m not sure much happens in there,” Ruwen said. “Plus, this is a good idea.”

      “You always say that,” Sift said.

      “Well, you better do it quickly,” Lylan said.

      “Okay, close your eyes for three seconds,” Ruwen said.

      Sift groaned and muttered, “Terrible ideas.”

      The wolverine’s reaction to Io made Ruwen think the Spirit denseness of the weapon was like showing a starving dog a sliver of meat. Rami had told him Io’s Spirit denseness ranked third in their group, behind Ruwen and Rami. Ruwen figured the wolverine wouldn’t be able to control itself when it saw a steak.

      As soon as Sift and Lylan closed their eyes, Ruwen pulled up his shirt. The cavern lit up like the sun had appeared, and the shadows of his friends looked like giants on the far wall.

      The wolverine’s head jerked violently to the side as the tubes from its mouth twisted in a frenzy. Ruwen barely had time to pull his shirt down when the wolverine struck him. If there had been any intelligence in the creature’s eyes, it had disappeared, replaced by fevered eyes of pure need.

      The wolverine reared back, dragged its hook across Ruwen’s throat, and stabbed him in the chest with the spike from its handless arm. Ruwen staggered backward, not feeling any pain, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t taken any damage. He wished his Health bar worked.

      The suddenness of the attack surprised Ruwen, but he had wanted to get the creature’s attention. He didn’t feel it was that risky since the previous hook had been filled with Spirit, and it had barely penetrated his Copper body. The wolverine had only diluted its Spirit by distributing it within its body. If anything, the attacks should be weaker.

      Instead of a fist, this time Ruwen straightened his hand and jammed it like a dagger into the thigh of the wolverine, in the same place he’d punched earlier. The Spirit-infused leg of the wolverine resisted for a moment but then separated from the pressure exerted by Ruwen’s fingers, which had been Fortified to Silver.

      The wolverine threw its head back, and Lylan appeared, dragging the wolverine’s own hook across its exposed throat. Spirit spilled out of the gaping wound, covering Ruwen like blood. A heartbeat later, Io descended in an arc of blue-grey light, the movement of Sift’s strike so fast Ruwen saw the attack as a blur. The wolverine’s left arm fell from its body, and the two thin veins that ran from the Air Meridian to the wolverine’s center shot Spirit into the air.

      Ruwen’s hand struck something hard and round in the wolverine’s leg, and he realized they were the thin tubes that connected the Stone Meridian to the wolverine’s center. Wrapping his fingers around them, Ruwen yanked his hand back.

      The wolverine thrashed, but remained silent, even though it looked to be in agony. Spirit filled the air around them like a glowing fog.

      Power, Fractal said.

      Does that help you? Ruwen asked the dungeon.

      Yesss.

      Lylan ran her hook along the wolverine’s throat again and the head fell to the ground. The headless body fought on and jammed the spike from the handless right arm into Ruwen’s face.

      The spike didn’t penetrate Ruwen’s skin, but it pushed the wraps up, exposing his face. The ceiling lit up, the headless shadow flailing like a mad puppet across its surface.

      Io emerged from the wolverine’s chest, and in a blink, rose to the creature’s neck, shearing it in half. Spirit, no longer with a vessel to hold it, flowed like water around Ruwen and onto the dungeon floor. Vapors swirled in the air and drifted toward Sift, who stood with his arm over his eyes.

      Ruwen quickly fixed the wraps on his face and the room darkened back to its original twilight.

      As the Spirit left the wolverine’s body, its movements grew slower and weaker. Sift held Io in his right hand and grabbed the wolverine with his left, trying to pull the creature off Ruwen. With a last surge, the wolverine brought its tail up and into Sift’s armpit, slicing through Sift’s unfortified skin.

      Sift’s arm dropped to the ground.
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      Sift gasped in pain and stumbled backward. Lylan caught Sift and held him steady. Ruwen slid out from underneath the wolverine and pushed himself up. He picked up Sift’s arm, pulled the sleeve off it, and strode toward his friend.

      “Hold him still,” Ruwen said to Lylan. “I don’t know if this makes it hurt worse.”

      Ruwen pressed the arm against Sift’s shoulder.

      Sift winced. “Shade’s first rule: a hand offered to a fool costs an arm.”

      Ruwen stared at Sift. “Are you calling me a fool? And did you just make that up?” Ruwen looked at Lylan. “Did he just make that up?”

      Lylan held Sift with one hand and applied pressure to the severed arm with the other. “There are so many, it’s hard to know.”

      Sift wavered on his feet but didn’t cry out. “This really hurts.”

      Ruwen took Io from Sift’s right hand and placed the dagger in its sheath. Lylan had pulled the glowing bone hook out of the wolverine’s wrist. The hook hung on her belt, and the hand wasn’t visible.

      The arm hadn’t reattached to Sift like Ruwen had hoped. They would have to try something else.

      “I have an idea,” Ruwen said.

      Sift groaned.

      “Stop doing that,” Ruwen said. “Sit down and cross your legs.”

      Lylan helped Sift sit, and Ruwen kneeled in front of him. Now that Sift couldn’t fall, Lylan used both hands to press the severed arm against Sift. Ruwen reached down, grabbed Sift’s left hand, and raised it to Sift’s right shoulder. The severed arm now lay diagonally across Sift’s chest.

      Ruwen leaned back, sitting on his feet. “That wolverine used Spirit to strengthen and heal itself. I want you to do the same.”

      Sift locked eyes with Ruwen. “Seriously? You saw the control it had. I am literally the opposite of that.”

      Ruwen pointed at Sift’s heart. “But you got that to Jade.”

      “Is that why you put me in this pose?” Sift asked. “So I can Fortify my Air Meridian?”

      Ruwen ignored the sarcastic questions. “You absorbed some Spirit leaking from the wolverine, so I know you have some in there. Move it to your arm.”

      Lylan looked confused. “What is a Meridian, and how is that going to help him?”

      Sift closed his eyes, and Ruwen hoped that meant Sift had started the Fortifying process.

      Ruwen met Lylan’s eyes. “You saw the smaller balls of light in the wolverine, right? The one near the bicep and the one in the thigh?”

      Lylan nodded.

      Ruwen continued. “Those were actual Meridians. I don’t know how to get Spirit in them yet, or if the Spirit changes somehow inside them, but it doesn’t matter, because Sift isn’t trying to fill the actual Meridian.”

      Sift spoke up, his eyes still closed. “I couldn’t do that even if I wanted. You all saw at the lake. The paths to my Meridians are a mass of dead ends. I don’t know much, but I know you can’t fill a Meridian if you don’t have a path connecting it to your center.”

      “Stop listening to us and move your Spirit,” Ruwen said. He looked back at Lylan. “The body is divided into twelve areas, and each has a Meridian. Sift’s left shoulder, arm, and hand are all associated with his Air Meridian.”

      “I still don’t understand,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen stared at Sift. “Even though Sift can’t place Spirit inside the Air Meridian, he can still funnel Spirit to the area surrounding the Meridian. Doing that makes that area stronger. It’s called Fortifying.”

      Sift opened his eyes. “This is pointless. It took me years of daily Fortifying to get my heart to Jade. Without being able to find my center, the process just takes too long.”

      “But we saw your center at the Lake,” Lylan said.

      Sift sighed. Ruwen hadn’t thought Sift could look in any more pain, but he was wrong.

      “But Sift can’t feel it, and so getting Spirit out is hard,” Ruwen said.

      Ruwen thought about his early attempts, not that long ago, in Blapy. He had the luxury of knowing exactly where his center sat, and it had still been difficult. It had only gotten better when he’d started the breathing techniques.

      “Did your parents teach you any special ways to breathe when Fortifying?” Ruwen asked.

      Sift nodded.

      “Show me,” Ruwen said.

      Sift looked uncomfortable. “It’s supposed to be a secret.”

      Lylan gave a quick laugh. “Look around. I think we’re a little past secrets. The last thing that should worry you is hiding your breathing.”

      Sift looked at Lylan and then at Ruwen. “Even so, both of you promise to tell no one. Please.”

      Lylan rolled her eyes. “That is the dumbest promise ever.”

      Sift looked at Lylan, and after a moment, she nodded. “Fine.”

      “Of course,” Ruwen said.

      Sift closed his eyes again. He took a deep breath, held it for a second, and then exhaled slowly. He did this two more times. After the third exhalation, he immediately took a shallow breath and forced it out. He finished by holding his breath for five seconds, and then the pattern repeated.

      Ruwen let Sift do the entire rotation a few times and then spoke up. “Does that help you move your Spirit?”

      Sift opened his eyes and focused on Ruwen. “Not really.”

      Ruwen’s face itched under the wraps, and he wished he could take them off. There had been nothing in the book about keeping the breathing techniques a secret, but it seemed everything related to Harvesting was shrouded in secrecy. Even his Suffocation Bracer made him invisible to hide the patterns of his breathing.

      Secrets filled Ruwen’s life, and even here, he couldn’t reveal them all. But Sift was his best friend, and Lylan was right, breathing seemed like a dumb secret to keep here.

      Ruwen remembered the description for the Fortifying breathing technique in the book A Worker’s Guide to Harvesting. Ruwen had found the book glowing with warmth, buried under piles of books in Blapy’s destroyed library.

      
        
        Fortifying: The most used breath. Exhale sharply, emptying your lungs and minimizing the distance between Meridians. Take a short shallow breath immediately followed by exhalation. Repeat seven times, almost as if panting. Take three deep breaths exhaling slowly after each. Repeat from the beginning.

      

      

      “Sit up straight. You’re slouching,” Ruwen said.

      “Ruwen!” Lylan said, a touch of anger in her voice.

      Sift sat straighter. “No, he’s right. The proper pose is important.”

      Ruwen bit his lip under the face wraps. “I’m going to tell you another technique, but I want the same promise of secrecy from both of you.”

      “Toss my dagger, you two are idiots,” Lylan said.

      “I agree,” Sift said in a serious voice.

      “Fine. Again,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen described the breathing technique to Sift. “Have you ever seen or heard of that before?”

      “No, but it can’t hurt to try,” Sift said.

      Sift practiced the breathing method a few times with his eyes open. Then closed them and started the cycle.

      After a minute, nothing had happened. Ruwen tried to bite his thumbnail, but the wraps covered his mouth.

      Ruwen signaled to Lylan in Shade Speak. Close. Eyes.

      Grabbing his shirt, Ruwen waited for Lylan to close her eyes. She understood what he meant to do and looked the other direction. Ruwen lifted his shirt just enough to expose the Spirit it hid. He moved closer to Sift, and the tendrils of Spirit curled outward, much of it touching Sift. The Spirit disappeared as soon as it contacted Sift’s skin.

      They all sat like that for another few minutes. Ruwen thought Sift’s shoulder looked brighter, and he lowered his shirt. He tapped Lylan on the arm and she faced him. She still had one hand on Sift’s shoulder while her other hand pressed Sift’s arm against his chest. She leaned closer to Sift’s shoulder and then looked up at Ruwen, her eyes wide.

      “It’s working,” Lylan mouthed.

      Spirit oozed out of Sift’s torso and into his arm. After a few minutes, the entire area around the severed location had smoothed out, and the injury had disappeared.

      “You can let go,” Sift whispered to Lylan.

      Lylan leaned back, letting Sift go. Sift rotated his arm and winced in pain.

      “It still hurts, but it's usable. Where did you learn that breathing technique?” Sift asked.

      “In one of my books,” Ruwen said.

      Sift nodded but didn’t pry further. “I owe you one.”

      Ruwen smiled and stood. “More than one.”

      Sift and Lylan stood as well, and Lylan retrieved the sleeve of Sift’s shirt. Sift held out his arm, and Lylan slid the sleeve up it. But when the pieces of shirt met, they didn’t reform like they usually did.

      Sift pulled the sleeve back off and tied it around his forehead. “I’ll fix it once we get back home.”

      “Where did that creature go?” Lylan asked.

      Ruwen turned around and looked where the mangled wolverine had been, ten feet away. It had disappeared.
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      Ruwen, Sift, and Lylan found the creature a minute later.

      The wolverine had dragged its body to the severed head, and then over to the hand discarded by Lylan. The wolverine’s head sat a foot from the body, and its eyes tracked them as they approached. The body used its stump and hand to press its torso back together.

      “That is really disturbing,” Lylan said.

      The severed hand used its fingers to crawl closer to the head as if it meant to protect it.

      Ruwen shivered. He didn’t feel bad for the creature, as it had attacked them, but this deathless existence seemed almost cruel. The mangled body reminded him of Juva, which reminded him of Slib.

      Ruwen turned toward the area the wolverine had started from.

      “What about this thing?” Lylan asked.

      “Leave it,” Ruwen said, facing his friends. “I don’t think we can kill it anyway. It lost all its Spirit, so it will probably take a long time to heal.”

      Lylan nodded and Sift stared at the creature with a blank face. He rotated his arm a few times and then turned away.

      “You okay?” Ruwen asked Sift.

      Sift shrugged. “Dying is part of the cycle to reach perfection. If we get stuck here, my soul will never grow.”

      “You’re sad you can’t die?” Lylan asked.

      “It’s complicated,” Sift said.

      “Now you sound like me,” Ruwen said.

      “No reason to be insulting,” Sift said as a little of the sadness left his face.

      “Listen, if we get stuck here, I promise I’ll find a way to kill you,” Ruwen said.

      “Thanks,” Sift replied, a small smile appearing.

      “You’re both idiots,” Lylan said as she strode between them.

      Ruwen and Sift followed Lylan as she made her way to where the creature had started. As Ruwen approached the wall, body parts appeared, scattered in a radius ten feet across. Whimpering came from one of the smaller pieces.

      A sick feeling in his stomach, Ruwen kneeled and turned over the oval-shaped grey mass. Half of Slib’s face appeared: one eye, his nose, and mouth. The back of his head had been sheared away along with one eye and ear.

      The eye locked on Ruwen. “It hurts,” Slib said.

      Lylan covered her mouth and Sift looked like he might get sick. Ruwen’s stomach clenched, and he gently put Slib’s face down. A tiny part of Ruwen felt satisfaction at the bully’s pain. Slib had caused a lot of physical and emotional pain for Ruwen. Not only that, Slib’s current state resulted from deserting the group. He only had himself to blame for his predicament.

      But Slib, no matter his faults, didn’t deserve this. Most of Ruwen’s rage at Slib had already turned to pity. And seeing the teenager like this dissolved the rest of the anger. Slib, with all his faults, was still a living thing that deserved respect. Not the casual dismemberment he’d received.

      “I know. We’ll help you,” Ruwen said.

      “It hurts,” Slib repeated.

      Ruwen just nodded and took off his cloak. He carefully placed Slib’s partial face in the cloak and then picked up the other pieces nearby. Sift and Lylan joined him, and in a few minutes, they had piled all the smaller pieces in the cloak. Sift picked up Slib’s torso and two legs.

      Folding the cloak up at the corners, Ruwen carried Slib like a sack of apples. With his free hand, he carried Slib’s other arm. As the three of them made their way back to the tunnel, they stopped for Nak. Lylan retrieved the two pieces of the assassin, and they returned to Hamma.

      Hamma stood as they approached and stepped in front of Juva, so the man couldn’t see the group approach.

      “I’m not sure he should see that,” Hamma said.

      “It hurts,” Slib said, his voice muffled by Ruwen’s cloak.

      “Slib?” Juva shouted, trying to get up.

      Hamma immediately turned and pushed the House Captain back down. “Stay still.”

      Juva nodded but strained his neck to see around Hamma.

      Hamma stood and stared at Ruwen’s cloak. “Uru help me. Is he still alive?”

      Ruwen gently set his cloak down, and Sift and Lylan did the same. Slib lay in a small pile. Nak in another.

      “Slib?” Juva asked again.

      “Captain?” Slib asked. “Help me! It hurts!”

      Hamma immediately turned and pushed Juva back down again. Ruwen joined her.

      House Captain Juva’s eyes were wild, and he struggled to sit up. Ruwen grabbed Juva’s cheeks and turned his face until their eyes locked. “We found Slib. It hurt him like it did you. We will fix him. If you continue to struggle and delay your healing, we will leave you here. Do you understand? We will leave you both.”

      After a few seconds, Juva’s body relaxed, and he nodded.

      Ruwen let go of Juva. “Good. You need to rest.”

      “But he’s in pain,” Juva whispered.

      “He won’t die,” Ruwen said. “We’ll do all we can for him.”

      Juva nodded again, his eyes glassy. Juva’s actions toward Ruwen had been terrible, but Ruwen couldn’t deny the man was loyal.

      Ruwen strode back toward the cavern and motioned Hamma, Sift, and Lylan to join him. When they grouped at the end of the tunnel, they stood in a circle.

      “What happened to your arm?” Hamma asked Sift.

      “Nothing. Why?” Sift said.

      Hamma put her hands on her hips. “Because you keep touching it, rolling your shoulder, and your sleeve is around your head. Do you want me to look at it?”

      “You should let her look,” Lylan said. “What if we put it on backward?”

      Sift’s eyes widened, and he stretched his arm out, turning it back and forth.

      Lylan shook her head and flicked the side of Sift’s head. “Stop it. Do you think I’d put it on wrong?”

      Hamma turned to Ruwen. “Sift lost his arm?”

      “Big wolverine sliced it right off with its tail,” Ruwen said.

      “How did Sift heal so fast?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen stared at Sift, who had both arms stretched out in front of him, squinting as he compared their length and orientation. Lylan had one arm across her chest while the other hand gripped her temples. Ruwen forced his smile down.

      Ruwen cleared his throat. “Spirit healed him. It also allowed the wolverine to injure us. Which is why we need to make some decisions.”

      Hamma waved a hand in front of Sift’s face. He dropped his arms and looked around at everyone. “What?”

      Ruwen shook his head. “Long story short, Io has been here before, and Rami got a glimpse of what is waiting for us outside,” Ruwen said. He left out the part that he couldn’t let himself get injured, and that he too had been here before as a baby. “She thinks it’s imperative that I level my Harvesting to level twenty before we leave. It will give us some type of advantage.”

      “How long will that take?” Lylan asked.

      Ruwen shrugged. “That’s the problem. I don’t know. But I think we should at least stay here a while and let me try. It would give Juva and Slib time to heal.”

      “Are you taking them with us?” Sift asked, his voice neutral.

      “That is a group decision. But they might be helpful,” Ruwen said.

      “Well, at least they can’t kill you here,” Lylan said.

      “Let’s make that call when we’re ready to leave,” Ruwen said.

      Everyone nodded.

      Lylan looked at the cavern. “Where are we going to do all this?”

      “You and Sift are the most qualified to answer that,” Ruwen said.

      Lylan crossed her arms and tilted her head. “Not a tunnel.”

      “Right, too narrow,” Sift said. “What about the lake?”

      “No second exit,” Lylan said.

      “True, but we have the same problem in here,” Sift said, pointing at the cavern and rubbing his shoulder. He realized what he was doing and glanced at Hamma. She narrowed her eyes at him, and he dropped his arms to his side.

      “You should let me look at it,” Hamma said.

      “It is fine,” Sift replied.

      Lylan rubbed her forehead. “Without another entrance, it is dangerous to stay here. We might be better off risking outside. At least we could run.”

      Ruwen liked the security of the dungeon, but Lylan’s points were valid. Not having another exit could be catastrophic if attacked again. But he didn’t know for sure how many entrances there were into the dungeon.

      “Give me a second to think,” Ruwen said.

      Fractal? Ruwen asked.

      Yes.

      How many paths are there in and out of the dungeon?

      Three.

      This shocked Ruwen. Where are they?

      Path you came be one.

      Two is falling water cave.

      Three in water floor.

      Ruwen thought about Fractal’s responses. The first one he knew about and the last one might be where the creek that ran through camp originated.

      Can I fit through the underwater exit? Ruwen asked.

      Not current shape you be.

      He liked his current shape and didn’t want to be smashed into pulp just so he could ooze through cracks in the rocks. That left the cave by the waterfall.

      Tell me about the exit by the waterfall, Ruwen said.

      Cave tunnel long. Touch deep diggers.

      Do you mean it reaches the mine?

      Yes.

      While not ideal as the mine was hours away, it at least provided a way out.

      Is it safe? Ruwen asked.

      Cave empty. Nowhere safe.

      He had gotten used to that. Thank you, Fractal.

      Welcome you.

      “I have an option,” Ruwen said.

      “Where did you just go?” Hamma asked.

      “Do you realize how much you zone out?” Sift asked.

      “Where did you find this option?” Lylan asked.

      Ruwen raised his hands, not comfortable talking about the details. “Too many questions.”

      Lylan narrowed her eyes. “Is this related to Nak calling you Dungeon Master when he came out of the water?”

      “You heard that?” Ruwen asked.

      “We all did,” Sift said.

      Ruwen looked around at his friends. “I might have formed a little attachment to the dungeon before we got shoved into this realm.”

      “A little attachment?” Lylan asked.

      “Are you like Ky now?” Sift asked.

      “Can we talk about this later? That’s why I didn’t bring it up. We have other things to worry about. There is a cave behind the waterfall –”

      “I told you!” Sift said.

      “Where does it go?” Hamma asked.

      “The mine, I think. Which would take hours,” Ruwen said.

      Lylan pinched her chin. “Hours in a tunnel is plenty of time to meet trouble. In the worst case, enemies would surround us.”

      “Outside the dungeon is too dangerous?” Hamma asked.

      “Yes, right now,” Ruwen said.

      Sift turned to Lylan. “We are better hidden behind the falls.”

      Lylan nodded. “It concerns me we don’t know the actual exit. Only that it meets the mine.”

      “We were all just there,” Ruwen said.

      “That helps,” Lylan said. “The length of the tunnel almost disqualifies it as an exit.”

      “How about this,” Hamma said. “We go to the cave. Then scout the tunnel to see how viable an escape route it is. If it’s too dangerous, we reevaluate. For all we know, Ruwen will only need two minutes to level his Harvesting.”

      “That is wise,” Lylan said. “I agree with Hamma.”

      “Can your dungeon tell us if anything is approaching?” Sift asked.

      Fractal, would you be able to provide a warning if anything came near us?

      Home maybe. Digger tunnel no. Fractal weak still.

      That’s okay.

      “Not really,” Ruwen said.

      Sift rubbed his shoulder and then stopped and looked at Hamma, quickly dropping his hand to his side. “Then, Hamma’s approach is best. Plus, there is always treasure behind a waterfall.”
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      It should have taken fifteen minutes of brisk walking to reach the far end of the lake. With all the injured, it took them an hour. The beach stopped when it met the rear wall of the cavern, and Ruwen couldn’t see a cave behind the waterfall. Standing this close, the sound of the falling water crashing into the lake overwhelmed his hearing. He kneeled and touched the lake. The frigid water probably meant glaciers fed the falls.

      Fractal, I don’t see the entrance, Ruwen said.

      Underwater cave begin.

      Ruwen sighed, knowing he would have to swim. He gently placed his cloak containing the smaller pieces of Slib on the ground. Thankfully, the sound of the waterfall had drowned out Slib’s cries of pain.

      The others, seeing him lower Slib, put their own burdens down. Hamma lowered House Captain Juva, and Lylan leaned Nak against the wall. The assassin, while not healed, had at least been able to mend himself enough to walk. Sift placed Slib’s other three body pieces on the ground.

      Ruwen signed in Shade Speak to Lylan and Sift. Entrance. Below. I. Scout. Both nodded at Ruwen. He placed his mouth next to Hamma’s ear and shouted. “Stay here. Scouting entrance.”

      Hamma placed her mouth next to Ruwen’s ear and shouted in return. “Be careful.”

      Ruwen smiled at Hamma to reassure her. Blapy’s level four had been the last time he’d been in a lake. The Coiled Lightning Rings had almost killed him, and the Octorse had been ferocious. Ruwen remembered dropping quickly to the lake bottom because his Baton of a Thousand Uses weighed too much. He unclipped it from his waist and placed it next to his cloak.

      He had realized something on the walk here. Since they couldn’t die in this realm, drowning didn’t exist either. It had made him wonder if he could walk along the bottom of the lake, breathing water like air. The thought had made him uneasy, and now, unless he found the entrance quickly, it would force him to test the theory.

      Thinking about the icy water would only make it worse. Ruwen kept his boots on to protect his feet from any sharp rocks on the lake bottom and stepped into the water. He gasped at the cold but forced his other foot into the water. The bank dropped steeply, and in a few steps, the water had reached his neck. He took three deep breaths, holding the last one, and submerged himself.

      Four more steps and the darkness of the lake pressed in on Ruwen. He pushed up the wrapping around his forehead, and the area in front of him burst into bright relief. Thankfully, no creatures appeared, but the entrance to the cave didn’t either.

      At the edge of Ruwen’s vision, the falling water caused the lake to froth and bubble, almost as if it were boiling. Looking down, he couldn’t see the bottom. Unsure where the tunnel entrance began, he decided it would be better to stay near the surface.

      He pushed upward with his legs and swam for the surface. While the weight of his clothes and dagger pulled him down, he could overcome it easily enough. A moment later his head broke the surface, and he took a breath.

      The sound of the falls guided him as he swam toward it. He had never been a great swimmer, preferring books over being wet, but his parents had forced him to learn. He’d tried to convince them that Mages didn’t need to swim because their magic would keep them safe. They’d argued a Mage could drown because focusing on a spell while starving for air was almost impossible. So, he’d learned to swim, and now his Suffocation Bracer had taught him how to concentrate without air. His parents would be proud.

      When he neared the falls, he angled toward the rock wall. He resisted the urge to look back at his friends to avoid blinding them. The air, saturated with water, felt heavy, and he swam closer to the wall to ease his breathing.

      Directly behind the waterfall, Ruwen took a few deep breaths and then let himself sink into the water. He pressed his hands against the sheer wall that formed the back boundary of the lake, slowing his descent. He dropped for thirty seconds, his ears popping every few feet from the pressure, but didn’t see the entrance.

      Slowly kicking his legs, Ruwen stopped his descent. He had enough air to reach the surface, but while he might descend a little faster next time, he would still end up in the same place. He needed to decide if he would drown himself and continue down.

      He knew he didn’t need air here. Slib’s mouth and throat didn’t connect to his lungs, but his moaning and pain-filled cries never stopped. Ruwen’s brain rejected that logic, and the thought of breathing in a lungful of water made his heart race. While using his Suffocation Bracer had limited the amount of air he could breathe, it remained air. His mind would never allow him to fill his lungs willingly with water.

      If he wanted to do this, he would have to force it.

      They needed to find this tunnel. It would provide them the safety they needed while Ruwen figured out how to advance his Harvesting. When it came down to it, he didn’t have a choice.

      Pushing off the wall, Ruwen stopped kicking his legs and let his body sink deeper into the water. His mind hadn’t panicked yet since oxygen still filled his lungs. Slowly he descended. Thirty seconds later, his rapid heartbeat had consumed most of his air.

      Ruwen’s brain, sensing the danger, panicked. He desperately kicked and pawed at the water above him, trying to pull himself to safety. But the surface was sixty feet above him, and he had no hope of reaching it.

      It took another ten seconds of frantic movements before the desperate need to breathe overrode any other thoughts. Ruwen opened his mouth and inhaled, filling his lungs with water.

      A fire erupted in his chest, and Ruwen tore at his clothes. He screamed in pain, the water in his lungs rushing out, and the pain with it. A moment later, he sucked in another lungful of water, and the pain returned.

      Ruwen dropped deeper into the lake, his screams like an echo of the thundering waterfall far above him. After each cry, he felt a moment of relief as the water left his lungs. He tried to hold that emptiness, reassuring his mind it didn’t need to breathe in this place. But he remained powerless against his mind’s survival instinct, and over and over again, he inhaled what felt like liquid fire.

      His feet struck the lake bottom, and he flailed his arms to keep himself standing. Ruwen realized the pain he felt mirrored the pain of drowning, and that Juva and Slib, and maybe Nak, were feeling the pain of their injuries as if they were real. It was no wonder Slib’s speech had turned into an incoherent wail.

      The pain in Ruwen’s chest, while excruciating, had become familiar enough that he could focus on his surroundings. Fifteen feet to his right, a black triangle ten feet high interrupted the brown face of the wall. He stumbled toward it.

      A moment later, Ruwen confirmed the blackness contained a tunnel that sloped upward. He stepped into the tunnel and strode upward. After a few minutes, shadows appeared above him.

      He stopped, and it took his mind, still consumed by pain and the burning need for oxygen, a couple of seconds to realize the water’s surface was just above him. Refracted light cast shadows against the ceiling of the hidden cavern. He had found it. Another few steps and the terrible pain in his chest could stop.

      But Ruwen didn’t move. He knew if he broke the surface, and the terrible pain in his chest stopped, it would be difficult to force himself back into the water. He already needed to do this again after fetching his friends, and he didn’t want to do it three times. Fractal had said the cavern was empty, and Ruwen didn’t trust himself to only raise his eyes out of the water to confirm it.

      Ruwen turned and walked down the underwater tunnel confident Fractal had told him the truth. His friends remained vulnerable on the beach above, and it gave him the willpower to stay submerged. He hoped this hidden cavern, and the tunnel beyond it, warranted this suffering.

      And as the fire in Ruwen’s lungs became more familiar, and his thoughts cleared, he wondered if this might be an opportunity. Training to focus your thoughts and actions while feeling on the verge of death, but never actually dying, seemed like a chance few, if any, ever had.

      Ruwen smiled. Just like his training with the Suffocation Bracer had prepared him to function with little oxygen, the Spirit Realm might teach him to perform while dying or in immense pain. And that seemed incredibly valuable.

      But first, he needed to move his friends to safety.
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      Ruwen waited in the underwater tunnel while the last of the group entered the cavern behind the waterfall just above him. They stumbled out of view as they left the water. He adjusted his head wrap until the light disappeared, and only the regular twilight of the Spirit Realm remained. He strode forward, eager to end the burning fire in his chest.

      As soon as Ruwen broke the surface, his diaphragm convulsed. Water exploded from his mouth, followed immediately by violent coughing. A second later, he vomited the water filling his stomach. He stumbled forward and dropped his cloak, full of Slib’s parts, onto the beach. For the next minute, he coughed and puked as a horrifying amount of water left his body. By the sounds echoing in the cavern, his friends were doing the same.

      “Unpleasant,” Sift shouted at Ruwen. “You call that unpleasant?”

      Ruwen had been a little vague when he’d explained the sensation of breathing water to his friends. He held his stomach as he dry-heaved again. “Sorry.”

      The hidden cavern had a rounded ceiling fifty feet above Ruwen. The cave itself looked a hundred feet wide, with half of that covered in water. A single tunnel left the back of the cave, and all the walls were smooth. This place had not formed naturally.

      Hamma, still kneeling in the water, moaned and wiped her nose. “I never want to do that again.”

      Ruwen planned to do just that, assuming he could advance his Cultivation Stage to twenty. But he didn’t expect anyone to join him.

      Lylan sat on the beach, her arms on her knees, and her head hung between them. “This gives me an idea.”

      Sift, on his hands and knees, groaned. “We have too many of those already.”

      Lylan lifted her head, ignoring Sift. “We can train harder. Without fear of dying, we can go all out. It will speed advancement with no risk.”

      Sift rubbed his arm. “Damage still hurts.”

      “It’s just pain,” Lylan said and then smiled. “Just don’t get hit. A Step Master like you should be invincible.”

      Sift looked up at her. “You never fight fair.”

      “Shade’s first rule: fairness only matters to a Judge,” Lylan replied.

      Sift groaned again, and Ruwen studied the injured in their party. Nak crouched facing the tunnel, only taking his eyes off it to cough up water. Juva lay on his side, water dribbling from his mouth. The pain from drowning, coupled with his torn body, had put him in a dazed state. Ruwen wondered if he’d snap out of it.

      Ruwen opened his cloak and carefully removed the pieces of Slib. Ruwen had wondered what effect drowning would have on Slib. The bully’s mouth didn’t connect to his lungs, or to anything right now. What would happen? As Ruwen set Slib’s face on the ground, the bully’s eyes opened, followed by harsh coughing.

      The largest intact piece of Slib’s body lay just out of the water where Sift had dropped it. The torso convulsed, and water sprayed out of the neck stump, spraying Sift.

      “Are you serious?” Sift yelled and then crawled to the other side of Lylan.

      “That was gross,” Hamma said.

      Lylan laughed until Slib’s coughing grew stronger and splashed her legs. Both Lylan and Sift stood and staggered further away from the headless fountain.

      “Burns,” Slib gasped. “My chest burns.” Then he began coughing again.

      What kind of place was this? Even if your head had been ripped from your body, you could still feel the pain of drowning. Ruwen felt pity for Slib. The pain the young man was enduring seemed too much to fathom.

      When Slib’s coughing abated, the bully passed out again from the pain. Ruwen fetched the larger pieces of Sift and then pieced him together as best he could. Hamma came over and helped.

      “He’s a mess,” Hamma said. “I wish I could do more.”

      “We’re doing what we can,” Ruwen said. “I’m going to ask Sift and Lylan to scout the tunnel. Nak will stay by you. If anything strange happens, wake me.”

      “You’re going to sleep?” Hamma asked.

      “No, I need to meditate,” Ruwen said.

      Sift and Lylan agreed to scout and quickly disappeared down the tunnel that led to the mine. Ruwen sat against the wall near the tunnel entrance. If something unexpected arrived from this entrance, he’d be close enough to engage it.

      With one final look at his group, Ruwen closed his eyes. The familiar ball of bright Spirit surrounded him. Rami had said he needed to Condense it. Since he couldn’t use Harden here, he needed to rely on the breathing technique. He pictured the book in his mind and read the text:

      
        
        Condensing: The most fundamental breath. Inhale until your lungs are at capacity. Pull in sharply with the diaphragm as if you were coughing and focus this pressure inward, exerting the force on your center as you Harvest. Breathe out sharply and take three regular breaths before repeating.

      

      

      Ruwen focused on the odd breathing pattern, performing the sequence repeatedly. Hundreds and then thousands of times, he executed the cycle. The surrounding light faded until it became dark, and he switched his focus to his center and the Spirit there.

      The ball of light had shrunk to the size of a bandball. It looked dense and shimmered like it held shredded rainbows. He tried to pass a mental hand through it but felt immediate resistance. Not wanting to force anything, he stopped.

      As he watched, the outside of the sphere grew fuzzy as the Spirit slowly expanded again. How could he keep it condensed without having to use Harden or a breathing technique all the time?

      Ruwen had no idea what to do. With nowhere else to start, he parsed the level twenty Cultivation Stage quest.

      
        
        Pick One Side

        As a Novice, you Cultivated into two dimensions and as an Initiate, three. An Apprentice must embrace the whole, twisting their center to encompass both simultaneously.

      

      

      This quest seemed full of clues with little of the normal nonsense filler. Hadn’t someone recently said something almost like this? Ruwen tried to remember, but then forced himself to stay focused on this task. The quest name made him wonder if he needed to flatten the dense ball of Spirit. Maybe flat, one side looked different from the other?

      Using his mental hands, he squished the ball in his center. After what felt like a few minutes, he managed to make a disk, even if it remained a little thick. Disappointingly, both sides looked identical.

      Ruwen returned to studying the quest. It mentioned dimensions, but he didn’t control those, so he kept reading. There were three key pieces to the quest left: embrace the whole, twisting their center, encompass both simultaneously.

      Did the notion of being simultaneous refer to the “whole” and “center”? Or to the dimensions in the previous line? And by “whole,” did the quest cleverly mean “hole”?

      He decided to take it literally and forced his hands into the center of his Spirit disk. Eventually, he turned the disk into a ring. Seeing the “ring” made his skin prickle. Was that important? He pushed the thought away and cursed himself for his inability to stay focused.

      The quest told him to embrace the whole, so he wrapped his mental arms around his ring and squeezed. The middle drew together, forming what looked like a number eight.

      The last portion referenced twisting, so he rotated the two halves in different directions. Maybe he was supposed to make some sort of braid.

      No matter what he did, the Spirit continued to expand slowly. Twice he’d had to spend time Condensing to get the Spirit back into its dense form. He unraveled his latest twisting failure and stared at the distorted ring in his center.

      Frustrated, he studied the quest details again.

      
        
        Pick One Side

        As a Novice, you Cultivated into two dimensions and as an Initiate, three. An Apprentice must embrace the whole, twisting their center to encompass both simultaneously.

      

      

      Again Ruwen had the feeling someone had said something similar to him recently. Since he had exhausted all his ideas, he let his mind wander this time, looking for the connection.

      He replayed his days backward, looking for conversations that might contain the phrase. When he found it, his heart thudded loudly in his chest. It hadn’t been some casual conversation with Sift. It had been with Blapy not long after she had killed him for Harvesting inside the dungeon.

      Ruwen had believed the Harvesting room with the vast expanse of water and the islands with all the statues could not possibly be inside the Black Pyramid, and Blapy had responded: “Inside, outside, is there really any difference?”

      Ruwen had stubbornly said there was a difference. When he recalled what Blapy did next, he thought his heart might explode: Blapy flicked her wrist, and a thin black piece of cloth, the length and width of Ruwen’s index finger appeared. She held the fabric between her hands and then twisted one side a hundred eighty degrees. Blapy pressed the ends together, and they merged. She handed the twisted circle of cloth to Ruwen. “Your beliefs trap you,” Blapy said. “There’s only one side.”

      Ruwen let the memory fade, dumbfounded at his stupidity. Blapy had literally handed him the answer. She had given him an infinity ring, something he had studied in dimensional math. You could use a finger to trace around the ring, eventually touching both sides of it, and return to the beginning without ever lifting a finger. It was an example of a two-dimensional object in three-dimensional space.

      Like the quest said, he had to pick one side. And the infinity ring only had one.

      The infinity ring had other properties that made it perfect. Because of its two-dimensional surface, there was no up or down. That meant things on the surface couldn’t expand away like his Spirit currently did.

      Ruwen studied the quest a third time but kept the infinity ring in mind.

      
        
        Pick One Side

        As a Novice, you Cultivated into two dimensions and as an Initiate, three. An Apprentice must embrace the whole, twisting their center to encompass both simultaneously.

      

      

      Seeing the answer now, it seemed obvious. Ruwen Condensed the Spirit in his center and then pulled the ring apart. He flipped one end around and then pressed the two sides together. His Spirit now had the shape of an infinity ring.

      Ruwen shivered as his entire body flushed.

      Congratulations, Rami said.

      Thanks. That took me too long, Ruwen responded.

      Yes. But now that you’ve formed a Core in your center, we can start.

      Start what?

      Teaching you real magic.
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      Are you ready? Rami asked.

      Yes.

      Ruwen’s vision blurred, and when it cleared, he stood on what appeared to be granite. His breathing felt labored, like when his Suffocation Bracer had activated, and the air chilled his bare skin. He wore sparring shorts and nothing else. The wind pulled at his hair, and he touched his face, glad not to be wearing the face wraps.

      Rami stood in front of him. The teenage girl wore a short-sleeved shirt and shorts. Behind her, mountain peaks pushed through a grey blanket of quickly moving clouds. Their location seemed to be higher than most of the other peaks, and Ruwen realized why he couldn’t breathe. They were very high in the air here.

      Twelve pillars stood in a circle around them, and Ruwen didn’t see much else. It appeared the two of them stood on top of a mountain in some sort of open-air temple sixty feet across.

      “These mountains look like the ones in Sift’s room at Blapy,” Ruwen said.

      “They are,” Rami replied. “We’re just higher and further south. I like the views better here.”

      Ruwen shivered, not from the cold, but the height. He had a powerful desire to walk to the middle of the granite circle. Who knew how long a person might fall if they went over the edge. He tried to remind himself they had never left his brain, but it felt so real his body ignored him.

      “We couldn’t do this somewhere, uh, lower?” Ruwen asked.

      Rami laughed and walked to the edge. “If you fall, you’d have a few minutes to figure something out.”

      “What about a little more air?” Ruwen asked.

      Rami walked over to him. “Progress is the sound of labored breathing.”

      “That is the description from the Suffocation Bracer.”

      “Exactly,” Rami said. “And I want to be just as helpful.”

      “I thought your ability to help had been severely limited.”

      Rami tilted her head. “I’ve been giving that a lot of thought since we arrived in this realm. If you can’t die, logically, life and death situations can’t exist.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “That means I don’t have to worry if what I’m telling you is some critical piece of information.”

      “Then please tell me everything. You said you would show me real magic. Is the magic at home not real?”

      “We don’t have time for everything,” Rami said, as she pinched her bottom lip in thought. She smiled and raised her hands. The left one held an egg, while the right held a plate of Ruwen’s favorite breakfast. His mom called it Survivor’s Guilt, and it had eggs, mushrooms, onions, green peppers, bacon, two kinds of cheese, and a bunch of spices Ruwen had never learned. The smell filled him with joy that quickly mingled with the fear and anxiety that always surfaced when he remembered his mother’s disappearance.

      Rami lifted her left hand. “Hard-boiled egg.” Then she looked at her right hand. “Survivor’s Guilt.” She locked gazes with Ruwen. “Both are breakfast meals—both based on eggs even. But one is vastly more complex and satisfying.”

      “The eggs are magic?”

      Rami squished the hard-boiled egg in her hand. “This egg is what the deities provide their followers. Simple, straightforward recipes that get the job done.”

      Rami handed Ruwen a fork, the mashed egg no longer covering her hand. The smell of bacon filled the air, and Ruwen’s mouth watered. Bending down, he took a bite of Survivor’s Guilt. He hadn’t had this dish in over a year, and his chest tightened.

      “It’s delicious,” Ruwen choked out, his throat too tight to speak properly.

      “I know. It’s your memory,” Rami said, as the plate disappeared.

      Ruwen stood up straight. The vividness of Rami’s creations made it easy to forget they were still in his mind.

      “And Survivor’s Guilt?” Ruwen asked.

      Rami tapped Ruwen’s chest. “A complex recipe. Many elements combined to create something better than their parts. Something real. A Harvester has access to many ingredients. Twelve to be precise.”

      Ruwen went still as Rami’s words struck him dumb. The dish of Survivor’s Guilt reappeared in her hand, and she took a bite.

      “Are you saying spells are recipes? That Spirit from different Meridians can be combined to make…magic?”

      Rami smiled, and the food disappeared again. She held out her right hand palm up. With her left hand, she sprinkled imaginary spices. “Two parts Fire, one part Chaos, one part Air…”

      A Fireball appeared in Rami’s hand.

      Ruwen rubbed his forehead. “Is that the actual recipe for a Fireball?”

      Rami shrugged. “I’m not sure. Harvesters are notoriously secretive, and they don’t write much down. I’ve pieced together what I could.”

      “I don’t understand the Meridians,” Ruwen said. “Right now, they’re just places in my body that I’m Fortifying.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” Rami said. “Until you reached Cultivation Stage twenty, the only thing you could do with your Spirit is Fortify your body. Now though, you can Refine the Spirit.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Spirit is the combination of the twelve fundamental essences. Refining is when a Harvester moves the Spirit through their Meridian and extracts that essence.”

      Ruwen thought about that. “So when a Harvester is making a spell, and they need Order, they just use the essence from the Order Meridian to satisfy the recipe.”

      “You catch on quickly,” Rami said with a smile.

      Ruwen paced as his thoughts raced. “What happens if you don’t have an Order Meridian?”

      “Everyone contains the twelve Meridians. You mean if the Meridian lacks a path to your center?”

      Ruwen thought of Sift and the dark raisin of his center. “Yes.”

      “Then the Harvester must substitute raw Spirit.”

      “Wasting the other eleven essences that Spirit contains,” Ruwen said.

      “Exactly,” Rami said. “And the other eleven essences contaminate the recipe making it less potent. It is a little more complicated than that. Some essences can be mixed to create close approximations of other essences. It is far less wasteful, and the results are better.”

      “Why doesn’t everyone do that then?”

      “For simplicity, let's just say you need seven Meridians connected to your center to make that viable. And that is ultra-rare. In fact, it would qualify you to become a deity someday. Assuming they didn’t kill you first.”

      “They do that? I thought the gods had rules.”

      Rami nodded. “They have the Pact, but that only applies to the existing deities, not new ones.”

      “And Harvesters never Ascend, so they don’t have a deity's protection.”

      “Exactly. But the truth is, a child with over six open Meridians would never make it to Ascension. That type of potential power is too dangerous. Other Harvesters or a deity would kill the child as soon as they discovered them, which is another reason Harvesters are so secretive. Not only do other Harvesters want to steal their recipes, but the more powerful they become, the greater the chance they’ll be killed.”

      Ruwen frowned. “Is that why Sift’s parents are in Blapy? I overheard them talking about the gods.”

      “Sift’s parents are extremely powerful. Each has six open Meridians. They have survived because they are together, and have honed their abilities by becoming Step Grandmasters, hiding their knowledge in their forms. Much of what I’m about to teach you I took from observing them.”

      “And they’re in Blapy for protection,” Ruwen said the realization out loud.

      “Yes. The Black Pyramid is, ironically, both the safest and most dangerous place in existence.”

      Ruwen stopped his pacing and looked at Rami. “How powerful is Uru?”

      “Uru and her brother are the most powerful humans in the Universe.”

      “Do you know how many Meridians Uru has open?”

      Rami tilted her head. “Many believe ten. But only she, and probably Izac, know for sure.”

      Ruwen rubbed his chest. Rami had given him an immense amount of information, and he didn’t think that was an accident. He swallowed twice before he could get the words out. “Do you know how many of my Meridians are open?”

      “I do.”

      “Is it something you think I should know?”

      “Now that you’ve formed your Core, you can look for yourself,” Rami said.

      Ruwen eased up his shirt, but no bright light blinded him. The skin under his shirt looked grey and transparent. Rami had simulated what it would look like in the Spirit Realm. Instead of a ball of light, his infinity ring-shaped Core floated in what looked like a twelve-sided prism: his center. Each Meridian had a pair of tubes, like tunnels, that connected to one face of his center’s prism.

      Ruwen examined the paths, tracing them from each Meridian to his center. When he finished, he slowly lowered his shirt and locked eyes with Rami.

      “What does this mean?” Ruwen whispered.

      “It means you are in grave danger,” Rami said.

      “Is this what Uru did to me here? Before?”

      “She finished it. You were already miraculously exceptional.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know Uru’s reasons,” Rami said. She stepped closer to Ruwen and put a hand on his chest. Her hand felt warm, and she smelled faintly of roses. “You need to get stronger faster. Once the deities know, they will stop at nothing to destroy you. You will unify them. You will cause the destruction of the Pact. You must prepare yourself.”

      Ruwen knew Rami spoke the truth.

      Knew because six open Meridians could threaten a god.

      Seven would make you one.

      Ten would make you the most powerful human in the Universe.

      And while some of Ruwen’s Meridians had narrow paths, and some were thick, they all had one thing in common.

      They connected to his center—all twelve of them.
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      Ruwen tapped his chest. “That’s why you said it was critical I didn’t get hurt here.”

      “If a path to your Meridian gets severed, there is a tiny chance it would reconnect once healed. But if two pathways were severed, the odds become astronomical against both reconnecting. I don’t know what Uru has planned for you, but I’ve glimpsed through Io’s memories the vast amount of time and energy she has invested in you.”

      “Does that mean Sift could fix his center here?”

      Rami remained quiet for a few seconds. “You will need to make a decision. Yes, Sift could possibly form a connection if he injures himself. But remember, the goal is to leave this realm. Sift will be critical in safely making it out. If he is constantly injured and unable to fight, you will likely all suffer. Logically, not telling him makes the most sense for the group.”

      “And it would make me a horrible friend.”

      Rami nodded but remained silent.

      Ruwen sighed. “I need to focus on learning the Refinement forms. I’ll deal with Sift when I leave my head.”

      “That’s an excellent plan,” Rami said as she stood up straight. “Sift’s parents perform a slow form every morning. After analyzing the form and comparing it to six references I found in my indexes, I think it conceals a Refinement form.”

      Ruwen wished he could retrieve The Workers Guide to Harvesting from his Void Band. The next section of the book had been on this exact topic. Instead, he stood up straight with his hands at his sides, mimicking Rami.

      Rami took three steps backward. “I’ll demonstrate the form first. It contains one hundred ten motions. The first and last are this standing pose, leaving one hundred eight other moves.”

      Rami began the form, and Ruwen studied her carefully.

      When Rami finished, she looked up at Ruwen. “Well?”

      “I’m not sure, but some of those motions reminded me of the Fortifying poses.”

      Rami smiled. “Excellent. They are all there to some degree.”

      Ruwen narrowed his eyes in thought. So much of Harvesting and Step work revolved around breathing. “Did you notice if they breathed differently while they moved?”

      “Oh, I hadn’t thought to look. Give me a moment,” Rami said.

      Rami closed her eyes and went still. Thirty seconds later, her eyes opened, and she smiled. “You were right. There is a pattern to it. I had to watch it over a thousand times to catch them all.”

      Ruwen stood up straight. “Teach me.”

      It took what felt like days for Ruwen to move and breathe in a way that satisfied Rami. The motions relaxed him, and their symmetry appealed to his logical mind. Half the moves were away from his body, and he breathed outward. The other half focused inward, and he’d inhale. Motions that fell on prime numbers in the one hundred eight move form required the breath to be three times longer than normal. The patterns soothed him. When he had finished the form a third time with no comments from Rami, she stopped him.

      “You have it. We need to try it for real,” Rami said.

      Ruwen stood still, completely relaxed. “It is so hard to remember this isn’t real.”

      “Thank you,” Rami said.

      “How long have we been in here?” Ruwen asked, tapping his head.

      “I’ve accelerated your brain activity to give us more time. You’ve been practicing for a few days.”

      Ruwen gasped. “What about my friends?”

      “They’re fine. To them, less than eight hours have passed.”

      “It’s like being in Blapy,” Ruwen said.

      Rami smiled. “The Black Pyramid’s time dilation is a consequence of its planet's velocity, or more specifically, the greater velocity of your home planet through the universe. What I did was far more impressive. I sped up all your brain activity, so your thoughts could process faster.”

      “Thank you. That would be useful in a fight.”

      “I know. Which is why I’m not allowed to do it if your life is in danger.”

      “Right. The rules.”

      “Are you ready to go back?”

      Ruwen nodded.

      The world faded to black, and then Ruwen’s center came into focus. Rami had returned him to his meditative state. He gave himself a moment to adjust and then allowed his active mind to intrude on his meditation. He heard voices and opened his eyes.

      Hamma, Sift, and Lylan sat near the tunnel entrance, whispering to each other, as Nak stood guard.

      “Did you find anything interesting?” Ruwen asked.

      The three all looked at Ruwen and then moved to join him. Sift and Lylan sat across from him, and Hamma kneeled by his side.

      Sift pointed at the tunnel. “It runs straight to the mine like someone had shot an arrow through the stone.”

      “Took us a few hours before we turned around,” Lylan said.

      “Did you see anything?” Ruwen asked.

      Sift shook his head. “No.”

      Lylan provided a few more details. “The tunnel ended in a narrow cavern, but we couldn’t see far into it. We decided to come back.”

      “That way might be a dead end,” Sift said.

      Ruwen nodded. “Thank you both for scouting.”

      “How are you feeling?” Hamma asked. “You spent hours gasping for air. It didn’t sound healthy.”

      Unhealthy summed up Ruwen’s life lately. Rami’s mind constructs were so real his body couldn’t tell the difference. It sounded like he’d been gasping for air even though he had never really been high in the mountains. “I feel fine.”

      “Are you done?” Sift asked.

      “Partly,” Ruwen said. “I leveled my Cultivation Stage, but I need to try Spirit Refinement. Assuming I figure that out, I must practice using it a little. I’m sorry for delaying us, but I believe it’s for the best.”

      Lylan slapped Sift’s leg. “See, I told you we’d have time.”

      Sift looked at Ruwen. “This is your fault.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” Ruwen said.

      “Exactly. You’ve been sitting here napping, and now I’m forced to spar,” Sift said.

      “You make me spar all the time,” Ruwen said.

      “That’s different,” Sift said.

      “I think it’s the same,” Ruwen said.

      “Did I ever kick you in the crotch?” Sift asked.

      “No,” Ruwen said.

      “Then it’s not the same,” Sift said.

      “That happened one time,” Lylan said. “And it was mostly an accident. You need to learn to let things go.”

      “Mostly an accident,” Sift whispered.

      Hamma smiled at Sift’s complaining and then faced Ruwen. “That’s okay. We have time. Slib is healing slower than Juva. It might be days before we can move.”

      Ruwen looked over at the pair. Slib’s mouth moved, but no words came out. Juva had his eyes closed and remained still. He looked dead.

      The man’s torn torso reminded Ruwen of his conversation with Rami. Breaking the pathways between the center and Meridian would cause them to reform, possibly with a connection that hadn’t been there before.

      For Ruwen, it remained critical he didn’t let that happen. But for Sift, the opposite was true. His friend had nothing to lose. Rami might be right about the logic of not telling Sift, but Ruwen had learned a hard lesson when he hadn’t given Sift the Moonstone Ring of Remembrance. That ring had held Lylan’s memories of the Black Pyramid, and waiting for the perfect time to give it to Sift had almost cost them their friendship. He wouldn’t risk that again.

      “I learned something,” Ruwen said.

      “You shouldn’t be thinking while meditating,” Sift scolded him.

      Ruwen waved his hands. “I was past that. Just listen. When injured here, you reform, right?”

      Sift rubbed the arm that the wolverine had sliced off, and Hamma narrowed her eyes. He dropped his hand into his lap and nodded.

      Ruwen took a deep breath. He really hoped this was the right decision. “When your Meridian paths get severed, there’s a chance when healing they’ll form a connection to your center.”

      “What,” Sift whispered.

      Ruwen opened his mouth to explain again, but Sift had already stood and pulled his shirt off. They all stared at the dark twelve-sided prism in Sift’s chest. The holes covering it made it look deformed. The tubes that all started in one of Sift’s Meridians ended in a tangled knot around his center. Not one of them connected.

      “Reform?” Sift whispered.

      Ruwen looked up at his friend. Sift’s eyes looked distant, his face slack.

      “Are you okay?” Ruwen asked, concerned now.

      Before anyone could react, Sift pulled Io from the hidden sheath, stabbed himself in the chest, and carved a huge circle around his center.

      Hamma screamed, and Lylan cursed. Both women jumped up and steadied Sift, who gritted his teeth in pain.

      Ruwen, stiff from sitting for eight hours, pushed himself up the wall until he stood.

      Lylan tried to take Io from Sift, but Sift gripped the dagger with a strength born from a lifetime of desperation. Lylan gave up as Hamma laid Sift down.

      Lylan faced Ruwen. “I hope you thought this through.”

      Hamma worked to pinch the severed skin together as Sift’s face twisted in pain.

      “I actually did this time,” Ruwen whispered.

      With his free hand, Sift reached for Ruwen. Ruwen leaned down and gripped Sift’s forearm.

      Through clenched teeth, Sift hissed two words. “Thank you.”
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      Ruwen stood neck-deep in the water and prepared to drown again. He wanted to practice the Refinement form Rami had taught him, and while he could do that in the cavern, it would limit what he could learn. Performing the movements while experiencing the pain of death, without dying, could only be done under the water. He might never get a chance like this again. And while it might take longer to Refine his Spirit, he would learn multiple things at once, which seemed like a great use of time.

      Hamma remained in the cavern watching over the injured, and Lylan stood near Nak, guarding the tunnel to the mine. Ruwen took a deep breath to help fool his brain that everything would be okay and then continued down into the underwater tunnel.

      A minute later, for the third time, Ruwen experienced the horrible sensation of drowning. His thoughts scattered once again as his mind panicked. He stood in the tunnel, screaming. Pain engulfed him, causing most of his rational brain to search desperately for air. Adrenaline surged through him, and his heart thudded so hard he could feel it move in his chest.

      Surrounded by pain, he latched on to it, feeling its power. Instead of allowing the pain to shatter his focus, he used it as a mighty hammer, pounding his mind into obedience. To his surprise, it worked.

      The pain still pulsed through him, but the act of shaping it and giving it purpose made it bearable. In moments, his ability to focus returned, and his mind partially worked again.

      He didn’t know how long it took for rational thoughts to return, but it felt quicker than the first two times. Turning, he walked back up the tunnel toward the hidden cavern. His realization to use the pain against itself excited him, and he wanted to test it again before moving on to the Refinement form.

      Thirty drownings later, Ruwen’s thoughts barely flickered as he transitioned the intense pain into a vessel that protected his mind. He marveled at how a simple reframing of the sensation allowed him to shape and control it. The more powerful the pain, the stronger his shield against it. And he would never have discovered it, let alone perfected it, had he not experienced death so many times. Deaths that never ended, giving him the time needed to understand how to make the pain work for him.

      Ruwen grinned as he coughed and vomited water out of his body.

      Lylan’s voice reached Ruwen. “Seriously, you two need help. You both like inflicting pain on yourselves, and it’s sick.”

      Ruwen, still on his hands and knees, looked up. Hamma looked at him with a frown, and Lylan shook her head.

      “It’s an opportunity for both of us,” Ruwen said between coughs.

      “The chance to kill yourselves?” Hamma asked.

      “Yes,” Sift said. He tried to sit up, but Hamma pushed him back down. “This is my only chance.”

      Ruwen nodded. “I’m headed back down to practice a form. I’ll explain what I learned when I come back.”

      Hamma’s frown deepened.

      “Insane,” Lylan said and turned back to the tunnel.

      “I learned something important,” Ruwen said to Hamma in a serious voice.

      Hamma nodded. “Okay.”

      “Worry about Sift, though. He is a sicko.”

      “Hey!” Sift said, trying to sit up again.

      Hamma pushed him down a second time, and Ruwen submerged himself before Sift could say anything else.

      Ruwen didn’t bother waiting until he ran out of air, and inhaled the cold water. While the pain still felt intense, he immediately shaped the sensation into a shield around a small portion of his mind. Outside the sphere of protection, his thoughts were primal and chaotic. But inside the bubble he’d created, he could reason, and he smiled at his success.

      Now he would push his new skill further by practicing the form while holding the mental shield. A necessary skill, because if he ever found himself in a situation like this back home, he wouldn’t have much time to react before he died. Better to work out the kinks now.

      Stepping onto the lake bottom, the distant roar from the falls far above surrounded Ruwen. The water’s density made breathing difficult, the process slower than with air. He began the Refinement form he’d practiced with Rami, the slowness of his breathing matching the pace of the form well.

      Ruwen stepped diagonally to the left as he raised his arms straight out from his body. He circled them clockwise in a tight circle bringing them toward his left shoulder as the rotation finished.

      A small vibration rippled across Ruwen’s center, but the dense Spirit of his Core otherwise remained static. For some reason, he had expected more to happen. Refining must be more than moving properly, assuming what Rami had assembled was a Refinement form.

      Hoping it would gain momentum, he continued with the form until he stopped, arms at his side, in the final movement. Other than occasional vibrations, nothing had happened.

      Instead of starting the form again, Ruwen thought about what could be wrong. He knew if he asked Rami she would have ideas, but he liked to figure things out himself. At least he wanted to try. Relying too heavily on Rami could get him in trouble when they returned home since she wouldn’t be able to help as much there. He needed to balance learning everything he could from her, with the confidence and understanding he would gain by figuring things out himself. He decided if he didn’t make progress in the next hour, he would ask for help.

      Ruwen pushed and pulled on his Core, but nothing happened. Deciding to try something he knew had worked before, he sat cross-legged on the lake bottom and placed his right arm over his chest, his hand touching the left shoulder. This pose strengthened the area around his Water Meridian, appropriate since water surrounded him and filled his lungs.

      When he had done this in front of the dungeon, his Spirit had been a dense gas. It hadn’t been the easiest to manipulate, but he had shaped and moved it. Now, the Spirit seemed almost like a solid. His mental hand could penetrate the ring, but it took effort, and he couldn’t get any Spirit to leave the ring.

      It took him ten minutes to figure out he could only affect the Spirit in a direction parallel to where he touched his Core. He immediately realized why and berated himself for being an idiot. His Core, shaped like an infinity ring, only existed in two dimensions, which meant any attempt to move Spirit up or down would fail.

      He tried the Refinement form again, this time concentrating on only manipulating the Spirit in a direction parallel to the appropriate face of his twelve-sided center. The results were better, even causing his Core to deform slightly, but the Spirit remained tightly bound.

      Ruwen sat again on the lake bottom, placed his hands on his knees, and cleared the small mental area protected by his shield. Between the difficult breathing caused by the water and the chaos of pain that swirled outside his mental barrier, it took him five minutes for his thoughts to calm. His Cleverness should still work in this realm since it leveraged his Knowledge and Intelligence, and it seemed to trigger better when in this calm state.

      It took twenty minutes before his brain itched. He left it alone. The idea needed space to catch fire, and any focus would smother it. Ten minutes later, he could almost feel the idea. He couldn’t tell if his mind had chilled since the frigid water had sapped any warmth in his body long ago. Five minutes later, two memories formed in his head, and the pressure in his mind disappeared.

      In the first memory, Ruwen opened a book in the library’s advanced math section. The book detailed the fundamental laws of motion, and the open page explained inertia.

      The second memory took place just moments after meeting Sift in Blapy. Ky had thrown Io at Sift, who had hidden twenty feet up the cavern wall. Sift had caught the dagger, but the momentum had ripped him from his perch, causing him to fall.

      Ruwen smiled in understanding. The Spirit in his Core remained static, and trying to move it while performing the Refinement form didn’t seem possible. But if the Spirit in his Core was already moving, then it might be possible to alter the Spirit’s direction using its own momentum.

      Using his mental hands, Ruwen ran them across the top of his Core, pushing with as much mental force as he could muster. Nothing happened at first, and he wondered if he’d misunderstood the memories. Had he drawn the wrong conclusion? But then the Spirit moved, and as Ruwen continued to exert pressure, it sped up.

      The Spirit’s momentum continued to increase, but Ruwen stopped. His Core now flowed at what felt like blazing speed. He wanted to test his theory, not get the Core moving as fast as possible.

      Standing, Ruwen took a moment to refocus on his Refinement form. Then he stepped diagonally to the left, raised his arms until they were straight out in front of him and rotated them clockwise. As he finished the circle, he tugged on his Core, careful to keep the extraction parallel to the surface.

      From the circle, he slowly pointed to the left with a straight left arm, bringing the Spirit along with the movement. His right arm bent at the elbow, the hand protecting his neck. It now looked like he held a bow with an arrow knocked and ready to fire.

      The shaft of Spirit that had followed Ruwen’s movement slammed into the pathway leading to his Water Meridian. The tube blazed with Spirit, but the amount he’d pulled from his Core far exceeded what his path could handle. The shaft of Spirit didn’t fall back to his center. It pressed against the pathway’s opening, the flow from his center providing constant pressure.

      The pain was so intense and terrible it made drowning a pleasure. It felt like his insides had charred and then been scrubbed with salt and shattered glass. The sensation overwhelmed his mental shield so quickly he didn’t have a chance to use the pain to strengthen the barrier.

      The mental shield, unfortunately, provided enough protection to keep Ruwen from blacking out. He fell to his knees and endured a level of pain he didn’t think possible.
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      The agony faded and then disappeared. Ruwen gasped in another lungful of water, and even that didn’t hurt.

      I’ve suppressed your pain, Rami said.

      Ruwen’s focus quickly returned. Thank you. That really hurt.

      What do you think is wrong?

      Ruwen thought a moment. Either I pulled too large a Spirit thread from my Core, or the speed of the Core is too fast.

      Velocity and Spirit bulk are likely inversely proportional.

      Yes, that made sense. If one increased, the other needed to decrease. Ruwen decided to call the Spirit threads “Streams” and the speed of the current in his Core the “Core Velocity.” The greater the Core Velocity, the thinner the Streams of Spirit should be.

      Ruwen focused on the shaft of Spirit that flowed toward his Water Meridian and used his mental hand to push the top of the Stream until it flowed back into his Core.

      From the edge of the Core, Ruwen separated a portion of Spirit the width of a hair. Okay, ease me back into the pain.

      Rami didn’t respond, but Ruwen’s sensations returned. He ignored the familiar pain in his lungs, and while his center ached, it remained bearable. Focusing on the sliver of Spirit, he performed the first movement again.

      This time the Spirit entered the pathway without resistance, and Ruwen continued with the form. He rotated his body forty-five degrees to the right, stepped forward with his right foot, and brought his left arm back, bending the elbow until both hands were in front of his neck. Palms facing the ground, he slowly pushed his hands down to his waist.

      The Stream of Spirit struck the Water Meridian and refracted into bright shards of light. As Ruwen’s hands lowered, the Spirit at the bottom of the Water Meridian condensed and entered the return path to his center.

      When the Spirit reentered his center, Ruwen panicked, not sure what to do. He wanted to keep the Spirit in one place, so it made sense to put it back in his Core, which floated in the middle of his center. Using his mental hands, he directed the Stream back toward the Core.

      To Ruwen’s surprise, once the returning Spirit rejoined with his Core, the momentum from the Core’s flow pulled the Spirit through the Water Meridian. He now had a tiny portion of his Spirit filtered continuously through the Water Meridian with no additional effort.

      Ruwen repeated the process with the other eleven Meridians. The form allowed him to manipulate the Spirit as he removed it from his Core. When he finished the Refinement form, he had twenty-four glowing paths snaking around inside his body: twelve feeding the Meridians, and twelve returning to complete the loop.

      Ruwen’s Core Velocity slowed slightly from the drag of the twelve returning flows. If he let the Core Velocity reach zero, the flow of Streams through his Meridians would stop.

      This Refinement form allowed the Harvester to Refine Spirit while going about daily tasks. Even if it probably wasn’t as efficient as some of the secret forms Harvesters fought over, it required minimal effort to maintain. Ruwen could keep this going indefinitely by increasing the Core Velocity once every few hours.

      In addition to the Stream size and Core Velocity, Ruwen realized he should consider a third variable while Refining: the diameter of the pathways leading to and from his Meridians. The paths connected to his Water Meridian weren’t as wide as those attached to his Light and Order Meridians, but they were far larger than those for his Dark and Chaos.

      Today, he had fed every Meridian an identical Stream. But his process would work better if he matched each Stream’s thickness to the size of the pathways’ openings. He would work on that next time. For now, he sat cross-legged on the lake bottom and marveled at the stunning flow of energy coursing through his body.

      After a minute, Rami spoke up. This is a great start, but we need to figure out ways to use this.

      I know. Any ideas?

      Advanced Harvesters don’t use forms to utilize their Spirit, and new Harvesters can’t do much. So it’s hard to find any information.

      Once again, Ruwen wished he could access A Worker’s Guide to Harvesting stuck in his Void Band. That’s okay. I didn’t expect you to have anything.

      I didn’t say that. I just said it was hard to find. Lucky for you, I’m an indexing genius.

      Ruwen remembered Rami’s description when Blapy had given him the Bookwyrm: “Indexing is the most potent force in the universe.” With everything he’d experienced, he’d thought that statement ridiculous. But Rami had helped him multiple times by finding correlations between items in her indexes. Maybe indexing was the most potent force in the universe.

      You are a genius. I’m lucky to have you, Ruwen said.

      Yes, you are.

      Ruwen heard the pleasure in Rami’s voice. He needed to remember that Rami had the same needs as anyone else. She might look like a tiny worm, but her intellect and capabilities made her an incredibly complex individual. She wasn’t a piece of gear.

      Rami continued. Long before the Pact, everyone was a Harvester. The gods figured out a way to make super soldiers, removing the need to wait hundreds of years for their Harvesters to mature.

      You mean Classes? Ruwen asked.

      Yes. So I studied my oldest books, before Classes were common. While Harvesters are secretive with their own knowledge, they take copious notes of their observations of other Harvesters. I’m still analyzing, but I found three Battle forms referenced in multiple locations that I think are probably accurate.

      Battle forms?

      They’re like Refinement forms, but they expend Spirit instead of Harvesting or Refining it.

      Ruwen thought about how much pain the Refinement form had caused him because he didn’t have clear directions on what to do. Are there any notes on what to do with the Spirit, or is it just the forms?

      Just the forms.

      Show me, please.

      Ruwen’s vision blurred, and once again, he stood on the mountain top with Rami.

      “The three forms I found are basic,” Rami said. “They are from the journal of an aspiring Harvester, Pen, who traveled with a group of other Harvesters. They revolve around mundane tasks.”

      “Well, I need to start somewhere,” Ruwen said.

      Rami continued. “Pen traveled with a Harvester who loved his drinks cold and would always chill his beverage. Pen observed the form on three occasions and believed it to be an ice-based Battle form.”

      “Okay, ice cubes aren’t awe-inspiring, but it’s a start,” Ruwen said.

      “The second form Pen observed related to a lazy Harvester. When this Harvester needed to start the nightly campfire, he would use a form to set it ablaze instead of tinder and flint.”

      Visions of Fireballs lit up Ruwen’s thoughts, but he pushed down his excitement. “That seems a little more useful.”

      Rami narrowed her eyes as if she could see the inferno Ruwen imagined. He forced the visions away and tried to look innocent.

      Rami shook her head. “The last form Pen only saw once. Pen and two mid-level Harvesters were collecting wood when a tree limb impaled one of the mid-level Harvesters. The other mid-level Harvester, knowing his friend would die before reaching camp, healed the wound.”

      “That would be great if I could make that work here.”

      “I believe the movements in a Battle form are an aid in tapping the proper Meridians. So as we practice these, think about the recipe they might be creating.”

      Ruwen nodded.

      Rami stood up straight and then sank into a squat, but instead of keeping her back straight, she hunched forward as if she dodged a staff or sword swing. She weaved her body to the right and left and then stood up straight again.

      “That is an odd form,” Ruwen said.

      “Like I said, I think the forms act like mnemonic devices to help retain spell recipes.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Let me show you the other two quickly,” Rami said. “Here is the fire one.”

      Rami snapped her left leg up and almost into Ruwen’s chest. She stomped the foot down and thrust her chest outward while striking with her left arm.

      “And now the healing one,” Rami said.

      She stood up straight, palms crossed over her heart. As if making an upside-down triangle, Rami quickly moved her hands past her left ear, across her forehead, and down past her right ear to rest in front of her chest. She raised her hands to her neck and then down to her abdomen. From there, she traced the figure of an eight across her torso ending again at the abdomen. Slowly she brought her hands back to her chest, separated her hands, and pushed them outward.

      They practiced the three forms, and in a few minutes, Ruwen had mastered the simple movements.

      “I’m ready to go back,” Ruwen said.

      Ruwen’s vision blurred again, as he returned to the bottom of the lake and the burning sensation of water in his lungs.

      Which one will you start with? Rami asked.

      The healing form didn’t make much sense since he didn’t have any injuries. Fire, while so deep underwater, didn’t seem smart. Plus, he had seen the power of steam first hand in an alchemy lab and didn’t want to start with something so dangerous. That left the cold form.

      I think the cooling one. The water is already ice cold, but hopefully I can spot the difference when I’m done.

      That’s a good choice.

      Ruwen took another few breaths of water as he prepared himself. He closed his eyes and studied the Streams feeding his twelve Meridians. He figured if left alone, the current Core Velocity would feed them for over a day before stopping.

      Satisfied with his internal state, Ruwen opened his eyes and stood up straight. Copying the motions he learned from Rami, he squatted, bent forward, weaved to the right and left, and stood again.

      He might have felt a twinge in his back and stomach, but the pain in his chest from water-filled lungs made it hard to tell. The surrounding water didn’t look or feel any different.

      It hadn’t felt like any Spirit had left his body. He could try to use essence from his Meridians now that he had started Refining, but without his interface, he didn’t know how much he had. Plus, he didn’t know the recipe for what Meridians to use. Rami had said Spirit was a substitute, so maybe he should just use a little of that.

      Ruwen repeated the form, but this time he took a tiny pinch of Spirit from his Core, and as he stood up straight at the end of the short form, he willed the fraction of Spirit outward and away from him.

      This time something happened.

      Ruwen stood locked in place, the surrounding water frozen solid.

      Rami? Ruwen asked.

      I see you were successful.

      I guess. But I can’t move. The water appears frozen.

      I can feel it pressing against your head. I’ll send out some vibrations and see how far the ice goes.

      After a few seconds, Rami spoke again. How much Spirit did you use?

      A tiny bit.

      Rami remained quiet.

      Rami? Ruwen asked. Is everything okay?

      Not really. You need to learn how to use less Spirit.

      Why?

      You didn’t just freeze the water near you.

      Ruwen got a bad feeling. How much did I freeze?

      Rami paused, and then in a resigned voice, she continued. The entire lake.

    

  

***




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Rami’s statement echoed in Ruwen’s thoughts.

      You must be wrong or joking, Ruwen said. The energy involved in freezing this much water is staggering.

      It’s only fake frozen. Rami said.

      What does that mean?

      How do you cool anything?

      By removing heat?

      And you didn’t do that. If you had removed that much energy, that quickly, it would have destroyed this entire mountain.

      Something about that statement made Ruwen’s brain itch, but he didn’t focus on it. He wanted to understand what Rami meant by fake. He pushed against the ice surrounding him.

      It feels solid, Ruwen said. Then what did I do?

      What Meridians do you think you touched?

      Ruwen had already thought about this when he’d been learning the forms. I think Order at the beginning and end when I stood with my spine straight. I’m not as confident about the scrunched weaving. But my guess is that I also touched my Dark Meridian, which holds all my organs.

      Very good. Those are my guesses as well.

      Since I didn’t remove any energy from the water, but it’s still frozen, it means I forced Order and Darkness on it with the Spirit.

      Excellent. And that means you added energy to freeze it. A lot of it.

      Adding energy to freeze something is the opposite of how nature works. Which means what I just did is probably really unstable.

      Now you’ve caught up with me, Rami said.

      Any ideas on how bad this is?

      I think the longer it’s locked in this unnatural state, the worse it will be when it unravels.

      Great. So I’m locked inside a bomb.

      Rami vibrated against his ear again. The edges are unraveling, and the water volume expanded.

      Which means?

      It means the water is warmer now, but not so hot it boiled away. The real danger will be unstable pockets of Spirit.

      What are those?

      Spirit is usually locked in a stable form. But you just cast a spell that likely only required two Meridians. That means ten Meridians contaminated your spell, and they have nothing to do.

      The frozen water around Ruwen turned to slush, and then quickly started to heat up. A heartbeat later, Ruwen’s skin burned. His clothes and wraps didn’t seem to help much, and he funneled this new pain to his mental shield.

      How dangerous are these pockets of unstable Spirit? Ruwen asked.

      Even if this lake were boiling, your Copper and Silver body would easily withstand it. But a bubble of chaotic Spirit would likely melt you.

      Ruwen remembered the rules Blapy had for Harvesting. One of them had prohibited Spirit Venting, which sounded kind of like this.

      Is that what happens with Spirit Venting? Ruwen asked.

      Basically, yes. Spirit Venting is considered unsophisticated, brutish, and wasteful. But it’s also powerful.

      Ruwen could move again as the slush quickly melted. Tiny round balls appeared throughout the water. They varied in size, but each looked like a trapped round rainbow. It was the first color Ruwen had seen in the Spirit Realm.

      Are those all chaotic Spirit? Ruwen asked.

      Rami vibrated against his ear again. Yes, and they surround us. In the Material Realm, they would never have lasted this long. They must be more stable here.

      Ruwen had seen drawings of a giant swarm of glowing jellyfish in the Sea of Tears. It had looked amazing, and he had dreamed of seeing them someday. These bubbles with their prismatic coloring looked beautiful but were far more dangerous than jellyfish.

      Slowly he turned in a circle. While the bubbles surrounded him, they were all at least ten feet away and seemed to be relatively stationary. He looked up just in time to swim out of the way of a fist-sized bubble. It struck the lake bottom and continued down, dissolving the stone as it went.

      Ruwen tried to remain calm as he studied the area above him. The waterfall created a downward flow of water and caused the spheres of chaotic Spirit to move erratically.

      Worse, in the few seconds that had passed, the spheres had doubled in number. It would be difficult to swim through them now. Ruwen’s heart thudded in his chest. Any one of these could melt right through him, dissolving the pathways between his center and Meridians. It would be catastrophic.

      Ruwen waved his arms and pushed himself to the right, avoiding a three-inch bubble. Intense pain from his left hand made him gasp. He brought his hand up to see the top portion of his four fingers were missing, melted off by a bubble he hadn’t seen. He crouched down, hoping to find them on the lake bottom, but no fingers were there.

      Looking up again, Ruwen found dozens more headed downward. He channeled the pain from his injured left hand to the mental barrier. Panicking would only make things worse.

      Rami vibrated against his ear once again. The chaos orbs are dissipating along the edges of the lake. We should be safe in about ten seconds.

      It hadn’t occurred to Ruwen that Rami was in danger too. He’d only been worried about himself.

      The bubbles of chaotic Spirit would reach them in less than ten seconds. Could I Harvest this energy to recover it and keep it from hurting us? Ruwen asked.

      Yes. But you might hurt your friends. Your control is poor.

      I know. I need to fix that.

      I agree. Because the last time you destroyed an entire dungeon.

      Rami’s mention of the dungeon gave Ruwen an idea. Fractal? Did you sense a surge of Spirit?

      Yes.

      Ruwen didn’t know how to manipulate Spirit very well yet, but Fractal had been doing it as a Dungeon Keeper for a long time. He hoped Fractal could also do it quickly.

      Can you remove the extra Spirit from the lake, please?

      Yes. But yours it be.

      I’m giving it to you.

      Ruwen’s left hand throbbed in pain, and in a few seconds, more holes would follow.

      Please hurry, Ruwen said.

      The chaos orbs as Rami had called them floated down toward Ruwen like lazy snowflakes. They filled the water above him. He crouched into a ball to give himself and Rami as much time as possible.

      In a blink, the chaos orbs all disappeared. Even the water returned to its frigid temperature.

      Ruwen stood back up, relieved. Thank you, Fractal.

      Welcome.

      Ruwen spent a minute looking for his missing fingers and then gave up. The unstable Spirit had probably dissolved them.

      I’m sorry for putting you at risk, Ruwen said to Rami.

      Thank you. The risks are necessary.

      Maybe I should leave you with Hamma next time.

      No. Our paths are intertwined. We’ll face the dangers together.

      Ruwen reached up and gently rubbed the wraps around his right ear. Thanks.

      He swam toward the tunnel and worked his way back up to the cavern.

      He crawled out of the water and stayed on his knees as his lungs and stomach emptied of water.

      “We saw the water freeze,” Sift said. “How did it go?”

      Between coughs, Ruwen answered. “The usual.”

      Sift winced. “That bad?”

      Ruwen held up his left hand.

      Hamma gasped, rushed over, and roughly grabbed his wrist. “What did you do?”

      “I learned some valuable lessons,” Ruwen said.

      “I doubt that,” Sift said.

      “Where are the tops of your fingers?” Hamma asked. “We need to attach them, so they reform.”

      “I think they dissolved,” Ruwen said.

      “Dissolved?” Hamma asked.

      “Or maybe melted. I didn’t see it happen,” Ruwen said.

      Sift laughed and then immediately cried out in pain as he clutched his chest.

      “That’s what you get for laughing,” Ruwen said to Sift.

      Ruwen gently pulled his hand from Hamma’s grasp and stood. “I’m going to try and fix this.”

      “How are you going to do that?” Hamma asked as she stood.

      “I will try something I learned,” Ruwen said.

      “Isn’t that how you lost your fingers?” Lylan asked from the tunnel entrance.

      “Yes,” Ruwen said. “But I’m wiser now. And I won’t to do it underwater this time.”

      Lylan narrowed her eyes. “You’re doing it in here?”

      Ruwen shook his head. “No. I’ll head down the tunnel a bit. Just in case.”

      “I should go with,” Hamma said.

      “No, stay with your patients,” Ruwen said.

      They had plenty of injured in their group, but Ruwen wanted to experiment on his hand instead. He wouldn’t injure his group further while he learned how to heal.

      Ruwen gave Hamma what he hoped was a reassuring smile and then remembered she couldn’t see his face. So he nodded at Hamma instead, and at Lylan as he strode past her and Nak. The pain from his hand fueled the barrier in his mind, keeping his thoughts clear. As he walked down the tunnel to the mine, he prayed that the healing form worked.
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      Ruwen stopped walking after about ten minutes. He figured that was far enough away from his friends if his testing didn’t go according to plan.

      Fractal, can you be ready if things go wrong? Ruwen asked.

      Fractal didn’t respond.

      Fractal?

      The Dungeon Keeper still didn’t respond. Ruwen remembered Fractal saying he could only speak to Ruwen when they were near each other. Maybe Ruwen had walked too far from the dungeon.

      He looked at the stubs of his fingers one more time. His rings and the first knuckles were all that remained. They reminded him how dangerous experimenting with the unknown could be, but if he wanted to advance, he didn’t have a choice. Not wasting any more time, he took a few deep breaths and went through the form in his mind.

      Ruwen stood up straight and crossed his palms over his heart. As if making an upside-down triangle, he moved his hands past his left ear, across his forehead, and down past his right ear to rest in front of his chest. He raised his hands to his neck and then down to his abdomen. From there, he traced the figure of an eight across his torso, ending again at the abdomen. Slowly he raised his hands to his heart, unfolded them, and with his palms faced away, pushed outward.

      He avoided touching his Spirit, and instead, focused on what Meridians seemed affected by the form.

      There’s a pattern, Ruwen said.

      Tell me, Rami responded.

      If I compare the Meridians I felt to their arrangement on that Divine Wheel, they start at one and touch every odd hour. The only exception is Life at six.

      Interesting. So the Meridians you activated are Body, Order, Light, Life, Mind, Chaos, and Dark. And that makes sense. Those Meridians control the Heart, Spine, Head and Neck, Groin and Abdomen, Brain, Torso, and your Organs.

      Okay, I’m going to try it again, but this time with a bit of Spirit.

      Ruwen repeated the form, and this time when he pushed his hands outward, he used a mental finger to slide across the moving Spirit in his Core. His hands ignited in a white light so bright it seared his eyes, and he quickly closed them.

      Turning his head, he opened his eyes a crack, but the world remained dark. Flashes of color floated erratically across his vision like he had looked at the sun too long.

      Are you okay? Ruwen asked Rami.

      Yes.

      I think I blinded myself.

      Oh no.

      Ruwen hadn’t known how the Spirit would manifest itself, but it looked like it stayed in an aura around his hands. He assumed it remained there, even though he couldn’t see anymore, and brought his hands to his chest.

      Energy surged through Ruwen, and his entire body convulsed. He fell to the ground, as his limbs continued to jerk and spasm. His skin flushed, and he felt like someone had dipped him in a fire. But his eyes and left hand burned with more intensity.

      After a few seconds, Ruwen regained control of his body. He opened his eyes and found his sight had returned. Raising his left hand, he wiggled his fully healed fingers as he grinned.

      Did that hurt you, Rami?

      No, I’m fine. You look to be as well.

      Yes. Now I just need to tone it down even more. And I will need hand wraps. If I make a mistake again, I don’t want to blind everyone.

      Ruwen repeated the form again. This time, he briefly touched his Spirit, not moving his mental finger at all, and while he needed to squint his eyes, the light didn’t blind him. When he placed his hands against his chest, the release of healing Spirit didn’t cause him to convulse.

      He looked at his hands and smiled. Healing would make an immense difference here. But before heading back, he wanted to try one more thing.

      Ruwen kicked outward with his left foot, slammed it down, thrust his chest out, and touched his Spirit while twisting his hips and striking with his left arm.

      A shaft of fire six feet long launched from his fist and streaked down the tunnel. The tunnel gradually sloped upward, and in the far distance, an explosion erupted as the blazing spear struck the floor.

      Ruwen lowered his arm and stared until the distant fire went out. While he had made peace with becoming a Worker, his dreams of casting Mage spells had never gone away. Joy filled him, and he laughed.

      And this just marked the beginning. Now that Ruwen knew the secrets, or at least a few, of how Spirit magic worked, he could create his own spells. The movement of his left leg activated the Fire Meridian and the chest movement his Chaos Meridian. He guessed the punch forward with the left arm utilized his Air Meridian, forcing the fire in the strike's direction.

      If instead, he tapped his Spirit when stomping down, it would probably create a wall of flame. If he performed a spinning jump kick, it might create an area of fire all around him. The possibilities were endless.

      Excited, Ruwen quickly repeated the form but touched his Spirit when stomping down. As expected, a fire appeared in front of him, but it stayed around his foot and remained small.

      The Chaos Meridian must affect the size and intensity of the spell. Ruwen immediately repeated the movements, touching his Spirit when he thrust his chest out. A burning wall erupted that quickly struck the tunnel walls. With nowhere to go, the flames surrounded Ruwen, and he felt his skin char.

      The mental barrier he’d practiced in the lake saved him. The pain of burning while awful, fed the mental wall, and kept it strong. Ruwen backed out of the flames until he could no longer feel their heat.

      He repeated the healing form, and his whole body burned a second time as the Spirit healed it.

      Your Wisdom drops in half whenever you get excited, Rami said. Or there’s fire involved.

      I know. I’m sorry.

      Some would benefit from what you’ve already learned.

      Ruwen nodded. You’re right. There will be time to experiment later. And thank you, Rami. This wouldn’t be possible without you.

      Warmth filled Ruwen’s mind and traveled into his chest as Rami gave him a mental hug. You’re welcome.

      Ruwen ran back to the cave, cheeks aching from his grin. As he approached the cave, Nak came into view, and the remnant gave him a nod. Lylan was likely there as well, just hidden. Even without her magic, Lylan had a lifetime of skills that kept her out of sight.

      Stopping twenty feet from the entrance, Ruwen tried to contact Fractal.

      Fractal?

      Ruwen got no response. He kept trying, but it wasn’t until he stepped into the cave that Fractal responded to Ruwen.

      Yes, Fractal said.

      We can’t talk unless I’m inside the dungeon, Ruwen said, stating the obvious.

      True that is. Someday stronger both us be. Talk all times.

      Ruwen nodded to himself. Yes, someday, they would both be much stronger. The experiments he’d just tried proved that.

      Someday soon, he told Fractal.
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      “We heard an explosion,” Hamma said. “We were worried about you.”

      “By we, she means her,” Sift said.

      Ruwen kneeled next to Sift and looked at Hamma. “I’m okay.” He raised his left hand and wriggled his fingers. “See.”

      Hamma gasped and grabbed his hand, examining it. Lylan appeared a few seconds later and studied it as well.

      “It looks normal,” Lylan said.

      “That doesn’t seem right,” Sift said.

      Ruwen remembered blinding himself and then burning his skin. “I’ve had more practice than I expected. And good news, you're next.”

      Sift narrowed his eyes. “Why don’t I feel lucky?”

      “Better news is I can’t kill you,” Ruwen said.

      Sift covered his eyes and muttered something.

      Ruwen turned to Hamma. “Do you have any more of those wraps? I need to cover my hands. Just in case.”

      “Just in case what?” Sift asked, trying to sit up.

      Lylan pushed him back down. “Stop being a baby.”

      Hamma nodded and walked over to Slib. She had used strips of cloth to press the multiple pieces of Slib’s body together. Removing two, she brought them to Ruwen.

      Ruwen wrapped his hands. The cloth bound his fingers together, and it made him uncomfortable, but he only needed the wraps while he cast the heals. Eventually, he would need to find a pair of gloves so he could move his fingers when he cast.

      Hamma and Lylan stepped back, and Ruwen moved to kneel next to Sift’s chest. The rough cut around Sift’s center looked painful, but he didn’t complain at all.

      Ruwen calmed himself and filled his thoughts with all the successful heals he’d already performed. This would be no different. He had always stood before, but it didn’t seem like that should matter since he didn’t access the Meridians in his legs. If it felt different while kneeling, he would stop and start over.

      He completed the form, touching his Spirit as he brought his hands down to his waist. With the wraps, he couldn’t see the glow around his hands. Gently, he pressed his palms to Sift’s chest.

      Bright Spirit swirled from Ruwen’s hands, but instead of filling Sift’s body, the twenty-four holed raisin of Sift’s center immediately consumed it all. Sift’s center brightened with the addition of the Spirit, but his wounds remained.

      Sift looked down at his chest. “I thought you were fixing me.”

      “I was,” Ruwen said. “But your stupid sifting sucked it up.”

      “Well if you give me more Spirit, I can heal myself. Like I did before,” Sift said.

      “That’s wasteful, and you just want to steal all my Spirit,” Ruwen said. “We’re trying this again.” Ruwen looked up at Hamma and Lylan. “You might want to turn around. In case any light escapes the wraps. It’s not pleasant.”

      “What’s not pleasant?” Sift asked.

      “Well, whatever happens, it’s your fault,” Ruwen said.

      Sift tried to sit up. “How is it my fault that you can’t heal a minor scratch? Hamma never makes excuses.”

      Ruwen pushed Sift back down. “Let’s see if you can handle this.”

      “Healers are gentle and care about their patients,” Sift said, a little worry in his voice.

      “Well, I’m not a Healer. You should close your eyes. I blinded myself the last time I tried this,” Ruwen said.

      “What?” Sift yelped.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Hamma said, still facing the other way.

      “Well, he does kind of deserve it,” Lylan said.

      “Thank you, Lylan,” Ruwen said.

      “What! How could you say that Lyl?” Sift asked.

      “You literally carved a hole in your chest like you were some kind of donut,” Lylan said.

      “Findley makes the best donuts,” Sift said, immediately distracted. “But he hides most of them from me.”

      As Sift continued to talk about Blapy’s Kitchen Master, Ruwen quickly redid the form, this time running his finger across his Core instead of just touching it. With maybe a little extra force, he pressed his palms against Sift’s chest and pushed the Spirit into Sift’s body.

      Sift’s entire body turned bright white as Spirit filled him. He didn’t scream, but gasped and then groaned. Hamma and Lylan turned and then kneeled across from Ruwen. Sift’s center quickly sucked in the Spirit, but too much Spirit filled Sift, and his wounds healed before the last of the Spirit disappeared into Sift’s center, which had now turned into a bright misshapen prism.

      Ruwen squinted his eyes, and Lylan laid a shirt over Sift.

      “The wound disappeared,” Hamma said in disbelief.

      Ruwen leaned back, sitting on his feet. “I told you.”

      “That didn’t feel so good,” Sift said.

      Lylan slapped Sift’s chest. “You mean, thank you.”

      Sift looked from Lylan to Ruwen. “Thanks, buddy. Even though you are the worst Healer Uru has –”

      Lylan slapped Sift again, interrupting him, and Sift just grinned.

      “You’re welcome,” Ruwen said.

      Smiling, Ruwen enjoyed his success. He had healed himself, cast two different fire spells, and then healed someone else. There were still a lot of unknowns, but he had already accomplished so much more than he ever thought possible. The future excited him, assuming he could get them out of this realm.

      Sift tried to whistle and Ruwen, Hamma, and Lylan all leaned back.

      “It didn’t work,” Sift said.

      “Your center made it hard to see, but it didn’t look like any paths connected. I’m sorry,” Ruwen said.

      Lylan leaned down and hugged Sift. “Stop being an idiot.”

      Hamma and Ruwen stood, and he reached across and grabbed Hamma’s bandaged hand. “Why don’t you let me heal this too?”

      Hamma jerked her hand away and then saw the shocked expression on Ruwen’s face. “I’m sorry! I, it’s just, well, we need to heal the others first.”

      Ruwen, confused, nodded. Why didn’t Hamma want his help? Did his style of healing repulse her? She wasn’t the type to be jealous. Her behavior puzzled him, but what she said was true. They had people who needed healing, and now that Ruwen had proven his healing would work on others, they shouldn’t waste any more time.

      Hamma walked over to House Captain Juva. “Let’s start with the easier one.”

      “Hello, Hamma. How is Slib?” Juva asked.

      Hamma kneeled and patted Juva’s shoulder. “He’ll be better soon. We want to try a heal on you.”

      “No, please use any healing you have on Slib. Please, he is just a boy,” Juva said.

      “There’s plenty to go around. Just relax,” Ruwen said.

      Ruwen kneeled across from Hamma. She smiled, and it made him feel better about what had just happened.

      Staring down at Juva, Ruwen tried to sort through his feelings. This man had tried to kill him multiple times. Should he be doing this? Juva’s dedication to Slib, while misplaced, was admirable. The man clearly had a sense of duty. If he healed Juva, would he just try to kill Ruwen again?

      In the end, none of that mattered. Ruwen didn’t want to become a person who left those that needed help to fend for themselves. And the more powerful he became, the more important that belief needed to be.

      “This might hurt a little,” Ruwen said. “Well, probably not compared to your current pain. Ready?”

      Juva nodded, and Ruwen executed the healing form over Juva. Ruwen only touched his Core, the lowest amount he’d figured out how to use. He hoped that would be enough since he didn’t have to overcome Sift’s sifting ability. Ruwen pushed the Spirit into Juva’s body.

      The House Captain spasmed, and Hamma held him down. Juva moaned and went stiff. Ruwen worried something had gone wrong.

      “Uru be praised,” Juva murmured.

      The House Captain sat up and touched his midsection. “You did it. The pain has disappeared.”

      Juva stood, and Hamma and Ruwen did as well.

      “You should take it easy,” Hamma said.

      Juva hugged Ruwen and then held his shoulders. “Uru’s blessings on you. It shames me what I have done in the name of loyalty. I have a family, a little girl, that –” Juva paused and closed his eyes for a moment. “I thought what I was doing was justified. But it wasn’t, and I’m sorry. If we ever get back home, I will make changes. I want to be a different man than I’ve been.”

      Ruwen patted Juva’s shoulder. “It’s okay.”

      Juva shook his head. “It’s not. You proved your character when you helped the boy and me. When you had every reason to leave us, you didn’t. And now you’re healing us from the wounds we took after abandoning you. You are an honorable man. I want to be like that.”

      Ruwen stood speechless. His parents, and Tremine, had complimented him before, but never like this. Or with this intensity. Hamma smiled and nodded, which only embarrassed Ruwen more. He wasn’t someone worth admiring.

      “I just want to get home,” Ruwen said, wanting to move past this uncomfortable conversation.

      “I will do everything I can to help,” Juva said. “Can we help Slib now?”

      Ruwen nodded and moved over to Slib.

      Hamma had done the best she could, arranging the pieces of Slib’s body to aid in the slow regeneration process. It made Ruwen’s stomach turn every time he saw the mangled pieces. Slib’s eyes were unfocused, and his mouth moved, but no sound emerged. The pain seemed to have driven Slib mad. Ruwen wondered if Slib would recover mentally, even if Ruwen fixed Slib’s body. Regardless of Slib’s actions, he didn’t deserve to suffer like this.

      Kneeling, Ruwen immediately executed the, for lack of a proper name, Minor Heal. When he pushed the Spirit into Slib’s body, it didn’t look like it had much of an effect. Ruwen took a breath and did the form again, this time running his mental finger across his Core, generating the power for a Major Heal.

      Slib’s entire body vibrated. Spirit flooded the broken body, and in moments Slib looked normal. Hamma gasped, and Juva shouted for joy. Slib’s eyes remained unfocused.

      Ruwen stood and stepped away, and Juva immediately kneeled and lifted Slib’s head and shoulders.

      “Slib, are you okay? It’s over,” Juva said.

      Slib didn’t respond, and Ruwen worried he’d been right, that the pain had broken Slib’s mind.

      Juva kept trying, and the third time, Slib’s eyes focused on Juva.

      “Juva?” Slib whispered.

      “Yes, yes, I’m here,” Juva said.

      “It hurt. The pain. So much pain,” Slib said.

      “I know. It’s over now. Ruwen fixed you,” Juva said.

      “Ruwen?” Slib asked. He looked up and focused on Ruwen. “Thank you,” Slib said and then sobbed.

      Juva rocked Slib, and Hamma and Ruwen walked back toward Sift, giving Slib some privacy. They were halfway there when Sift’s eyes grew large, and Lylan leaped to her feet, crouched, and faced the water.

      Ruwen turned to look at what had caused the reaction and stopped. His heart raced, and he stepped in front of Hamma, dropping into a fighting stance.

      Four figures stood silently in the water.
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      Ruwen studied the four newcomers. He couldn’t tell much about them because their armor covered them from head to toe and consisted of mismatched animal parts. The biggest of them carried a shield that looked like a giant turtle shell, and his armor looked the most consistent of the four. Their weapons were talons, beaks, or long fangs that all glowed with the dense white of Spirit. They looked like something straight out of a nightmare.

      The smallest of them stepped forward and removed a beetle skull helmet, revealing a youthful woman’s face, possibly not even a hundred yet. She had thin features, dark eyes, and high cheekbones. The woman reeked of danger, and it subdued her undeniable beauty. It reminded Ruwen a lot of Ky. Her eyes took them all in.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and bowed. “Her blessings on you, travelers.”

      Hamma stepped up next to Ruwen. She kissed her index and middle fingers and held them up. “Her favor on your plans, her light across your path, her mercy in your heart,” Hamma said.

      The woman across from them kissed her own two fingers and touched her heart, mouth, and forehead. “Thank you, Sister.”

      They all remained quiet for a few seconds, and then the woman spoke again. “My name is Kaylin. If you would be so kind, could you tell me the year?”

      Ruwen, still in his fighting stance, didn’t know what to do. The four arrivals hadn’t attacked, and now they were asking about the date. Should they help them? Hamma didn’t seem to have any of these reservations.

      “9703 AP,” Hamma said.

      Kaylin winced and looked down for a few heartbeats. “Thank you, Sister.”

      “My name is Hamma.”

      “Well met, Hamma,” Kaylin said with another bow.

      Ruwen dropped his fighting stance and stood up straight. “Why are you here?”

      Kaylin focused on him, and Ruwen felt the stare like a punch. “I was careless.”

      Ruwen shook his head. “No, I mean, why are you in this cavern?”

      Kaylin hooked her helmet to her belt. “We were forced into the dungeon by a Wailing Revenant and its army, a pack of Bloodless Wolves, three Dire Specters, a –”

      “Wait,” Ruwen said. “All that is outside the dungeon?”

      “No, their battle has tumbled inside now,” Kaylin said.

      “Is there usually that many things around here?” Ruwen asked, thankful they hadn’t immediately left the dungeon.

      “No,” Kaylin responded.

      “Then why are they now?” Ruwen asked, an awful feeling forming in his stomach.

      “The same reason we’re here. Looking for one of you,” Kaylin said.

      “One of us?” Hamma asked. “Who do you want?”

      “Mica?” Kaylin asked as she turned around.

      The second-largest warrior pointed at Ruwen.

      Kaylin returned her attention to Ruwen. “I don’t see any spillage. Are you sure it’s not him?” Kaylin asked and pointed at Sift.

      “I’m positive,” Mica said. “It’s the wrapped one. He has the spatial warping of a Dread Lord.”

      Kaylin’s eyes widened, and all three warriors turned and faced Mica.

      “He’s that strong?” Kaylin asked.

      Kaylin pointed toward Sift without turning from Mica. “Young lady, you’re good. It took me twenty seconds to notice you. Please stop advancing. We just want to talk.”

      Ruwen looked toward Sift but didn’t see Lylan. Nak continued to watch the tunnel, and Sift stood completely relaxed, his combat meditation making him unnaturally still. Ruwen, his hands still wrapped, couldn’t signal in Shade Speak, so he yelled. “Let them talk.”

      Mica continued. “It’s him. By the rotation, I’d guess he’s Refining right now.”

      “How many Meridians?” Kaylin asked.

      Mica shrugged. “Too much distortion to know for sure. But at least six.”

      “Is he the one she promised?” Kaylin asked.

      “Must be,” Mica said. “The spatial warping makes him a walking beacon. Travel will be dangerous.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ruwen asked. “We aren’t going anywhere with you.”

      “Take your helmets off,” Kaylin said, and then turned to face Ruwen. “You’re right. We can’t force you to do anything.”

      “Why are you here?” Hamma asked.

      “The army outside is looking to consume an enormous source of new Spirit,” Kaylin said. “Your arrival made waves that many felt. The demon from the mine has sent her followers to collect you. We’re here to offer our protection.”

      Why would the newcomers want to protect them? And why were they so close to the dungeon in the first place? Their statement made little sense, and Ruwen worried this group might be bandits.

      Kaylin stepped back and put a hand on Mica’s shoulder. “This is Mica.”

      The man had removed his helmet, and dark shaggy hair almost covered his eyes. His angular face matched his thin muscular frame. He looked similar in height to Ruwen, just over six feet tall.

      Kaylin turned to the young woman beside her. “This is Una.”

      While Kaylin had pulled her hair back in a tight bun, Una had braided her hair, and all the strands combined to form a larger braid down her back. Her oval face looked softer than Kaylin's, but Una’s eyes were just as hard.

      “The big guy is Jagen,” Kaylin said.

      Jagen looked older than the other three, but still less than two hundred. His short-cropped hair sat on top of a wedge-like face, the jaw wide and strong. Despite his sizeable frame, his eyes appeared kind.

      “Naktos sent us all here. Jagen is Izac’s, and Una, Mica, and I are Uru’s,” Kaylin said.

      A sudden realization crashed into Ruwen’s thoughts. Uru had lost three Champions to Naktos, and this group had been looking for him. No, they were expecting him. He needed to confirm his suspicion, though, without giving too much away.

      Juva and Slib huddled against the back wall, and Ruwen hoped they were out of earshot. He didn’t care if Hamma put anything together. She would have to know Ruwen was a Champion soon enough. Eventually, Uru would reveal the tree on Hamma’s palm that marked her as one of the Hand: the five people chosen by Uru to help her Champion.

      Before trusting them, Ruwen needed to confirm they were Uru’s Champions. He thought back to his first conversations with Uru. Hopefully, she had a similar conversation with all her Champions.

      Ruwen faced Kaylin. “What is the strongest part of a tree?”

      “The root,” Kaylin said, emphasizing the last word.

      Now that Ruwen thought about it, that was probably common knowledge. He needed to be more specific.

      Ruwen faced Mica. “What sea do you swim?”

      “The sea of lies,” Mica said.

      Ruwen’s heart thumped in his chest. He turned to Una. “And the shore you seek?”

      “Truth,” Una said.

      “Uru help me,” Ruwen said.

      Kaylin laughed. “Didn’t she tell you? You are the help. You’re here to take us home.”
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      Ruwen knew the “she” Kaylin meant. Uru. “I’m taking you home?”

      Una stepped forward. “You weren’t told about us?”

      Kaylin put an arm up to stop Una from walking any closer. “May we join you?”

      “Do you mean up here or our group?” Hamma asked.

      “Both,” Kaylin said.

      Ruwen glanced at Sift, who had dropped his fighting stance. Lylan stood next to him.

      Lylan signaled in Shade Speak. Risky. Support. You.

      Sift flashed two signs as well. You. Stink.

      Ruwen didn’t respond to the signals, and he had to force himself not to smell his armpit. At least Lylan took this seriously, and she would support whatever he decided.

      Ruwen turned to Hamma. “What do you think?”

      “What can they take? I feel like we could benefit from their experience,” Hamma said.

      “True,” Ruwen said.

      What about you, Rami? Ruwen asked.

      I thought you’d never ask. The three from Uru are in Io’s memories. They are telling the truth about belonging to Uru.

      Wait, are you only telling me things when I ask?

      For something this important, I would have told you anyway. But the more I help, the less you think for yourself. You can’t get used to relying on me.

      I know. Once we’re back in our realm, you go back to cryptic answers.

      Ruwen bowed with arms crossed over his chest. “Well met and welcome.”

      The four walked out of the water and up into the cavern.

      Una walked up to Ruwen. “Seriously, she didn’t tell you?”

      “This entire thing kind of took me by surprise,” Ruwen said.

      “Is something wrong with your face?” Jagen asked Ruwen.

      Ruwen touched the cloth strips around his head with his wrapped hands. He must look creepy.

      “I can answer that –” Sift started to say.

      “No! Nothing’s wrong with it,” Ruwen interrupted.

      “You sound a bit young. Have you been,” Mica paused as if looking for the right words, “Ascended very long?”

      Ruwen thought about all his days in Blapy. Did he count those? While it felt like he’d Ascended years ago, it had only been a handful of days. “About four…” Ruwen paused, shocked at how much had happened to him in such a brief time.

      “Decades?’ Una asked.

      Ruwen shook his head.

      “Years,” Mica offered.

      Ruwen shook his head again.

      “Months?” Kaylin asked, concern in her voice.

      Ruwen cleared his throat, suddenly very self-conscious. “Days.”

      “This can’t be him,” Una said. “He’s still wet from the tub!”

      “Mica said it’s him,” Kaylin responded.

      Jagen laughed. “How did you make it here in less than a week? I didn’t leave my training compound in Malth for five years. How did your tutors lose you so quickly?”

      “Uru doesn’t handhold her Champions like Izac does,” Kaylin said to Jagen.

      “That might be true, but four days has got to be a record for dying,” Jagen said.

      “We’re not dead,” Mica said.

      Ruwen didn’t mention he’d already died. On his first day. They already seemed upset, no need to give them more reasons.

      “This can’t be good,” Una said.

      Kaylin bit her lip.

      As Ruwen thought about it, he got angry. They were upset that he had just Ascended, but he hadn’t asked them for anything. They had come looking for him. He didn’t owe them any explanations, and they could save their judgmental comments for someone else.

      Ruwen took a step toward them. “I don’t know who you were expecting, and I don’t care. I’m willing to take you with me because no one should be left in this forsaken realm. But don’t mistake my inexperience for weakness or my youth for ignorance. I am taking my friends back home, and if you want a ride, you keep your doubts to yourself. They aren’t productive, and I won’t tolerate it.”

      Shocked silence filled the cavern as the four warriors blinked in surprise.

      Kaylin smiled. “Forgive us,” she said with a bow. “We have been trapped here, some of us for hundreds of years, and we are eager to return home. I apologize for our behavior.”

      The other three bowed as well.

      Ruwen nodded, a little surprised by their reaction.

      Kaylin pointed at the tunnel that headed toward the mine and looked at Una. “Was that here for you?”

      Una shook her head. “No. This cavern held the dungeon boss, and the underwater tunnel was the only way in.”

      “That’s how I remember it as well,” Mica said.

      “Interesting,” Kaylin said, and then looked at Ruwen. “Do you know where it leads?”

      Ruwen nodded at Sift.

      Sift spoke up. “A three-hour walk ends in a narrow cavern.”

      “Three hours puts it in the mine,” Mica said, rubbing his forehead.

      “You didn’t explore further?” Jagen asked.

      “We only wanted to see where it went, not bring a fight back here,” Sift said.

      Kaylin faced Ruwen. “We can’t stay here. The longer we wait, the more enemies we’ll find in the dungeon. All the current fighting is drawing even more attention. So we either fight our way out now or take the tunnel to the mine and go around them. Mica, tell him about the mine.”

      Mica winced. “A Dread Lord rules the mine. I’ve never seen it, but I’d guess it’s strength around upper gem level: Sapphire or Diamond.”

      “You’re talking about Fortifying level,” Ruwen said.

      “Yes,” Mica said in a surprised voice. “Did you study Cultivation before Ascending?”

      Ruwen avoided the question by asking another. “Will your weapons work on him?”

      “Probably not,” Kaylin said. “They aren’t Spirit dense enough.”

      “I might be able to fix that,” Ruwen said and then turned back to Mica. “You said before my spatial warping makes me a beacon. What does that mean?”

      “Your Core is so large it distorts the area around you,” Mica said. “You’re a walking feast for everything in this terrible place.”

      “Will this Dread Lord notice me?” Ruwen asked.

      Mica rubbed his forehead again. “If he sees you, absolutely. I’m just not sure about the sensing. I don’t know how that works here.”

      “Why can you see it at all?” Ruwen asked.

      “My main Class is a Spatial Mage. Enough years and some capabilities become part of you. I can’t do magic here, but I can see dimensional warping.”

      Ruwen looked at Kaylin. “What are the odds of making it through the dungeon?”

      “Decent, I think,” Kaylin said. “Although we will suffer for it.”

      “You mean physical damage?” Ruwen asked.

      Kaylin nodded.

      “I can’t damage my Meridians or any of their paths,” Ruwen said.

      Kaylin narrowed her eyes. “That is significantly more difficult and probably impossible.”

      Ruwen turned back to Mica. “If we encounter the Dread Lord?”

      “There are a lot of variables. Dread Lords wish to break into the divine levels, to become Dread Gods, so they spend much of their Spirit on Fortifying themselves. If we encounter the Dread Lord when he’s low on Spirit, we have a chance.”

      Jagen tapped his shield in thought. “His army encountered resistance here, and a battle wages. It’s possible the commotion will draw him to the dungeon to help. He might not even be in the mine.”

      “Unless he comes up that tunnel,” Una said.

      “That’s possible,” Mica said.

      “So what will it be, Ruwen?” Kaylin asked. “You’re our passage home, and we’ll follow your lead.”

      Rami was looking through her indexes for the way home, so Ruwen focused on getting them out of this situation unscathed. Both options sucked. Fighting their way out the front seemed risky and painful. With that many enemies, it would be easy to get blindsided by a blow that damaged his Meridians or their paths. The mine had risks as well, but the possibility existed that they might go unnoticed. Also, if they were discovered, there should be fewer enemies, maybe even just one, and that would make fighting easier.

      “The mine,” Ruwen said.

    

  

***




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Almost three hours had passed since the group had left the dungeon cavern. Ruwen had instructed Fractal to reabsorb Nak, and he’d lost contact with the dungeon as soon as he entered the tunnel. Sift, Lylan, and Kaylin had scouted ahead, and Jagen guarded the rear. Ruwen walked with Hamma while Mica and Una walked in front of them, and Juva and Slib behind.

      Ruwen had spent the trip creating new battle forms with Rami. If they ran into the Dread Lord, he wanted to do more than launch a lance of fire. He thought about asking everyone to stop so he could test the recipes but decided not to risk an accidental release of Spirit the Dread Lord might notice.

      Lost in his thoughts, it surprised Ruwen when Slib cleared his throat. Slib walked on Ruwen’s right, and Hamma had disappeared from his left.

      “Uh, Ruwen. Juva thinks…” Slib started to say and then trailed off.

      Ruwen said nothing, unsure what this was about.

      Slib looked straight ahead as he spoke again. “Juva thinks I was like that for less than two days, but it felt like a thousand years. I’ve never experienced pain like that, and my mind fragmented. I spent most of that time hiding in old memories, anything to numb the pain.”

      “I’m sorry, Slib. No one should suffer like that,” Ruwen said.

      Slib smiled sadly. “It’s just…I understand some things now I didn’t before.”

      Ruwen remained silent, giving Slib space to speak.

      “I figured out why I hated you so much,” Slib let out in a rush.

      That surprised Ruwen, and he spoke without thinking, old anger flaring briefly. “I never deserved any of it.”

      “I know that now. I can see the source of it sitting in my heart like rotten fruit.”

      “What is it?” Ruwen asked, a bit of anger still in his voice.

      Slib looked at Ruwen. “Jealousy.”

      Ruwen locked eyes with Slib, shocked. “What? Are you kidding me? You had money, popularity, status…everything I didn’t.”

      “Not everything,” Slib whispered. “Mages fill my family tree. My dad, grandmother, great grandfather, on and on it goes. They were all Mages.”

      Ruwen realized what Slib had discovered.

      “Intelligence is the hardest stat to increase before you Ascend. Strength and Constitution are easiest, Charisma and Wisdom can be learned to some extent, and Dexterity sometimes improved. But the ability to understand quickly, see patterns, and remember what you’ve learned is mostly static from the day you’re born.”

      Ruwen nodded. Your base stats, the ones you Ascended with, were the basis for your Class and the foundation for your life. You could improve your stats as you leveled, but your base stats always played the largest part in your capabilities. Slib could add points to Intelligence, but his base Intelligence would never change. The truth was, while his Mana would increase and things would come easier to him, it would take many levels to match Ruwen’s base sixteen Intelligence.

      Slib continued. “My family spent a fortune on tutors and elixirs, but nothing changed…nothing changed the fact I’m the dumbest person in my family for generations.”

      Ruwen felt bad for Slib, but it didn’t balance out the years of bullying or the fact that Slib’s family tried to kill him multiple times.

      Slib let out a long breath. “Wow, that is hard to say out loud. Listen, Ruwen, I’m only telling you all this, so you know I’m sincere.”

      Slib stopped, and Ruwen did as well. “Thank you for healing me, even though I didn’t deserve it, and I’m truly sorry for the way I treated you. I don’t know what this madness is all about, but you are the center of it, and I plan to help as much as I can.”

      Slib stuck out his hand.

      Ruwen stared at it. Slib had made the last few years miserable. His actions, even seen through the prism of not meeting his family’s expectations, didn’t make it much better. But all that felt like a different life, and those problems were small compared to Ruwen’s current issues. The truth was Slib wanted to start over, and if he meant it, his family would make a better ally than an enemy. And Ruwen knew he needed allies if he wanted to survive.

      Ruwen gripped Slib’s arm. “To starting over.”

      Slib smiled with relief. “Juva was right. You’re a good man.”

      “Hey,” Sift said, walking up to them. “Is this what took you so long? Holding hands the whole way?”

      Hamma walked up from behind. “No. He was thinking. You know how slow he walks when he thinks.”

      Sift tapped his temple. “Not enough power up here to walk and think at the same time.”

      Ruwen narrowed his eyes at Sift but didn’t take the bait.

      Kaylin joined them. “The exit is a few minutes ahead. Lylan is watching it.”

      “Did you see into the mine?” Jagen asked.

      “It looks like a natural fissure,” Kaylin said. “Thirty feet across, and I couldn’t see the ceiling or ends. No obvious exit.”

      Mica spoke up. “We are traveling north, so left would take us deeper into the mountains, and right should lead us out of them.”

      “Let’s pass out what weapons we have,” Kaylin said.

      Jagen removed a homemade backpack and dumped it on the floor. Talons, fangs, and other parts lay in a glowing pile. These weapons were noticeably less bright than the ones the group of Champions carried.

      “Everyone take something, and I’ll see if I can reinforce it,” Ruwen said.

      Lylan had returned the two swords she’d taken from House Captain Juva, and the Sword Dancer stood against the wall and didn’t come over. Hamma ran her hand over the Staff of Chimes and didn’t move either. Sift had Io, and Ruwen didn’t plan on using a weapon. That left Slib.

      Slib picked up what appeared to be a spine. Just shorter than his arm, the evenly spaced vertebrae looked like spikes. It didn’t have much Spirit in it, though.

      The wraps on Ruwen’s hands made them difficult to bend, but he couldn’t remove them because he might blind his friends. He held them out. “Let me see if I can strengthen that.”

      Taking the spine, Ruwen kneeled. He set the spine on the ground and placed a hand on each side. “Everyone look away, just in case.”

      Ruwen closed his eyes and entered a meditative state. His Core flowed, casting Streams of Spirit to his Meridians, and absorbing them as they returned. He wondered how to go about doing this. Entering one of the Fortifying poses would saturate the area around a Meridian, but he didn’t want to have to rely on that. Plus, those poses were uncomfortable and awkward. The density of his Spirit, coupled with the Core Velocity, made the Spirit much easier to manipulate than before.

      Using a mental finger, Ruwen touched his Core and then touched his left hand. Nothing happened to the weapon, although some light bled through the cracks of his wraps. How could he get the Spirit outside his body? If he used a Meridian like Air to force it out, he would be back to poses and forms, something he didn’t want to rely on.

      In frustration, Ruwen jabbed the spine with his mental finger. Why couldn’t he just get the Spirit to go here? To his surprise, the spine immediately turned a bright white.

      “Slib, here you go,” Ruwen said, scooping up the weapon with his hands.

      Slib squinted his eyes. “Thank you.”

      Ruwen cycled through the other Champion’s weapons and then charged the extra weapons lying on the ground. “Just in case.” He pushed a talon the size of his hand toward Sift. “Give that to Lylan.”

      Jagen returned the extra weapons to the backpack.

      “Hamma, let me see your staff,” Ruwen said.

      Hamma handed it to Ruwen, and he repeated the process. Nothing happened to the staff, though. Maybe the fact that it didn’t originate in the Spirit Realm made it impossible to charge. But Rami and Io had Spirit. Maybe he needed to try harder.

      This time he ran a finger across his Core and touched the staff. It vibrated, grew bright, and then seemed to absorb the Spirit. The staff had already been grey before coming into this realm, but the swirling clouds that had adorned its surface now all glowed white. He wondered if this changed the weapon and if it would be any different once they returned home.

      Ruwen repeated the process for Juva’s two swords, although they only required a touch of Spirit. The House Captain looked at them with awe and carefully placed them in their sheaths, thanking Ruwen profusely.

      Before getting up, Ruwen filled his Baton of a Thousand Uses with Spirt as well. It never hurt to be prepared.

      Ruwen stood. “Let’s go. If Mica’s correct, we want to go right, toward the plains.”

      Kaylin nodded, and they all followed her, trying their best to remain quiet. When they entered the fissure, they all moved to the right. But five minutes later they had to stop as the fissure narrowed drastically and ended in solid stone.

      Ruwen frowned under his wraps. “We’ll try the other way. Everyone keep their eyes open for a tunnel leading out of here.”

      They retraced their steps, but the only tunnel they found was the one they’d exited. Sift, Lylan, and Kaylin scouted ahead, and the rest of the party followed. They kept this up for half an hour, the narrow fissure sloping downward the entire time.

      Ruwen caught sight of Sift up ahead and angled toward him. When they arrived, they found Lylan and Kaylin there as well.

      “What’s up?” Ruwen asked.

      “We found the exit. Or exits, there’s a bunch of tunnels,” Sift said.

      Kaylin nodded. “Just up ahead, there’s a small hole that leads into a large debris-filled room. It looked empty, but it’s hard to tell.”

      “She won’t let me scout it,” Lylan said.

      “It’s not worth the risk,” Ruwen said. “Let’s enter and take the closest tunnel. Agreed?”

      Everyone nodded, and they followed Lylan. Ruwen’s heart thudded as he stepped through the opening and into the mine.

      Pieces of armor and weapons lay scattered across the floor. Worse, animal and human parts were mixed in with gear, and Ruwen looked away. Dozens of large boulders had fallen from the roughly-hewn ceiling fifty feet above, making it difficult to see very far.

      A wolf, its pelt jagged and sharp, stepped out of the tunnel in front of them. It stood five feet high at the shoulder, and mucus dripped from its eyes and nose. Ruwen looked behind them and found an identical wolf.

      “It’s rude to leave without saying hi,” a female voice said from somewhere deeper in the room.

      Without a word, the group formed a half-circle against the wall.

      A woman stepped out from behind a boulder twenty feet from them. Her skin looked porous, as if sculpted from pumice. Six-inch horns surrounded her face, and the ground burned around her bare feet.

      “Demon filth,” Hamma hissed and then spat a name. “Plague Siren.”

      “And also a Dread Lord,” Mica whispered.

      Rami? Ruwen asked.

      Not good, Rami said. Two Affliction Wolves and a Plague Siren all from the Infernal Realm. Those horns around her face shoot out like spears but remain attached to her. She’ll inject poison into your system and drink the essence from your body while your organs liquify.

      Any good news?

      Yes. I never thought to see one. They’re quite beautiful for demons, and it’s believed the spores they exude are pure despair. Try not to breathe them.

      That’s your good news?

      Well, it’s the best I could do. You never give me much to work with.

      Ruwen couldn’t argue with that. He cleared his mind and let his Core take his fear. They needed to focus on the Dread Lord, but he didn’t want the wolves to tear them apart from the flanks. He decided the best strategy would be to take the wolves down quickly, and then they could all concentrate on the actual threat.

      “The horns are spears, and don’t breathe near it,” Ruwen said. “Jagen, Juva, and Slib, you take the wolf behind us. Sift, Lylan, and Una, you have the wolf in front. Hamma, help them where needed. Mica and Kaylin, you’re with me. Go!”

      The Plague Siren opened her arms as if to embrace them, and Ruwen strode toward her as his team attacked the wolves.
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      Ruwen stopped after a few steps. He wanted the Plague Siren to focus on him, but he didn’t want to get too close.

      “Can you tell how much Spirit she has?” Ruwen whispered to Mica, hoping the Plague Siren would be empty.

      “A lot of distortion. I’d guess she’s full,” Mica said.

      Kaylin cursed and then whispered, “We need to retreat.”

      Ruwen knew the time for retreating had passed. The demon would have sensed his Spirit already and would never let him leave now. Not without a fight. Ruwen’s Spirit and the uncertainty around his abilities were likely the only reason the demon hadn’t attacked already.

      “What is your name?” Ruwen called out.

      The Plague Siren tilted her head.

      Ruwen didn’t have any complicated spells or deadly battle forms, so he went with volume. Stopping all his Refinement flows, he concentrated on increasing his Core Velocity.

      “Did the Masked Clans send another? Have you not lost enough of your leaders?” the Plague Siren asked.

      Ruwen reached up and touched his wrapped face. He didn’t know who the Masked Clans were, but he wanted to keep her talking. The sound of battle behind him meant they needed more time to finish the Affliction Wolves. Slib screamed, but Ruwen resisted the urge to turn around.

      “You have yet to face the Clan’s strongest,” Ruwen said. “We are here to retrieve our leaders and offer a truce.”

      The Plague Siren smiled, revealing rows of sharp teeth. She waved her arm in front of her. “Retrieve away. It will take you a millennium to piece them back together.” She gnashed her teeth together, and it sounded like glass rubbing on glass.

      Ruwen continued to increase his Core Velocity. His Core flowed so quickly now, it blurred in his mind’s eye, and almost looked spherical.

      “You believed you’d outsmarted me,” the Plague Siren said. “You thought you discovered my patterns. All those Harvesters lost for that precious information. But instead of finding me weak and exhausted from Fortifying, you discover the opposite. And then you tried to flee, terrified of my power. Now caught, you offer a truce. Truly, I believed the Clans had more honor than this.”

      The Plague Siren thought a lot of herself, and Ruwen tried to leverage that.

      Ruwen bowed. “There is no honor in a fruitless task. You have proven your superiority. We only hoped to retrieve what we lost and leave you in peace.”

      “And what of the precious armor?” the Plague Siren asked.

      Ruwen had no idea what she meant. But the battle with the wolves sounded like it had ended behind them, and he only needed to delay a little longer. “Keep it. The armor failed its owners.”

      The Plague Siren tapped a four-inch talon against her chin. “You come into my home, request something you should know takes millennia, show no regard for the Aspects, and never even mention the Elder. Who really sent you?”

      Ruwen grimaced under his wraps. She had seen right through his lies, although he didn’t really believe they’d work. The rest of his group arrived, so at least the acting had bought them that advantage.

      Holding up a hand, Ruwen tried one more time to avoid a fight. “We apologize for this misunderstanding. We’ll leave immediately.”

      “Leave?” the Plague Siren asked. “No one is leaving. Your friends will soon be particles of dust, and you will answer all my questions as I drain that immense Core. You will propel me into the Divine.”

      Ten of the horns circling the Plague Siren’s face exploded outward, each one heading for a different person. His Copper reflexes allowed him to snatch one of the bone spears out of the air, his Silver-enhanced hand gripping it tightly. Hamma and Slib screamed in pain, and Ruwen turned to see if Hamma was okay.

      As Ruwen turned, he noticed movement from the corner of his eye. Another bone spear arced toward him and struck his Silver arm, bouncing off. Slimy tubes attached the spears to the Plague Siren, and they retracted in a blink, settling back into the Siren’s face.

      Hamma and Slib both had bone spears embedded in their chests. The tubes pulsed and shuddered as if sucking fluid from their bodies. Rami had said the spears would inject poison and liquify the victims' organs.

      Without having to say anything, Sift ripped the bone spear out of Hamma, and Juva did the same for Slib. Hamma and Slib collapsed in obvious pain, but Ruwen couldn’t help them now.

      Ruwen faced the Plague Siren again. He and Rami had discussed ways to use his Spirit on the way here. At his level of understanding, battle forms were the most efficient way to manipulate his Spirit. But he didn’t really know any, and they took too long anyway. But charging the weapons had proved he could move Spirit outside his body without a form. And if he focused on a single Meridian, he didn’t need a form, just a brief movement. It would be wasteful, but quick. And he didn’t have any other options.

      Ruwen focused on the Stone Meridian in his right leg and stomped his right foot down while touching his Core with a mental finger. Too late, he realized that with his Core Velocity so great, just touching it equated to what had previously been a swipe.

      With his mental hand, he touched the ground next to the Plague Siren and moved it toward her.

      A chunk of stone ten by ten feet erupted from the ground and plowed into the Plague Siren. She immediately held up her hands, and the stone formed a wall in front of her. Ruwen used another mental hand and repeated the process on the Siren’s other side, jamming his right foot down again.

      A duplicate stone chunk exploded from the ground, and slammed the Siren into Ruwen’s first stone wall, smashing her with a deafening boom.

      Ruwen stared in shock at where the Siren had been. His two walls of stone had violently crashed together, creating a stone pillar. Nothing should be able to survive that. Had he succeeded on his first try?

      Laughter emanated from inside the pillar, and Ruwen’s stomach dropped. Of course it hadn’t killed the Siren. Mica had said she had already Fortified into the upper gem levels. Ruwen would have to do far more than that to hurt her.

      The rock crumbled around the Plague Siren, revealing her unscathed body. “I can’t believe you made me nervous. Are you an Apprentice? Did you steal your dying master’s Core?”

      The size of his Core had given the demon pause, and he hadn’t capitalized on that enough. “I am no Apprentice. We were wrong to disturb you, but if you wish to keep the world you’ve built, don’t interfere with our withdrawal.”

      The Plague Siren flicked her finger, and Ruwen felt more than heard music, like someone had strummed a guitar. Above each entrance, the wall melted, and as it dripped down, it formed granite pillars that blocked the exits.

      “None of you will ever leave here again,” the Plague Siren said.

      Ruwen’s wrappings hid his amazement at the demon’s display of power.

      The Plague Siren flicked her other finger, the sound like an out-of-tune piano, and a dark bolt of energy raced toward Ruwen. Sift had expected the attack and leaped forward, taking the bolt to the chest. Sift’s entire body turned black, and Lylan gasped. A heartbeat later, the black energy disappeared.

      “Yuck, that felt like tar,” Sift said.

      The Plague Siren clapped her hands. “A Sifter! How exciting.”

      Ruwen stepped up next to Sift. “Not one Sifter, nine of them. They will drain you dry while I crush what's left.”

      The Plague Siren seemed to consider this threat and remained silent for a few seconds. Fighting this creature seemed impossible. Bluffing would be the only way to make it out of here alive.

      “That would be a superb strategy,” the Plague Siren said. “The universe favors chaos, so finding a true Sifter is not nearly as rare as an Axiom, but nine? I don’t believe it, and regardless, I’m full, and it would take over nine Sifters to drain me.”

      The Plague Siren went still, and Ruwen knew she’d started a spell to attack them. Ruwen’s first attempt at a spell hadn’t been effective, but this time he planned to use far more Spirit. He went stiff, activating the Order Meridian in his spine, pinched his Core, and touched the Plague Siren with a mental hand.

      The Plague Siren froze as the massive amount of Spirit struck her, and Ruwen yelled as he dashed forward. “Attack!”

      Everyone moved and surrounded the Siren, attacking her both high and low. Ruwen struck the Plague Siren in the throat and cursed as his Silver Fortified fist bounced off the demon, his entire body vibrating from the blow. He heard Sift’s wrist snap as his friend struck the demon. The spears and swords and talons they’d brought with them were just as useless. The Diamond Fortified body of the demon was impervious to their weapons.

      Ruwen shook his hand and realized the futility of their attacks. “Kaylin, grab Hamma and Slib and take everyone to the nearest exit. Destroy the blockage and run. I’ll keep her locked up while you flee. Go!”
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      Kaylin immediately ran past the demon, and everyone followed. Except Sift.

      “Don’t you ever listen?” Ruwen shouted.

      “Do you ever have a good plan?”

      Ruwen shook his head. “Step back. When the spell fades, we’ll probably get some chaos orbs.”

      “Chaos orbs?” Sift asked.

      “Just don’t touch them. Why aren’t you using Io?”

      Sift held his broken wrist against his stomach. “I didn’t want to risk him.”

      They backed fifteen feet away, and Sift stepped in front of Ruwen. “I’ll take her spells, and you fight her.”

      That almost sounded like a good plan, and Ruwen wondered if this might work. He quickly did the form for Major Heal and touched Sift’s back.

      “Thanks,” Sift said.

      Multicolored spheres appeared around the Plague Siren, and some of them even drifted into her body, melting holes in the demon. The Plague Siren remained frozen, but once her mind broke free from the Order Spirit Ruwen had drenched her in, she would destroy him and his friends.

      Not wanting to cut it close, Ruwen began the simple form to activate his Order Meridian. As he touched his core, the ten spikes around the Plague Siren’s face shot toward them. Two dissolved when striking chaos orbs, four were blocked by Sift, and four struck Sift in the chest. Instead of injecting poison, they curled in his body, and then the Siren yanked them back.

      Sift collapsed to his knees, and Ruwen bent down to help him, losing his concentration. A hole big enough to crawl through sat in the middle of Sift’s chest. The Plague Siren had ripped Sift’s center, along with most of his organs, from his body. Sift squeezed his eyes shut in pain, and Ruwen eased his friend to the ground.

      Ruwen stood and faced the demon, cursing himself for letting Sift stay, and for getting distracted. He took a step back in shock. The Plague Siren stood right next to them, Sift’s center in her hand. Like lightning, she grabbed Ruwen by the throat and lifted him off the ground.

      The Plague Siren pulled him close. “Such a waste of Spirit! Venting like you’re a newborn. It’s disgusting! Activate another Meridian, and I’ll squeeze your head off.”

      Ruwen couldn’t answer since she had already crushed his throat. He fed the panic and fear and pain into the barrier around his mental island.

      The Siren tossed Sift’s center away and moved, but thankfully not toward his group. He needed to buy them time to escape.

      This doesn’t look great, Ruwen said to Rami.

      From now on, we should just assume your plans will fail.

      I know. Any ideas?

      All of them are fatal to us. What terrible luck that she’s on the verge of breaking through to the next Fortification level. Her Core likely fills her entire center. Otherwise, I think your bluff would have worked.

      Once again, Ruwen remembered that Rami shared his fate.

      A section of the wall disappeared as the Plague Siren approached, and they entered a smaller cavern. The floor had no debris, and a throne made from empty centers sat against the back wall. People stood against the walls, but after a moment, Ruwen realized they were armor sets on display. Other items sat in alcoves dug from the wall. They had entered the Plague Siren’s lair.

      The Plague Siren dropped onto her throne and dangled Ruwen from her outstretched arm. A white tube emerged from the Siren's chest, writhing like a blind worm. Two fingers wide, it moved around as if smelling the air, then like a snake, it raised up and slammed into Ruwen’s chest.

      Ruwen felt the worm as it passed through his center and pressed against his Core, slowing his Core Velocity until it stopped. The pressure intensified, and Ruwen’s chest went cold. Pleasure filled the Plague Siren’s face, and Ruwen realized she’d started taking his Spirit.

      “You will push me over the threshold. Finally, to become a deity after all I’ve suffered.”

      I think if we can’t survive this, then she shouldn’t either, Ruwen said to Rami.

      Her body is Diamond Fortified. I’m not sure if you Spirit Vented your entire Core it would damage her for long.

      Can I make my Core blow up?

      I’ve heard of Cores exploding, but I don’t know how it’s done.

      Maybe this tube goes both ways, and I can take her Spirit.

      That’s not a bad idea.

      Ruwen knew he needed to be quick, and if he failed, he’d lose his two largest Meridians. His Light Meridian sat where his head and neck met, and his Mind Meridian was inside his skull. They both had the thickest paths from his Core, and the Plague Siren would destroy those paths if she squeezed his head from his body.

      Even if he lost his head, and only ten Meridians remained, it should still be enough to get them back home. It would probably ruin whatever plans Uru had for him, but he didn’t feel like he had many options. At least this way, there might be a chance of surviving.

      Ruwen prepared himself and then imagined his entire body as an empty flask, creating the power of a vacuum, and concentrated on the connection between him and the Plague Siren.

      But no Spirit entered his Core.

      The Plague Siren had stopped smiling and stared at him but didn’t pop his head off. Ruwen quickly raised his arms into the Harvester Open pose, and he felt the power of his suction increase. His chest warmed as the flow of Spirit stopped, but it didn’t flow into him either.

      The demon chuckled to herself. “That isn’t bad. You have a surprising pull for someone so inexperienced.” The Siren leaned forward until their faces were inches apart. “You will pay for this insolence. My Spirit siphon works best on a coherent host, but once you’re dry, you will suffer.”

      Ruwen had stopped the demon’s feeding, and he rejoiced at the small victory. But she pulled with an equal force, resisting him, and he didn’t have the strength to overpower her. Somehow he needed to figure out how to increase his power.

      “Look at this throne. Do you think you’re the first to resist me? Do you know what I am?”

      Thousands of twelve-sided centers, all dark and empty of Cores, piled together to make her throne. She had done this many times before. And then, no louder than a whisper, the Plague Siren sang.

      Ruwen had heard of sirens before, but they were water creatures, and their songs were of desire and longing. The Plague Siren’s song consisted of pain and madness, and Ruwen’s concentration faltered.

      The Spirit flowed toward the Plague Siren again. That is how the Plague Siren always won. No matter how strong the Harvester, she could break your concentration with her song of pain.

      Ruwen, after the initial shock of the song, focused on moving the verbal poison into his mental wall. All the time practicing the underwater breathing had prepared his mind. In moments he could think clearly again, but he didn’t resist the Plague Siren. The demon believed she had already won, and as long as she believed that, he could figure out a way to stop her.

      Except Ruwen had no ideas. He still resisted her and could fully resist her again to stop the flow of Spirit, but then she would just remove his head. The demon had all the leverage, and Ruwen remained helpless.

      Another memory of feeling helpless surfaced in Ruwen’s thoughts. Sift attacking him over and over as he tried to learn a Bamboo Step. Sift kept repeating his father’s words: strength is weakness.

      Only after Ruwen had successfully flipped Sift by using his friend’s momentum against him did he understand.

      The Plague Siren’s strength was her vast amount of Spirit and the knowledge to use it. And Ruwen suddenly had another idea.

      The Plague Siren’s song had probably always been effective at keeping her prey docile while she fed. She probably didn’t think Ruwen could think or plan. He hoped so, because if this attack failed, he knew his head, and probably more, would soon litter the floor.

      Rami, what happens when your Core is bigger than your center?

      A little is okay. That’s how most Harvester’s level, by getting their center to expand.

      What if it suddenly doubled?

      That would be catastrophic. Rami paused as she realized his plan. It might work. Her confidence. Her Core. All work against her. It’s a clever attack.

      I’m sorry.

      You haven’t failed yet.

      I know. But, I want you to know I feel bad for putting you in danger.

      Thank you. Now let’s finish this and live so we can find our next horrible situation.

      That made Ruwen smile.

      Strength is weakness.

      Ruwen dropped his hands from the Harvester Open pose, grabbed his Core with his mental hands, and stopped resisting the Plague Siren completely.

      The Plague Siren quit singing and smiled when Ruwen stopped fighting her. “It always ends the same.”

      And before the Plague Siren slowed her pull on Ruwen’s Core, he pushed the Core down the connection and toward the demon with all his mental strength. He felt resistance as his vast amount of Spirit had no place to go in the Plague Siren’s almost full center.

      Ruwen, knowing this was his only chance, used the energy from his mental barrier to slam into his Core, forcing it into the Plague Siren. But he could tell it wouldn’t be enough.

      With nothing to protect his mind, the pain from his crushed throat, coupled with the panic of no air, sent his mind spinning. A black dragon appeared in his thoughts, so large it seemed like it could hold an entire planet in its claws. It beat its wings and Ruwen’s thoughts scattered further. The vibration coming from Rami caused his entire head to go numb.

      And like an arrow shot from a bow, the black dragon crashed into Ruwen’s Core, slamming it into the Plague Siren’s center.

      The demon gasped, and then her center, too full to hold both Cores, exploded. The world went white, and Ruwen flew across the room, a terrible emptiness in his chest. He slammed against the wall and slid down to the ground.

      Nothing but white filled Ruwen’s vision, and he closed his eyes.

      Rami’s tired voice filled his head. Hurry up and Harvest this before we destroy half the Spirit Realm with chaos orbs.

      Ruwen didn’t have the energy to answer. He pushed himself to his feet and raised his hands over his head in the Harvester Open pose. Spirit struck him like an avalanche.

      Am I going to explode too? Ruwen asked Rami.

      No. An Axiom’s center can hold a Core the size of a planet. You worry too much.

      Oh. Ruwen tried to conceive of something so large. He paused for a couple of seconds before continuing. Thanks for your help. You looked really big.

      Rami vibrated against his ear. Never judge a Book…wyrm by its cover.
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      Ruwen lowered his hands as he Harvested the last of the Spirit. When he closed his eyes, the Spirit seemed to fill the entire room.

      It will take forever to condense this down, Ruwen said to Rami.

      Then maybe you should use some of it.

      Ruwen immediately knew what Rami meant. Fortifying is a brilliant idea. Spirit already surrounds all my Meridians. But first I need to find our group.

      Ruwen turned to find his friends and the Champions all sitting against the wall near the entrance.

      “He’s back,” Lylan said.

      Everyone stood and walked over to Ruwen. Hamma and Slib both looked in pain.

      Hamma grabbed his shoulders and turned him around in a slow circle. “It just looks like she damaged your neck. Does it hurt?”

      Ruwen tried to tell her it was okay, but his voice wouldn’t work. He had become so used to dealing with pain that his mind had automatically shielded him from it with a mental barrier.

      Hamma looked concerned, and Ruwen held up a finger. He quickly did the Minor Heal form and touched his neck. Air rushed into his lungs, and he gasped without meaning to.

      “I’m fine,” Ruwen said hoarsely.

      “You sound like a frog,” Sift said as he leaned against Lylan.

      Someone had replaced the huge chunk of Sift’s chest that the demon had ripped out of him. But it still shifted around whenever Sift moved, and he winced constantly.

      Ruwen immediately did the Major Heal form and slapped Sift’s upper chest. The Spirit saturated Sift’s body and healed the damage to his chest before his center absorbed it all.

      “Gentle!” Sift said.

      “Why didn’t you go with everyone else?” Ruwen asked.

      Lylan flicked Sift’s ear. “Yes, instead, you abandoned me.”

      Sift stood on his own and rubbed his ear. “Hey! Have some respect for the nearly dead.”

      Ruwen performed a Minor Heal on both Hamma and Slib. Everyone else looked unhurt.

      “How long have you been waiting?” Ruwen asked.

      Kaylin shrugged. “A few hours. We couldn’t even come in the room at first because of all the raw Spirit.”

      Ruwen looked at Sift. “I’m surprised you didn’t Sift your way in here.”

      Sift shook his head. “The Spirit in here had way too much energy. Too dangerous.”

      Sift lifted his shirt and studied his center. He let the shirt drop. “After all that pain, I thought for sure one of those Meridians would connect.”

      “I’m sorry, Sift,” Ruwen said.

      “What happened here?” Hamma asked.

      Everyone looked at Ruwen.

      “This pains me to say, but Sift’s teaching saved us. Well, Rami actually saved us, but Sift provided the plan.”

      Sift smiled. “You had to stumble on to a good plan, eventually. You should listen to me more often.”

      “All my plans are good,” Ruwen said. “Some of them, anyway. Well, this one worked.”

      “But how?” Kaylin asked. “We all thought we were doomed.”

      “The Plague Siren talked about being full of Spirit. When she fed off me, I held the connection open and shoved my entire Core into her center. She exploded because I used her strength against her.” Ruwen touched the wraps around his right ear. “Rami saved us.”

      “That was clever,” Mica said.

      “Well done, lad,” Jagen said.

      Hamma touched Ruwen’s right ear. “Thank you, Rami.”

      Everyone echoed Hamma, and Rami vibrated in pleasure.

      “Who’s Rami?” Una asked.

      “She’s a Bookwyrm and so much more. Let’s gather anything useful and bring it here. We can go through it all together,” Ruwen said.

      “I told you there would be treasure behind the waterfall,” Sift said.

      “You never take loot,” Lylan said. “Why do you care now?”

      “He doesn’t,” Ruwen said. “He just enjoys being right.”

      “Yes, right. Like saving us all because of my wisdom,” Sift said.

      Lylan shook her head and pulled Sift toward the back of the room. The rest dispersed around the cavern, looking for anything valuable.

      Hamma’s face grew serious. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” Ruwen asked.

      “For leaving you. Sift stayed. I should have, too.”

      “Sift’s an idiot. You did what I asked. Don’t feel guilty.”

      Hamma shook her head. “It felt wrong. And I won’t do it again.”

      Ruwen could see the misery on Hamma’s face. He put his arms around her and pulled her into a hug. “Let it go. We’re carrying around enough worries. Let’s not add to them.”

      Hamma hugged him back. “Okay. Let’s go look for loot.”

      Ruwen smiled as they walked to the nearest wall. “Blapy’s treasure has ruined you.”

      “I know. It worries me a little. I never understood –” Hamma stopped, and her face grew serious again. But her jaw firmed, and she continued. “I never understood why my dad would leave us to adventure. Now maybe I’ve seen a glimpse.”

      “I’m sure whatever reason your dad had, it was something important,” Ruwen said.

      Hamma nodded and smiled at Ruwen.

      It took them half an hour to collect everything from the small alcoves and racks that surrounded the room. The ten of them sat in a wide circle around what turned out to be a lot of loot.

      There were six sets of cloth armor, a variety of weapons, rings, amulets, potions, bags of terium coins, and a book.

      “How do you want to do this?” Kaylin asked.

      Rami, can you identify any of this? Ruwen asked.

      Because the Plague Siren mentioned the Clans and their Aspects, I’ll bet that cloth armor is for Harvesters. As for everything else, it’s too hard to tell.

      Thanks.

      Ruwen waved his hand over the piles. “The weird cloth armor is for Harvesters.”

      “Harvesters?” Slib asked.

      “We grew up calling them Unbound,” Ruwen said. “They’ve chosen not to Ascend, and they call themselves Cultivators because they don’t take power from living things. Harvesters are the same, except they take power from everything.”

      “And the demon was a Harvester?” Slib asked.

      Ruwen rubbed his chest where the Plague Siren’s feeding tube had latched onto his Core. “Yes.” Shaking off the terrible memory, he continued. “Since we can’t identify anything else here, I suggest people take what they can use right now. Fill any of your empty gear slots with rings and necklaces so we have less to carry. We’ll split the coins equally, pack the rest of the loot up, and identify it when we get back home. We can redistribute when we know what all this stuff does. How does that sound?”

      “Are you sure?” Jagen said. “By rights, this is all yours.”

      “Mine really,” Sift said. He tapped his temple. “Strength is weakness.”

      “Uru help me, I knew I’d regret telling you,” Ruwen said.

      Sift grinned, and Lylan punched him in the shoulder.

      “Ignore him,” Lylan said. “He never takes anything.”

      “It is a weight on the soul,” Sift said, looking around the circle.

      Sift and Ruwen stood as everyone else leaned forward and began discussing who could best use each item. Sift walked further into the cavern, and Ruwen followed.

      “What’s up?” Ruwen asked.

      “There is something else in here,” Sift said.

      Ruwen tensed and looked around.

      “Relax. Whatever it is, I can barely sense it. It might even be dead,” Sift said.

      Ruwen snapped his fingers. “That siren mentioned something about an Elder. Maybe there is some old guy trapped in here?”

      Ruwen slowly walked around the room with Sift until they ended up in front of the throne. They hadn’t been able to find any pieces of the Plague Siren, and Ruwen wondered if she had vaporized. Maybe you could die in this Realm. The back of the throne had disappeared, and its pedestal looked heavily damaged.

      Sift kneeled at the throne. “It is coming from here.”

      It made Ruwen uncomfortable to dig through all the dark twelve-sided centers the demon had collected from her victims. Most still had pieces of their paths hanging from them like limp noodles.

      “She killed so many people,” Sift said.

      “Technically, they’re not dead. We’ll take all these out to the main cavern. In time, all her victims should reform.”

      Sift nodded. “That is a good idea.”

      Charred centers sat at the bottom of the throne where the Plague Siren had rested her burning feet. Sift pointed at them, and they cleared the first layer away. A hatch appeared, each side about the length of two hands.

      Sift and Ruwen looked at each other.

      “If there’s an old man in there, he will need a heal,” Sift said.

      “Open it.”

      Sift lifted the cover and looked inside. His face turned from curiosity to concern. Reaching in, he removed a small square cage made of glowing wire. Something moved inside it.

      “That isn’t an Elder,” Ruwen said.

      Sift sat down and placed the cage on his lap. He stuck his finger through the wire and touched the creature inside.

      The smallest turtle Ruwen had ever seen raised its head and stared at Sift. The turtle’s shell was half a thumb long, and its entire body looked like the grey-white of storm clouds.

      Rami? Ruwen asked.

      It looks like a baby sea turtle.

      What is it doing here?

      I’ll see if I can find anything about turtles and the Spirit Realm.

      Thanks.

      The turtle took a few unsteady steps forward and touched its beak to Sift’s finger. Sift and the turtle continued to stare at each other until Ruwen shook Sift.

      “Hey? Are you okay?” Ruwen asked.

      Sift looked at Ruwen. “We have to free her.”

      “Of course,” Ruwen said. “How do you know it’s a her?”

      Sift shrugged. “Just a feeling.” He turned back to the tiny turtle. “Did you hear that, Shelly?”

      “Shelly? Seriously?”

      Sift ignored Ruwen and continued to talk to the turtle in a soft voice. “I will save you a third time. The first time was when we defeated that demon because of my amazing wisdom. Then I found you trapped here. And as soon as we find somewhere safe, I’ll set you free.”

      Ruwen shook his head and stood, leaving Sift to his new friend. Ruwen walked back to the group. There had been no fighting or arguing, which Ruwen knew was an excellent sign. They needed to survive and escape, and greed wouldn’t help that.

      Hamma stood and held out a small bag. “Your share of the coins. Enough terium to buy a small country.”

      Ruwen held up his hands. “We already talked about this when we found the coins under the Mist Wraith’s throne. You’re in charge of the money. Hold Sift’s, too.”

      Hamma frowned but nodded.

      Kneeling, Ruwen unwrapped his hands and picked up the hand-sized book. The cover had no title, and he carefully opened it. Unfamiliar gate runes filled the pages, all with detailed notes in a language he couldn’t read. Some pages even had pictures, and once again, he missed Hey You.

      Ruwen held the book to his right ear, and Rami vibrated.

      Rami spoke excitedly. Oh, interesting. Many of these runes are for the Infernal Realm.

      Can you read the language?

      No, I’ve never seen it before.

      Once they were back home, he would research the contents. Maybe the book would even count for the librarian quest Blapy had given him. He carefully set the book down.

      Ruwen moved to look at the leftover jewelry. He had left the group when they were distributing the loot because he, of all the people here, had the most advantages. Not only that, he would never make it to the Iris alone, and he wanted this group as strong as possible.

      A plain leather gorget caught his eye. It reminded him of his Suffocation Bracer, and he picked it up. Holding the neck item at an angle, he could just make out the faint lines of the Divine Circle. This might be another Suffocation item that would speed the Fortification of his body.

      Ruwen clasped the gorget around his neck. He had three ring slots open, so he looked through the rings. Immediately he found a similar item to his gorget, a leather ring, with the same faded carvings. He slipped it over his thumb. The other rings were all mysterious, so he picked a plain silver one and placed it on his other thumb. He placed a black ring on the finger where his Jaga Wedding Band had been before giving it to Hamma. He was excited to see what these did when they got back to the Material Realm.

      No one had touched the six cloth armor sets. The only ones who would benefit from them were Ruwen and Sift. Ruwen hadn’t intended to wear the armor, but one set jumped out at him. They all had some type of face covering, but this set included gloves and a hood. The ability to move his fingers might be critical as they traveled, and the strips of cloth around his face itched and shifted around. It would be nice to get rid of all the wrapping.

      Some of the armor looked like animals: a bird and a bear. One might have been a fish, and another something Ruwen didn’t recognize. The one with the gloves and hood took him a bit to figure out. It had three pieces: a burlap sack for the head, overalls that covered his feet, legs, and chest, and a button-up coat with attached gloves.

      It looked like a scarecrow.

      Ruwen took off his cloak. They would need it to carry items, anyway. He pulled the overalls on, the cloth expanding and contracting over his existing gear. Next, he slid on the coat and buttoned it up. He wriggled his fingers in the gloves, enjoying the freedom of movement.

      Ruwen looked around at everyone. “You might want to turn away and close your eyes. With what just happened, I’m scared I might be a little too bright to look at.”

      Once everyone had faced away, Ruwen unwound the strips of cloth around his face, and the room lit up. When he picked up the burlap sack, the hood’s other side had black stitched “eyes” that each looked like the letter “x.” He quickly pulled the burlap sack over his head, worried he would be blind since the hood didn’t have any holes to see through.

      The room darkened again, and Ruwen could see perfectly, as if he wore nothing at all. He reached up and touched the mask, unsure it was there.

      “You look scary,” Hamma said.

      Kaylin narrowed her eyes. “That is definitely disturbing.”

      Mica shivered. “I hate scarecrows.”

      Ruwen felt his mask again, marveling that the gloves didn’t interfere with his touch at all. This would be so much better than the wraps.

      “It’s only until we can leave this Realm. And maybe it will stop creatures from bothering us,” Ruwen said.

      Sift walked up to the group, looked at Ruwen, and tapped his chin. “I don’t know what’s changed, but you look much better.”
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      Ruwen spent the next three days following the same schedule. One hour per Meridian using the Fortification breathing along with the proper Fortification pose, followed by six hours of Spirit Condensing using the breathing technique since he couldn’t use Harden here. While none of the Suffocation gear worked in this Realm, it felt like the breathing techniques and poses were more effective. But because he couldn’t see his stats, there was no way to be sure how much progress he’d made.

      At the end of the fourth cycle, the Spirit he’d collected had condensed enough that he could twist it back into a Core. Without Harden, this Core was much larger than his previous one. That and he hadn’t used all the Plague Siren’s Spirit yet. His center expanded, leaving plenty of room for his new larger Core, but increasing the Core Velocity on this more diffuse Core took a lot more effort.

      Why did my center expand while the demon’s exploded? Ruwen asked Rami.

      I’m not an expert, but it’s tied to how many Meridians connect to your center. So if you only have a few, your center won’t expand much, and your Core quickly fills it, which limits your available Spirit.

      The Plague Siren used the term Axiom, and then you called me that.

      It’s an old term, and one we probably shouldn’t say out loud. It’s used to describe a being with all twelve meridians attached to their center, which I already told you is uncomprehendingly rare.

      I’ve seen it used for math. It’s a starting point, like a seed of truth, that you can use to grow your theorems, Ruwen said.

      For Harvesters, it has a similar meaning, but it centers on religion, not math.

      Sift’s parents are religious. Even Sift talks about the one true god. He says my gods are false.

      False isn’t the right word. Fortification is a path to becoming a god, which the Plague Siren had almost completed, and many others have attained. Sift just gives more weight to the first person to finish the process.

      A week ago, I never gave religion much thought. Now, I’m a piece in whatever game Uru is playing with the other deities. It makes me a little angry.

      Ruwen stood and looked for his friends. Kaylin and Mica sat holding hands, and Una leaned against Jagen, while Slib and Juva practiced with swords. Hamma sat near the Champions and had Sift’s turtle, Shelly, in one hand while she rubbed the turtle’s shell with the other.

      “Where are Sift and Lylan?” Ruwen asked.

      Slib and Juva stopped their sparring, and everyone else stood.

      “They’re on watch,” Kaylin said.

      Mica moved closer to Ruwen and walked in a circle around him.

      “What’s wrong?” Ruwen asked.

      “The spatial warping has disappeared,” Mica said. “Is your center empty?”

      Ruwen shook his head.

      “Then it must be a property of the cloth armor,” Mica said.

      Kaylin joined them. “Isn’t that good?”

      Mica nodded. “Yes. It’s just I got to thinking having a Dread Lord in our party might dissuade some from attacking.”

      “There are ten of us now,” Kaylin said. “That should stop most.”

      “Did all the centers from the throne get moved into the main cavern?” Ruwen asked.

      “Yes,” Hamma said. “I feel terrible for all those people. What a vile creature.”

      “Good. Can someone fetch Sift and Lylan?” Ruwen asked.

      “I’ll do it,” Slib said, and then ran for the door.

      “I just need a few minutes, and then we’ll discuss our next steps,” Ruwen said.

      Ruwen moved twenty feet to the side and began the Refinement form he’d learned. Again, he noticed how responsive his Spirit felt since he’d put on the Scarecrow armor. His Core Velocity, while significantly slower than before, still flowed fast enough for him to loop all twelve of his Meridians into his Core. He would need to exert some effort to keep his Core Velocity up, but it felt good to be Refining again.

      When Ruwen finished, Sift and Lylan had returned.

      Hamma handed Ruwen his cloak back. “We found some backpacks in the debris covering the main cavern floor. So we don’t need your cloak anymore.”

      Ruwen nodded his thanks. Sift remained quiet, and as Ruwen put his cloak back on, he focused on Sift. “What’s going on?”

      “What do you mean?” Sift asked.

      “You look guilty,” Ruwen said.

      “You look ugly,” Sift replied.

      “The idiot stabbed himself again,” Lylan said.

      Now that Ruwen knew what to look for, he noticed Sift favoring his left shoulder, but nothing else appeared injured.

      “I compromised,” Sift mumbled.

      “Compromised?” Hamma asked, her voice rising. “Only stabbing yourself a little is not a compromise.”

      But Ruwen understood. The Air Meridian affected the left shoulder, arm, and hand, and the upper arm contained the actual Meridian. Ever since he’d known Sift, his friend just wanted to fly. The Air Meridian would be the quickest route to that dream.

      Sift looked down as Ruwen stepped up to him.

      Ruwen pointed at the shoulder. “Cutting only one Meridian’s path will lower your odds of a successful connection when you heal.”

      “I know,” Sift said. “But I still need to be useful in a fight.”

      “Why start being useful now?” Ruwen asked.

      The guilt disappeared, and Sift pointed his finger at Ruwen, preparing to argue.

      Ruwen laughed and Sift hesitated. Ruwen grabbed Sift’s hand, sending a surge of Spirit into him. Sift grew stiff as he absorbed all the Spirit.

      Ruwen leaned close. “Let me know when you’ve used that up healing, and I’ll recharge you.” He stepped back. “But I want something in return.”

      Sift narrowed his eyes. “What?”

      Ruwen held out his arms. “There is something odd about this Clan Aspect armor. My Spirit manipulation feels easier, and Mica said it hid my Core. My guess is–” Ruwen stopped speaking and pointed at one of Juva’s Spirit-filled swords. “Can I borrow that, please?” Juva quickly handed the sword to Ruwen.

      Ruwen placed the tip of the sword against his left palm and gently pressed them together. As the pressure increased, he sensed the armor tapping his Core to strengthen itself. He smiled under his mask. Removing his hand, he held it out and swept the sword down hard against his wrist.

      Spirit surged into the armor, and the sword clanged loudly as it bounced off the cloth.

      Ruwen returned the sword to Juva and faced Sift. “If you want my help, you need to wear one of the other Clan Aspects. At least until we get to the Material Realm.”

      Sift bit his lip. “Fine.”

      Sift had Fortified his heart to Jade, but the rest of his body remained Lead, and he would benefit from the protection. Because the armor used Spirit, Ruwen didn’t think it would work for anyone else but Sift. But he didn’t know for sure, so he addressed the group. “Everyone else try a piece on, too, and see if it activates for you when you strike it with a weapon.”

      Sift went to the loot pile and removed the bird Aspect armor. The helm, made from the skull of a giant falcon, protruded outward, the sharp beak throwing Sift’s face in shadow. Feathers covered the back of Sift’s head and neck. On the jacket, feathers ran down the back of both arms, and the attached half-gloves had talons poking out near the knuckles. The pants had feathers, but they looked shorter and sharper, almost like spines.

      “I look stupid,” Sift said.

      “True, at least the armor hides it,” Ruwen said.

      Sift threw a punch at Ruwen but stopped when the talons in the gloves extended and curled around Sift’s fist. Sift could have continued to punch and hit Ruwen with the talons or swiped his arm and used them like blades. As Sift stared at the talons, they withdrew into the cloth behind his knuckles.

      “That is amazing,” Ruwen said. “I wonder if mine does anything?”

      “Scare birds and make kids cry,” Sift said.

      Ruwen borrowed Juva’s sword again and swung down, trying to slice off Sift’s left arm. If Sift’s armor failed, he’d have another chance to form a connection from his Air Meridian to his center.

      The sword struck the cloth armor and clanged loudly, and the feathers stood up on the back of Sift’s helm. Ruwen nodded, glad the armor only needed Sprit to work, and not an actual Core. He handed the sword back to Juva and faced Sift again.

      “Can you tell how much Spirit that used?” Ruwen asked.

      Sift shook his head. “A lot, I think.”

      Ruwen frowned, even though no one could see it. “Okay, that means when you’ve used half your Spirit healing, talk to me to get recharged. I want you to save half your Spirit to power the armor.”

      “I don’t need armor,” Sift said, holding out his arms.

      Lylan stepped up to Sift. “This will keep you safe,” She said as she ran her hands down the arms of the armor. “I think you look handsome.”

      Ruwen turned to watch Una poke Jagen with a dagger. The armor allowed the blade to pass right through it. The same held true for everyone. Just as Ruwen thought, the armor only worked with Spirit.

      “Why doesn’t it work for us?” Slib asked.

      Hamma and Lylan focused on Ruwen, interested in the answer. He didn’t know what the Champions knew but planned on learning that when they left the mine. Sift knew Ruwen could Cultivate but didn’t understand how impossible that should be. Blapy had told him to keep his Harvesting a secret, but that had been impossible here in the Spirit Realm.

      His friends would learn the details soon enough. But he needed to keep Juva and Slib ignorant if possible, which would be difficult since they’d heard him use the term “Core” when explaining how he’d defeated the Plague Siren.

      He decided to tell some misleading truths.

      “I died on my Ascension Day,” Ruwen said.

      “What!” Slib said. “How?”

      “When the Guardians attacked the intruders, their weapons struck me,” Ruwen said.

      “On your Ascension Day? That is horrible luck,” Juva said.

      Ruwen thought about his birthmark changing, even though that had been on his original Ascension. “When I woke in the temple, my body wasn’t the same.”

      Slib looked sympathetic.

      Ruwen continued, knowing Slib would think he meant Fractal, not Blapy. “Then, in the dungeon, because of how my body had changed, I had to learn a different way to use Mana.” Another truth since Mana was just Spirit that came from the gods.

      Juva patted Ruwen on the shoulder. “I’m sorry about the premature death and the broken Ascension. You really have the worst luck.”

      Ruwen felt guilty for lying, but knew it was necessary. “Since I’m so different, I use the Cultivator term ‘Core’ for my power now.”

      Slib nodded. “That sucks that your quick Ascension broke you, but at least you can use your Mana here when the rest of us can’t.”

      The Champions kept their faces neutral, and Hamma and Lylan looked doubtful, but Slib and Juva seemed satisfied. Sift had spent the entire time searching for a pocket in his new armor to hold Shelly. He found one on the inside of his coat, near his heart.

      “Is everyone ready to go?” Ruwen asked.

      “Go where?” Una asked.

      Ruwen nodded. “That is a great question. Our first step is out of this mine. Then our destination is the Iris, which is south of us. Do any of you know its location?”

      The Champions all shook their heads, and Ruwen’s mask hid his disappointment.

      Any luck on the Iris, Rami?

      Still looking, but two of the sources mention boats. So it might be near water.

      “Our first stop is the sea,” Ruwen said.
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      Ruwen removed the granite pillars blocking an entrance out of the cavern using his Stone Meridian and a touch of Spirit. The tunnel led them up and out of the mine’s depths, which surprised him. But it made sense the more he thought about it. The Plague Siren had wanted every path to end in her lair. Nothing bothered them on their climb, and as they neared the mine’s main exit, Kaylin put out an arm and stopped him.

      “You’re new here and should know some things before we venture out,” Kaylin said.

      “That’s an excellent idea,” Ruwen said.

      Everyone grouped around Kaylin as she spoke. “You’d think the most dangerous thing here are creatures like the Plague Siren, but you’d be wrong. It’s the weather.”

      Ruwen’s mask hid his surprise.

      Kaylin continued. “The perpetual twilight never ends, but the sky sometimes roils with unstable Spirit.”

      Ruwen thought of the chaos orbs. “What does it look like?”

      “The sky fills with colored lightning,” Kaylin said. “And it rains colored orbs that sear right through you. The wounds take forever to heal, too, as it vaporizes what it touches.”

      Ruwen bent the fingers he’d had to regrow after his encounter with the chaos orbs under the lake. “Is there any protection?”

      “Staying underground,” Mica said.

      They couldn’t do that as their destination lay somewhere south of them. “Anything else?” Ruwen asked.

      Una pointed at Mica. “He usually sees them forming. Gives us a little warning.”

      Mica nodded. “That’s why anything underground is usually full of trouble. I can’t explain the empty dungeon, but the mine didn’t have much in it because the Plague Siren sent her followers to the dungeon.”

      Ruwen had accidently stripped the dungeon of Spirit, but he kept that to himself. “What else?”

      Kaylin continued. “The mountains have the most creatures, so it’s good we are moving away.”

      “Probably because of all the terium,” Ruwen said.

      Everyone stared at him, even the Champions.

      “I’m pretty sure terium is hardened Spirit,” Ruwen said.

      “Oh my, why didn’t we see that?” Una asked.

      Kaylin touched her pocket. “We should get rid of the coins. Many things can sense Spirit here.”

      Ruwen had thought this through shortly after the coins originally appeared. He had even wondered if the Plague Siren had saved them in case she needed a last surge of Spirit. He shook his head. “It also means they have value here and back home. And they might not be as easy to detect in solid form. Worst case, we can try hiding them in this Aspect armor.”

      Kaylin didn’t look completely convinced, but she nodded. The last reason Ruwen had kept to himself. He needed to find his parents, and it might take a lot of wealth to do that. Hamma had not been joking when she’d said each pouch had enough terium to buy a small country. Assuming they made it back, they would all be unimaginably rich.

      “Is there any civilization here?” Hamma asked.

      Kaylin nodded. “Further south, there are pockets where creatures have banded together for protection, and there are even some Cultivator camps. But up here in the north, it’s wild country.”

      “What about over the mountains?” Lylan asked.

      Kaylin looked at Ruwen. “We were told to stay near Deepwell.”

      Ruwen wanted to learn the story behind these Champions and what directions they’d received. But he didn’t want to do it with everyone listening.

      “Kaylin and I will lead,” Ruwen said. “Sift and Jagen guard the rear. Everyone else between us.”

      “No scouts?” Sift asked.

      Ruwen turned to Kaylin. “You’re the expert here. Do we need scouts?”

      Kaylin shook her head. “It’s too dangerous to separate. If I yell ‘climb,’ get up the nearest tree. Many creatures won’t climb, and we can avoid fights that way. If Mica yells ‘down,’ it means a Spirit storm is close. Crouch down into a ball.”

      “How are we getting south?” Lylan asked.

      “Geography here differs a little from the Material Realm,” Kaylin said. “I plan to take us east until we hit the Frigid Sea and then continue south.”

      “Are there Merchants or creatures with boats here?” Ruwen asked.

      Kaylin shook her head. “Not that any of us have seen, and we should avoid Deepwell and Stone Harbor.”

      “Why?” Hamma asked.

      Kaylin pointed at the sky. “Uru’s temples cause massive disturbances in this realm. Spirit storms are common there.”

      Ascendancy and rebirth required terium, which Ruwen knew was solidified Spirit. It didn’t surprise Ruwen that the massive amounts of Spirit used at the temples affected this realm. Uru only had two temples, one in Deepwell and the other in Stone Harbor, and they were always busy.

      If traders weren’t common this far north, and Stone Harbor had a lot of storms that kept everyone away, Ruwen needed to figure out a solution on his own. He didn’t want to walk down the entire coast.

      “I’ll finally see the ocean,” Sift said, and then spoke into his armor. “And I’ll set you free, Shelly.”

      Ruwen looked around. “Any other questions? Comments?”

      When no one answered, Ruwen nodded to Kaylin, and they strode out of the mine.

      The exit here didn’t have buildings surrounding it like back home, just a hole in the mountain's side. The road didn’t exist either, and the group weaved their way through the trees. The sky swirled with clouds of dark and light grey.

      Ruwen kept his voice low. “What can you tell me?”

      Kaylin laughed softly. “That’s a broad question.”

      “It’s safe to say I know very little. So anything you tell me will probably be valuable. I’m interested in everything since you’re the first Champion I’ve met, but we should probably start with the Spirit Realm and everything after.”

      Kaylin nodded, but kept scanning the area around them for danger. “I’ve been here for almost four hundred years. Naktos did it, same as you. Uru found me shortly after it happened.”

      “She came herself? Is she safe from the weather here?”

      “No, she’s not. She met with me many times initially. On one occasion, a severe storm dissolved the mountain above our cave. She Harvested the colored spheres near us, but they injured her. She said something about missing Meridians and raw essence.”

      Ruwen shook his head. It would only take some poor luck for Uru to damage her pathways. “You must be important for her to risk her divinity.”

      “Uru cares about everyone. But when she first found me, she was furious.”

      “At you?”

      “No, at herself. This new capability by Naktos surprised her, and I don’t think that happens very often.”

      This glimpse into the past fascinated Ruwen. “What happened?”

      “She explained she couldn’t help me directly or return me to the Material Realm without breaking some rules. But she promised to figure out a way to get me back.”

      Ruwen already knew about the Pact.

      Kaylin continued. “Time here is meaningless, so I don’t know how much passed before she found me again. Excitement poured from her. She told me Naktos might have solved a ten-thousand-year-old problem for her, and my banishment here might be the first step in fixing the universe.”

      Ruwen didn’t know how to respond to that.

      Kaylin smiled. “I thought she’d gone crazy, and I would spend eternity here.”

      “What changed your mind?”

      “She kept coming back and studying my Meridians, and her excitement rubbed off on me. It was certainly better than thinking about an eternity of this.”

      Kaylin remained quiet for a minute, and Ruwen wondered if she had finished. “One day, Uru arrived and told me I’d soon have company.” Kaylin turned and smiled at Mica. “Things were a lot better after he showed up.”

      Ruwen’s heart beat faster. He still hadn’t sorted through his feelings about Tremine’s betrayal, or even if it was a betrayal. “So Uru put Mica here on purpose?”

      Kaylin nodded. “And Una. They both volunteered.”

      “Volunteered? Why would they do that?”

      “Uru must have convinced them.”

      Ruwen uttered the next sentence without thinking. “Why didn’t she ask me?”

      “That I can’t answer, but you’re definitely the youngest. All of us had a decade or two on our swords before coming here.”

      “Did Uru visit after Mica and Una arrived?”

      Kaylin nodded. “She did something to both of them before their Ascensions and then studied them both after they arrived here. The last time Uru came, she told us she’d succeeded, and that the next person to come would take us all home. That was you.”

      “How do you know it's me?”

      “Uru said you’d enter somewhere near Deepwell, and that we’d sense your arrival. She guessed most of your body would be covered to hide your Spirit, and that we should listen to you if we wanted to go home.”

      Ruwen tried to hide his anger. “She never told me anything. Tremine betrayed me, and I –”

      Kaylin shook her head. “Did you learn about the five people who mentor and protect you?”

      “You mean the Hand?”

      “How do you know that already?”

      Thankfully, the Scarecrow hood hid Ruwen’s discomfort. “Like I said before, I died on my Ascension Day, and Uru had a second chance to talk to me.”

      Kaylin gasped and stared at him. “I thought you were lying. You really died at level one? How many debuffs did you have?”

      “At some point this last week, I think I’ve had them all.”

      “That must have been horrible.”

      “It was. And it was Tremine who killed me. Then he turned me over to Naktos.”

      Kaylin remained silent for a bit before continuing. “I can’t explain what happened to you. But I know Tremine. He was one of my Hands, and he worked with Mica and Una to get them here. I would trust him with my life.”

      “I just wish I understood what was happening,” Ruwen said.

      “Oh, that she told us. You are the beginning of the end. You will tear down the heavens and free the universe.”

      Ruwen studied Kaylin to see if she was making fun of him. She couldn’t see his face, but his body language gave him away.

      Kaylin smiled at Ruwen. “Don’t worry. Look at what you’ve accomplished in a week. She’ll probably give you a month for the rest.”

      Ruwen looked away. He could hear the joking in Kaylin’s voice, but the fact remained that Uru had used these people to perfect something. He placed a hand over his birthmark: to perfect him.

      There were so many pieces: these Champions, Io, Ruwen’s parents, Uru’s manipulation of his Meridian paths, an ancient problem Uru solved by coming here, and what sounded like a plan to destroy the gods.

      Ruwen desperately wanted to find his parents. Not just to understand the truth of the terium shipment, but now, to learn the secrets they’d kept from him.
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      Ruwen stood on the beach of the Frigid Sea and watched Sift, waist-deep in the water, releasing Shelly. Lylan stood next to Sift with a hand on his shoulder. They had been out there for ten minutes, but Ruwen didn’t rush his friend. Visiting the sea had been on Sift’s vacation list. Although none of them thought it would look like this.

      Instead of waves striking the beach, the sea barely moved. Ruwen had expected wind, but the Spirit Realm didn’t seem to have weather. The violent Spirit storms were the only exception.

      It had taken them four days of straight walking to reach the coast from the mine. Ruwen figured they’d traveled over three hundred miles. Not stopping to eat or sleep made for quick travel. All the walking changed his perspective on travel, though. He’d always thought of Deepwell and Stone Harbor as only two days apart, but that was by air sled. The five hundred miles between the cities seemed far more significant if you had to walk it.

      Ruwen had spent the journey to the coast Refining Spirit through his Meridians and thinking about the Plague Siren and how, when she’d used her Spirit, it had sounded like music. He wanted to understand that.

      Sift and Lylan returned to the beach, and Sift looked so sad that Hamma hugged him.

      “She’s so little,” Sift said. “I hope she’s okay.”

      Ruwen patted Sift’s shoulder. “She was born to swim. You did the right thing.”

      Ruwen turned to Lylan. “Well?”

      “There is definitely a southern current,” Lylan said. “The farther from shore, the stronger it gets.”

      “What are you thinking?” Kaylin asked.

      “I’m tired of walking,” Ruwen said.

      More precisely, he wanted to do more than just walk. He desperately needed to improve his fighting skills, and you couldn’t do that while stepping around trees and rocks.

      “Do you think Shelly is safely away?” Ruwen asked.

      Sift nodded. “We watched her swim away, and the current grabbed her. She’s long gone.”

      “Okay,” Ruwen said, and then walked to the water’s edge.

      With so much time on the way here, Ruwen had spent some of it contemplating how his Spirit worked. And no one had flicked him in the head or made him feel guilty about all the thinking. Whenever he’d come to a conclusion, he’d talked it over with Rami until his hypothesis seemed sound.

      When using raw Spirit, Ruwen needed to use a form, or touch Meridians with a mental hand, to provide the Spirit a framework on how to act. Since the raw Spirit contained all twelve essences, it could literally do anything. And if he used too much Spirit, chaos orbs would materialize from all the unnecessary essences in his spell.

      When Ruwen had frozen the lake in the dungeon, he’d activated his Order and Dark Meridians along with a pinch of raw Spirit. This had left ten unused essences to contaminate his spell, which then formed chaos orbs. He wanted to try again, but this time he would only use essence from the required Meridians.

      Again Ruwen cursed the fact he couldn’t see his stats. He had no idea how much essence each of his Meridians held. In the last four days, he had Refined continuously, and he hoped it would be enough.

      Ruwen turned around to face his group. “You might want to back up. Sometimes things don’t go like I plan.”

      “That is the world’s biggest understatement,” Sift said and then jogged away.

      Ruwen frowned but knew Sift had reason to worry. Ruwen faced the water again but didn’t close his eyes this time. He wanted to use this technique in a fight and shutting your eyes would get you killed.

      Warmth traveled down his spine and filled his chest as Rami hugged him. Start small and build. You’ll do great.

      Thanks, Rami.

      Ruwen took a few deep breaths to slow his heart. The Order Meridian in the middle of his spine and the Dark Meridian near his liver were near each other. He sensed all twelve Meridians now, and they all felt different. The new sensations might have been because they were filling with essence now, or possibly because he had become more familiar with his Spirit, or maybe a little of both.

      With one mental finger he touched his Order Meridian, and with another, he touched his Dark Meridian. Looking at the water near his feet, he flicked the essence outward.

      Nothing happened.

      Ruwen tried again, but this time he touched the water with his mental fingers.

      Again, nothing happened.

      When he’d used the raw Spirit, he only had to put it out into the world. Why didn’t the essence work the same way? Maybe, despite days of Refining, his Meridians were still empty of essence. Maybe breaking down Spirit into its components took longer than he thought.

      And with that last thought, Ruwen knew the problem. Spirit contained all the essences, mixed and ready to use. His were separated and needed combining before focusing them on the outer world.

      Ruwen repeated the process a third time. This time he rubbed the Order and Dark essences together and then slapped his mental hands on the water near him.

      A sheet of ice started at Ruwen’s feet and fanned outward to the horizon like Ruwen stood at the apex of a giant frozen triangle.

      Oh my, Rami said.

      Sift laughed, but Ruwen ignored him.

      I think essence might be a little more potent than raw Spirit, Ruwen said.

      Yes, and there’s no essence contamination in your spell.

      Within a minute, the ice sheet broke as the current pulled it southward. Ruwen jogged down the beach, following it.

      “Let’s see how long it lasts,” Ruwen shouted.

      Ruwen accelerated to a run, trying to keep up with the ice chunks, but most of them quickly outpaced him. Some pieces floated closer to shore where the current remained weak, and Ruwen focused on those. He found one sizeable chunk and followed it for twenty minutes before the beach turned from sand to rock and made following impossible. But he’d seen enough.

      Grinning, he turned to find Sift and Jagen behind him.

      “You shouldn’t run off like that,” Jagen said. “It’s not safe.”

      Ruwen nodded. “Sorry.” He pointed to the distant ice. “It worked. If the sheet is melting, it’s happening slowly enough for me to fix periodically.”

      “That was impressive,” Jagen admitted.

      “What he means is, you don’t have to freeze the entire ocean,” Sift said.

      Ruwen nodded. “I know. Give me a bit to learn better control.”

      They returned to the main group. In response to Ruwen’s success, the entire group moved even farther from the beach. He thought the distance excessive but didn’t take it personally.

      A touch of raw Spirit seemed okay, a swipe powerful, and a pinch overwhelming. It appeared a touch of essence raced right past overwhelming to ridiculous. He needed a mechanism to retrieve far smaller portions of essence, which made him think of Alchemy.

      When Ruwen mixed volatile components in the lab, he would use glass or stone rods to retrieve the tiniest amounts of liquid. Instead of using a mental finger, he could visualize rods and even make them thinner.

      Ruwen created two of the thinnest rods he could imagine while still holding them mentally. He touched a rod to each Meridian, merged the rods in his mind, and then placed it on the water in front of him.

      A piece of ice the size of a fingernail appeared. Ruwen watched it for ten minutes to see if it would dissolve, but it didn’t.

      It took him half an hour to create a set of essence rods in his mind. He numbered them from level one, the fingernail-sized ice, to level one hundred, the equivalent of using a mental finger and freezing the surface to the horizon. He now had a way to control precisely how much essence he used.

      Ruwen walked up to the group. “I’m ready.”

      “What’s the plan?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen wished he could rub his forehead, but the hood over his head prevented it. “We stand at the waterline. I freeze some water. We run out together and get on a big piece. Float south.”

      “What happens if we float out to sea?” Slib asked nervously.

      “That’s a good point,” Ruwen said. “Whoever is on watch will also monitor the shoreline. If we drift too far away, I’ll push us back.”

      “What happens if it suddenly dissolves?” Hamma asked.

      “From what I’ve seen, it appears stable for at least an hour,” Ruwen said. “Let’s all pay attention, and I’ll refreeze the platform if necessary. Worst case, we drop to the ocean floor, and it will be like the lake in the dungeon. The direction of the shore will angle upward, follow it, and we’ll regroup on the beach.”

      Everyone nodded, and Ruwen strode back to the shore. Now he needed to decide what essence rod to use. From his brief experiments, they started small, but by the time he hit an essence rod of forty, he affected what looked like a thousand feet. After forty, the essence rods grew quickly in power. Sixty had frozen maybe two miles out to sea, and the one hundred he already knew would freeze it to the horizon, over twenty miles.

      Ruwen waited until everyone had grouped up near him. “Ready?”

      Seeing they were, Ruwen created two essence rods, each level thirty-two. That should freeze an area around four hundred feet. He touched one to Order and the other to Dark, combined them, and then touched the water.

      For once, everything worked as Ruwen planned, and he dashed out onto the frozen sheet, heading for the far edge. He heard groans and pops as the ice sheet came apart, and he slowed as the platform bobbed in the water. Stopping, he turned to see if everyone had made it.

      They had, and Ruwen let out a long breath. Their platform looked around two hundred fifty feet long and about fifty feet wide. The shore raced by as the current grabbed them.

      Ruwen looked south. They were finally headed toward the Iris and home.
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      The group spent the next half hour watching the shoreline to make sure they didn’t drift out to sea and the ice float to make sure it didn’t melt. When nothing bad happened, everyone relaxed a little, and Kaylin set up a rotation to make sure there were always eyes on the coast, the sea, and their platform.

      “How fast do you think we’re moving?” Ruwen asked.

      Lylan kneeled at the edge of the float and let her hand drag in the water. “About fifteen miles per hour, I’d guess.” Everyone stared at her. “What? I grew up in Stone Harbor and spent some time on boats.”

      Kaylin bit her lip. “Speaking of Stone Harbor, if Lylan’s correct, we’ll pass it in about twenty-four hours.”

      “Why do you look worried?” Hamma asked.

      “The Spirit storms,” Ruwen said.

      Kaylin nodded.

      “We could go ashore and walk around Stone Harbor,” Jagen said.

      Mica rubbed his forehead. “Not a bad idea, but it would take all day. If we risk the water, we’d be through the worst of it in under an hour.”

      Everyone looked at Ruwen. Now that they were finally moving, he didn’t want to slow down, but he also wanted to arrive back home in one piece along with everyone here. The risk of the storm didn’t justify the time they’d save.

      Ruwen turned to Lylan. “Where’s the best place to go ashore?”

      “The coast around Stone Harbor is rocky for twenty miles each direction,” Lylan said. “We must go ashore in Brewman. Since the city doesn’t exist here, we’ll know the spot because the foothills reach the sea. Then the shoreline climbs, and your next safe port is Stone Harbor.”

      “I know it,” Una said. “I’ll help watch for it.”

      Ruwen looked at both women. “Thank you.”

      Sift lay on his stomach, his bird helmet next to him, and both hands in the water. He spoke without looking up. “Lylan says the real sea is a million times better. She’s going to take me there.”

      Ruwen looked out at the endless water. “It’s still amazing.”

      “Yes, it is,” Sift said.

      “Which is why I feel a little bad for asking this,” Ruwen said.

      Sift rolled onto his back and then sat up. “Did you have another idea?”

      “Yes,” Ruwen said.

      “I wish you would stop thinking.”

      “I know, but I think I found another way to benefit from being here.”

      “Rain does not hurry, and yet the oceans are full,” Sift said.

      “Another Shade’s rule?”

      “No, my dad’s.”

      Ruwen squatted down and stared at Sift.

      Sift leaned back. “That sack is really freaky.”

      “I know, but I can’t take it off. And stop distracting me. I think this is important. Do you want your rightful Step title?”

      “Master?” Sift said. “Of course. But my parents said I had to succeed first as your Sisen. And no offense, but it will take a decade of dedication for you to make significant progress.”

      Ruwen held up a finger. “Give me a second.”

      Rami, how much can you increase my brain cycles? Like you did when I learned those forms?

      The limit is physical. Too fast, and you die.

      But if I couldn’t die?

      Ah, I see. Then the limit is mental. The pain would be excruciating.

      Ruwen had spent days learning to deal with pain here, and his mental barrier had already come in handy. It might serve him again.

      What are you thinking? Rami asked.

      I watched my parents train many times with swords, daggers, and brawling. Everything they practiced amazed me. My dad would tell me most of it was muscle memory. So, of course, I researched that at the library.

      And you discovered muscles have no memory. It’s the brain that remembers how to perform tasks, and it tells the muscles what to do.

      Exactly. The forms you taught me feel like something I’ve done my entire life. If Sift shows us the proper techniques, could you teach them to me?

      Rami remained quiet.

      Rami?

      I’m here. I’m marveling at the cleverness of this. You have used your Intelligence to take advantage of every opportunity in this Realm.

      My brain is all I’ve ever had. But it won’t be enough. Some things will need punching, and as Ky told Sift when we first met, I’ve wasted my life. Think of the time I could make up.

      It will have a cost. Two significant ones.

      What?

      It will slow my index searches for the Iris.

      This made Ruwen pause. The goal was to get back home, and his plan might delay that. On the other hand, the answers might not be in Rami’s indexes at all. They might need to find the answers somewhere in this realm. And he had no way to know which way was correct.

      Ruwen responded to Rami. Eventually, we’ll find the Iris. The opportunity to practice while we have transportation will pass. I want to take advantage of that.

      I understand, and that is logical. The second cost is harder to quantify since it impacts your mind. Perfecting your mental barrier while your brain believed it was on the verge of death has given you unprecedented control of your mental state. But your mind still stored all that trauma. The mental pain you’ll endure if we accelerate your thoughts, while protected from it with your barrier, will add to the scars you’ve already absorbed. I’m unsure of the long-term consequences of all this.

      Again, Ruwen didn’t brush Rami’s concerns away. He had given no thought to the cost his mental barrier had taken on the rest of his mind. It bothered him that he might damage his body in a blind attempt to gain any potential advantage.

      But Ruwen needed those advantages. Beings with unfathomable power wanted him dead. He might create a pocket of trauma in his mind, and that might cause issues later, but without more skills, his enemies would wipe him from existence. If he somehow survived that, he would deal with the trauma.

      Thank you for telling me, Rami. I accept the risk.

      Then my answer is yes.

      Thank you, Rami.

      Ruwen refocused on Sift, who had returned to his stomach and had both hands in the ocean again.

      “I have an idea,” Ruwen said.

      Sift groaned.

      “I know, but can we at least try it?” Ruwen asked.

      Sift stood, and Ruwen did as well.

      “Try what?” Sift asked in a resigned tone.

      Ruwen took a deep breath and let it out. He knew it would sound stupid, and he’d avoided saying it out loud. But the time had come. “I want you to show me all the Bamboo Steps.”

      “Why?” Sift asked.

      “And all the Viper Steps,” Ruwen continued.

      Sift shook his head, confused. “You can’t retain advanced steps until you learn the earlier ones.”

      Ruwen didn’t think the Step cloaking magic worked here.  Even if it did, and he couldn’t remember it all, he bet Rami would. “I know.”

      “Then what are you planning?”

      Ruwen grimaced under his hood. “I plan to practice them in my head. With Rami.”

      Sift stared at Ruwen. “You sound dumber every time you talk.”

      Ruwen held out his hands. “Think of it like the training circles in Blapy. Instead of a Clapping Brawler, I will practice what you show me with Rami.”

      “She’s a tiny Bookwyrm.”

      “With perfect muscle memory.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “I know. But what does it hurt to try?”

      Sift stared at Ruwen for a few more seconds and then shrugged. “Fine, but this is the dumbest thing you’ve done, and we both know that’s saying a lot.”

      “Thank you, Sisen.”

      Sift rolled his eyes, put his helmet back on, and moved to the center of the ice sheet.

      “Do it as perfectly as you can,” Ruwen said.

      “Perfection is the tail of a dog named practice,” Sift said.

      “What has gotten into you?”

      Sift shook his head. “I think the sea turned me into my dad.”

      Are you ready, Rami?

      Ruwen’s right ear itched as Rami increased her vibrations.

      Yes.

      Ruwen nodded at Sift.

      Sift began with the Viper Steps, the movements hard, sharp, and violent. The entire form exuded dominance and intimidation. When Sift finished, Ruwen took three deep breaths to slow his heart.

      Everyone watched Sift, but no one spoke. Finally, Ruwen cleared his throat. “That was amazing.”

      Sift shook his head. “I’m nothing compared to Mom. Give me a second to shake the coiled energy from my body. Doing Viper Steps without actually hitting something is uncomfortable.”

      Did you get that, Rami?

      Yes. There is far more to those Steps than the movements.

      What do you mean?

      Just a suspicion. I’ll need time to analyze it, which will have to wait until after your training.

      Sift stopped shaking his arms and legs. After a moment, he began the Bamboo Steps, but these movements were soft, flowing, and gentle. This form reminded Ruwen of swirling fog or a light breeze. When Sift finished, Ruwen’s mood had improved, as if just watching the moves had released some of his anxiety and fear.

      Ruwen looked around and saw more than one person dabbing their eyes.

      “Thank you, Sift, that was beautiful,” Hamma said.

      Lylan walked over and hugged Sift.

      “Step Masters are so rare,” Jagen said.

      “And in two schools,” Mica said.

      “We’re lucky to have seen this,” Una said. “They rarely show their forms.”

      Kaylin, Juva, and Slib stood in awed silence.

      Ruwen focused on Rami. Did you get all that?

      I understand her choice now.

      Whose choice? Lylan’s?

      No, Shelly’s.

      What choice? Sift set her free at the beach.

      Never mind. Yes, I have it.

      You’re the best, Rami.

      I know.

      Ruwen walked up to Sift, and Lylan moved to talk with Hamma. Sift put his fist out, and Ruwen placed his palm on top.

      “Thank you, Sisen,” Ruwen said.

      “You’re welcome. But you should be practicing with me.”

      “You’ll have plenty of time to torture me later.” Ruwen sent a surge of Spirit into Sift. “Let me know when that runs out. You should concentrate on getting your Air Meridian connected while we have this break.”

      “Thank you…for understanding.”

      Ruwen nodded, sat cross-legged, and calmed his mind. If he could make this work, it would be like a second chance.

      I’m ready, Rami.

      Ruwen’s head swam for a moment as he suddenly stood in a square room twenty feet to a side. Rami stood across from him.

      “What happened to the mountaintop?” Ruwen asked.

      “I don’t have the focus to spare.”

      That reminded Ruwen that this had a cost. “How much can you speed up my brain?”

      Rami shrugged. “This is unknown territory. In the Material Realm you might survive an hour to day acceleration. Here we’re only limited by your pain tolerance.”

      “We have about a day until we reach Brewman. Sift has spent his life practicing. I want to make up as many of those years as we can.”

      Rami looked shocked. “Years?”

      “Let’s start slow and see how my mental barrier holds. I’ll trust your judgment on when to stop.”

      Rami nodded and settled into the first Step. “Then let us begin.”
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      Minutes into his training, Ruwen forgot he was in a mental construct. Sweat dripped from his forehead, and his muscles already felt tired. Rami squatted in front of him as he mirrored her movements, and she corrected his mistakes.

      After four hours, Ruwen wondered if he’d made a mistake. His muscles shook from exhaustion, but he always had just enough energy to continue. Without distractions, or the need for sleep or food, the training never stopped.

      A day passed, and Ruwen knew he’d made a mistake. This was, in fact, the worst idea he’d ever had. His muscles never stopped burning, and pain had become a familiar companion. The only thing that stopped him from telling Rami to stop was the knowledge it would end soon. He only needed to survive this for a few days.

      Ruwen felt the distant agony outside his mental barrier, but the pain didn’t reach him, and he ignored it. He missed his friends and felt anxiety about his missing parents, but Rami always made him pay for his lack of focus. He learned quickly to only think about his training.

      Sparring started on the seventh day, and Ruwen broke his first bone. Rami didn’t heal it until Ruwen explained what he’d done wrong. Again, he suffered through the terrible training regime because he knew they might only have minutes left, and he wanted to take full advantage of the time, even though it made him miserable.

      A month later, the days had become a blur. The only pleasure Rami allowed Ruwen was an hour soak in a pool of hot water twice a day. His entire existence became surviving the eleven hours until his next blissful immersion. For an hour, the water pulled the aches away and his mind floated in blissful emptiness.

      The first year, Ruwen suffered more than he thought possible. He had hoped pain, muscle aches, and exhaustion would eventually go away, but Rami continued to simulate them. She assured him they were necessary for the construction of proper muscle memory.

      In the second year, Ruwen became convinced Rami had left her throne in the Infernal Realm to come and torture him personally. It didn’t help that this had been his idea. He had imagined the process being boring, but not painful. He knew it could all end with a single request, but that meant failure, and if he wanted to survive and save his friends, he couldn’t fail.

      During the third year, Ruwen completed both Step forms for the first time, although he knew they lacked the perfection of Sift’s demonstration. Ruwen admired the beauty of the Steps, each a foil for the other, a dance of hard and soft styles.

      Rami was a ruthless instructor, and Ruwen dreaded sparring with her. No matter how much he had right, she exploited anything he didn’t: a stance too wide, his head too forward, a foot at the wrong angle. Nothing escaped her view.

      In the fourth year, Rami seemed satisfied with his Steps, and she transitioned him into combining the two forms. She fought using Steps of other styles she’d gleaned from her vast library and forced Ruwen to react to them. Ruwen began to understand the strategy involved in every movement of his body and even in the rhythm of his thoughts.

      Ruwen felt connected to everything around him. The Steps were no longer discrete movements that required thought. Instead, his body reacted automatically to what it sensed from his surroundings. And even the Steps themselves blurred, and he glimpsed what sometimes felt like a third form.
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      Ruwen circled Rami. The young woman leaned to the right, and Ruwen shifted his center of gravity to prepare for her attack. Instead of moving right, Rami spun to the left, stuck her leg behind him as she struck him in the chest with her right arm, flipping Ruwen over her leg.

      He cursed himself for committing to her feint, but let the failure go. Holding on to negative thoughts in a fight only made combat harder. As he struck the ground, he used the momentum to throw his legs over his head and into a backward somersault.

      “It’s time,” Rami said.

      Ruwen, already back in a neutral stance, ignored her. Words were a weapon an opponent could use for distraction. He studied Rami but didn’t focus on her entirely. If he did, one of Rami’s endless helpers would shoot an arrow at him or attack from behind. The years of constant practice had transformed him. He moved with the same fluid grace as Sift and Ky, his body ready for any attack.

      Rami bowed, and Ruwen relaxed. The bow signaled they had finished sparring.

      “It’s time,” Rami said again.

      “Time for what?” Ruwen asked.

      “To return to your friends. Can’t you feel it?”

      Ruwen kept his attention on Rami in case this was a ruse, and focused on the mental barrier that surrounded the room they were in. The pressure from his agonized mind had been noticeable all these years but had never been overwhelming. Now it had disappeared.

      “We are out of time,” Rami said.

      Emotions struck Ruwen like an avalanche. He had buried them all in his single-minded attempt to snatch back his wasted youth, but now they were free.

      “We’re done?” Ruwen whispered.

      Rami stepped closer, but Ruwen didn’t tense. If she attacked him, he wanted his body relaxed and fluid.

      “Your mental strength is astounding. I would never have believed something like this possible.”

      “How long?” Ruwen asked.

      “Four years, seven months, three days, six hours –”

      Ruwen hugged Rami, interrupting her. “Thank you so much, Rami. You are truly a blessing.”

      Rami hugged Ruwen back and then swept him onto his back. Her grinning face appeared over his head. “I had fun.”

      The room he’d spent over four years in faded and Ruwen opened his eyes. Hamma, ten feet away, swung the Spirit-infused Staff of Chimes, practicing her attacks on an invisible enemy.

      Ruwen rose to his feet and strode toward Hamma.

      Hamma saw him approach and stopped her form. “He’s awa—”

      Ruwen pulled Hamma into a hug and held her. His throat felt tight, and his eyes stung. “I missed you so much.”

      Surprised, Hamma returned the hug, and when Ruwen didn’t let her go right away, she spoke. “I’ve been right here. Are you okay?”

      How could he explain that over four years had passed? It sounded ridiculous just saying it in his head.

      “Get a room,” Sift said.

      Ruwen let go of Hamma and turned to Sift. Sift held up his hands. “Keep your hands to yourself. Lylan is a jealous woman.” Sift narrowed his eyes. “You are different.”

      “I know. My mom always told me I was special,” Ruwen joked.

      Sift smiled and nodded as if enjoying the joke, but Ruwen recognized Sift’s shift into a neutral stance, his tense abdomen, and his relaxed limbs. Based on Sift’s position, Ruwen felt confident his friend meant to punch him in the chest.

      Sift’s arm shot toward Ruwen’s chest, and Ruwen casually turned, letting the punch pass him. Ruwen pinned the arm to his chest and pivoted down in a sharp turn, using Sift’s momentum against him. Sift didn’t fight the pull and instead accelerated his movement downward.

      Ruwen knew that once Sift hit the ground, he would use his legs in a powerful upward kick, using the ground as an anchor to increase his force. While Ruwen held the slight advantage of being on his feet, Sift was far too deadly an opponent to risk attacking from this position. Instead of following through, Ruwen released Sift’s arm and stepped back.

      Sift flipped himself to his feet and stared at Ruwen. “Explain, Sijun.”

      Ruwen held his left fist out from his body and placed his open right palm on top. “Yes, Sisen.” With no sarcasm, Ruwen replied truthfully. “My idea worked.”

      “You mean practicing with Rami in your head?” Sift asked.

      Ruwen nodded.

      Sift frowned. “Did she just alter your brain? Place the forms in there somehow? Shortcuts are not acceptable, Sijun!”

      Ruwen bowed. “She did not, Sisen. Suffering accompanied every movement.”

      “It has been a day,” Sift hissed.

      Ruwen had never seen Sift this upset, not even about Lylan’s memory ring, and it shook Ruwen. “Respectfully, Sisen, it has not. For me–” Ruwen stopped speaking as his throat clamped shut. Thankfully, his Scarecrow hood covered his face as the years of lonely training smashed into his thoughts. He swallowed hard a few times and continued. “For me, it has been over four and a half years.”

      Gasps from behind Ruwen reminded him they weren’t alone. He wished they could have discussed this privately, but Sift was too observant and had forced Ruwen’s hand.

      Sift’s anger turned to confusion. “Four years? That’s impossible. You were right here.”

      Ruwen patted his right ear. “Rami sped up my thoughts and stretched every second into almost half an hour.”

      “Was that safe?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen glanced at her and answered truthfully. “Not entirely, and there were other costs.”

      “You have been practicing nonstop for four and a half years?” Sift asked.

      “Yes.”

      Sift backed away. “Show me.”

      Ruwen bowed and turned in a circle, making sure everyone had stepped a safe distance away. Facing Sift, Ruwen sank into the first Viper Step, and then let the Steps consume him.

      Maybe because Ruwen had never learned each Step’s name, the entire form had become a single Step to him. One movement leading to the next in an intricate pattern capable of dominating your opponent. As he finished the Viper Steps, he immediately began the Bamboo ones, these movements a foil to the Viper Steps and capable of defending against any attack.

      The two Step forms had become a single form to Ruwen. One Step form encompassing hard and soft techniques that made the vessel unbeatable. Rami had given Ruwen little time to ponder, but he believed there was a hidden form within these Steps.

      When Ruwen finished, he bowed to Sift and waited.

      Sift’s face remained neutral. He studied Ruwen for a full minute before slowly approaching.

      “Can Rami hear me?” Sift asked.

      Yes, Rami said.

      Ruwen nodded at Sift.

      Sift bowed and then spoke softly. “Rami, you have honored me by teaching my Sijun. It is evident you are a Master, and I owe you a debt. May the true God show you the path.”

      I really like Sift, Rami said. Tell him I’m honored to do my part.

      “Rami says she’s honored to do her part,” Ruwen said.

      Sift shifted his focus to Ruwen. “Four plus years of constant practice for that? You are a really slow learner.”

      Ruwen’s mouth dropped open, and only years of practice with Rami kept Ruwen from tensing up in anger.

      Sift waited for another second and then laughed. Ruwen let the knot of worry forming in his stomach dissolve and smiled under his hood.

      “I wish I could have seen your face,” Sift said. He held out his fist, and Ruwen placed his palm on top. “You have made me proud, Sijun. Your Steps were almost flawless. I know the work and dedication that took. You have honored your Sisen.”

      Sift bowed, and Ruwen returned it.

      “How did you focus for so long?” Sift asked. “Two hours with my parents, and I need a break.”

      Lylan handed Sift his bird helmet, and Hamma stepped up next to Ruwen.

      Ruwen looked around at them. “At first, I thought it would end soon. When it didn’t, I did it for all of us. To help get us out of here. But it didn’t take long before I needed a better reason — a more personal one.”

      “And?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen looked at his hands, the burlap of the Aspect armor covering them. “The real reason was I’m tired of being weak. When I first entered Blapy, Ky told Sift that I’d wasted my life. It upset me at the time, and the truth of it still bothers me. So I’ve been looking for ways to buy some of that time back. To grow stronger.”

      Lylan smiled. “Shade’s first rule: regret watered with discipline flowers peace.”

      “I think that’s the first rule I like,” Ruwen said.

      “We’re getting close to Brewman,” Una said.

      Sift put out his hand. “Can I get a refill?”

      “Of course,” Ruwen said.

      Ruwen sent a wave of Spirit into Sift.

      “Thanks, buddy,” Sift said.

      Sift put on the helmet from the bird Aspect armor, and they all walked over to Una.

      “We should start moving toward shore,” Una said.

      “What about all those people?” Sift asked.

      “What people?” Mica asked.

      Sift pointed down the beach. “There are a few across from us and more near that sandy area up ahead.”

      “I don’t see anyone,” Kaylin said.

      Juva and Slib both squinted their eyes in search and then shook their heads. Ruwen did the same, with identical results.

      “It all looks empty to us,” Ruwen said.

      Sift looked at them, confused, and then removed the bird helmet. “Now they’re gone.” He put the helmet back on. “They’re back. This helmet is showing me things that aren’t there.”

      “Or showing you things that are invisible,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen wondered again if his armor did anything. So far, it hadn’t shown it could do anything but protect him. He quickly released his jealousy and disappointment. This had been the only Aspect armor that covered him, and that is what he needed most.

      “I agree with Lylan,” Kaylin said. “We should assume there’s something there.”

      “How many?” Ruwen asked.

      “Over twenty,” Sift replied.

      Juva gripped his blades. “Do they look human?”

      Sift leaned forward. “Maybe. What I can see isn’t too clear. They look more like foggy shapes.”

      “Could be demons, or elementals, or even hostile Cultivators,” Mica said.

      Una stared at the shoreline. “And they know this is the only place to beach before the Stone Harbor storm. It must be an ambush.”

      Ruwen bit his lip. If they went ashore, and whatever Sift saw attacked them, they would be outnumbered. And if Sift were the only one who could see them, it would make fighting impossible. Ruwen agreed with Una that this had to be an ambush.

      Ruwen faced the Champions. “How far out to sea does the storm reach in Stone Harbor? Can we go around it?”

      Kaylin shrugged. “I’m not sure. Once we’re farther than a few miles offshore, we’re in very deep water. It might hold things worse than the chaos orbs.”

      Ruwen studied the shore and cursed their luck. He wanted to take the safe way around Stone Harbor, but that didn’t look possible now. Going ashore here would expose them to a dangerous risk, while Stone Harbor, the risk remained unknown.

      “We’ll risk the storm,” Ruwen said.

      Mica pointed down the shoreline at the horizon. “It’s already coming into view.”

      Una looked grimly at the distant storm. “You’ve got less than an hour to figure something out, or this will be painful for all of us.”
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      The Spirit storm stretched ten miles in every direction, but the most dangerous area centered on Stone Harbor. Ruwen wanted to avoid the worst of the storm and had moved them a few miles offshore using a combination of his Water and Air Meridians. But the floating platform’s size resisted attempts to move it, and Ruwen worried if he used too much Spirit forcing it, the float might break. Worse, this far from the coast, the current had slowed, which had slowed them as well.

      “There is something below us,” Slib said

      Everyone went to an edge and looked down. The water distorted the view, but something definitely swam under them. It looked hundreds of feet long too. Ruwen thought about capsizing out here and what that would mean. Monsters like the one below would eat them or rip them apart and leave their bodies strewn all over the ocean floor. Currents would move body pieces far apart, and your body might never reform as pieces scattered. All the while breathing water that would set your chest on fire. For eternity.

      Ruwen backed away from the edge. “I’ve had second thoughts. Between the depth of the water here, the creatures, and our slowed movement, I think this was a mistake.”

      Everyone joined Ruwen, and they stood in a circle.

      Mica spoke first. “It is hard to know. But the risks you outlined are clear. Closer to the storm’s heart will be a gamble.”

      “I hate breathing water,” Hamma said.

      Sift looked thoughtful, and Ruwen pointed at him. “What do you think?”

      “I…” Sift shook his head. “That creature under us feels familiar. Maybe it's this dumb helmet.”

      Kaylin spoke up. “Do you have a plan?”

      Ruwen did, but he’d tried to avoid it. He wanted to escape this realm with all his Meridians intact, which is why he’d planned to go around the storm. But the ambush, and now their current situation, had made that too risky. He would rather endanger his Meridians with his backup plan than risk his friends.

      “Yes, I’ll explain once we get closer to shore. Does anyone want to stay out here?”

      They had agreed to skirt the city originally, but the appearance of the enormous creature below them had shaken them all. Everyone shook their heads, and Ruwen walked to the far edge of the platform, got on his stomach, and placed his hands in the water.

      Resting his upper arms against the edge of the platform, Ruwen created a level ten essence rod, touched his Water Meridian under his right shoulder, and then released it from his hands. Slowly he felt the platform move. When Ruwen had first tried this near Brewman, he had used a larger essence rod, and the force had broken his arm and spun the platform in a circle.

      Once Ruwen had the platform moving toward shore, the current began helping and then took over. Ruwen stood and walked over to Sift.

      “We have a problem,” Ruwen said.

      Sift tilted his head. “Really? When did you notice?”

      “Stop it. I mean a bigger problem than our first problem.”

      “I’m relieved we only have two. What is the big one?”

      “You,” Ruwen said.

      “Me? How can I be a problem?”

      Ruwen held out his right hand, touched his Core with a mental finger, and placed it on his gloved palm. The glove brightened, and then the Spirit appeared to evaporate, the wisps of Spirit like smoke, and it drifted directly into Sift. Ruwen pointed at the roiling clouds above them.

      “Oh,” Sift said.

      “Lightning strikes the tallest tree, and you, my friend, are a thousand feet tall.”

      “I didn’t think this through.”

      “Well, I did.”

      “I want to vote on going around again,” Sift said.

      “Too late.”

      Sift narrowed his eyes. “Wait, you thought this through and still suggested it when you knew what would happen?”

      Ruwen nodded. “You’re the spit.”

      “What?”

      “Remember the Exploding Burrowers on level three? You drew them all together and triggered them with your spit, and they were easier to manage.”

      “I’m the spit?”

      “More like a spit magnet. You will stand up front and attract any chaos orbs that might otherwise hit our group. That will keep everyone else safe.”

      Sift held up a finger. “Uh, there seems to be a minor problem.”

      “You mean the hundreds, maybe thousands of flesh-dissolving balls of energy you’ll attract?”

      “Oh good, for a moment, I worried you’d overlooked that tiny detail.”

      “I have a theory to solve that,” Ruwen said. “But I need you to ask Io some questions.”

      “A theory? No plan. Just a theory?”

      Ruwen nodded. “But if I’m right, it will become an idea. And you know how good those are.”

      Sift hung his head. “Tell Lylan I love her, and my parents how I died trying to save our party.”

      “You can’t die, remember? Just let me talk to Io before we run out of time.”

      Sift pulled Io from his sheath. “Fine, ask away, you murderer.”

      Ruwen knew Rami probably already had these memories, and if not, she could talk to Io directly. But Ruwen had her focused on her indexes and finding a way out of here. He didn’t want to interrupt her for something he could do himself. Io couldn’t speak about his time with Uru directly, but Ruwen hoped he could keep the questions general enough for Io to answer. If not, he would interrupt Rami.

      “Hi, Io. Is it possible to harvest chaos orbs?” Ruwen thought about Io’s stories. “Also, we don’t have very much time.”

      Sift nodded to himself several times as he listened to Io. “Io says yes, but it is dangerous.”

      “Does he know why?”

      Sift looked into the distance as Io spoke to him. “He thinks it's related to not enough Meridians.”

      Uru had told Kaylin that missing Meridians had caused her injuries when she’d Harvested the chaos orbs. Now that Ruwen thought about it, he realized that asking Fractal to absorb the orbs in the dungeon lake had likely hurt the Dungeon Keeper. Just one more debt he owed Fractal.

      Everyone had twelve Meridians, so Kaylin saying “missing” and Io saying “not enough” really referenced a lack of pathways between the Meridians and center. It meant he might succeed.

      “I have an idea,” Ruwen said.

      Sift groaned.

      Ruwen gathered everyone together near the leading edge of the platform. “Sift and I will stand here. The rest of you huddle directly behind us.”

      “What kind of plan is that?” Kaylin asked.

      “Sift will attract any nearby orbs, and I’ll absorb them,” Ruwen said.

      “Won’t that be dangerous?” Hamma asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Ruwen said. “I was literally made for this.”

      Everyone looked doubtful, but it didn’t matter as Stone Harbor became visible on the horizon. They didn’t have time for another plan. Chaos orbs floated far above them, and in the distance, they were falling.

      Ruwen pointed to the huddled group. “Sift, you kneel in front of them. I’ll stand in front of you.”

      “Why do I listen to your insane ideas?” Sift asked.

      “Because despite a couple of close calls, my ideas work out,” Ruwen said.

      “A couple of close calls? Did Rami damage your brain?” Sift asked.

      “I’d ask, but she’s busy locating the exit out of here,” Ruwen said.

      “We’re lucky. It looks calm today,” Mica said.

      Ruwen looked up and swallowed hard. The grey roiling clouds looked like fractured rainbows, as chaos orbs filled the sky in every direction. The area above the harbor looked the worst, with almost no grey visible, just swirling colored clouds of death. Ruwen turned to see Hamma, Lylan, and Kaylin right behind the kneeling Sift.

      Ruwen looked at Kaylin. “If for some reason I can’t stand, hold me up, and keep me faced into the orbs.”

      “What do you mean if you can’t stand?” Hamma asked. “You shouldn’t always be putting yourself in danger.”

      Ruwen waited for Kaylin to nod and then faced Hamma. “Many of you are in this realm because of me. I feel the weight of that. But I believe this will work and that I’m the only one who can do it.”

      Hamma didn’t look happy but nodded.

      Ruwen continued as he turned. “After this, we’ll only put Sift in danger.”

      Sift punched him in the hamstring, and Ruwen laughed.

      “Keep that up, and I’ll use you as a chair,” Ruwen said.

      Ruwen opened his center and kept the pull localized to just around his body. He didn’t use the Harvester pose or his full vacuum trick, because he didn’t want to attract additional orbs. Sift would pull anything near them, and Ruwen’s open center would be enough to snatch them away as they neared Sift.

      A chaos orb drifted toward them, and Ruwen saw it change trajectory as Sift’s naked center pulled it directly at Ruwen’s body. He had a moment of panic as he forgot to factor in his Scarecrow Aspect armor, and it was too late to remove it now.

      The chaos orb passed through the cloth without damaging it, and Ruwen realized the Scarecrow Aspect must know the difference between Harvesting and someone attacking. The orb entered Ruwen’s center and struck his Core.

      The orb felt like oil mixing with water. His Core rejected the orb, shattering it into twelve shards. Each piece followed a different path out of his center, drawn to its respective Meridian, which absorbed the pure essence.

      The process didn’t feel good, but compared to the agony Ruwen had endured for years training with Rami, it barely counted as pain. Again and again he absorbed the chaos orbs, and as they neared the harbor entrance, he knew they would be okay. The orbs were dangerous because anyone missing a Meridian connection would have essence passing through their body as their center expelled it, wreaking havoc. But Ruwen had a path for every essence.

      Chaos orbs had dissolved most of their ice platform, and only twenty feet remained. As they passed the mouth of the harbor, their makeshift boat spun as the current changed. Ruwen looked on in horror as the shifting current pulled them into the harbor, and directly into the thickest portion of the storm.

      There were so many chaos orbs Ruwen knew many would get past him, destroying his friends. Hopelessness filled him. They had almost succeeded, but once again he had missed a detail, and they would all pay for it.

      As the current hurtled them into the harbor, Ruwen knew he had to give his friends as much safety as he could. Hopefully, it would be enough for them to escape.

      Ruwen raised his arms into the Harvester pose and imagined his entire body a vessel, empty, a vacuum that needed filled.

      And the storm responded, coalescing and descending toward Ruwen like the fist of a god.

      A river of chaotic Spirit struck Ruwen’s Core and exploded. His Meridians devoured the essence, the surge through his pathways like searing shards of glass. The pain smashed his mental barrier, and Ruwen found something else: the years of agony his mind had endured while training with Rami. They mixed, leaving him stranded in an ocean of pain.

      The flow of chaotic Spirit increased, causing the last part of Ruwen’s sanity to disappear, and he knew no more.

    

  

***




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      Gentle swells raised and lowered him in a soothing hypnotic pattern. Periodic storms thrashed him, creating violent waves that forced him underwater.

      Swamped, he struggled to regain the surface, wondering why, and if it might be more peaceful in the deep water below, where the storms couldn’t reach.

      But the darkness felt like failure, and the light warmed him, so he fought, and survived, and regained his place on top of the boundary between light and dark.

      He floated, and bobbed, and drifted until the storms returned, and he needed to battle again.

      Vibrations pulsed through the water, disturbing his serenity. He tried to ignore them, but they wouldn’t stop.

      He moved away from the irritation, trying to regain his peacefulness, and eventually succeeded.

      The storms became fewer and weaker until they disappeared completely, and even the gentle waves disappeared.

      Floating in the stillness, he felt content.

      The annoyance returned. He moved away like before, but this time the vibrations grew louder and more intense.

      Forced to focus on the vibrations, they transformed into humming, like the echo of some distant wave crashing.

      Concentrating on the noise, it almost sounded familiar.

      Eventually, he recognized it.

      Ruwen?

      Ruwen. He was Ruwen.

      Memories swirled around him: a storm, a rainbow shaft striking him–

      Stop! Not yet.

      Who are you?

      I’m Rami.

      More memories: a tiny Bookwyrm, a teenage girl on a beach, a smiling face hovering over his saying, “I had fun.”

      I remember you.

      Ruwen’s body warmed, as if wrapped in a blanket.

      I’m so happy to hear that, Rami said.

      Where am I? I can’t open my eyes.

      You had an accident, and I’ve been looking for you.

      What happened?

      Your consciousness shattered. Anywhere else, you would have died instantly. But here I had time to put all the pieces back together. All except for the most crucial piece.

      You mean me.

      Yes. Your soul.

      Where am I?

      It’s so obvious to me now. When your soul lost its anchor, you Harvested it, along with everything else at the time. You are in your Core.

      None of Rami’s words made sense. What happens now?

      I want you to leave this place.

      It’s nice here. Peaceful. Why would I leave?

      Your friends need you.

      Friends?

      Yes, everyone is depending on you.

      Ruwen remembered names: Sift and Hamma. No memories appeared, but each name felt dense and heavy with importance. And there were other things: something unfinished with his parents, a duty to a goddess, and a pressing weight.

      I feel a terrible pressure, Ruwen said.

      I know. I’ve felt a tiny portion of it since I soulbound with you. I think it is your destiny.

      Ruwen didn’t know what to make of that. But people he cared about needed him, and he couldn’t stay here, not now.

      I’m ready to go back.

      Good. I’ll ease you back into your mind.

      Ruwen felt movement, but the bright light around him didn’t change. Memories trickled into his thoughts: breakfast with his parents, sitting in a library aisle reading, getting picked last for slapdisk. Faster and faster the memories came until with a piercing pain all his memories appeared. Including the horrendous suffering of his final few moments of sanity. The light disappeared, leaving him in darkness.

      Reaching up, Ruwen pressed his hands against his temples, groaned, and opened his eyes.

      Hamma and Sift, one on each side, stared down at him.

      “You lived,” Ruwen said, stating the obvious.

      Sift smiled. “I see you still have a sharp mind.”

      Hamma frowned at Sift. “Don’t be mean.” She looked down at Ruwen. “How do you feel?”

      “My head hurts,” Ruwen said, and then realized his lower abdomen felt like someone had stabbed him a thousand times. He placed his hands under his bellybutton. “And my insides don’t feel great.”

      Remembering the last few moments on the ice float, he realized why. His thinnest Meridian paths were Chaos and Dark, which were his torso and organs. He closed his eyes and focused on his Core.

      Ruwen’s Core hadn’t changed, but his Meridians all felt different. Before they had felt like kites, bound to his Core by two strings, but still light. Now they all felt heavy, as if they were anchors holding his Core in place.

      Ruwen reopened his eyes. “Is everyone okay?”

      “Everyone is fine,” Hamma said. “You saved us all.”

      “Thank Uru,” Ruwen whispered.

      Ruwen tried to sit up, but his stomach felt like someone had scooped it out, and his friends had to help him.

      The rest of the group all stood near him. Lylan and Jagen kept watch, so Ruwen could only see their backs. Everyone else studied him with expressions that ranged from relief to what looked like fear on Slib.

      Kaylin kneeled in front of him. “Uru as my witness, I can’t believe any of us are alive. Especially you.”

      Ruwen touched his right ear. “Rami saved me. Again.” He thought about the deluge of unstable Spirit that had struck him. “What happened?”

      Kaylin swallowed hard. “After you raised your arms, the storm focused on you. A pillar of energy struck you, and a few seconds later, you grew unsteady.” Kaylin looked down, and it took her three tries to start again. “Sift and I held you up. We held you like a shield against the raging storm.” Kaylin’s voice became a whisper. “I’m ashamed of how we used you.”

      “Hey,” Ruwen said. “None of that. You did exactly what I asked.”

      Kaylin locked eyes with Ruwen. “I’ve never been so scared.”

      “We all were,” Ruwen said. “I’m an idiot for putting us in that danger. I’m glad I absorbed enough to get us through it.”

      Everyone remained silent, and Ruwen looked around at them. “What?”

      Mica kneeled next to Kaylin, his expression one of disbelief. “You didn’t absorb some of it.” He took a deep breath and then continued. “You absorbed all of it.”

      Ruwen stared at Mica and then around at everyone else. They had to be joking. “That isn’t possible.”

      Mica shrugged. “I no longer know what’s possible. You have destroyed those boundaries.”

      Ruwen touched his chest. That entire storm now lived in his Meridians. That couldn’t have gone unnoticed either. If they were still near Stone Harbor, they might be in danger. “Where are we?”

      Hamma spoke, her voice heavy. “When it ended, we thought we’d lost you.”

      Ruwen hugged Hamma as best he could from his sitting position. “I’m sorry I made you worry.”

      Hamma paused for a few seconds. “We used our weapons to paddle to shore. Rami spoke to Io, so Sift could let us know what was happening to you. Rami said we should continue to move south while she did what she could to save you.”

      “I’ve carried you for five solid days. You owe me big time,” Sift said.

      Ruwen turned to Sift. “Thanks. I’ll get you breakfast in bed once we get out of here.” He looked up at the group. “So we’re not near Stone Harbor anymore?”

      Lylan spoke, but she remained facing away, her focus outward as she looked for danger. “We’re about five hundred miles south. Deep in the Unbound lands.”

      Unbound. That is what he’d grown up calling Cultivators.

      Kaylin stood, put out her hand, and helped Ruwen to his feet. Hamma steadied him, but he quickly regained his balance.

      Am I going to be okay? Ruwen asked Rami.

      I think so. We both pushed the limits of what is possible. You should take it easy for a while.

      “What’s our situation?” Ruwen asked.

      “That’s why we begged Rami to wake you,” Kaylin said. “We’re being followed.”

      “They’re all around us now,” Mica said.

      Ruwen scanned the area. They stood between two small hills in an ocean of gently rolling landscape. Groups of trees huddled together like islands, and Ruwen wondered if farmers or ranchers used this land in the Material Realm.

      “I don’t see anyone,” Ruwen said. “Sift, what about your bird helmet?”

      “I noticed them first,” Sift said. “They’ve stayed out of sight since.”

      “They’re using the small valleys and tree groves to move,” Jagen said.

      “But we’ve all caught brief glimpses,” Mica said.

      Ruwen stared at the nearest group of trees a thousand feet away and wished his stupid armor did something useful like Sift’s. Ruwen wanted to know who if anyone hid in those trees.

      It felt like someone had flicked him on the forehead, and Ruwen suddenly shifted to the distant tree line. He stood there in shock, staring at three figures mostly hidden by trees. Their cloth armor resembled wolves, and they gasped when he appeared.

      “It’s true. You’ve returned,” a figure hissed.

      Before Ruwen could react, all three fled, disappearing into the trees in moments. He turned and looked back at his group, and vertigo made his head swim.

      Because a thousand feet away, he could see himself standing. The Scarecrow armor looked terrifying even from here.

      Ruwen put a hand against a tree to steady himself, but his hand sank into the trunk’s bark. Had he lost his mind again? Maybe Rami had put something together wrong.

      He watched Lylan point at him, and from a distance, he heard her voice. “There’s another one. Just standing there at the tree line.”

      Ruwen, confused, wanted to get back to his group. And as soon as that thought finished, he stood with his friends again.

      “It disappeared,” Lylan said. “They are getting bolder.”

      Did you just see that? Ruwen asked Rami.

      Yes. I felt a fluctuation in your Core, and you manifested some sort of Spirit entity at the tree line. You seemed intently focused on it.

      Did you speak to me?

      No, I didn’t want to interrupt.

      It felt like I was standing there. Ruwen said. I’m trying it again, and I want you to talk to me.

      Okay.

      Ruwen pushed his excitement down that his armor did something. He turned to the other side and located a distant grove of trees. Like before, he thought about his desire to be there.

      Again, a flick to the front of his brain, and he stood at the tree line, two thousand feet away. It appeared empty.

      Look up, Rami said.

      Two figures, dressed in versions of Sift’s bird Aspect, stared down at him.

      Thanks, Ruwen replied.

      The largest figure, a small fan of feathers behind the helmet like a peacock, pointed down at Ruwen and spoke with a man’s voice. “You should have never come back, Scarecrow. The tribunal knows what you’ve done, and you’ll finally pay.”

      The bird figure behind Peacock leaped into the air, flying away. Peacock waved his arm, the feathers making it look like a large wing. Ten sharpened feathers impaled Ruwen, and he collapsed.

      Ruwen gasped and touched his chest.

      “What’s wrong?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen now stood with his group again. As soon as the clone had died, he’d returned here.

      Did you hear me respond to you? Ruwen asked Rami.

      Yes. This is fascinating. It looks like you can project a Spirit version of yourself.

      “Lylan, that figure you saw was me,” Ruwen said.

      Everyone turned to look at Ruwen. “I'm going to see if it works up close. Nobody panic.”

      Ruwen focused on a spot directly in front of him, and a moment later, he stood looking back at himself. Everyone stepped back from the pair of scarecrows. He had seen the Aspect armor when it lay on the floor of the Plague Siren’s lair, but it looked much different worn.

      The burlap-looking armor made him appear ragged and worn. The sack over his head looked like a misshapen head, and each eye, possibly intended to be the letter “x,” wavered and turned as if stitched by a blind lunatic. His cloak hung limply behind him, and the cloak’s hood concealed half of the disturbing burlap sack. No wonder he made everyone uncomfortable.

      Ruwen stepped forward as his Spirit clone and clapped in front of his real body’s face. He heard the sound twice, once from the clone and a distant echo inside his real body.

      Ruwen focused on Rami. My real body is completely consumed in running this clone. That sucks.

      But you can project your presence, and that is amazingly powerful. And maybe you just need practice with the clone. This is your first time.

      True.

      Ruwen willed himself back to his body and watched as his Spirit clone dissolved into smoke, which Sift’s center absorbed.

      “Gross,” Sift yelled as he waved at the threads of Spirit. “I don’t want your stinky Scarecrow smoke.”

      Sift moved ten feet away and removed Shelly from the pocket near his chest. “Are you okay? That Ruwen is nasty.”

      Ruwen pointed at Sift. “What? I thought you let her go.”

      Sift didn’t look at Ruwen as he responded. “I did. Somehow she ended up back in my pocket. Probably when I dived back into the harbor to save our packs.”

      “That seems really unlikely,” Ruwen said.

      Sift looked up at Ruwen. “After everything that’s happened here, you think this is unlikely?”

      Ruwen let it drop. Sift had a point. Their journey in this realm had been full of unbelievable things.

      Refocusing, Ruwen looked around at the group. “This armor can project me someplace else, and I visited the two nearest groves.”

      “Did you learn anything?” Kaylin asked.

      “Yes. The first grove had three figures dressed in wolf Aspects. It surprised them that I’d returned.” Ruwen paused for a few seconds. “The second grove had two people dressed like Sift. They think I’m someone else, and they didn’t seem happy to see me.”

      “That can’t be good,” Hamma said.

      “When is anyone happy to see you?” Sift asked.

      Ruwen sighed. “And I might be in some trouble with a tribunal.”
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      Sift returned Shelly to his pocket. “We should just take this armor off.”

      “No,” Ruwen said. “It’s too late. And we might need the protection.”

      “How do you want to handle this?” Kaylin asked.

      Ruwen considered the question. “I think we should keep heading south. If approached, we’ll explain the misunderstanding. They might even have information on the Iris that can help us.”

      “How far south do we need to go?” Lylan asked.

      “Rami is working on that,” Ruwen said. “I need to stop bothering her so she can concentrate.”

      Ruwen stepped away from the group and quickly completed the Refinement form, threading his Core into all twelve Meridians. He took a couple of extra minutes to increase his Core Velocity. Part of him had worried that he’d broken himself at Stone Harbor, but everything worked.

      They continued south, threading their way between the rolling hills. Ruwen, while happy that his Aspect armor did something, felt frustrated because his actual body required complete focus to make it work, which meant he couldn’t test it while walking.

      Sift still hadn’t gotten his Air Meridian to connect to his center, and Ruwen recharged Sift’s Spirit so he could keep trying. When Ruwen had told Sift about the other bird armor figures flying away, Sift had spent twenty minutes jumping as he tried to activate the Aspect armor’s flying ability. His complaints about the armor stopped completely.

      As they walked, Ruwen thought about the three forms Rami had found, and how he’d powered them with raw Spirit: ice, fire, and healing. The forms’ movements activated the appropriate Meridians, so the raw Spirit had structure to work. But now that he’d Refined and Harvested essence, he shouldn’t have to do that anymore. His experiments with the ice float had proven he could replicate the form using essence from two Meridians, Order and Dark, so now he wanted to try three.

      The flame form required the Fire, Chaos, and Air Meridians. Flames hovered in front of Ruwen as he used level one essence rods to try different combinations of essence. If he used more Fire essence, the flame grew intense. Using more Chaos made the flame expand. Air essence, while always required, needed to be balanced. Adding too much Air and Chaos made a flame the size of his hand, but with little heat.

      The combinations were endless, and it got worse when Ruwen discovered the way he placed the essence rods into the outside world mattered. After ten hours he had settled on three intensities: ember, blaze, and magma. He paired them with three delivery methods: sphere, lance, and barrier. Now he had a quick way to create a spell.

      “Let’s stop for a minute,” Ruwen said. “I want to try something.”

      No one protested, so Ruwen strode twenty feet away and turned his back to the group. Using his new system, he created level seven essence rods, activated them with the proper essences, and mentally scratched the ground thirty feet away.

      A wall of intense flame five feet across rose five feet in the air. Even thirty feet away, Ruwen could feel the heat. He smiled at his success: level seven Magma Barrier.

      Ruwen turned until he found a bush fifty feet away. He constructed a new spell in his mind and then crushed the essence rods with a mental fist in the bush. level twelve Blazing Sphere.

      A ball of flame thirty feet in diameter exploded from the bush, and Ruwen’s smile turned into a grin.

      “Company!” Lylan shouted.

      “Ten more invisible,” Sift added.

      Ruwen turned to see a column of figures approaching from the south. There were at least forty, all clothed in unique Aspects like Ruwen and Sift. Ruwen rejoined his group, and they waited for the column to arrive. It appeared the Cultivators had found them.

      The Cultivators stopped twenty-five feet away and spread into a line. Peacock, the bird Aspect that had attacked Ruwen earlier, stood near the center, directly across from them. Ruwen studied the newcomers up close. Many had helmets that didn’t completely cover their faces, and one thing became immediately obvious.

      “They don’t have bodies,” Hamma said.

      They didn’t. The Aspect armor seemed to serve as vessels for Spirit entities. Ruwen took a step forward but didn’t speak. He readied a level twenty Magma Barrier in his mind. If this turned into a fight, he would start with one hundred feet of flames.

      An Aspect stepped forward that reminded Ruwen of a tree. The arms looked like branches, the legs trunks, and the feet roots. The helmet had long vines that hung down and covered half the body.

      The Aspect bowed to Ruwen, and a man spoke. “I am Willow of the Leaf Clan. Tribunal judge of this area.”

      Ruwen, unsure of this group's intentions, played things safe. Since he looked like a scarecrow, he thought about calling himself Harvest but decided that might be too on the nose. He returned the bow. “You may call me Reaper.”

      “Forgive us for interrupting your journey, Reaper, but it has been many years since we have seen you.”

      Ruwen didn’t know how to respond to that, so he said nothing.

      After an uncomfortable silence, Willow continued. “Are you still looking for allies in your fight against the northern demon?”

      Peacock shouted from behind Willow. “He is the demon!”

      Muttering erupted in the group of Cultivators. Willow turned and faced them until they quieted. Returning his attention to Ruwen, he continued. “The Clan leaders that joined you never returned. Some question your motives.”

      Ruwen felt his stomach tense in anxiety and focused a moment to make himself relax. Whatever had happened in the past with this Aspect had been done by someone else. “I know nothing of these things. I have just recently arrived here, and this armor provided a convenient covering.”

      “I wondered about that,” Willow said, turning to Sift. “Because Falcon was a dear friend of mine but has not acknowledged me at all.”

      Sift removed the helm that shadowed his face. “I am not Falcon.”

      The Cultivators muttered again, but this time Willow ignored it. “How did you all get your bodies here? We thought the only physical route was through a Divine Realm.”

      Ruwen answered. “Bad judgment and worse luck.”

      Willow took a step forward. “Where did you find these Aspects?”

      Ruwen thought about the Plague Siren’s lair and all the fragments of people it contained. He answered the real question Willow asked. “Your friend is likely in the mine near Deepwell.”

      Willow remained quiet for a few moments before continuing. “The Scarecrow appears every few decades. Very few would see him, but stories would circulate of an Elder trapped in the north. Of a demon weakened by a Fortification cycle, and ripe for destroying. Easy power. And the stories persisted until one of our hero’s succumbed. Then the Scarecrow disappeared, along with the hero, who never returned. But the Scarecrow always did. Just like now.”

      A terrible thought occurred to Ruwen. Had the Plague Siren created this Aspect and worn it to lure powerful Cultivators to her lair? The more he thought about it, the more it seemed possible. It also made him want to rip the armor off and scrub his skin raw.

      Ruwen put those thoughts aside and addressed Willow. “I told you. I know nothing about that.”

      Willow nodded. “Because you just got here.”

      “I told you!” Peacock screamed. “It’s the demon!”

      This time the muttering grew louder and angrier.

      Ruwen’s temper flared, but he controlled it. These people’s actual bodies were still in the Material Realm. The more information he gave them, the more likely his enemies could benefit from it. He wanted to get home with as much anonymity as possible. “I am no demon.”

      Willow held up his hand, and the talking stopped. “I’m relieved to hear it. As soon as you prove it, we will leave you in peace.”

      “What about our Clan’s armor?” Peacock yelled.

      Willow turned and pointed at Peacock. “Control yourself or leave.”

      Sift started to remove the armor, and Ruwen signed to him in Shade Speak. Stop. Possible. Fight.

      Sift stopped, put the helmet on, and relaxed his posture to prepare for violence.

      “Prove it how?” Ruwen asked.

      “Let us examine your Core,” Willow said.

      Ruwen’s heart thudded loudly. He’d assumed the test would use his Spirit somehow. Something as simple as removing his armor hadn’t occurred to him. Uru and Blapy had both warned him about others learning his true nature. Rami had called him an Axiom, and if word of that reached the gods, the devastation would be immediate and catastrophic. No one would be safe.

      Ruwen could never remove this armor here. But he wondered if he might need to let the judge see his Core. At least that would limit who knew about his true nature.

      “Seeing my Core will prove nothing,” Ruwen said, hoping he was right.

      Willow shook his head. “The Sky Clan has been adamant in their belief. They have acquired an Infernal Stone. It glows when near a Core touched by the Infernal Realm.”

      That’s why they needed the armor off. Mica had stopped being able to see the effects of Ruwen’s Core once he’d put on the Aspect. And the current state of his Core made this situation worse. He’d absorbed the Plague Siren’s Core, and much of it remained. It had felt no different to him, but what did he know about Cores? With his luck, he knew that Infernal Stone would probably glow.

      “I cannot remove my armor. I have taken a vow,” Ruwen said.

      “That is unfortunate,” Willow said. “We could have ended this right now. I fear for your safety once we depart.”

      “Are you threatening us?” Ruwen asked.

      “No, merely stating the obvious. This realm is dangerous, and finding the truth behind these disappearances is a powerful motivation for some.”

      “So your curiosity justifies assaulting the innocent?” Ruwen asked. “What type of tribunal is this?”

      Willow bowed. “A fair question. In truth, I have extended you more protection than you deserve. The Scarecrow belongs to none of our Clans. You are alone, and outside our control or protection.”

      “What rights do I have?” Ruwen asked.

      “You have the right to single combat,” Willow said. “But know your opponent could be anyone.” Willow glanced back in Peacock’s direction. “And some here have advanced deep into Topaz.”

      Ruwen winced under his hood. Advanced Topaz meant Peacock had almost reached Sapphire, which was just below Diamond in the gem levels. Ruwen had battled the Plague Siren, who had been at the pinnacle of Diamond, but if it hadn’t been for her bulging center, she would have destroyed them all without effort.

      If Peacock damaged Ruwen’s center or any of his pathways, it would likely strand them here forever. But Uru and Blapy had been clear about secrecy, and Ruwen knew better than to ignore either woman. He must keep his Axiom state a secret, even if protecting that secret resulted in some of his paths being destroyed. The world would not survive the knowledge of his existence.

      Before committing to such a harsh choice, Ruwen tried part of the truth. “The Plague Siren in the mine near Deepwell is now crippled, and her center broken. If your theory is correct, and she used this Aspect for hunting victims, you can safely rescue your friends now.”

      Peacock laughed. “See how the demon works. A trap baited with false hope.”

      “Or, the truth,” Ruwen said. He turned to Hamma. “Let’s give them the other four Aspects.”

      Hamma shrugged off her pack and waved Una, Jagen, and Slib over. Between them, they removed the four other Aspects, and then backed away. There were gasps from the crowd.

      Ruwen waved his hand over the armor. “Proof that what I say is true.”

      Willow stared down at the armor and then back at Ruwen. “You wish to return these treasures to their Clans?”

      “Yes,” Ruwen said. “I only wish to continue south.”

      Peacock stepped forward from the crowd. “What about ours?”

      Sift only complained about the Sky Clan Aspect, but it provided valuable protection, and Ruwen didn’t want to give that up yet. Plus, he hoped for Sift’s sake that his friend could learn to make it fly.

      “We require it for now,” Ruwen said.

      “Did you defeat the Plague Siren?” Willow asked.

      “It took all of us,” Ruwen said.

      “And there were no signs of the rumored Elder there?” Willow asked.

      The only other thing they’d found was Shelly. And the Plague Siren had kept the poor tiny turtle caged. Sift wanted to set Shelly free and had tried once already. He would probably go nuts if they tried to take the turtle from him, and Ruwen wanted no more complications.

      “Not that we know of,” Ruwen said.

      “The Aspects change nothing,” Peacock said. “It’s just another way the demon manipulates us.”

      Willow looked at the Aspects on the ground and then back at Ruwen. “Unfortunately, the Sky Clan is correct. But if what you say is true, you have done us a great favor.”

      Ruwen looked down at his Scarecrow armor, and an idea occurred to him. “Am I assumed innocent? Does my opponent need to win to prove my guilt?”

      Willow nodded. “Correct. They must defeat you within fifteen minutes.”

      Peacock had caused trouble for Ruwen, but only because he couldn’t show them his Core, and Peacock didn’t deserve punishment for that. Ruwen smiled. There might be a way out of this without anyone getting hurt.

      “I choose single combat,” Ruwen said.
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      Their group of ten stood in a large tent in the middle of the Cultivator’s camp. It had taken them two hours to walk here, and Ruwen had spent the time working on his healing spells. His experience with the fire spells helped immensely and sped up the process.

      He learned the armor would allow healing spells to pass, but blocked any spells that might significantly injure him. The Aspect must recognize the essence combinations for heals. But it turned out mildly poisoning someone didn’t differ much from healing them, and he had dry-heaved or cramped multiple times as he cast spells on himself that contained the wrong amounts of essence. Now he just needed a willing victim to test on, and for once, Sift didn’t complain.

      Ruwen and Sift stood in a corner by themselves because everyone else either disapproved or felt uncomfortable. Sift had removed the helmet and shirt portion of the Sky Clan Aspect and had Io pressed under his left shoulder.

      “Are you sure about your spells?” Sift asked. “I heard you gagging a lot on the way here.”

      Ruwen tilted his head. “Do you have to ask?”

      Sift nodded. “You’re right. This is a bad idea. You just give me the Spirit, and I will heal myself.”

      “Stop it. Now hurry up and stab yourself, I don’t know how much time I have.”

      Hamma spoke from across the room. “Shouldn’t you be working on your strategy instead of playing Healer?”

      “Already have one,” Ruwen replied over his shoulder.

      “What ridiculous plan do you have this time? Heal him to death?” Sift asked.

      “You’re a genius,” Ruwen said and then slammed his hand into Sift’s, pushing Io deep into Sift’s body.

      “Ouch!”

      “Is everything okay over there?” Lylan asked.

      Ruwen half-turned. “Everything’s fine. Sift just caught sight of his reflection.”

      “Very funny,” Sift said. “What is your plan?”

      “I’m going to Savage Seven him.”

      “The chickens from Blapy? Are you shooting exploding eggs out your butt?”

      “Seriously, those chickens taught me a valuable lesson.”

      “Yeah, in humility,” Sift said.

      “That too. But they kept moving around until they exhausted me.”

      “But you killed them in the end.”

      “That’s true. So not how it ended, then. Just the middle piece.”

      Sift tilted his head. “So your plan is to run around.”

      “If you want to simplify it.”

      “Well, it started out pretty simple. Why are you so bad at this?”

      “I’ve discovered a lot about myself lately. And I’m leaning into my strengths,” Ruwen said.

      “Which are?”

      “Mostly improvising. And it’s just for fifteen minutes.”

      Sift groaned.

      “Are you sure everything’s okay?” Hamma asked.

      “Yes,” Ruwen yelled.

      “No,” Sift yelled at the same time.

      Ruwen grabbed Sift’s hand and jerked Io to the side, creating a large cut in Sift’s chest.

      Sift winced but didn’t complain. Just like his fire spells, Ruwen had narrowed his choices to three intensities and three types. The healing intensities were blooming, vigorous, and thriving. Ruwen based the types on the parts of a tree: leaf, branch, and trunk.

      Had Sift just had a scratch, Ruwen would have cast a level one Blooming Leaf spell. Since Ruwen had pulled a little too hard and had severed most of Sift’s shoulder from his body, Ruwen cast a level ten Thriving Branch heal.

      The wound healed immediately, and Ruwen grunted in surprise.

      “I know. I’m shocked it worked, too,” Sift said.

      “Stop it. Did you notice how your center didn’t grab much of the spell?”

      “No.”

      “Well, it didn’t. I think the essence is denser than raw Spirit and harder to steal.”

      “You’re denser.”

      Ruwen pointed at Sift. “For that, big mouth, prepare yourself for a level twenty Liquified Organs Convulsing Explosion of Agony,” Ruwen said.

      Sift’s eyes grew wide. “You can do that?”

      Ruwen couldn’t. The spell didn’t even match his naming convention. While he couldn’t make organs explode, he had cast a healing spell on the walk here that resulted in an urgent need to pee. Even though none of the bodily functions existed in this realm, it had still taken him two minutes to heal the urge away. He had needed to use his mental barrier just to think, as the basic need overwhelmed his mind. But that spell, level two Critical Evacuation, didn’t sound as powerful as his made-up one.

      Ruwen thought about casting it on Sift anyway.

      “Visitors,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen shook his head at Sift, grabbed his friend’s hand, and filled him with Spirit. “Keep going without me.”

      “You should take Io,” Sift said.

      Ruwen knew the offer had been hard for Sift. Sift needed Io to make the clean cuts through his Meridian paths. “Thanks, but I don’t want to hurt anyone. If things get bad, I’ll interrupt Rami.”

      Sift shook his head. “How can you think this will work?”

      Ruwen pinched his shirt and pulled it forward. “If the Plague Siren wore this, then it’s powerful and should protect me from a Topaz level Cultivator. And I’m confident I have more Spirit than Peacock.”

      “Are you ready?” Willow asked from behind Ruwen.

      Ruwen placed his cloak with the backpacks, gave the precious Portal Chalk to Hamma for safekeeping, and joined Willow at the tent entrance.

      Willow looked around at everyone and then faced Ruwen. “Since you have no Clan, your group can attend in their place if you wish.”

      Ruwen shrugged. “They can if they want.”

      Willow nodded and turned. “Everyone who’s coming, please follow me.”

      The Cultivator camp was filled with tents and lacked any organization that Ruwen could see. They ranged in size from a single person to large ones that could fit a hundred people. Ruwen wondered where the fight would take place as he couldn’t see any big structures.

      The tents ended, and the fighting field came into view. Or more accurately, the fighting pit. An immense depression, thousands of feet in circumference, sank into the ground. Benches spiraled their way down to a combat circle three hundred feet wide. Every hundred feet, steps led directly to the bottom, like spokes on a wheel, and Willow led them down.

      The amphitheater could hold thousands of people, maybe tens of thousands, and Ruwen estimated people filled half the seats. How had all these Cultivators gotten here so quickly? He wouldn’t have guessed the world held that many Cultivators.

      As they reached the bottom, Willow pointed to three long benches marked as reserved. “Your party can sit here.”

      Ruwen turned to find his entire group had followed him. Sift had put his Sky Clan Aspect back on so Ruwen couldn’t see his face, but everyone else looked worried. He wanted to reassure them, but even his stomach felt queasy. He had never done anything with this many people watching, and it made him nervous.

      Before Ruwen could reassure them, Willow pulled him onto the packed dirt and grass field. It looked much larger standing here than when he’d seen it from above.

      Ruwen relaxed his body and let his waking meditation state take control. He’d practiced four levels of meditation with Rami but used this level one state the most by far. It allowed him to maintain an awareness of his surroundings while focusing on his Spirit. He fed his anxiety and fear to his Core and absorbed the surrounding details.

      Directly across from Ruwen, the Sky Clan filled their reserved benches. Peacock stared intently at Ruwen and seemed overjoyed about the imminent fight.

      A loud gong sounded to Ruwen’s left, and the quiet conversations filling the stadium stopped. Three figures walked down the steps, and Willow gasped.

      “What an honor,” Willow whispered. “They never attend tribunal matches. And the notification of this match gave little notice. The Sky Clan must be thrilled.”

      Ruwen’s emotions whipsawed between disbelief, excitement, dread, and sadness. While he couldn’t see their faces, he recognized their Aspects. And he dropped into a level two meditative state before his emotions capsized his mind. These three were not here for the Sky Clan.

      Smooth, narrow, and jointed trunks made up the tallest figure’s Aspect. Their helmet consisted of a dense cluster of thin leaves that looked like small daggers and hid their face.

      The middle figure’s Aspect shimmered in the twilight, the scales reflecting any light that touched them. A cobra, its head flattened into a hood with jaws stretched open, hid the figure’s face.

      The smallest member, no bigger than a child, led the group. Their aspect had interlocking scales with dozens of feet down the front. The helmet had two dull eyes, and large pincers were closed over the figure’s face, covering it. Two blonde pigtails stuck out of the top of the helmet like antennas.

      Hundreds more followed them. Ruwen couldn’t tell if they wore Aspects or if they were terrifying creatures. Some looked human, and he wondered if those were Aspects and what they might look like underneath.

      Blapy had come to see Ruwen’s fight, and she had brought Madda and Padda with her. He assumed the hundreds of Harvesters behind them were residents of the Black Pyramid. Probably the creatures he would fight once he made it past level fifty.

      Ruwen turned around to see if Sift had noticed. Sift stood staring at the distant group, his face hidden behind the bird helmet.

      Looking back at Blapy, Ruwen watched as those sitting stood, bowed, and quickly found other places to sit. In moments, the entire section filled with Black Pyramid residents, and Blapy, Madda, and Padda sat in the first row.

      The Sky Clan had noticed as well, and they were celebrating as if they’d already won.

      Ruwen spoke to Willow. “Who are the newcomers to deserve such respect?”

      Willow tore his attention from Blapy to stare at Ruwen. “Where were you trained? Even members of the Infernal Realm should know the common appearances of The Companion.”

      “The Companion?” Ruwen asked.

      “Your lack of knowledge is shameful.”

      “Well, I’m a little new to this.”

      Willow shook his head and then gazed back at Blapy. “An ancient Divine Harvester, and arguably the most powerful creature in the universe. She could kill us all with a thought.”

      Ruwen wouldn’t argue with that. He’d seen a tiny portion of what Blapy could do. “And the taller ones?”

      “Two pinnacle Diamonds that together wield Divine power. They have perfected movement, and it’s said their combined forms whisper the true name of the universe.”

      That made Ruwen think of Sift, and the first time they’d met. Sift had scolded Ruwen for thinking Sift was his actual name. Sift had told him names had power, and true names must stay hidden.

      “And all the others?” Ruwen asked.

      “They’re all Harvesters, unfortunately. They still follow the old ways. The Companion has a colossal structure where she shelters and trains like-minded individuals.”

      Blapy stood, the tiny figure barely able to see over the barrier around the field. The entire stadium hushed. She spoke in a normal tone but sounded as if she stood next to Ruwen. “Sisters and brothers of the true path, I am pleased to see you. When the match concludes, I will meet with any who wish it.”

      Willow trembled, and gasps and shouts of joy echoed around the stadium. Blapy sat, and a roar of conversation began.

      Willow turned and faced Ruwen. “Even if you are a demon, may the true God bless you for bringing this opportunity to us. With The Companion’s insight, I may finally break through to Sapphire. What a blessed day.” The man took a moment to collect himself and then continued. “Stay here while I fetch the Sky Clan representative.”

      Willow strode away, and Ruwen turned his attention to Blapy. He couldn’t be sure, but it appeared as if the little centipede stared directly at him. Their arrival couldn’t have been an accident. Willow had mentioned they never came to these, which meant they’d probably come to see if Sift remained okay.

      Ruwen would find out soon enough. If everyone else reacted the same way as Willow, they’d want this match over as quickly as possible, so they could each have their talk with Blapy. That meant Peacock would probably go all out and spend his Spirit quickly.

      Willow returned with a Sky Clan member. “The Sky Clan honors your strength, Reaper. This is Phoenix, the Sky Clan leader, and he will fight for truth today.”

      Ruwen looked up at the man. Phoenix’s Aspect had long feathers covering it, and the helmet looked like a cross between an eagle and a fireball.

      “I assumed, because of how vocal he was, that Peacock would fight me,” Ruwen said.

      Phoenix spoke. “A change in plans. Many are eager to speak with The Companion.”

      Doubt about his plan trickled into Ruwen’s mind, and he fed it to his Core. If Phoenix led the Clan, then he had likely reached Sapphire or Diamond, and that complicated everything.

      And another possibility for Blapy’s appearance occurred to Ruwen. Maybe they hadn’t come to see Sift. Instead, could Blapy have come here, offered to council everyone, just to make things more difficult for him?

      Phoenix turned to Willow. “We should get started, the winner will get to speak to The Companion first, and my questions are burning a hole in my mind.”

      Ruwen looked at Blapy. He couldn’t see her face, but he bet it held a smile.
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      Ruwen refocused on his immediate problem. Fighting Phoenix would be riskier than Peacock, and Ruwen hoped there might still be a chance to end this peacefully.

      “I don’t wish to fight you, Phoenix,” Ruwen said.

      “That is wise,” Phoenix replied. “Allow us to test your Core, and we can avoid this unpleasantness.”

      Ruwen sighed. “It pains me I can’t allow that. Is there any other way to prove I’m not the demon? I swear on everything holy that I’m a simple man.”

      Phoenix spread his arms. “Alas, this is the only alternative. I also wish to avoid violence.”

      Ruwen nodded. “Give me a moment.”

      Rami? Sorry to bother you again. I have a problem.

      I know. But Blapy asked me not to aid you.

      Wait. You’re talking to Blapy.

      Yes. I heard the gong.

      Anger bubbled through Ruwen’s thoughts, and he fed them to his Core. Why would she do that? It’s like she is making this as hard as possible.

      I agree. But if you want my help, I will still give it.

      Ruwen thought a few moments. Is this a game for her? Or do you think her actions have a purpose?

      With her, it is always both.

      Fine, then. Let’s do as she asked. You can keep looking in your indexes for the Iris.

      That is our next problem. I can’t find the location, and I have nowhere else to look.

      Willow cleared his throat. “Do you wish to proceed?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Ruwen said.

      Willow nodded. “The rules are simple. Combat ends when one of you submits or fifteen minutes have passed. Reaper, if you submit, you agree to remove your Aspect and be tested.” Willow looked at Phoenix briefly and then back at Ruwen. “If you are incapacitated, vaporized, or in some other way rendered unable to fight, this triggers an automatic submission on your part. Agreed?”

      Ruwen could tell Willow didn’t think Ruwen had any chance against Phoenix.

      Willow turned to Phoenix. “If you submit or fifteen minutes pass, you agree to leave Reaper and his group in peace, and stop any others who wish him harm while in our lands.”

      “Agreed,” Phoenix said.

      Willow nodded. “Stand in front of your sections. When the Spirit ward forms, you may begin. The ward will pulse blue when five minutes remain and red to mark the last minute.”

      Ruwen didn’t know what a Spirit ward was, but Willow and Phoenix were already moving away. He shrugged and decided he’d know soon enough. He walked back toward his group and waited.

      Willow stopped near the side with Blapy, and his voice filled the stadium. “Fellow travelers of the true path, today we bear witness to a battle for truth. Reaper, wearing the Aspect of the Scarecrow, is the accused. Phoenix of the Sky Clan is the accuser. The truth of Reaper’s claim that he is human, and not responsible for our missing brothers, is at stake.”

      Willow bowed deeply toward Blapy, Padda, and Madda. “We are awed and humbled that such esteemed guests have joined us.” Willow strode off the field and then looked back at Ruwen and Phoenix. He raised his hands. “Let truth show itself.”

      A translucent wall emerged from the borders of the field, warping the air as it climbed into the sky. In a blink, it had merged a hundred feet above them. Ruwen guessed it must be the Spirit ward since it looked like a barrier to keep everyone safe from the battle.

      The ward triggered the start of the duel, and Ruwen looked across the field to locate Phoenix. A cylinder of fire struck Ruwen in the chest and slammed him against the Spirit ward.

      The Aspect armor pulled Spirit from Ruwen’s Core as it shielded him from the flames. Even with the armor’s protection, the heat burned his skin, and he felt blisters rise across his body. As the heat’s intensity increased, an island appeared in his mind, rising from the sea of pain, and his thoughts took refuge there.

      Ruwen cast a level ten Blooming Trunk on himself, and the blisters faded. The flames kept him pinned to the Spirit ward, and they blinded him. With a thought, Ruwen created a Spirit clone at the far end of the stadium near Blapy and immediately dropped it to the ground to avoid discovery.

      From the clone, Ruwen watched Phoenix march across the field. Phoenix’s Aspect had turned into pure flame, and the air sizzled and popped around him. Ruwen had thought the fire would end, but Phoenix didn’t look like he planned on stopping.

      Ruwen let the clone dissolve and, back in his body, cast level ten Blooming Trunk again. From the brief time he’d experimented with his Fire, Air, and Chaos Meridians, he could tell Phoenix had spent his life learning how to control them. Ruwen, bathed in flames for so long, felt the different essence concentrations in the spell. He took this information and altered his fire recipes to make them better.

      This attack had likely consumed a vast amount of Phoenix’s Spirit, but Ruwen had also used significant Spirit in powering his armor for protection. Without the armor, he would have vaporized immediately. He needed to take away Phoenix’s advantage.

      Unfortunately, Ruwen didn’t have the centuries of experience Phoenix had. Ruwen had to be a little more straightforward with his attacks.

      Ruwen created a level twenty-six essence rod, touched it to his Stone Meridian in the thigh of his right leg, and pulled upward on the dirt floor of the field. The flames stopped, and he could finally see.

      A pillar of dirt began one-hundred feet in front of Ruwen, stretched two hundred feet toward the Sky Clan’s seats, and reached the top of the Spirit ward a hundred feet above. Hopefully, the stone pillar had crushed Phoenix against the Spirit ward, and he would now submit.

      The dirt wall exploded as Air essence filled the stadium, slamming Ruwen against the Spirit ward again. Hundreds of vortexes appeared, picking up dirt and rocks and rotating them until they became columns of spinning death. Air and soil fought for space under the dome, and it became difficult to breathe. It reminded him of the Suffocation Bracer, and he ignored the discomfort.

      Ruwen lost sight of Phoenix and knew better than to stay in one place too long, so he dashed down the wall away from Blapy’s side. The tornados clumped in the middle of the field, and he realized the slope of the dome kept them from reaching the edges. If he stayed near the wall, he could avoid them.

      The situation wasn’t great. Phoenix was a Cultivator of incredible strength. Ruwen had survived the initial onslaught, but it had cost a lot of Spirit. He didn’t want to trade Spirit like that and needed to exhaust Phoenix another way.

      The lack of vision gave Ruwen an idea. He stopped and used a level ten Stone Meridian essence rod on the ground in front of him, gently scooping the earth to the side. He lay down in the hole and then pulled the dirt back over him with another essence rod.

      Buried, Ruwen willed a clone into existence above him. A heartbeat later, through his clone, Ruwen looked down at the ground where he lay covered. The soil bulged slightly, but with all the dirt flying around and settling, it didn’t look out of place. He turned and dashed for the center of the field, and away from his body.

      The rock, dirt, and grass tornados spun violently and made a whistling sound as they tore the air apart. Ruwen dashed around the field, and every time Phoenix caught sight of him, multiple vortexes would converge. Ruwen dodged between them, immediately creating a new clone when one died.

      To anyone watching, it appeared as if Ruwen had somehow survived. For five minutes, Phoenix continued to increase the size and number of vortexes. When these hadn’t ripped Ruwen apart, Phoenix added blades made of condensed air. They bounced between the tornados, shredding the ground as they moved. Ruwen prayed he’d buried himself deep enough and did his best to keep the fight away from his body.  Another five minutes passed, and the tornados and air blades had become too numerous to survive without revealing his clone trick, forcing Ruwen to flee toward the Sky Clan’s seats.

      The air went still, and the columns of spinning debris collapsed, filling the field with mounds of dirt like small hills. Air must be Phoenix’s strongest Meridian for him to spend so long using it.

      Ruwen looked up in time to throw himself to the side. Phoenix crashed into the ground, leaving a furrow through the soil. The Sky Clan leader stood and faced Ruwen.

      Phoenix hooked his left hand out as if blocking a punch. He stepped forward with his right leg, aiming his right elbow at Ruwen’s head. Ruwen dodged to the side, but Phoenix snapped his arm open and swung it backward, almost catching Ruwen in the head.

      Three things occurred to Ruwen as he stumbled backward. His clone’s form didn’t react as quickly as his body did, Phoenix had the reflexes of a gem-level Cultivator, and the Sky Clan leader had increased this incredible speed using his Air Meridian.

      Ruwen dashed behind the nearest hill. As soon as Phoenix disappeared from view, Ruwen let the clone dissolve, and created a new clone on the opposite hill. He wondered if he could cast spells through his clone and mentally placed a level forty Stone Meridian essence rod in his clone’s right hand, which was enough energy to move a thousand feet of stone.

      The Spirit ward pulsed blue. Only five minutes remained in the match.
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      Ruwen, worried that Phoenix might launch himself into the sky to search, silently sprinted at Phoenix from behind and then punched him in the back.

      He felt guilty for the sucker punch, but since his clone didn’t have the greatest reflexes, a frontal attack would be difficult. Plus, Phoenix had tried to vaporize Ruwen at the very beginning of the duel. He decided to worry about the sportsmanship of his attack later.

      Phoenix buckled from the Stone Meridian-enhanced punch, but Ruwen didn’t hear anything crack. If Ruwen had been fighting in his own body, he would have waited a moment to absorb the details of Phoenix’s reaction so he could counter them. But his clone’s body lacked that speed. He would need to guess Phoenix’s next attacks to have any hope of avoiding them.

      Ruwen ducked as Phoenix used his arching back to bring his right arm backward in a powerful blow. Phoenix twisted around using his right leg as a pivot and swung his left leg down in a mighty kick. Ruwen had planned for this and thrown himself out of reach. Phoenix brought his arms apart in a flourish, and the air roiled at the speed of the movement.

      While Ruwen admired the beauty of whatever bird form Phoenix practiced, some movements were unnecessary, and they would provide opportunities for Ruwen to exploit. It would help to balance the speed and durability advantage Phoenix had.

      They circled each other, and Ruwen relaxed as he prepared to fight. He wanted to avoid giving away his Bamboo Viper Clan moves, not wanting to implicate Padda and Madda with the Scarecrow or give people a way to figure out his identity.

      But that likely wouldn’t be possible as he’d spent years making them muscle memory. The two forms were opposites of each other and even practiced that way. But he suspected they hid a third form, and he’d discovered a handful of moves in his fourth year with Rami that he thought might belong to this merged form.

      Phoenix moved his arms back and forth in some strange motion, the pattern hypnotizing, and Ruwen barely dodged a kick to his head. He needed to be careful, as some of Phoenix’s movements had a powerful distracting component.

      “You strike from behind like a coward,” Phoenix said.

      Ruwen didn’t respond. He’d learned many painful lessons from Rami about getting suckered into talking during a fight. Phoenix thought this was Ruwen’s actual body. But as soon as he struck it, the truth would be revealed. He just needed to make it another five minutes, but his clone's fragileness was a real disadvantage, and he wondered if he could make it more durable.

      “I’ll melt you into such tiny particles that a millennium will pass before you can form a thought,” Phoenix said.

      Again, Ruwen didn’t respond and dodged a punch and two kicks. The most obvious way to strengthen the clone would be to funnel Spirit to it, but he didn’t have a connection to it, at least not one he could feel. The Aspect pulled Spirit from Ruwen when it needed to protect him, so maybe he just needed to give the Aspect Spirit voluntarily.

      Phoenix moved his hands in a circle, and his feet seemed to float across the ground. “I will find your Clan in the Infernal Realm and destroy them.”

      The Plague Siren had literally been on fire already, so he didn’t think Phoenix would be effective against her Clan, and then cursed himself for getting distracted. Rami would have made him pay for that.

      Ruwen refocused on how to get Spirit to his Aspect. He decided to use the same method he’d constructed for his spells: essence rods. He created a level twenty rod, and instead of touching it to the essence in one of his Meridians, he touched his Core. Then he mentally smeared the rod across the Aspect.

      Phoenix whimpered and stumbled away from Ruwen. Screams from the stands made him glance at them, wondering if someone had attacked the spectators. The Spirit ward pulsed brightly, and the screaming stopped. Those that had stood sat back down.

      “What a vile attack,” Phoenix said. “But your fear won’t work on me.”

      Phoenix had regained his stance, but Ruwen could see a difference. The Bird Clan leader no longer had the confidence he did before. It appeared feeding the Aspect Spirit didn’t make the clone stronger, but triggered some type of fear attack. And judging by the crowd, it must be powerful to seep through the Spirit ward, when the flames and explosions hadn’t.

      Phoenix flicked his wrists, and curved flaming swords appeared in each hand like burning talons. The swords were each three feet long, and Ruwen could feel their heat from where he stood.

      The swords seemed to give Phoenix his confidence back, and he advanced on Ruwen. Phoenix brought both blades down at an angle, and Ruwen leaned out of the way. Phoenix let the momentum of his attack spin him around, and when he faced Ruwen again, he screeched, like an eagle swooping in to snatch a rabbit.

      Ruwen’s mental shield shrugged off the stun, but it delayed his control of the clone, and Phoenix sliced both swords downward in a “v” shape, cutting off the clone’s arms and severing its body at the waist. The clone turned into smoke and dissipated.

      “A double!” Phoenix screamed and then jumped into the air.

      Ruwen created another clone and ran it along the wall toward Blapy’s side.

      Phoenix ignored the clone and circled upward until he reached the apex of the Spirit ward. He floated there and studied the field below. Ruwen’s anxiety increased, and he fed the useless emotion to his Core. If Phoenix’s Aspect had some ability like Sift’s did, it might help him find hidden objects.

      Hundreds of fire spears struck the field, sinking into the ground. Phoenix didn’t have much time left, and Ruwen knew he would saturate the soil with these spears until he struck Ruwen.

      Ruwen triggered another level twenty fear attack, and Phoenix fell ten feet before regaining his balance. Still ninety feet in the air, he turned in a slow circle before focusing on the area where Ruwen lay buried. A moment later, Ruwen realized his mistake, as spears of fire fell from above, engulfing the area with flames. He had given away his general location with the attack. Probably because the fear felt stronger when looking at its source.

      Through the clone, Ruwen watched Phoenix fly closer, and Ruwen wondered what to do. His location remained hidden at the moment, but once Phoenix ruled out invisibility, he would tear the ground apart. And with Ruwen’s opponent so close, he didn’t like being stuck in the ground. It felt too much like being in a room with one exit.

      Ruwen let the clone dissolve and then used Stone essence to wipe away the dirt above him. He immediately used Air essence to throw himself out of the hole, which a moment later, filled with intense fire. He landed on his feet and looked up to see Phoenix, both arms forward, directing flames toward Ruwen.

      Using his simple ice spell, Ruwen created a ten by ten block of ice directly in front of Phoenix. The savage heat vaporized the ice and, just as Ruwen had hoped, created an explosion of steam.

      The flames stopped as Phoenix’s body, thrown by the blast, struck the top of the Spirit ward, and then fell toward the ground. Ten feet from impact, his body slowed, and instead of hitting the ground, it gently touched it. Phoenix stumbled to his feet and ran toward Ruwen.

      Phoenix’s Aspect burned brightly, and the swords had reappeared. As he approached, he didn’t talk, and Ruwen knew the man finally respected him enough to focus completely.

      Phoenix screeched to stun Ruwen, but Ruwen had expected it this time, and his mental barrier stopped it. Phoenix followed the stun by raising both swords, preparing to chop downward into Ruwen’s body.

      Ruwen turned sideways as he stepped into the attack. Using a move from the merged form he’d named Planting Poppies, he grabbed Phoenix’s left bicep, and as the swords fell, Ruwen pulled downward while lowering his body, using Phoenix’s momentum to guide him forward and off-balance. Once Phoenix’s center of gravity had shifted, Ruwen stood and softly flipped Phoenix onto his back.

      Ruwen kept a grip on Phoenix’s bicep and arm even though his hands blistered and smoked from the Aspect’s intense heat. He controlled the left arm and sword, but the right one remained a danger to Ruwen. As he stepped away from the other sword, moving toward safety, he began the final short twist of Phoenix’s arm that would end the Step and dislocate Phoenix’s arm.

      Understanding exploded in Ruwen’s mind, causing his mental barrier to shake, and he immediately released his hold on Phoenix and stepped away.

      Phoenix’s armor hadn’t triggered to protect his arm because the Bamboo elements of Ruwen’s mixed form had gently shifted the man around, not hurt him, as if Phoenix had tripped on his own and done a somersault.

      Ruwen knew Aspects wouldn’t block helpful things like heals, so this behavior of ignoring things that felt natural didn’t surprise him. But when Ruwen had combined the Bamboo and Viper moves to create Planting Poppies, he hadn’t seen the immense danger hidden within it. Literally, like a viper hiding in bamboo.

      Because the grip on the bicep covered the Air Meridian and the twist to dislocate the shoulder would also twist the Meridian’s paths, inhibiting the flow of essence. And with the final step, he would have twisted the arm off completely.

      Ruwen had discovered a move designed to destroy a Harvester’s Air Meridian.

      Phoenix staggered to his feet, shaking his left arm and rubbing his shoulder. The fire that had covered Phoenix’s Aspect had disappeared. Ruwen cast level ten Thriving Branch on himself, and then worried he’d caused damage to Phoenix’s Meridian paths, he cast level twenty Thriving Trunk on the man.

      Phoenix gasped in shock and stopped rubbing his shoulder as the heal struck him. It was stupid to heal an opponent, but it had been a guilty reaction to almost crippling the man. Phoenix, without his Air Meridian, wouldn’t be able to create fire or fly. It would devastate him, and Ruwen had almost done it on accident.

      Another realization struck Ruwen, and he blushed in embarrassment. Phoenix’s body, even though just Spirit, had advanced to a high gem level. Ruwen’s attack would have likely failed. The gem enhanced paths wouldn’t be vulnerable to his Silver strength. Even so, Phoenix’s Air Meridian was central to his identity, and even a chance of damaging it would be foolish. Ruwen didn’t have any ill will against him.

      Flames engulfed Phoenix again, and Ruwen breathed a sigh of relief. He really was an idiot for being thankful his enemy could still fight, but he would never forgive himself if he’d crippled the man.

      The Spirit ward pulsed red. Ruwen only needed to survive another minute.

      “What did you do?” Phoenix asked.

      “I healed you.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      Phoenix looked at his left arm again and then at Ruwen. “Who are you?”

      Ruwen couldn’t answer that here. So he decided to stay in character. He stuck his arms out from his sides, like a scarecrow hanging in a field. To his surprise, a staff formed under his arms, making him look like the genuine thing. “I am nameless.”

      The flaming swords reappeared in Phoenix’s hands. “Why did you come here?”

      Ruwen couldn’t answer that either. Instead, he brought the staff forward, pleased to see it was a bo staff. “I come to protect the harvest.”

      “I know you stopped yourself from damaging my Meridian. You’re an honorable man, and I don’t understand why you chose to fight. But I owe it to my Clan to finish this. I am out of time, and you’ve given me no option. I’m sorry.”

      Ruwen understood. Phoenix planned to unleash his most powerful attack, likely killing Ruwen.

      But nothing had changed for Ruwen. He couldn’t reveal himself as an Axiom, or use his Bamboo Viper Steps, and now he couldn’t use his merged Steps for fear of crippling people. He only had to survive another twenty seconds.

      Ruwen knew he likely wouldn’t survive an ultimate attack from a gem-level Cultivator. His Scarecrow Aspect gave him a chance, but he needed to disrupt Phoenix as much as possible. Anything Ruwen could do to lessen the attack might make the difference.

      Ruwen cast a level one hundred fear, and Phoenix stumbled. Ruwen thought about his healing experiments and his accidental discovery of Critical Evacuation. The spell gave you the urge to pee, something you couldn’t do here, and the level two spell had forced Ruwen into his mental shield. Feeling a little bad, Ruwen cast level one hundred Critical Evacuation on Phoenix.

      Phoenix groaned, but after a moment, he stood up straight.

      Willow’s voice echoed in the arena. “Ten seconds!”

      “I’m sorry,” Phoenix said again.

      Phoenix bowed his head.

      Ruwen cast level one hundred Thriving Trunk on himself.

      Phoenix ignited, and the air became an inferno. Ruwen fell to his knees, and only the bo staff kept him from being thrown backward. The ground around Ruwen turned to glass, and then melted as the area around Phoenix turned into magma.

      Ruwen cast level one hundred Thriving Trunk over and over, as the mental barrier keeping the pain at bay slowly grew smaller. Spirit surged into his Aspect as it struggled to protect him from incineration.

      Ruwen could feel his skin melting, as his heals failed to counteract all the damage. And Ruwen knew he only had one option left: Harvesting. But unlike the storm above Stone Harbor, there were people in front of him, and he needed to be careful. If he passed out, as he had at Stone Harbor, he would likely die. If he lost control, like he had with Fractal, he could kill everyone in front of him. And while, with help, he had survived the storm at Stone Harbor, that had been essence, not Spirit.

      But if he did nothing, he’d turn into liquid.

      Ruwen used the bo staff, which the heat hadn’t affected, to stand. He let go of the weapon, and it disappeared. Raising his arms into the Harvester pose, he made himself into an empty vessel.

      Spirit flooded his center, and Ruwen funneled it to his Core. Unlike with Fractal, Ruwen kept control of the flow this time by altering the size of his mental vacuum. He concentrated on the space directly around him, and while the entire area inside the Spirit ward blazed, a bubble formed around Ruwen as he absorbed the Spirit nearest his body.

      The amount of Spirit pouring out of Phoenix surprised Ruwen, and if he’d tried to absorb it all, he might have failed. But after a couple of seconds, he knew he could manage the area around him. With a little effort, he lowered his arms, stopping the Harvester pose, and only used his mental vacuum to control the flow.

      Ruwen cast level one hundred Thriving Trunk on himself to heal the damage to his skin, then had to cast it again as half the heal disappeared to his Harvesting. He placed his arms in the scarecrow pose again, and the bo staff reappeared between them.

      Far more than ten seconds passed, and Ruwen knew the duel had finished.

      “Phoenix, it’s over,” Ruwen shouted.

      Phoenix, deep in his ultimate spell, seemed oblivious to Ruwen. He spun his staff and lightly struck Phoenix on the shoulder. The flames pouring from Phoenix faltered and then stopped. Another ten seconds passed before the fire disappeared from the rest of the stadium.

      It took Phoenix a few moments to focus, and when he saw Ruwen, his shoulders slumped. “I’ve failed.”

      Ruwen shook his head. “No. You’ve only proved my innocence. Go to the mine and retrieve your friends.”

      “How did you survive?”

      Ruwen had used everything he’d learned to survive: heals, a fear, a poisoned heal, a Diamond level Aspect, a mental barrier built from embracing death, and his Axiom center that absorbed surges of Harvested Spirit.

      Instead of giving all that information away, Ruwen summed up how he felt. “My fate is to suffer, not die.”
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      Phoenix nodded. “Suffering is an honorable path.” He paused and then whispered, “Please remove this curse before my mental barriers fail.”

      Ruwen winced and cast level one hundred Critical Blockage on Phoenix, removing the man’s terrible urge to pee.

      “Sorry about that,” Ruwen said.

      Willow appeared beside them, and Ruwen noticed the Spirit ward had disappeared.

      “Phoenix, you failed to win,” Willow said.

      Phoenix bowed to Ruwen. “The Sky Clan accepts the outcome.”

      Ruwen returned the bow.

      Willow bowed to both of them, and then slowly turned in a circle as he spoke, his voice booming across the field. “Reaper the Clanless has dueled to a draw Phoenix of the Sky Clan in a fight for the truth. The Sky Clan accepts the outcome, and the Scarecrow is free to travel unhindered among our Clans.”

      Ruwen’s group was the only one that clapped. Most of the audience had already turned their attention to Blapy.

      Blapy stood. “Sisters and brothers of the true path, it is gratifying to find so many of you risking this realm as you pursue perfection. In your right hand, you will find a coin. When you wish to speak with me, flip it into the air, and I will join you.”

      Ruwen looked down at his right hand and found two coins there. Why did he have two?

      One of those is probably mine, Rami said.

      That makes sense.

      Ruwen looked at the coins. One side had a centipede, shaped like an infinity ring and biting its tail. The other side had the symbol from the rule book Blapy had given him: a dragon coiled on itself with its wings forming the sides of the pyramid. At the pinnacle of the pyramid sat a Divine Circle, each Meridian portrayed with its own symbol.

      Willow and Phoenix were still staring at their coins, and Ruwen cleared his throat. When neither man looked up, he just asked his question. “Can I leave?”

      Willow tore his attention away from the coin and focused on Ruwen. “Yes, let me take you back to your tent for now. We can figure out the rest once,” Willow stared down at his coin again, “once we have attended to other matters.”

      Ruwen nodded at Phoenix, but the man remained transfixed on the coin. Everyone here really took these coins seriously. Most of the audience were on their way out, and they seemed in a hurry to leave, probably wanting to get back to their tent and summon Blapy.

      Willow and Ruwen walked back toward his group. “What happens during an audience with —,” Ruwen almost said Blapy but caught himself. “With The Companion?”

      “Just speaking with her is a blessing few can claim. Her wisdom and insight are treasures.”

      Ruwen’s experience with Blapy had skewed more toward pain, bloodshed, and twisted humor. But he couldn’t deny Blapy’s power, and he didn’t want to ruin Willow’s impression of Blapy with his own experience. The centipedes alone were enough to give normal people pause.

      Blapy, Madda, and Padda had already left, and the rest of the Black Pyramid Harvesters were leaving as well. Ruwen felt a little disappointed that he hadn’t gotten a chance to talk to the Addas, and he wondered how Sift felt.

      When he reached the group Hamma hugged him, everyone else offered congratulations, and Sift shook his head.

      “What?” Ruwen asked as they followed Willow up the stairs.

      Sift counted off on his fingers. “You buried yourself, ran around for ten minutes, and sucker-punched the fire guy.”

      “I know,” Ruwen said. “I don’t feel good about it either.”

      “But you survived,” Sift added. “Which I didn’t expect after that first inferno.”

      Lylan spoke up. “Shade’s first rule: honor is a poison the weak can’t survive.”

      Sift nodded. “That is true. Finding a balance is hard.”

      Lylan continued. “There is nothing to find. The fire guy should have guarded his back, running out the clock was smart, and the burying was clever.” Lylan looked at Sift. “Speaking of honor in general, and especially in a fight so mismatched, is like the blind complaining it’s dark. It makes no sense.”

      Sift remained quiet.

      Lylan rarely spoke, and her comment to Sift had probably been the most she’d ever said in front of Ruwen. He still didn’t know her well, but her advice always centered on practical if maybe a little hard.

      Lylan placed a hand on Sift’s shoulder. “Not everything can be dodged, and your Steps will not always be enough. Honor is not a shield that will save you, and I don’t want to lose you again.”

      Sift put his arm around Lylan. “You’re right.” He looked at Ruwen. “I forgot how defenseless and weak our Reaper is.”

      Ruwen frowned. “Well, defenseless might overstate it a–”

      “He is like a tiny centipede,” Sift continued, “Crushed under the foot of a mighty gem warrior.”

      Ruwen pointed at Sift. “Crushed isn’t exactly right, and why do I have to be a centipede?”

      Lylan shrugged off Sift’s arm. “You two are impossible.”

      “I agree,” Hamma said.

      The two women sped up to walk behind Willow.

      “She’s right, though,” Sift said. “It was a duel, and he far outmatched you. I fear life outside the pyramid isn’t as simple as I thought it would be.” They walked in silence for a few steps, and then Sift held out his hand. “Io and I want you to have these.”

      Ruwen held out his hand, and Sift dropped two coins into Ruwen’s hand.

      “We see Blapy all the time, and she’ll just scold us if given a chance. Better to let someone more deserving take that punishment.”

      “What happened to honor?” Ruwen asked.

      “I’m a quick learner.”

      Ruwen shook his head. “Did you see your parents?”

      “Yes. Blapy brought quite the group. I was hoping to talk to them before they left. To let them know I’m okay, but I had this stupid bird thing on.”

      “Maybe you should keep a coin. Flip it, and when Blapy comes, maybe she’ll bring your parents. Or you could have her deliver a message.”

      Sift waved his hands. “No way. All three of them at once? I do not want to take that chance. As much as Blapy tries to kill me, she’s as overprotective as my parents sometimes. How much advice can one man handle?”

      They had reached the tent from earlier, and Willow turned to them. “You are welcome to stay as long as you wish. Use this tent as a meeting hall. Behind here, ten individual tents are available should you need them. I will return later to check on you.”

      Willow left, and the group entered the tent. Ruwen and Sift were last, and they found everyone bunched up at the entrance. A moment later, he heard a familiar voice.

      “Hey, Sifty,” Blapy said. “Hi Lylan, did you like my ring?” Blapy stepped over to Hamma. “Hello Sister, I’m glad dumb and dumber have kept you alive. They’re still talking about your wedding.”

      Standing in the center of the room, Padda and Madda stood silently in their Aspect armor. Ruwen’s heart beat faster, and he dropped into a level one meditation so he could feed his anxiety to his Core.

      Sift took a step backward, as if he meant to run, and bumped into Ruwen.

      Blapy smiled up at everyone, the effect ruined by her centipede helmet’s pincers. “I’m looking forward to speaking with each one of you. But I’d like to start with Sift and Ruwen. Would it be okay if we borrowed them for a bit?”

      Juva and Slib immediately stepped out of the tent, followed closely by the four Champions. Blapy hugged Hamma and Lylan, and both women smiled as they left.

      “I never get a hug,” Sift whispered.

      Blapy waved her arm. “Come in. We don’t bite.”

      Ruwen looked at the sharp pincers that closed over Blapy’s face and then at the hooded cobra of Madda, and the fangs covering her face.

      Ruwen forced himself to take two steps forward.

      A table and chairs materialized behind Padda and Madda, and they took off their helmets and placed them on the table. Their faces looked like dense smoke, but they were still recognizable. They strode over to Sift and hugged him. Then they hugged Ruwen.

      Madda spoke first. “How did you get your physical bodies here?”

      Sift took off his helmet and set it on the table. “The short answer is Naktos sent us here. The long answer is a rescue mission.”

      “Rescue who?” Padda asked.

      “The Champions,” Blapy said.

      Ruwen nodded. “They were waiting for us.”

      “Rescue?” Padda asked. “But you need access to a Divine Realm.”

      Madda turned to Blapy. “Are they coming through yours?”

      Blapy shook her head. “You know better. I never spend any time in mine, and it would break the Pact anyway. I’m not allowed to help them.”

      “But you can make things worse?” Ruwen blurted.

      Blapy smiled behind the pincers. “Yes, I’m glad you noticed. That means others should have, too. It was wise to not depend on Rami, as that would eventually trace back to me. The overwhelming consensus will be my presence harmed you.”

      “So you’re not here to harm me?” Ruwen asked.

      “Have I ever?” Blapy asked.

      Traumatic memories from Rod Spiders and Giant Centipedes to Clapping Brawlers and briefly fatal lightning strikes flooded his thoughts. “Yes.”

      “Nonsense, we were just getting to know each other,” Blapy said.

      “How do they get home then?” Madda asked.

      Blapy raised her hand. “Don’t tell us. None of us should know.”

      “Fine,” Madda said. “But at least tell us you have a plan.”

      “I do,” Ruwen said.

      For once, Sift didn’t groan or give him a hard time about his plans. He probably didn’t want to cause any additional anxiety for his parents.

      Padda faced Ruwen. “We have so many questions for you. Let’s start with the most important. After you threw Phoenix on his back, you didn’t finish the Step. Why?”

      Before Ruwen could speak, Blapy raised her hand again, silencing him, and then faced the Addas. “I will not interfere in your Clan’s business, especially on this topic. But I request if the boy’s answers don’t satisfy you, his banishment and execution occur after he has returned to the Material Realm.”

      Ruwen’s heart sped up again, and he dropped into a level two meditation state to calm himself. From Sift’s expression, this had surprised him as well.

      The Addas stared at each other for a few moments, and then Madda spoke. “We agree.”

      Whatever Step Ruwen had discovered might cost him his life. He didn’t understand what he’d walked into, so he decided he would tell the complete truth. The Addas probably knew more about his capabilities than he did just from watching him walk into the room.

      Madda waved at Ruwen. “Go ahead.”

      “It was my first time using that move. I didn’t realize until the last moment it would destroy Phoenix’s Air Meridian.”

      “But you were dueling,” Madda said. “He had accepted the risk.”

      Ruwen bowed to them with his palm over his fist. “That is true, Grandmasters. I am still learning how to balance honor with my skills. In this instance, my honor stopped me from crippling my opponent.”

      “Do you believe he would have shown you the same honor?” Padda asked.

      “I do not. In fact, he did not,” Ruwen said.

      “Then why?” Madda asked.

      “First, part of me still doesn’t believe the secret I’m hiding is worth maiming another person.” Ruwen looked down. “I’m ashamed to say the second reason is I didn’t believe he could truly harm me. My successes here have made me arrogant. Third, my Sisen’s struggles with his Meridian’s have taught me their value. Taking one away from Phoenix would have been cruel.”

      Even in his second level of meditation, his anxiety threatened to swamp him. He didn’t want to drop into a deeper state as he would lose his senses. It hadn’t occurred to him what he’d learned might be forbidden or dangerous. Now he might die because of it. What if they didn’t allow him and Sift to see each other anymore?

      “How did you discover the Step?” Padda asked.

      Ruwen glanced at Sift. “My Sisen taught me the Bamboo and Viper Steps, which I practiced. Sometimes the Step forms stopped being foils of each other, and instead appeared as a single form to me. The Step I used was from this combined form.”

      “Show us your Clan forms,” Madda said.

      Ruwen bowed again, and everyone moved back to give him room. He started with the Viper Steps, the energy building as he moved through the form. As soon as he finished, he transitioned into the Bamboo Steps, letting the gentle movements dissipate the built-up energy. When he finished, he bowed to Sift, and then Padda and Madda.

      “How is this mastery possible?” Padda asked. “We can measure your training in weeks.”

      Ruwen sighed, reluctant to reveal Rami’s part with Blapy here, but he supposed she probably already knew. “I know little about this realm, but I discovered I couldn’t die. A friend and I used that to my advantage. In reality, I have spent over four and a half years in constant training. No breaks to eat or sleep.”

      The Addas looked at Blapy, and she nodded. “The boy is clever. He would have died anywhere else, but here he survived his irresponsible actions. Although Rami says it was close.”

      “Was it real training?” Madda asked.

      “Harder than real,” Blapy said quietly. “He endured broken bones, ripped muscles, burst organs, and more because he couldn’t die. Healed as soon as the pain had taught him the proper lesson. Over and over again. It’s no wonder his mind shattered.”

      Padda turned to Sift. “You are his Sisen, what is your opinion?”

      Sift bowed, palm on fist. “I regret not being present for my Sijun’s training. It shames me that another performed my duties. But I am proud of his work ethic, his determination to strengthen himself, and his cleverness in using this terrible situation to benefit his training.”

      “He moves like you,” Madda said. “Like a Master.”

      Padda and Madda locked gazes, and Ruwen wondered if they had some sort of telepathy, or if they just knew each other so well, they didn’t need words to communicate. Ruwen felt sick with worry.

      “Ruwen,” Padda said. “This is not the place to discuss the Forbidden form. Vow never to use the Forbidden Steps until we’ve discussed them with you.”

      Madda continued. “And that conversation is best had after you’ve both tested as Step Masters.”

      Ruwen bowed. “On my eternal soul, I so vow.”

      “Does that mean you’ll test us soon?” Sift asked.

      “Rain does not hurry, and yet the oceans are full,” Padda said.

      Ruwen grinned, the sack over his head hiding it. Sift had used that exact phrase on him earlier.

      “Stop grinning,” Sift whispered to Ruwen.

      Madda looked at Ruwen again. “You have surged past the levels we perform important ceremonies to bind you closer to the Clan. We will need to rectify that. Until then, the Clan blesses your Steps, and recognizes your achievement.”

      Ruwen bowed to both the Grandmasters.

      Padda and Madda grabbed their helmets and put them on. Madda pointed to the bird helmet. “Grab your helmet, son, and take us to your tent. We won’t pass up this opportunity to finally see your center.”

      Sift’s shoulders slumped as he put on his helmet. “It isn’t pretty.”

      As Sift left with his parents, Ruwen turned to follow them.

      Blapy pointed at Ruwen. “Oh, no. You stay with me. You’re not out of danger yet. I need a little more information before I know whether to kill you or not.”
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      Ruwen froze, hoping Blapy might be joking. But the look on her face, half-hidden behind the centipede's pincers, seemed dreadfully serious.

      “Why does everyone want to kill me today?” Ruwen asked.

      “Get used to it,” Blapy said and then took off her helmet.

      Unlike the Addas, her head was solid, like Ruwen’s. Blapy had brought her physical body here. She pulled herself up onto the table, sat, and swung her legs.

      Rami, will she really kill me?

      Yes. If she thinks it’s the right thing to do.

      If Blapy wanted to kill him, she could do it with a thought. He had no defense that would protect him. Knowing that actually relaxed him. And as soon as he relaxed, his curiosity came roaring back.

      “Why did they call you The Companion?” Ruwen asked.

      Blapy stared at the ceiling for a few moments. “I miss him.”

      “Miss who?”

      Blapy locked eyes with Ruwen. “Here they call him Father, or the One, or the true God. He would have laughed at that.”

      It took a couple of seconds for Blapy’s words to make sense. “You mean the true God, like in what Sift believes? The God before the gods?”

      Blapy nodded. “He was my dearest friend.”

      Ruwen stood in stunned disbelief. He’d thought Sift’s beliefs were nonsense. After a few heartbeats, he forced a question out. “What about my gods?”

      “They’re gods in their own right, but they all started as his disciples. They helped him battle to save the universe.”

      Blapy had never sounded more serious.

      “What happened?” Ruwen asked.

      Blapy smiled sadly. “We won.”

      “Then why do you look so sad?”

      “Because of lies, greed, and power.” Blapy shook her head. “We aren’t here to talk about my past, but about your future.”

      “Why would you want to kill me?”

      “The Stone Harbor Spirit storm has disappeared, and since you’re here in one piece, I know what that means.” Blapy paused a moment and continued. “The previous owner of that Aspect was one of the few beings in the universe capable of becoming a god, and she was, in fact, on the edge of doing just that.”

      “Was she your friend?”

      “No, but she serves as a warning to anyone that underestimates you. And today, you demonstrated that a stalemate was just as good as a win. But that isn’t always the case.”

      Ruwen nodded. “Winning is better.”

      “And that is the crux of it,” Blapy said. “Will you be strong enough when the time comes to win? Or will you just serve to upset the stalemate and cause the loss of everything precious?”

      “But I don’t even know what this fight is about.”

      “I know. And before you ask, I won’t tell you. You aren’t ready for it yet.”

      Ruwen let his Core take his frustration. He thought about everything Uru had done to create him and set him on the path to power. Her motives must align with Blapy’s, or Blapy would have killed him long ago. In fact, Uru had planned for him to interact with Blapy from the beginning.

      Two things became clear to Ruwen. First, Uru needed Blapy for Uru’s plan to succeed. And second, Blapy was scared. That realization shook him. Because if it scared Blapy, then he should be terrified.

      “I think I understand,” Ruwen said.

      “Maybe part of it,” Blapy said and looked down. “Uru fought to finish what he’d started. But she only alienated herself from her peers. She promised me she wouldn’t give up.” Blapy looked at Ruwen. “And now you’re here. A glimmer of hope. But what if you’re just as bad as his disciples? What if you’re worse? There will come a day when none of us will be able to stop you, and then I’ll think about this moment, the moment that made victory possible, or the moment I could have stopped a disaster.”

      “Will you get another chance to finish your friend’s work?” Ruwen asked.

      Blapy shook her head. “No, and I see the cost Uru paid in making this all possible. She will not survive what’s coming without you.”

      Ruwen remained quiet. That meant Blapy would also abandon an ally by killing him. He knew the issue revolved around him, and if inside, he was a monster. Blapy didn’t want a cure that was worse than the disease.

      Blapy narrowed her eyes and then looked up at Ruwen. “Assuming Rami agrees, will you allow me to see what’s happened since you’ve left the pyramid?”

      Ruwen wanted to live. He had just turned sixteen and his entire life, one he’d carefully planned, lay in front of him. But he trusted Blapy. She had more life experience than he could comprehend. And really, if he were some sort of monster, just waiting for power so he could abuse the universe, it would be better to die here.

      “Of course,” Ruwen said.

      Are you sure? Rami asked.

      I am.

      Memories flashed by as Rami transferred them to Blapy…the day he grouped with his peers in Fractal, and he grabbed Slib by the throat to stop him from insulting his parents…handing Sift Lylan’s memory ring and realizing how selfish he’d been for keeping it hidden…trying to sacrifice himself by opening his Void Band as the Naktos Mage cast his spell…staring down at Juva as the man begged him to help Slib…fighting the Plague Siren to buy his group time to escape…years of constant pressure and pain as Rami taught him…absorbing an entire storm to protect his friends…releasing Phoenix’s arm instead of crippling him…realizing he would rather die here, than be a monster.

      Blapy remained quiet, and Ruwen didn’t interrupt her.

      What happens to you if I die? Ruwen asked Rami.

      I don’t know. But if she killed you and I survived, I’d never speak to her again.

      “Why that Aspect?” Blapy asked him.

      Ruwen looked down at it. “Honestly, my body is really bright, and this was the only one that completely covered me.”

      “Could she have planned that?” Blapy whispered as she tapped her chin. “Is she manipulating him somehow?”

      Ruwen recognized a rhetorical question and remained silent. Plus, he had no idea what Uru had planned.

      Blapy looked up at him. “When Phoenix asked why you were there, you said it was to protect the Harvest. Why?”

      Ruwen shrugged. “It will sound weird, but I kind of like scarecrows. They scare me a little, but the idea of them protecting the fields resonates with me. I guess I was just playing the part.”

      Blapy jumped down from the table and strode up to Ruwen. “Do you think a scarecrow is sad when the harvest is finished? Do you think it wishes no one ever gathered the crops?”

      Maybe he wasn’t the only weird one. He’d never put that much thought into it. “I don’t think he’s sad. Satisfied, maybe. Proud even. He fulfilled his purpose, and because of that, hundreds of people survive the winter.”

      Blapy stared up at Ruwen for a full minute, and he wondered if his death approached. He had no doubts Blapy could make him disappear permanently.

      Blapy pointed up at him. “Don’t fail us.”

      Ruwen let out a breath and nodded.

      She returned to her perch on the table. “It’s been ten thousand years since I’ve felt this nervous.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’ve grown powerful here. Not just with your Step training, but your Harvesting, too. You controlled your essence well and managed to Harvest just your immediate area. Shocking progress, actually. And the most impressive thing is your mental defense. Truly you have much to be proud of.”

      “Thanks, I worked hard on it all.”

      “I know. But if you return to the Material Realm, no one can see you Harvest or cast spells with Spirit. For the foreseeable future, you must only use your Class abilities. Continue to practice your Harvesting and Fortifying, but only in private. If the stalemate breaks before you’re ready, we will all suffer. This is so much bigger than you now.”

      Ruwen already knew he’d need to hide his abilities. They weren’t natural, and he didn’t want to bring attention to himself.

      “I understand,” Ruwen said.

      “I doubt that. Things are already in motion that will sorely tempt you. But you need to find solutions other than your Harvesting.”

      “I promise.”

      “Good, now we need to discuss my foothold on your planet. I’ve avoided it since…well for a long time. But I’ll need a permanent doorway now.”

      Her mention of a doorway made him think of the Blood Gate, which made him think of Fractal.

      “I, uh, might have given a dungeon some of your blood moss.”

      “I saw that in your memories. Fractal is a baby, and while his choice of Master is questionable, his logic was sound. I have a proposition for you.”

      “Okay,” Ruwen said, unsure what he had to offer Blapy.

      “I propose an alliance between us,” Blapy said.

      “An alliance? I thought you couldn’t show me any favoritism?” Ruwen asked.

      “I can’t, which is why I went out of my way today to make things harder on you. Others will notice, too, which might benefit the Scarecrow in the future. I have enemies as well, and they might reach out to you. But I’m talking about an alliance between myself and Fractal. He is young and still needs his Keeper for decisions like this. Eventually, he’ll be able to decide for himself.”

      “You want to ally with Fractal? Will he be okay?” Ruwen asked and then immediately regretted it. “I mean, you know, because you’re a little more powerful.”

      “I’ll be a lot nicer to him than I am to you.”

      Ruwen sighed in relief, and Blapy narrowed her eyes.

      “What will happen?” Ruwen asked quickly.

      “I’ll funnel resources to him so he can get stronger, create an area for me and my people, and guide baby Fractal as he grows.”

      That all sounded great, but he knew there would be a catch. “What do you get out of it?” Ruwen asked.

      “It gives me a foothold on your world, and access to power I have avoided. It will be easier to keep tabs on you. So if you disobey me,” Blapy slammed the table with her hand, and Ruwen jumped, “I’ll smash you. Just kidding. Mostly.”

      What do you think, Rami?

      I don’t really think I should answer that.

      Why?

      Um, well, it’s kind of a conflict of interests.

      Because Blapy is your mom?

      Rami didn’t answer.

      It’s okay if you can’t answer. I finally put it all together. The old drawings of the pyramid and even the coins she gave us today have a coiled dragon. And then I thought I recognized a gigantic black dragon at the reception. You’re a wyrm, which is an old term for dragons. And today Willow said Blapy was one of The Companion’s forms. That’s what made it click. Someone as powerful as Blapy can take any form she wishes, and could easily create beings like you and Io.

      Rami didn’t respond for a few seconds. I guess it was foolish to think you wouldn’t figure it out eventually. But you’re wrong about Io and me. While she created us both, I am biological. I hatched from an egg.

      Oh.

      So I think part of this is to stay closer to me, although she would never admit that.

      Do you think she wants to raise Fractal because she misses you? Like an empty nest thing? That is sweet.

      I’m one hundred percent sure if you say that out loud you will die painfully.

      Ruwen smiled. I’m not that stupid.

      Welllll…

      “You in there, Dumb Dumb?” Blapy asked as she tapped her helmet against his face.

      Ruwen took a step back from the centipede helmet and shivered. He really hated those things.

      “I’m here. Just talking it over with Rami.”

      “Well?”

      Ruwen stuck out his arm. “I agree.”

      Blapy grabbed his arm with her own tiny one. “Now hurry up and use your coins. I have a dungeon to raise.”
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      Ruwen removed the four coins from an inner pocket of the Aspect and stared at them.

      “Did Sift and Io give you their coins?” Blapy asked and then narrowed her eyes. “Now they’ll have to spend extra time with me.”

      Ruwen tried to minimize the damage. “I think they just wanted to help me.”

      Blapy glared at him, and he quickly changed the subject. “What are these for? What are other people doing with them?”

      “I’m talking to over sixty people right now. The vast majority want advice on breaking through to their next level. Some want access to the dungeon, some advice on hiding from a god, and a couple wish a small token from me.”

      Rami do you have any ideas? All I care about is finding the Iris, but she can’t tell us that.

      Not directly.

      What do you mean?

      Mom emphasized the word ‘couple’ when she said “…and a couple wish a small token from me.” She might mean us.

      Ruwen considered that. It is an odd thing for anyone here to request. Their bodies are just Spirit here, and any token they get, they couldn’t take back to the Material Realm.

      Ruwen focused on Blapy. “What type of tokens do people want?”

      Blapy shrugged. “Something personal that they can turn to in difficult times. Something to help give them direction.”

      Ruwen spoke to Rami. I think you’re right. She’s trying to tell us something.

      Definitely. But she can’t just tell us where to go. Eventually, the gods will know you were the Scarecrow. They’ll want to see what she gave you. That’s why she made the fight difficult and why she isn’t directly helping us now.

      Ruwen let Blapy’s words swirl in his mind. A few words and phrases jumped out at him: personal, turn, difficult times, direction. When he thought about those words, the answer seemed obvious.

      Rami, I think she wants to give us books. They are important to both of us. You turn their pages. And growing up, I used them to escape.

      You’re right! And she knows all the books I already have. Which means she might know I don’t have enough information to find the Iris. Oh my, she is so clever. Not only did her appearance and coins force a more challenging opponent on you, but it also allowed her to pass us information.

      Ruwen took a coin, placed it on top of his thumb, and flipped it in the air.

      Blapy never moved, but a heartbeat later, she held the coin. She walked to the table, placed the coin on its edge, and then flicked it, sending it spinning across the surface. “Greetings fellow traveler of the true path, how can I ease your journey?”

      Ruwen bowed. “Thank you for this opportunity, Companion. I have spent more time here than I intended, and I’ve read all the books I brought. Do you have anything I could read to help pass the time?”

      Blapy smiled, and a book appeared in her hand. She held it up like a pie. Four fingers thick and the size of his forearm, Ruwen used both hands to take it from her. He read the title: The Complete Collector's Guide to Resources in the Oblivion Peaks of the Desolate Range, Volume Six (Unabridged).

      The Desolate Range ran down the eastern part of the continent. Uru’s area of control nestled in the north between the mountain range and the Frigid Sea. Ruwen had no idea where the Oblivion Peaks were located. The mountain range stretched for two thousand miles, eventually disappearing into the sea, and he had never learned all the names of the peaks.

      The coin wobbled, and Blapy flicked it again to keep it spinning.

      “Thanks. This should fill a day or two,” Ruwen said.

      He didn’t like putting books on the floor, so he set it on the table.

      “You’re welcome. The Oblivion Peaks are in the southern desert, which is a splendid place to see Dune Centipedes. Magnificent creatures.”

      Ruwen grimaced under his hood. He had no desire to see a Dune Centipede, and he certainly hoped they wouldn’t need to travel so far south. The desert would take them two weeks to reach walking. And an even worse thought occurred to him. What if the Iris turned out to be on the west coast, three thousand miles away? And how long would it take them to cross the Sea of Tears that cut the continent in half?

      Ruwen held out another coin. “This is Rami’s, and she would like something to read as well.”

      Blapy tilted her head and raised her eyebrows.

      Ruwen sighed and flipped the coin into the air. Almost immediately, Blapy had the coin spinning next to the first one. Ruwen watched as they danced across the table, and then Blapy pushed a book into his face.

      Ruwen took it from her. Only two fingers thick and the length of his hand, it felt feather-light compared to the last one. He read the title: The Barren Universe: How Myth and Legend Replaced Truth in the Age of Despair.

      “Seems like a cheerful book,” Ruwen said.

      “Yeah, that book is pretty depressing, even for me. I’d wait for the rain to stop before reading it. Some things are better seen in sunshine.”

      Ruwen set the book on top of the first and removed another coin.

      Blapy held up her hands. “I’m out of books.”

      “Good,” Ruwen said. That meant the two books she’d already provided would contain the information they needed, which made him wonder about after they escaped this place. “Will these coins still summon you if we return to the Material Realm?”

      Blapy nodded.

      That made these coins priceless. The ability to summon Blapy in a time of need could be the difference between life and death. He needed to save at least one of them. The truth was he should save both coins. He hesitated, not sure what to do.

      “Flip it,” Blapy said. “I know your parents. Do you want to know how? How about the knowledge to create your own Gate Runes? You’re gifted in dimensional math and could teleport around the world in no time. I know Uru’s ultimate goal, and that coin is all you need to know it too. Are you interested in essence recipes? How about when your body transitions from Metal into Gem, you’ll experience unbearable pain. I know a substance to ease the passage. Oh, I even know where Hamma’s father is. I wonder if your relationship will survive it.”

      The last statements about Hamma shook Ruwen. Once Blapy had said there were no more books, he’d immediately thought of another question. And while he desperately wanted to know everything Blapy had mentioned, none of them were as important as the question he already wanted to ask. Except now he had a chance to help Hamma, although Blapy made it sound ominous. He didn’t want to make the same mistake he’d made with Lylan’s memory ring.

      Ruwen spent another few seconds thinking. He decided to ask his original question, and then discuss with Hamma what Blapy said. They would decide together what to do with the last coin.

      Ruwen flipped the coin in the air.

      Blapy smiled and snatched the coin again without moving. She put the coin on the table, flicked the other two to keep them spinning, and then spun the third coin. Ruwen watched them, sure they would hit each other as they rotated around the table, but none of them did. The sound of their movement added to the pressure Ruwen felt.

      “What secret shall it be?” Blapy asked.

      Ruwen mentally cursed Blapy and her games. He knew better than to play, as she had far more secrets than he had coins. He let out a deep breath. “How can Sift make his Air Meridian work?”

      “You’re no fun Ruwen Starfield.”

      “I’m trying to be a good friend.”

      “What about Hamma’s dad?”

      Ruwen sighed. “I will talk to her about it as soon as I leave. So you might get your last coin yet.”

      “Before you ask her, I also know where your parents are.”

      Ruwen stopped breathing, and pain filled his chest. The desperate need to know, to understand what had happened, or at least where to go to find answers, made his whole body tremble.

      “Now you’re just being cruel,” Ruwen whispered.

      “Am I? I think my offer is a mirror, reflecting your true nature. And you can’t get a good look unless the decisions are painful. I’m helping us both understand you better.”

      Anger burned through Ruwen’s mind like a raging fire, and he immediately dropped into the level three meditation state. He relaxed as his senses disappeared, and his Core consumed the anger, sadness, and pain. He stayed in level three another few seconds before rising back into level two.

      The echo of the anger lingered like the scent of burned wood, but Ruwen kept calm. “How can I help Sift?”

      Blapy stuck out her lip, but Ruwen knew better than to fall for that. He ignored how adorable she looked and tried to picture the large black dragon from the reception.

      “Fine,” Blapy said. “There is no guarantee, but there are three things Sift can do to increase the odds of connecting his center to his Air Meridian. First, he should wear the Sky Clan Aspect through the portal. That Aspect increases the efficiency of the wearer's Air Meridian. If Sift had even the smallest of connections to his Air, he could fly with the armor’s aid right now.”

      “I’ll convince him to wear it when we leave.”

      Blapy nodded. “Second, he should ask the Elder to be his companion. If it accepts, it might help shape the connection.”

      “Elder? That keeps coming up, but the only thing it could be is that turtle, Shelly. What makes it so special?”

      Blapy smiled mischievously. “For your last coin, I’ll tell you.”

      Ruwen shook his head. “You’re like some crazed Jini.”

      “Not even close. Those demons will twist your wishes into nightmares. I prefer my nightmares straight.” Blapy paused for a moment. “I’m less sure about the last thing to try, but it might be the most helpful. Before you leave, slice Sift open and place a portion of the portal between his center and Air Meridian. The portal is a bridge between realms, and it might serve a similar function in his body.”

      “I don’t have enough Portal Chalk to draw a doorway, only enough for the five runes. I’m assuming the Iris is a larger version of the Blood Gate, with doors ready to accept runes. Are we supposed to chip out a section of the stone?”

      Blapy flicked the three coins again, keeping them moving. “Do you want to use your last coin?”

      Ruwen placed a hand over his chest where the last coin hid in an inner pocket. “No.”

      “Then hopefully, you can figure it out when the time comes.”

      Ruwen nodded. “The Aspect, the Elder, and the Iris. I pray it will be enough.”

      Blapy tilted her head. “Praying isn’t a bad idea. Some deities listen. And some are experts on this type of thing.”

      Ruwen knew the truth of that since Uru had done that exact thing to him, which Blapy must have also figured out.

      Blapy scooped up the spinning coins. “It looks like your time is up, Mr. Starfield. I have two old friends to torment. How dumb do you have to be to think you can avoid me?”

      “I’m going with very dumb.”

      “Exactly. See you soon,” Blapy said and then disappeared.
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      Ruwen shook his head, picked up the small book, and placed it against his right ear. Rami immediately vibrated and absorbed its contents. He repeated the process with the second larger book, using two hands to hold it up.

      Thank you, Rami said. I’ll index these and then see if I can find the connection Mom gave us.

      I hope it's obvious. I really want to get out of here.

      She played games like this with me all the time. It’s like a treasure hunt.

      Good luck. I’ll leave you alone until you’ve found it.

      Ruwen left his stage two meditation and stared at the table. Curse Blapy for bringing up Hamma’s dad and then Ruwen’s parents. He knew the disappearance of her father had left a deep scar on Hamma’s life. She wanted to understand that mystery as much as Ruwen needed to know what happened to his parents. Now he had a choice to make.

      He could just not tell Hamma what Blapy said. Then he could use the coin to ask about his parents or save it. But he knew how that would end. The look on Sift’s face when he realized Ruwen had hidden Lylan’s ring still haunted him. He would be foolish to think this would end differently. When he thought about it, there was only one choice.

      All the backpacks, along with his cloak, had disappeared. He placed the two books under his arm and left the tent. Circling around the structure, he found ten medium-sized tents. The closest one had a chair beside the entrance, and his cloak sat on it.

      Ruwen stuck his head inside and found a cot, table, and chairs. He put the books on the table, and then went back outside.

      Ruwen put on his cloak and heard Sift complaining in the tent across from Ruwen’s. He definitely didn’t want to get sucked into that mess. Walking to the tent next to his, he called out in a low voice. “Hamma?”

      Hamma stuck her head out and waved at him to come in.

      Ruwen stepped into her tent. Hamma moved the backpack off the table and onto the cot. She sat in a chair and placed the wrapped Portal Chalk on the table.

      Ruwen sat on a chair next to her. He took the chalk and placed it in one of the cloak’s inner pockets. Then he removed the coin from his Aspect and sat it on the table between them.

      Ruwen cleared his throat. “So Sift gave me his and Io’s coins, and Rami and I each had one as well.”

      “That’s all you have left?” Hamma asked.

      “I used two for books that should help us get out of here, and the third to help Sift.”

      Hamma picked up the coin and studied it. “What are you doing with this one?”

      “Well, I meant to save it. I thought it might come in handy someday. It summons Blapy after all.”

      Hamma sat the coin down and stared at Ruwen. “That is really wise.”

      Ruwen shrugged. “I’m trying to think ahead more. Trouble seems to find me, and I need to be better prepared.”

      “Then why are you here showing it to me?”

      Ruwen sighed. “Because Blapy must not want these coins lying around. She tempted me with a bunch of secrets.”

      “And?”

      Ruwen cleared his throat again. “She brought up your dad.”

      Hamma stiffened, and Ruwen wondered if he’d made a mistake in telling her. But after a moment she relaxed a little.

      “What did she say?” Hamma asked.

      “That she knew where your dad was,” Ruwen paused and then forced himself to finish. “And that she wondered if our relationship would survive it.”

      Hamma tilted her head. “That is a weird thing to say. Do you know anything about my dad?”

      “Of course not. If I did, I would have told you.”

      Hamma bit her lip. “I know.” After a moment, she continued. “Why are you here?”

      “I want to offer you the coin. So you can find out about your dad.”

      Hamma sat back and stared at Ruwen. After twenty seconds, Ruwen wondered again if he’d made a mistake.

      Finally, she spoke. “I hate that hood. I wish I could see your face.” She leaned down and put her head in her hands.

      Ruwen put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      Hamma looked up. “You didn’t upset me. You made me really happy.”

      Ruwen couldn’t tell that by looking at her. She looked miserable. Women didn’t make any sense to him.

      Hamma placed a finger on the coin and slid it toward Ruwen. “Did Blapy offer up your parents?”

      Ruwen stomach twisted as he nodded.

      “And you still offered your last coin to help me find my dad?”

      Ruwen nodded again.

      “Why?”

      “Because my parents disappeared a year ago. As soon as I fix this latest catastrophe, I’m headed to the Grey Canyon. I’ll pick up their trail and find them.”

      “I hope that’s true, Ruwen. But High Priest Fusil and his son spent a lot of time looking, and they couldn’t find them. You shouldn’t dismiss using the coin.”

      “I know. But your dad’s trail is sixteen years old. We don’t even know where to begin.”

      “We?”

      Ruwen looked down, embarrassed, and happy his hood hid his face. “I just thought maybe I could help you find him after all my nonsense ends. I know what it’s like to live without the truth of things.”

      Hamma leaned forward and hugged Ruwen. “You really are the best.”

      She leaned back, removed something from her pocket, and placed it on the table next to Ruwen’s coin.

      Two identical coins sat side by side on the table. Ruwen should have guessed she wouldn’t have spent hers.

      “Now we both have a decision to make,” Hamma said.

      She sighed and stared up at the ceiling for a few seconds. “There’s something I’m hiding. I almost used my coin to ask about it, but, because I’m wise like you, I decided just to keep the coin for the next disaster instead.”

      Hamma lifted her right hand and slowly unwrapped it. She took a deep breath and then placed her hand on the table, palm up. A tree blazed brightly from her palm. After a few seconds, she clenched her hand into a fist and placed it on her lap.

      “I’m sorry for not showing you earlier. It scared me. But I just can’t keep it hidden anymore. Especially if it is endangering us somehow.”

      Ruwen finally knew what she’d been hiding. And it turned out to be just one more secret he’d kept from her. He’d assumed Uru would tell Hamma about being a Hand when the time was right and had used that to justify his actions. Worse, it had worried her this entire time. “Why does this keep happening?”

      Hamma looked confused. “What do you mean?”

      Ruwen stood and paced around inside Hamma’s tent. “I’m so full of secrets and lies and more secrets and it just spills over and contaminates everything around me and I can’t keep doing this to my friends because she asked me to swim in a sea of lies but now I–”

      Hamma grabbed Ruwen by the shoulders and stopped him. “Slow down. What are you talking about?”

      Ruwen knew he needed to lie to most people, but he decided Hamma wouldn’t be one of them anymore.

      Ruwen took her right hand and opened it. “I know what this is. You have it because of me.”

      “What?”

      They sat, and Ruwen pulled her close, whispering in her ear to keep others from overhearing.

      Ruwen began with his Ascendancy Day and told her everything: what the Root Class meant, his terrible mistake with the Fireball, Uru having to activate the Hand, his terrible ordeal in Blapy to get to level five, the impossibility of his Harvesting, what Uru had done to his Meridians, that the true God existed and someday Ruwen needed to fight his disciples, and everything in between. He had never spoken so much in his life.

      When Ruwen finished, he leaned back, exhausted. “I’m sorry, Hamma. I should have told you sooner.”

      Hamma stared at him with wide eyes. “You’ve been carrying all that around by yourself?”

      “Sift knows a little. But basically, yes.”

      Hamma punched him in the shoulder and then shook her hand in pain.

      “I leveled them to Silver, remember?” Ruwen said.

      Hamma narrowed her eyes. “What about your face?”

      Ruwen held up his hands. “I don’t want to fight.”

      “You’re an idiot for dealing with that alone,” Hamma said and looked at her glowing hand. “And I wish you’d told me about this sooner, but I understand why you didn’t.”

      Hamma leaned forward and kissed Ruwen’s cheek, the hood pressing against his face. “Thanks for trusting me.”

      Ruwen nodded, not sure he could speak. His cheek burned.

      “And the four we met here have the hidden multiclass like you?”

      Ruwen nodded again.

      “This explains your strange behavior and all the craziness surrounding you.” Hamma looked down. “I thought I’d lost my ability to judge people. But now that I know the truth, I’m impressed at how well you held yourself together. I actually feel better.”

      “That’s not the reaction I expected.”

      “That’s because you’re smart, not wise.”

      Ruwen leaned back. “It feels so good to tell someone. You’re right. I should have done that earlier.”

      Hamma rubbed the glowing tree. “What am I supposed to do as a Hand?”

      “I honestly don’t know. I’ve only met two others. Ky basically left me to die in Blapy, and Tremine literally killed me before sending me here. So I’m hoping that isn’t a pattern.”

      Hamma smiled and then frowned.

      “What’s wrong?” Ruwen asked.

      “I was just thinking about my Ascendancy Day and how the Order statue glowed so brightly. I never understood why Uru put me in this Class. But now I do. It was because of you. Something feels wrong about that. Like my life isn’t my own.”

      Ruwen nodded. “I’m sorry, Hamma. I didn’t mean to take your choices from you, and I know exactly how you feel.”

      Hamma nodded and picked up one of the coins. “What should we do with these?”

      Ruwen picked up the other coin and placed it in his cloak next to the Portal Chalk. “I think we save them for a disaster, but my offer still stands. The coins don’t expire, so let’s try to figure things out on our own. We can always ask Blapy if we fail.”

      “That is wise, Mr. Starfield.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Blakrock.”

      Ruwen? Rami asked, excitement in her voice.

      Yes?

      I’ve found it. I know where the Iris is.
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      Ruwen held up a finger to Hamma. “One second. Rami might have found it.”

      Ruwen focused on Rami. That’s fantastic! Please tell me it’s close.

      A few days. But it’s in the mountains.

      Are you sure?

      Mom basically handed it to me with all her clues.

      What clues?

      With the last book she talked about the rain stopping and it best seen in sunshine. Obviously she was hinting at rainbows. The smaller book had one reference to rainbows from an old culture that had created a rich mythos after the gods disappeared. Their word for rainbow was iris.

      So we’re looking for a rainbow?

      Not quite. Many cultures describe moving between realms on colored light, so that wasn’t new information to me. But that particular culture named two other things iris: a goddess and a flower. And when I compare the description of that flower with flowers in the thick book, I found a match with a flower called the Blue Blade, because its petals are an intense blue, and they look like swords. They grow in a meadow called the Eye of God in the Oblivion Peaks.

      Eye of God! That’s the type of iris I thought we were looking for this whole time. That meadow must be it.

      No, I don’t think so. There’s a book in my collection that Mom knows I have, that references a valley of giant flowers whose petals can slice off your head. The author described their color as oblivion blue.

      Ruwen thought the Eye of God meadow seemed more plausible. It had the rainbow flowers in a field basically named iris. Are you sure?

      I know you like the Oblivion Peaks meadow as the location of the Iris. Which is what anyone reading those two books would eventually conclude. It makes sense.

      Exactly!

      Which is why it must be wrong. Mom would never give us such straightforward information. Eventually, the other deities will review the books she gave the Scarecrow, and they will see once again she mislead him.

      None of that sounds very straightforward to me.

      Welcome to my life.

      Ruwen laughed out loud. Sorry. I’m still coming to grips with your family. Okay, I trust you.

      Warmth filled Ruwen’s chest as Rami hugged him.

      Ruwen refocused on Hamma. “Rami did it. A few days into the mountains.”

      Ruwen stood to tell the others, but Hamma grabbed his arm and pulled him back to the chair.

      “We’ve been on the go nonstop for weeks. We’re finally someplace safe that also provides some privacy. Let’s take two days to recuperate.”

      “But we’re days from leaving this horrible place,” Ruwen said.

      “You mentioned the mountains, and Kaylin said they were full of danger. Let the couples enjoy some time together before we make a push for the end.”

      “Couples? You mean Sift and Lylan?”

      “And Kaylin and Mica,” Hamma said. “And Jagen and Una.” Seeing the look on Ruwen’s face, she shook her head. “You are so clueless.”

      Ruwen blushed as he finally understood. He wanted to sprint toward the mountains right now, but he respected Hamma’s advice. Plus, Sift would need to recover from his parents and Blapy anyway, and his friend hadn’t been able to spend much time alone with Lylan since this all started. And now Ruwen knew the other couples would appreciate some time together as well.

      “Okay, we can wait a couple of days,” Ruwen said.

      “You’re a wise leader.”

      Ruwen hugged her. “What would I do without you?”

      “Die. A lot.”

      Ruwen laughed. “So true.” He let her go. “I want to talk to the Champions before everyone disappears for two days. You should come too.”

      They gathered the four Champions and went back to the big tent. Now that Hamma had pointed it out to Ruwen, the couples were obvious. For the first time, they were all smiling, even Kaylin.

      “I was thinking—” Ruwen started, but stopped when everyone laughed.

      Kaylin glanced at Mica. “I never thought I’d meet someone who spent more time in their head than Mica,” she said, and then looked at Ruwen. “Until I met you.”

      “He’s gotten better,” Hamma said.

      “Thank you,” Ruwen said, touching Hamma’s knee. “What I’m trying to say is, I have a lot to learn about being a Champion. And usually, there wouldn’t be anyone to ask. But now I’m sitting across from four of you. Do you have any advice?”

      “Pick a plate Class,” Jagen said immediately.

      The other three Champions groaned.

      “What?” Jagen asked.

      Una looked at Ruwen. “Do not let him talk about armor. We’ll be here for days.”

      “It’s like wearing great art,” Jagen said.

      Jagen’s armor had looked different when Ruwen first saw the Champions. Now he understood why. Jagen’s armor, while made from pieces of other creatures, still blended well and had a consistent look.

      Jagen leaned forward. “All I’m saying is a plate Class can wear any armor, and that is a gift. We’ll talk more later.”

      Ruwen nodded at Jagen. A lesson on armor would be valuable. Looking at the others, Ruwen tried again. “How about we start with your Classes.”

      “Observer and Order,” Kaylin said. “The combination of burst damage and self-healing is powerful.”

      Mica smiled. “I prefer to avoid situations that require healing.”

      “How many times did your lab explode?” Kaylin asked.

      Mica’s smile faded. “A number less than thirty, and I was knocked out each time. So a self-heal wouldn’t have helped.”

      “If you were Order, your Light Guardian would heal you,” Kaylin said. “Just admit you love knowledge more than life.”

      Mica shook his head and looked at Ruwen. “I went Mage and Merchant, and when I get back, I’m going to make a tier five rune that will self-trigger with a heal so large it will bring someone back from the dead. That will be the final word on the best Class combination.”

      “You’ll kill yourself trying,” Kaylin said.

      Ruwen began to realize that in the hundreds of years the Champions had been here, they might have already discussed this.

      Una laughed. “I’ll wear that rune, Mica. And I welcome your heals, Kaylin. I chose Fighter and Observer, which means if I see you, you’re dead. Whether you’re a thousand feet away or grabbing my neck, I have the means to kill you.”

      Kaylin nodded. “That’s a good build. The only downside is having to invest in Resistance gear to keep you safe from the Mages.”

      “True,” Una said. “There is always a balance.”

      “Not if you have a rune for every possibility,” Mica said.

      Kaylin put her arm around Mica and pulled him close. “I know, my mad alchemist.”

      Ruwen thought the Mage and Merchant combination was an outstanding idea. Mica could construct runes that mimicked any other ability or spell.

      Jagen had brought up armor, but not his Classes. Ruwen looked at the big man. “What did you choose?”

      Una jabbed Jagen with her elbow. “Don’t pout about your armor. Tell him.”

      “Well, Izac’s Classes are different from Uru’s,” Jagen said.

      “That’s an understatement,” Una said. “They use blood like potions.”

      “My base Class is Knight, and my secondary is Overseer,” Jagen said. “That translates into Uru’s Fighter and Order.”

      “A Fighting Healer,” Hamma said. “That is a tough combination to beat. But what do you mean about blood?”

      “Una’s right,” Jagen said. “As an Overseer, I can tap your body to fuel my spells, and as a Knight I can use my own blood to increase my power.”

      Hamma leaned forward and spoke softly. “The priests in the temple say that Izac uses his subjects for powerful magic, killing them in the process.”

      Jagen shivered. “That is propaganda, although there is a kernel of truth. Now that I’ve seen an alternative, I never want to go back to Izac.”

      “What about you?” Kaylin asked Ruwen.

      “My base is Worker,” Ruwen said. “I first added Mage and then promptly died. Since I revealed my identity, I had to choose Observer to hide.”

      “I didn’t expect your base to be Worker,” Kaylin said.

      “It came as a surprise to me, too,” Ruwen said.

      “I seriously considered it,” Mica said. “They have a Steward path that gets amazing organizational and management abilities. But I don’t care much for people, and I’m happier in a lab.”

      “I’ve spent a lot of time with Workers,” Una said. “They tend to be the best people. For sure, they have the best games.”

      Ruwen remembered his quest to play bandball with Bliz. The thought of the crew chief made Ruwen’s chest tighten up. He hoped to visit the Dizzy Judge soon.

      They spent another three hours talking, and Ruwen wished he’d done this with the Champions sooner. While he wanted desperately to leave this realm, he needed to remember that the journey was almost as important.

      Hamma elbowed Ruwen, and he remembered what she’d said about the couples wanting time alone. Plus, he had a lot to think about. He thanked the Champions, and everyone returned to their tents.

      Ruwen sat on his cot and thought about his priorities. He had two days basically to himself, and he didn’t want to waste them. But what to focus on? He could continue working on recipes for spells, or try to figure out how to control his Aspect clone, or maybe Fortify his body. He also needed to keep practicing his Steps, and he needed to get better with the staff.

      When Ruwen got back to the Material Realm, it would be more difficult to practice his Harvesting and test his recipes. But he would find a private place to do that eventually. While this remained important, other, more critical items needed his attention.

      Figuring out how to better use his Aspect didn’t make much sense either since he’d be leaving this realm in less than a week. And while his Steps could use improvement, the four and a half years of intense practice were still fresh in his memory. He really didn’t want to focus on that.

      Fortifying his body made the most sense. It benefited him here and back home. Plus, if there were any benefits from Fortifying while in this realm, he wanted to take advantage of them.

      The last option, the staff, he could practice with Hamma. Her staff skills were more advanced than his, and he could use this time to improve. He liked hanging out with her anyway, so spending time with her would be an added benefit.

      Ruwen sat on the floor of his tent and dropped into a level three meditation state, bringing his center and Core into view. His Core Velocity looked sluggish, and he spent a few minutes accelerating it. Twelve Streams of Spirit left his Core, traveling to their respective Meridians for Refinement before looping back to join his Core again.

      Could he Fortify the flesh, bones, and muscles surrounding the Meridian while using that same Meridian to Refine Spirit? Since Refining happened inside the Meridian, and Fortifying happened to the area outside the Meridian, both should be possible at the same time. The Refinement process needed little attention from him and felt as natural as breathing now. He decided to try Fortifying his Light Meridian first, which would strengthen his head and neck.

      Remembering the pose from the island statues inside Blapy, Ruwen leaned forward at a forty-five-degree angle, circled his arms as if hugging a tree until his fingers just touched, and threw his head back.

      Spirit surged into Ruwen’s head and neck, surrounding the Meridian and its pathways, and soaking his flesh with Spirit. His Spirit felt so much more responsive in this Realm, and he understood why Cultivators came here.

      Ruwen wondered if he could Fortify more than one Meridian at a time. Slowly he dropped his arms and sat up straight, dropping the pose entirely. The Spirit saturating his neck and head remained.

      Smiling, Ruwen tried to move Spirit from his Core into his right arm and shoulder, the area his Water Meridian controlled. But while the Spirit responded to his wishes, it flowed back to his Core when his focus shifted away. He assumed the Water Meridian pose: back straight, right arm diagonally across his chest.

      This time the Spirit filled his hand, arm, and shoulder like they were an empty bucket, and when Ruwen stopped the pose, the Spirit remained. He frowned, frustrated that he needed to do the pose to get the Spirit to stick. But he didn’t want to waste time now figuring out why. Instead, he needed to see how many Meridians he could Fortify at the same time.

      One after another, Ruwen cycled through the Fortifying poses. Finally, he stood, his entire body soaked in Spirit. His twelve Meridians were still Refining, but now each Meridian was also surrounded on the outside by Spirit. Spirit that permeated his flesh, making it stronger.

      Ruwen took a step, and the entire internal structure he’d built with Spirit vibrated. He immediately stopped and then carefully sat. Moving while Fortifying didn’t seem possible, at least not with his current abilities. He had hoped to combine the Fortifying with staff practice, but now he’d need to choose.

      In the end, he spent each day Fortifying for twenty hours and practicing the staff with Hamma for four. She welcomed the practice, and Ruwen enjoyed it, too. Years of practice with Rami had given him superb control of his body, and he picked up the staff forms quickly. After eight hours, he still couldn’t match Hamma’s expertise, but he had improved immensely.

      Sift and Lylan had stopped by to watch Ruwen and Hamma practice. Sift had explained his parents had spent a day studying him before agreeing that a Meridian to center connection seemed hopeless. Padda and Madda had then discussed the pros and cons of staying with Sift until he found a way out of this realm.

      The three of them decided if they stayed together, it might look like help from Blapy since the Addas worked with her. Padda argued that even following at a distance might be enough to make things worse for Sift. Madda had reluctantly agreed, and they left, making Sift promise he would let them know as soon as he arrived back in the Material Realm.

      After two days, the group thanked Willow and continued their journey south and west toward the mountains. The group’s pace reflected their excitement to leave this realm, and they moved quickly. In less than a day, they’d found the river and the mountain valley that Rami believed led to the Iris.

      Kaylin warned them again about how dangerous the mountains were, but as they slowly and carefully moved deeper into the valley, they encountered nothing. After almost two days of navigating the maze of canyons and passes that branched outward from the valley, they were deep in the Desolate Range. Everyone worried about the lack of creatures, but nothing could completely dampen their enthusiasm.

      And when Rami told them they had found the final valley, even the worry disappeared. Because in just hours, they would be back home.
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      Ruwen studied the giant flowers that filled the valley and surrounded the distant lake. The ones closest to the water stood thirty feet tall. Most of the flower tops were closed, the six petals on each forming a teardrop. The few blossoming flowers had dazzling blue petals, made even more vibrant by the realm’s lack of color.

      The stems, wide as tree trunks, had clumps of leaves sticking out, and the flowers’ roots had tendrils crisscrossing under the soil. Spears of new plants poked through the ground, and Ruwen had dug up a few of the tiny flowers along with their root clumps, sticking them in a cloak pocket. Flowers this large might be rare, and maybe Fractal could reproduce them.

      Half an hour earlier, Sift, Lylan, and Kaylin had moved deeper into the valley to scout for danger. Everyone else waited next to the quickly moving stream that flowed through the middle of the valley. The sound of the tumbling water relaxed Ruwen and mingled with the excitement of almost being home.

      “Hey,” Sift said.

      Ruwen jerked in surprise but managed not to yelp. “Stop doing that.”

      “Stop letting your guard down.”

      Ruwen gritted his teeth, frustrated with himself as he turned around. “You’re right.”

      Sift pointed at the stream. “Flowing water is double dangerous. The sound relaxes you while masking the noise of approaching danger.”

      Lylan emerged from the forest of flowers, her face and arms slashed. As she walked up to them, she frowned. “The petals and leaves are razor sharp.”

      Sift took off his bird helmet and grinned at her. “If you need pointers on how to avoid them, let me know.”

      Lylan narrowed her eyes. “Take that armor off and try. You move like a pregnant appah.”

      Ruwen stepped up to her. “Please don’t encourage nakedness. He has issues.” He touched Lylan’s shoulder while casting level ten Blooming Branch, and all her cuts disappeared.

      “Thanks,” Lylan said, and then raised her eyebrows at Sift.

      Sift waved his free hand. “He’s exaggerating. It was just a run of bad luck. Level two had a Spitter, and then Ruwen burned my clothes fighting Clappers on three.”

      “You were naked before I burned them,” Ruwen said.

      Lylan looked from Ruwen to Sift.

      “I was sifting the light to sneak up on their chief. Genius here ignited an entire jar of Spitter Snot–”

      “Fire Mucus,” Ruwen said. “And technically, the Clapper Mage ignited it.”

      “Whatever. Ruwen basically torched the entire level,” Sift said, doing his best to look innocent.

      Lylan turned to Hamma, who had joined them. “Are they ever going to stop this?”

      Hamma shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      Kaylin arrived, and Ruwen noticed she only had a couple of scratches. She must have had better luck than Lylan navigating the sword flowers. Or maybe Kaylin just had a lot more experience. Everyone grouped to hear what they’d found.

      Ruwen spoke first. “Please tell me one of you found a tower or a building or something with doors.”

      Lylan responded, her back to the group as she scanned the area for an ambush. “Flowers and water. Not even a bird.” Behind her back, she flashed in Shade Speak, Except. Big. Dumb. One.

      Ruwen laughed and Sift glared at him.

      Kaylin stood next to Mica, who kept the opposite watch from Lylan. Juva studied the mountains, and Slib looked around nervously.

      “I didn’t find anything either,” Kaylin said. “I’m concerned we haven’t seen any other creatures. In my experience, that means something has scared them away or killed them.”

      “Neither is good,” Jagen said as he scanned the sky.

      Sift sighed. “I didn’t see anything either. Maybe Rami got mixed up.”

      I didn’t. Rami said.

      Ruwen shook his head. “This is the place.”

      Kaylin bit her lip. “I didn’t see any caves, and all the waterfalls are too small to hide one.”

      “It might be underwater,” Juva said. “Like last time.”

      Nobody looked happy at that suggestion.

      “Could these plants be dangerous?” Slib asked. “Some of them are big enough to swallow us whole.”

      “I don’t think so,” Lylan said. “I tried different things to get a response, but none of them reacted to me.”

      “That lake looks like a decent size from here,” Una said. “It will take some time to search it.”

      “Let me talk to Rami,” Ruwen said.

      What do you think, Rami? Ruwen asked. I don’t have enough chalk to make a door. There must be something like the Blood Gate under that lake. A structure containing doorways we can use to get home.

      I’m not sure.

      Io didn’t have any details in his memory?

      No, Io can’t see when he’s sheathed, only hear, so he didn’t see any travel.

      Ruwen frowned. I think I need to check the lake.

      Before you start, what do we know about the Iris?

      Just what you told me, that the Portal Chalk should work there, it’s near water, and that it’s hard to find. That makes me think it's hidden under the lake even more.

      What if it's not a building?

      What else could it be?

      What if the references are literal?

      Ruwen’s thoughts stuttered as he tried to comprehend Rami’s words. What?

      What if we aren’t looking for a structure at all, but an actual iris.

      And Ruwen finally understood what Rami meant. The petals.

      Yes.

      How can that work?

      Rami’s words flooded out. How does any of it work? If anything, the idea of a living thing connecting this realm to others like a bridge makes sense. These flowers have color, and they’re huge. The petals are so big…

      Ruwen finished her sentence. They could be doors. Let’s go check.

      Ruwen didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up, so he said nothing about Rami’s theory. With a thought, he created a clone next to the lake edge a thousand feet away. He walked toward the giant flowers.

      Most of the flowers near the water stood straight, with their petals closed. The iris he approached had blossomed though, and the stalk leaned over, causing one of the brilliant blue petals to touch the ground.

      Ruwen saw nothing obvious on the petal. He stepped closer, cast a level one Light Orb, and willed it into the clone’s hand. The area brightened, and the petal shimmered except for five clumps of dullness down the petal’s middle, like someone had rubbed it with dirt. He leaned closer to confirm they were gate runes, his thoughts filling with excitement.

      Movement caught Ruwen’s eye, but his clone didn’t move in time. He felt the clone’s body compress as something wrapped around it and squeezed. The clone dissolved, and Ruwen’s focus returned to his body.

      “I knew something big lived here,” Kaylin said. “Ruwen, are you still talking to Rami? We have a guest.”

      “I’m back,” Ruwen said. “If it moves this way, we retreat down the valley.”

      A squid, forty feet tall and made of what looked like watery jelly, slammed a tentacle into the ground where Ruwen’s clone had just stood. The bluish arm had coiled around his clone, and the squid slammed it into the ground again. It hadn’t figured out yet that the clone had disappeared.

      “I wonder what triggered Tickles?” Sift asked. “None of us did.”

      “Tickles?” Ruwen asked. “What is wrong with you?”

      Tickles smashed the ground two more times, the ground shuddering with the mighty blows.

      Sift put his helmet on and pointed. “It has a bunch of arms.”

      Ruwen waited a moment to see if anything resembling sense would emerge from Sift. It didn’t. Ruwen shook his head. “I had a clone there, and I funneled a light spell to it. So either the Spirit or the light attracted it.”

      “I’m glad we discovered that while standing here,” Lylan said.

      “I agree, Tickles doesn’t look like an easy fight,” Hamma added.

      “Stop encouraging him,” Ruwen said, and then sighed loudly. “I have some good news and some bad news.”

      “Oh, no,” Sift said. “You better start with the good.”

      Ruwen stood up straight. “I know where to draw the gate runes to get us home.”

      Everyone spoke at once, excited and happy.

      Tickles had sunk back into the water, but thirty feet of the creature remained visible, and it continued to slam its tentacle into the ground. Multiple other arms pounded the water as if encouraging the one that grabbed the clone, and the water churned.

      “And the bad news?” Sift asked.

      Ruwen pointed at Tickles. “We need to use one of those flowers by the lake.”
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      “The flowers are the portals?” Kaylin asked.

      Ruwen nodded.

      “It seems really angry,” Juva said.

      Mica squinted his eyes. “Judging by the distortion, it’s a Gem level.”

      “Is it made of water?” Lylan asked. “How do you fight water?”

      “Let me get a closer look,” Ruwen said.

      Ruwen formed a clone on the lake’s edge two hundred feet from Tickles. Waves from the water squid’s thrashing splashed over his feet, and the noise this close to the creature deafened him. Seven of the tentacles were dark, four had a faint glow, and one was so bright it made him squint. Spirit cycled through the appendages from the bright Core in the squid’s bulbous head. Tickles was Refining even as it guarded these flowers.

      The brightest arm had to be the Water Meridian. If they could sever that tentacle, the fight should go from hard to doable. Ruwen had seen enough and wanted to test the theory that Spirit drew the creature. This time, instead of light, he channeled a level one Blooming Leaf to the clone’s hand.

      Tickles pointed the Water Meridian tentacle at Ruwen, and a stream of water shot toward him. It traveled with such force that it looked like a line between them, and the water struck with such power it blew the clone apart.

      Ruwen, back in his body, watched Tickles propel itself through the water, covering the two hundred feet to the now dissipated clone in two seconds. He whistled in awe and then winced when Sift turned and glared at him.

      “Sorry,” Ruwen muttered.

      Slib cleared his throat. “That thing moves fast.”

      Everyone nodded, their expressions ranged from scared on Slib to determined on Lylan. Ruwen studied the distant beast and wondered what to do. He needed to find a petal to draw his gate runes on without being destroyed by Tickles. Then get the entire group through without dying.

      The lake looked a thousand feet wide. Assuming Tickles had shown them its top speed, the creature would take ten seconds to travel across the whole thing.

      The flowers were another problem. It would be impossible to hurry through them. If someone as careful as Lylan got sliced, many in the group would receive terrible wounds if they had to rush through the plant forest.

      That left Ruwen with only one idea. And as his plans went, he thought it was pretty good.

      Ruwen looked at Sift. “Before you groan, hear me out. I have a plan.”

      Sift groaned.

      Ruwen pointed at Sift. “You’re going to feel bad for that when you hear it. It’s good.”

      “You always think they’re good,” Sift said.

      Ruwen looked at Hamma, who immediately stopped nodding.

      Lylan, still studying Tickles, whispered. “Shade’s first rule: wishes are goals disguised as plans.”

      That made Ruwen’s head hurt. “I need to get to the big flowers. Tickles is fast. The leaves are razor-sharp and quick movement is only possible with armor.”

      “I don’t like where this is going,” Sift said.

      Ruwen looked around at the group. “My plan is this. Everyone but Sift and I backs away from these plants and this water. They’re both unknown dangers. For all we know, Tickles could travel down this stream.”

      “What are you and Sift doing?” Kaylin asked.

      “Our Aspects will protect us from the leaves,” Ruwen said. “If we have to run, we’ll stay safe. My plan is this. I’ll create clones on the opposite shore and attract Tickles to them. When the squid takes the bait, I’ll release the clone and then figure out how to use the flowers as portals. Sift will watch Tickles. When it gets bored with smashing, Sift will tell me, and we do it again.”

      “And if it doesn’t take the bait?” Hamma asked.

      “We hide and keep trying,” Ruwen said. “If the plan fails, we come back here and make a new one.”

      “If it sees the non-clone you?” Lylan asked.

      “We run,” Ruwen said. “But, if the plan does work, Sift will signal you. Everyone carefully meets us, and we all go home.”

      Everyone remained silent, with only the distant pounding of Tickles as he smashed the ground.

      Kaylin nodded. “I don’t like splitting the group, but your logic is solid. It’s a good plan.”

      “I agree,” Lylan said.

      Hamma sighed. “Why do you always go off by yourself?”

      “Hey! What am I? Bendie poop?” Sift asked.

      They all laughed, and some of the tension disappeared.

      Ruwen faced Hamma. “In the future, I’ll work harder to put you in danger.”

      Hamma smiled, but her eyes remained worried. “No more hero stuff. If it doesn’t work, come back. We’re stronger together.”

      Ruwen nodded. “I promise.” He turned to Sift. “Let’s go, Bird Brain.”

      Sift tapped his bird helmet. “Ha ha. Leave the naming to me. You’re terrible.”

      Ruwen and Sift strode away as everyone wished them good luck. Lylan flashed them Shade Speak. No. Stupid. Risks. Sift nodded at her.

      As soon as they were out of earshot, Ruwen looked at Sift. “Are you done thinking about what Blapy told me? You’re about out of time.”

      “Are you sure we can trust Blapy?”

      “No. But I don’t think she lied to me. And now we know what to stick in your body.”

      “I don’t like that.”

      Ruwen waved his hands. “You don’t like any of it!”

      “I know. Calm down.”

      “Well, it’s frustrating. I’m trying to help you.”

      “I know that, too,” Sift said. After a few seconds, he continued. “I’ll wear this stupid armor through the portal, but only if you wear yours. That’s only fair. If this is one of Blapy’s jokes and it smooshes this beak onto my face, you should suffer too.”

      Ruwen definitely didn’t want to walk around with the Scarecrow face his whole life, but he really believed Blapy meant well. He doubted there would be any side effects from wearing it. “Fine, you baby. What about Shelly?”

      Sift put a hand on his chest, covering the tiny turtle that lay nestled in an inner pocket. He whispered to Ruwen. “I was hoping to bond to something…larger.”

      “Why are you whispering?”

      “I don’t want to hurt her feelings,” Sift whispered. “She’s not the powerful companion I dreamed of as a kid.”

      “Ever since I met you, all you wanted to do is fly. Why are you making this so difficult?”

      Sift looked down and shrugged. In a soft voice, he finally answered. “I guess it just feels like another disappointment. I love Shelly, but she’s just another example of how worthless I am. I’ve never heard of a Cultivator with a companion so small.”

      Ruwen stopped and grabbed Sift’s shoulder. “Hey. You’re not worthless. So knock that off.” Ruwen touched the mask that covered his right ear. “I’ve learned lately that power and size are not related. Who knows what Shelly can do?”

      Ruwen’s entire upper body warmed. Sometimes you actually make sense when you talk.

      Thanks, Rami.

      “Okay,” Sift said and walked to the stream.

      Ruwen followed Sift. In the distance, Tickles had stopped pounding on the beach but still thrashed in the water. Sift removed Shelly from his pocket and kneeled. He dipped the tiny turtle in the water and then brought her up to his face as he rubbed her shell.

      In a soft voice, Sift spoke to Shelly. “Before I could even read, my parents told me stories of famous Cultivators and the companions who made them great. My entire life, I’ve looked forward to bonding with an equal. Someone I can adventure with and see the world.” Sift paused. “I want that to be you. But in all honesty, we aren’t equals. My center is dark, and my paths are twisted. The truth is, you are superior to me and could do better. I’m not telling you this for pity, but to be brutally honest. With you and with myself.”

      And Ruwen finally understood Sift’s reluctance. Sift already felt terrible about himself. Baring his soul to this tiny creature, offering himself to her, only to get rejected would take a terrible toll. Sift’s resistance had been a reaction to protecting his own feelings.

      Sift sat Shelly on a rock next to the stream. “I have to help my friend. Before we leave here, I’ll come back. If you want to be my companion, stay here. If not,” Sift paused and cleared his throat. “If not, then good luck, Shelly.”

      Sift quickly stood and strode away. Ruwen jogged to catch up but knew better than to talk. Sift had revealed his greatest vulnerability and opened himself to an almost certain rejection. It was the bravest thing Ruwen had seen Sift do.

      When the flowers reached their chest, Ruwen grabbed Sift’s arm. “Hold up. I need to make a clone to distract Tickles, but once I do, I can’t move. You’ll need to carry me to one of the open plants.”

      “You get carried more than a baby.”

      “At least I don’t cry like one.”

      “Oh, you’ll regret that,” Sift said and rubbed his left bicep. “I feel a cramp coming on, and you might get dropped. A lot.”

      Ruwen laughed, glad that a bit of Sift’s spirit had returned. “Okay. I’m going to have some fun with Tickles.”

      Looking at the far shore, Ruwen placed his clone there. Tickles floated in the center of the lake, spinning in a circle while slamming its tentacles onto the water’s surface. A mist had formed around the creature from all the disturbed water.

      Ruwen formed a level one Light Orb in his hand and then ran down the beach. When Tickles approached, Ruwen dashed deeper into the flowers, curious if Tickles would follow.

      The giant water squid came halfway on to the small beach, but no further. Every time Ruwen poked his head around a stem, a spear of water would hurtle toward him. He ran from flower to flower, keeping the squid’s attention.

      From far away, Ruwen heard Sift’s voice. “We’re here.”

      Ruwen had an idea to make his clone seem more real when Tickles grabbed him. An old stem lay on the ground, and Ruwen used level three Air Blades to cut a six-foot section. His clone easily lifted the hollow stem. Carrying the stem in front of him, he ran toward the beach.

      A tentacle snatched the clone and stem and immediately squeezed. Snaps and pops filled the air as the stem shattered.

      Back in his own body, Ruwen watched the distant Tickles slam the stem into the beach.

      “You watch the squid,” Ruwen said. “If it moves toward us, tell me.”

      “It sure likes pulverizing you.”

      “Try not to enjoy it too much,” Ruwen said and then turned to study the petal.

      Sift had taken Ruwen to a different flower. The gate runes on the lowest petal looked fresh and were easier to make out. The other two outer petals were above him, but looked clean, as did the three inner petals.

      Ruwen bit his lip. He really didn’t want to clean a petal off and reuse it. If any of the old Portal Chalk remained, it might mess up his gate runes, and place them some place unexpected. Even though the other five petals looked clean, they were either too high off the ground or too small to use as a portal.

      Looking around the entire lake, only ten of the giant flowers had bloomed. One of those flowers grew a few hundred feet away. Ruwen tapped Sift on the shoulder. “Follow me.”

      They moved to the next blossoming iris, and Ruwen found the same results. They checked one more, and it was identical. Tickles had slowed the violent pounding and now twisted and pulled the stem apart.

      Frustrated, Ruwen wiped a petal clean. He wanted to see how his Portal Chalk reacted to the petal. Maybe the petal reset itself somehow. Carefully he removed the chalk and lightly touched it to the flower. Just like in the dungeon, the Portal Chalk sank into the petal, not leaving a mark.

      Ruwen tried again with the same results. Maybe the petal could only be used once. He jumped up and snagged one of the higher petals. But the Portal Chalk reacted in the same way. It seemed like each iris could only handle one set of gate runes.

      Using his clone, he quickly studied the other blossomed flowers. Every single one had gate runes written on its lowest petal. Ruwen looked around at the hundreds of giant irises that remained closed and realized the process.

      “We have to make one blossom,” Ruwen said.

      “Can we do that on one farther from shore?”

      “Their petals are too small,” Ruwen said. He pointed up. “We need a big one.”

      Sift looked at the bulbs thirty feet above them. “How are you going to make it blossom?”

      “You watch Tickles,” Ruwen said as he prepared to climb the flower.

      Ruwen wished he could cast Grasp Crate to increase the grip of his hands by ten percent, but he couldn’t. He had never been good at physical activities in school. But a lot had changed. Even without the bonuses from his magic items, spells, and abilities, his six levels had increased his Strength and Dexterity to fourteen, and his Copper body had added two.

      But he had changed in more ways than that. His years of training with Rami had given him superb control over his body, and as he shimmied up the stem, he realized it took almost no effort at all.

      Ruwen climbed to the top of the bulb, formed from the six closed petals. He tried to force his fingers in between the petal seams, but the flower wouldn’t part. He didn’t want to damage the plant, so he tried to squish the top gently, hoping to distort the bulb enough to get a grip. In the end, Ruwen’s sixteen Strength, which should have been plenty, made no impact. The bulb seemed immune to physical damage or manipulation.

      In the Material Realm a flower would bloom in sunlight, but the sun didn’t shine here. A terrible thought occurred to Ruwen. What if these flowers needed Spirit to open?

      Ruwen looked down at Sift. “I’m going to try something. Get ready to run.”

      “That sums up all your plans,” Sift replied.

      Ruwen dipped an essence rod into his Spirit and brought it to the edge of his body, careful to keep it inside. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought he felt the plant vibrate. Another idea occurred to him, and he let the Spirit rod melt back into his Core.

      Taking another level one essence rod, Ruwen dipped it into his Life Meridian and held it just inside his body. This time the plant shook.

      Essence would make the iris bloom.

      Hoping Tickles only sensed Spirit and not essence, Ruwen pushed the Life essence into the flower.

      The flower shuddered.

      “Tickles is coming,” Sift yelled.

      To get home, they needed to make an iris blossom.

      To make it blossom, Ruwen needed to use essence.

      And essence attracted Tickles.

      Sift and Ruwen were the only ones who stood a chance against the Gem level Spirit creature.

      Ruwen had ten seconds to figure out how to beat Tickles.
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      Tickles skimmed across the water, headed directly for Ruwen and Sift. Ruwen knew if he wanted to use fire, he needed to do it now. Once Tickles got too close, any steam generated from Ruwen’s fire and the squid’s watery body would damage them as well.

      Ruwen cast a level fifty Magma Lance at Tickles, six hundred feet away. Tickles didn’t slow but raised four tentacles in front of its head, and the space between the squid’s arms filled with water. A moment later, a cylinder of water thirty-five feet across shot toward Ruwen’s fire spell.

      The two spells met three hundred feet away and exploded. Steam erupted, a scalding storm, the heat so intense the air screamed as the blast ripped through it. Blistering fog covered the entire lake in a blink, and a shock wave struck Ruwen, throwing him off the iris.

      Ruwen turned his body as he fell, somersaulting as he struck the ground, which would have been impossible before Rami’s years of training. Hot vapor seared his lungs, the pain intense, and he cast a level ten Vigorous Branch on himself to heal his damaged lungs. Sift appeared out of the mist, and Ruwen grabbed his shoulder, casting the heal again. The Aspects were powerful armor but didn’t seem great at telling when common things became dangerous.

      “Thanks,” Sift whispered. “Why do your plans always include running?”

      Ruwen didn’t take the bait. Instead, he held a finger over his mouth. If Tickles had super hearing, he didn’t want to give away their position. Ruwen cast a clone on top of the flower nearest them. The fog remained just as dense up there, and he let the clone dissolve.

      He didn’t know where Tickles had gone and moving might alert the squid to their presence. The limited visibility made the clone useless. He needed to get out of the fog, which meant moving higher.

      An idea occurred to him, and he immediately dropped into a level three meditative state to stop the fear from overwhelming him. Once the initial panic subsided, he brought himself back out. His stomach turned just thinking about the idea, and he almost returned to his meditation.

      He had feared heights since he could remember. Unlike Sift, Ruwen had zero desire to fly. He swallowed hard, knowing he had to try.

      Ruwen held his hands up in front of Sift’s face to make sure his friend could see the Shade Speak. I. Paralyzed. Soon. Possible. I. Scream. Grab. Run.

      Sift nodded and stepped closer, ready to grab Ruwen and run.

      Ruwen took a deep breath and then another. His thoughts roiled as the primal desire to survive fought to stop his next actions. Because even though he used a clone, he knew it would feel real.

      Waiting made it worse, and with a thought, Ruwen created a clone.

      One thousand feet above himself.

      Ruwen fell. He immediately closed his eyes as his stomach rose to his throat. It took every part of his mental barrier to keep from screaming. Like a mantra, he repeated, “this isn’t real,” until his mind allowed him to open his clone’s eyes again, only to see he was seconds from striking the ground. He let the clone dissolve.

      Again, Ruwen created the clone far above. This time Ruwen forced himself to keep the clone’s eyes open. Fog covered the entire valley. It took less than ten seconds to fall a thousand feet, and it took all of that time for Ruwen to get his bearings and find Tickles.

      He dissolved the clone and tried a third time. This time he found Tickles right away and watched as the giant squid delicately walked through the flowers, each of the twelve tentacles rising and falling in a careful dance. The head would appear above the fog for a moment before disappearing again as it searched for them.

      From the way Tickles moved, it must have left the lake, which made Ruwen’s stomach knot. Running away from Tickles might not work. Assuming Ruwen stood directly below the falling clone, the squid walked fifty feet to the north. A spear of water passed over the clone’s head, followed by another six. Tickles had seen him, and worse, moved toward Ruwen’s actual body. He let the clone dissolve.

      Ruwen pointed north and then in Shade Speak. Forty. Feet.

      Sift nodded.

      Ruwen needed some time to think, so he created a clone three hundred feet west. As the clone sank under the water of the lake, Ruwen funneled a level twenty Light Orb to the clone.

      The valley remained silent, and Ruwen wondered if Tickles had caught on. And then ten seconds later, two tentacles wrapped around the clone and ripped it in half. Distant splashing filled the air as Tickles thrashed in the water.

      The fog swirled, and Ruwen felt a breeze. Quickly it gained in power, and the mist churned as it moved past them faster and faster. He could see further with every blink, and soon the lake came into view, and then a giant cyclone with Tickles spinning at its base.

      Tickles stopped and extended eight of its arms, causing a deep hole to appear beside it in the water. The rotating column of fog dropped into the hole and disappeared. Awed by the squid’s control of water, Ruwen frowned at his lack of options. He had access to all twelve essences but didn’t know how to combine them effectively yet.

      Maybe Tickles wouldn’t be able to use frozen water. Ruwen hadn’t created named spells yet for his freezing recipe since they were so simple, only requiring two Meridians, Order and Dark. He had learned on the beach of the Frigid Sea that a level forty essence rod would freeze one thousand feet of water a few feet thick. He created one Order and one Dark essence rod and mentally smashed Tickles with them.

      The entire lake froze, and Tickles stopped moving. For a moment, Ruwen thought the fight had ended. Then with a loud snap, Tickles broke the ice covering it, turned on its side like a wheel, and spun toward them. Each leg whipped as it descended, and shards of ice flew toward them with astonishing speed.

      Hundreds of ice projectiles buzzed through the air like lethal bees but avoided striking any of the large flowers near the beach. Ruwen dodged a few of the ice spears, but many more struck him, throwing him backward as if a giant had punched him. The exploding ice sounded like thunder as it struck them and the ground.

      Ruwen looked down, expecting to see holes in his chest, but his Aspect armor had stopped the projectiles, although it felt like a few of his ribs might have broken. He cast level ten Thriving Branch on himself.

      Following the moaning, he found Sift. Sift’s armor had also stopped the flying ice, but his body, still Lead, hadn’t held up as well as Ruwen’s Copper. Ruwen cast level ten Thriving Trunk on Sift, and then pulled him to his feet.

      “Are you trying to help it?” Sift whispered.

      “We have to move,” Ruwen whispered.

      They quietly ran south, parallel to the beach and away from where Ruwen had just used Spirit. Tickles didn’t seem able to resist anyone using Spirit. It surprised Ruwen how easily Tickles had turned the ice spell against them. But Ruwen had learned something from the painful exchange. Tickles didn’t want to damage the mature flowers. Missing all of them with the ice shards meant the squid had acted with precision and purpose.

      The world darkened a little, and Ruwen looked up. A watery film had appeared a hundred feet above them. Ruwen stopped Sift, and they hid behind the trunk of a flower. There had to be a better way to scout, but for now, it was the only thing Ruwen knew. He created a clone a thousand feet above himself and fell.

      The watery film encased the entire lake and most of the flowers in a bubble that Ruwen couldn’t see through. He angled the clone through the air toward where he’d last been, hoping to glimpse Tickles as he passed through the bubble.

      A few seconds later the clone struck the bubble, but instead of passing through it, it disintegrated as if hitting the ground. Ruwen gasped as he returned to his body, the echo of pain following him as he returned.

      Ruwen pointed to the bubble above them and signaled to Sift in Shade Speak. Trapped.

      Tickles had incredible control of water, had immense strength, and could act with precision. Its only weaknesses seemed to be a blind urge to attack the use of Spirit and not wanting to damage the mature flowers. But Ruwen didn’t want to hurt them either, so that cut both ways.

      Twenty feet east of them, a tentacle appeared, quickly followed by four more, as Tickles walked silently through the giant flowers. A rotating cylinder of water, the thickness of Ruwen’s arm, arced from the squid’s head and connected with the bubble prison above them, while another column of water ran from the Water Meridian tentacle back to the lake.

      It appeared Tickles wanted to stay connected to the lake, which made sense since the source of its power stemmed from water. Ruwen needed to get rid of the water.

      Ruwen had already tried fire, with no success. Water neutralized the fire too quickly, and even evaporating the water wouldn’t work since Tickles had pulled the mist back to itself. Freezing had been a disaster as the squid’s strength had overcome the spell. And Ruwen couldn’t use a massive amount of Spirit to overwhelm Tickles because Ruwen risked destroying all the flowers, leaving them stranded.

      Tickles walked around the forest like a giant spider. Ruwen created a clone fifty feet south of them but didn’t channel any Spirit through it. Instead, he ran the clone south. Tickles saw the clone and quietly pursued. Ruwen hid the clone behind a large tree and let it dissipate. Hopefully, that would keep Tickles busy while Ruwen figured out a solution.

      How could he get rid of the water or at least make it harder to use? Two options occurred to him, making the lake deeper, or draining it.

      Making the lake deeper had risks. Mountains were already unstable, and forcing that much stone apart or compressing it would add incredible stress to the surroundings. Ruwen might trigger rockslides that would bury the entire valley. That would be a disaster. Plus, the water would still be here, just harder to access.

      Draining the water made the most sense. Ruwen could simply split the ground along its lowest point, which the stream had already identified for him. Gravity would do the rest. It would only destroy a small part of the flower forest, leaving them plenty of petals to get them home.

      But Shelly might still be along the stream, or worse, inside it. If Ruwen split the stone to drain the lake, he had a real chance of killing the tiny turtle and ending Sift’s dreams of flight.

      Sift might never forgive him for that.

      But, not doing it might trap them here forever.
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      Shelly sat on the other side of the bubble prison, and Ruwen and Sift had no way to move her to safety.

      No, that wasn’t true. Ruwen could.

      Ruwen checked on Tickles, who stood a hundred feet from them and faced the other way. With a thought, Ruwen created a clone outside the bubble prison due east of where he stood.

      Ruwen ran his clone down the stream to the location Sift had left Shelly, but the turtle had disappeared. Ruwen looked around frantically and then much more slowly searched back toward the bubble.

      Shelly had left. Just like Sift had thought she would.

      Since the turtle wasn’t here, Ruwen could implement his plan of creating a deep gash down the stream. Everyone would believe Ruwen had displaced Shelly, and Sift would never know Shelly had rejected him. He’d never suffer that terrible blow.

      The cost to Ruwen would be high. Sift would feel betrayed that Ruwen had ruined Sift’s final chance at flying, and Ruwen would need to live with his lie and endure Sift’s pain. But Sift’s misery from losing Shelly would be less than the misery of being rejected by her.

      Ruwen let his clone dissolve. If he could slice off the squid’s Water Meridian tentacle, it should make fighting Tickles easier, and in any event, it would give Shelly more time to escape downstream.

      Ruwen peered around the trunk of the flower he’d hid behind and found Tickles walking toward them. Ruwen created a clone behind the squid, funneled a level twenty Air essence rod to the clone, and slashed the squid’s Water Meridian tentacle.

      Equivalent to a hundred-foot air blade, Ruwen had expected to do some significant damage. Instead, the air blade shattered against the squid’s Gem level paths. The tentacle immediately healed as water surged down the umbilical cord connecting Tickles to the lake.

      Two tentacles slammed together, obliterating the clone, and Ruwen found himself back in his own body. The flowers all shook as a powerful breeze ripped through the air.  He stole another glance at Tickles and his stomach knotted.

      Tickles formed a circle with a tentacle, and a thin layer of water filled it. Another arm rose and shot something through the water, causing small spheres to form and float away. Hundreds appeared while he watched, and they sped through the air as if they floated on mighty air currents. In seconds, the orbs would reach them.

      Either they acted as scouts, or they caused damage, but either way, it meant they’d run out of time. As long as Tickles had access to water, it would be impossible to stop the squid without destroying the valley.

      “I need a distraction,” Ruwen whispered.

      “Do you have a plan?” Sift asked.

      Ruwen pointed north. “Run that way and make a lot of noise.”

      Sift nodded and then dashed away. Sadness filled Ruwen as he prepared to implement his plan.

      A few seconds later, a shadow crossed over him as Tickles followed Sift. Ruwen slid around the trunk of the flower, and when no tentacle smashed him, he focused on the stream seventy feet away.

      Ruwen probably only had one shot at this, so he decided to err on the heavy-handed side. A level sixty essence rod would affect two miles of stone. That would leave a long enough gash, far enough down the valley, to drain the entire lake. At least that’s what he hoped. He would push the displaced ground to the south, away from the group, who stood on the north side.

      The level sixty essence rod formed in his mind, and he dipped it in the Stone Meridian in his right thigh. Like a finger removing the last bit of honey from a jar, Ruwen scooped a deep gash through the ground, pushing the excess soil south.

      The ground trembled, and Ruwen looked up at the peaks that surrounded them, praying he hadn’t caused a collapse. Since the movement was away from the mountains, he’d counted on it lessening the stress, not increasing it, and he breathed a sigh of relief when nothing fell.

      Ruwen studied the new channel he’d created. It looked a hundred feet deep, and water poured into it from the lake. He looked downstream, and his heart thudded in his chest.

      “Oh, no,” Ruwen said.

      The prison bubble Tickles had used to trap them continued underground, and it acted as a dam, stopping the flow of water from the lake. Ruwen prepared another essence rod, hoping if he went deeper, he could get under the sphere.

      A tentacle struck Ruwen on the side, shattering the bone in his arm, crushing his ribs, and throwing him high into the air. His mental island formed, protecting his mind from the pain, and allowing him to remain conscious. He cast a level twenty Thriving Trunk on himself, and then again as he struck the water and broke his spine.

      Ruwen sunk into the lake, his lungs filling with water, but that felt like an old friend, and he relaxed. He cast his clone on the far shore as if Tickles had knocked him across the lake. Tickles would be ten times harder to fight in the water, and Ruwen wanted to avoid that while he figured out what to do.

      In reality, they couldn’t fight the squid right now. Ruwen hadn’t been able to damage the creature, and it struck with the force of a giant. The Diamond level Aspect armor and Ruwen’s Copper body had stopped him from instantly disintegrating. Even with those advantages, his Silver arm had shattered. Tickles strength defied comprehension.

      Tickles saw the clone and shot across the water. Ruwen ran the clone deeper into the flower forest and hid. He hadn’t counted on the squid’s prison being a sphere, and while he probably could overcome the water shield, he didn’t have the control yet to do it without destroying the entire valley and possibly his friends.

      If that shield had the same strength as Tickles, it would take a mountain to overcome it.

      A mountain.

      Ruwen used the clone to study the mountains above him. The mountains to the north and west were sheer cliffs, but the southern peak contained a large boulder field.

      Rami, I know you want me to figure things out on my own, but I’ve already misjudged, and I don’t want to strand us here. If I bring that southern peak’s scree field down onto the squid’s prison sphere, and it collapses, do you think I’ll bury the valley?

      How much essence are you using?

      Probably a forty.

      That’s a thousand feet. Four hundred would be safer.

      Okay, I’ll use a thirty-two.

      Start high where the peaks meet and cross diagonally downward. That should spare the flowers on the eastern shore.

      Thanks, Rami.

      Ruwen let his clone dissolve and then swam underwater for the eastern shore and the new gash he’d created. He paused every minute or so to keep Tickles busy on the western side. He wanted to get out of the lake before he tried this because in the water, he stood zero chance against Tickles.

      Five minutes later, he pulled himself out of the water, crawled behind a flower, and vomited the water out of his lungs as quietly as he could. Pulling himself up, he confirmed Tickles remained on the western shore, and then looked up at the southern peak.

      Using a level thirty-two Stone essence rod, Ruwen raked it down the boulder field, just as Rami had directed. He saw the logic in it now. The stones farthest from the eastern shore would fall the longest distance, creating a larger rockslide, while the ones closest wouldn’t fall much at all.

      Ruwen covered his ears as the massive rockslide echoed off the other peaks. Thousands of tons of granite struck the water prison Tickles had created. The squid hurried to the lake, its water umbilical surging in size as it fought against the weight.

      Ruwen held his breath as three seconds passed, and the shield held. Then the water sphere exploded, and the boulders continued their slide to the lake. The roaring sound of water gushing into the gash Ruwen had created fought to overcome the noise of the crashing rocks.

      Tickles raised a wall of water thirty feet thick and fifty feet high between it and the falling rocks. The rockslide struck the water wall and tore it apart, thousands of stones turning the water structure into a mist. A moment later a giant wave hit Ruwen, throwing him deeper into the forest.

      The sound of rushing water subsided, and Ruwen crawled back to his feet. Tickles floated at the mouth of the new ravine Ruwen had created, all of its tentacles moving. The water had stopped flowing, as Tickles used his control to hold the water back.

      The southern side of the lake lay buried in rock. Rocks continued to fall, creating huge ripples in the lake, and mist still filled the air from both the prison sphere and the water wall. Tickles floated in what looked like an epic sea storm.

      Ruwen needed to stop Tickles from saving the lake. Otherwise, this all meant nothing. For the first time, Ruwen got an excellent look at the squid. Small eyes sat on each side of the bulbous head, and they were both locked on Ruwen. As soon as Tickles fixed the hole Ruwen had created, none of them would survive.

      Ruwen had one trick left. He fed a level one hundred Spirit rod to his Aspect. Tickles, briefly locked in place and unable to use its speed to escape, took the full brunt of the Aspect armor’s fear.

      The squid shuddered, and all its legs stopped moving. It tumbled forward as the lake surged down the gash again, pulling Tickles with it. Ruwen, scared Tickles would recover before the lake drained, used a level forty Water essence rod to force the lake down the ravine more quickly.

      Water surged over the gash Ruwen had created, filling the valley, and he prayed his friends were high enough off the ground to avoid it. It took Ruwen another two surges with his Water essence to drain the lake. Terrified Tickles might still return, but not seeing him in the ravine, Ruwen pulled the stone down at the valley’s entrance, locking the squid out and them inside.
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      Ruwen didn’t need to defeat Tickles. He just needed enough time to create the portal and get out. Not wanting to waste any time, he created a clone on the northern bank of the deep ravine and searched for the group. When he spotted them, he immediately destroyed the current clone and manifested another next to them.

      Ruwen looked at the group, thankful they were all there. “Move to the lakeshore. I don’t know how much time we have.”

      They all nodded, and Ruwen let the clone dissipate. He immediately ran north through the giant flowers, looking for Sift.

      “Sift!” Ruwen shouted, but Sift didn’t respond.

      Rami, can you help me find Sift?

      Give me a moment.

      Ruwen’s ear itched as Rami vibrated intensely.

      I found him, Rami said.

      Ruwen’s right side grew a little heavier, and he angled that direction until it disappeared. Thank you.

      Sift lay unmoving between two large flowers, and Ruwen kneeled, immediately casting a heal on his friend.

      “Thank you,” Sift said as he sat up. “Tickles is not gentle.”

      “I washed him out of the valley, and I’m not sure how long we have.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      Ruwen put a hand on Sift. “I want to add the portal piece to you now. If the women see it, they’ll try and stop us.”

      Sift sighed. “True.”

      “Take off your shirt and let me borrow Io.”

      Ruwen hadn’t had a lot of time to think about it, and he had no idea what to expect. But the roots seemed like the only appropriate option.

      Rami, what do you think about using roots?

      I agree. The roots are a conduit for the plant and even shaped like a path. It must not be as efficient as a natural connection, though, or Uru would have just done this with you. There is something you should warn Sift about. Right now, he is a true Sifter. For every connection he makes to his center, he’ll lose fifty percent of his Sifting ability.

      I’ll tell him.

      Ruwen refocused on Sift. “We think this is your best option at a connection between your center and Air Meridian.”

      “We?”

      “Rami and I,” Ruwen said. “She also said if this works, your sifting will only work half as well.”

      Sift winced.

      “Do you still want to do this?” Ruwen asked.

      Sift nodded.

      Ruwen used his hands to dig in the ground and found roots just inches under the soil. Most of the roots this close to the giant flowers were the thickness of his arm, and he had to search for smaller ones. He ended up with two sections, each four feet long, of pinky-sized roots. Using Io, he cut off the plant shoots that covered the roots like thorns.

      Sift had taken his helmet and shirt off, and his face looked worried. “You plan on using that?”

      “Yes. I’m cutting the shoots off so a flower doesn’t burst out of your chest.”

      Sift’s eyes grew huge. “That might happen?”

      Ruwen shook his head. “No.” Then quieter. “Probably not.”

      Sift grimaced.

      “Lay on your back,” Ruwen said. “This will probably hurt.”

      Ruwen threw the roots over his shoulder, lifted Sift’s left arm into the air, and gripped Io tightly. Io penetrated Sift’s skin easily, and Ruwen quickly made a deep cut from the left bicep, just over the Air Meridian, to diagonally across Sift’s chest to his center.

      Sift gasped, and his hand tightened into a fist, but he didn’t complain.

      Ruwen placed Io on Sift’s chest and then studied Sift’s twelve-sided center. Each side had two small stubs, and Ruwen put his finger on one.

      Rami, does it matter which of these sides I use for the Air Meridian?

      Rami vibrated again. I don’t know. But if we want to match yours, it’s down two and back one from where you’re touching.

      Thanks, Rami.

      Ruwen grabbed the roots and used Io to carve an indentation in the end of each root.

      “Take your time,” Sift said through gritted teeth.

      “Sorry, buddy, I’m hurrying.”

      Ruwen attached the roots to Sift’s center and then pushed the roots into Sift’s body as if burying them back in the soil.

      Sift groaned.

      “Sorry, sorry, sorry,” Ruwen said.

      When Ruwen got to the Air Meridian in the left bicep, he cut off the excess root and made indentations in them again. The two pathways that currently emerged from Sift’s Air Meridian immediately knotted. Ruwen severed them, and pushed them to the side.

      Ruwen stuffed the end of each root into the nub of path poking out of the Meridian and quickly studied what he’d done. Two roots now connected Sift’s center with his Air Meridian. They would both need to work as pathways for Sift’s Air Meridian to work and allow him to Refine Spirit and collect Air essence.

      Satisfied, Ruwen healed Sift, and his friend relaxed as the skin melded back together.

      Sift looked down at his chest, the darker roots visible through his skin. “Did you clean those before sticking them in there?”

      “Um, kind of.”

      “What kind of Healer are you?” Sift asked. “You could have taken a second to wash the dirt off.”

      “The lake’s gone,” Ruwen said as he helped Sift to his feet. “I’ll explain on the way. Please take it easy. I don’t want those to come undone.”

      Sift dressed, and as they strode toward the group, Ruwen explained the fight with Tickles. It didn’t take Sift long to figure out the consequences.

      “What about Shelly?” Sift asked.

      Ruwen prepared himself to lie. His stomach turned, but he forced out the words. “I haven’t had a chance to look. I’m sorry, Sift. I couldn’t think of anything else to do.”

      Sift nodded but remained quiet, and his falcon helmet hid his face.

      They joined the group which had gathered under one of the blossomed irises. Their faces all looked worried.

      “We need to hurry,” Hamma said. “There’s a fight happening on the other side of that wall.”

      Had Ruwen uncovered another creature when he’d sealed the valley with a rock wall?

      “I’m going to look for Shelly,” Sift said, and then dashed toward the ravine.

      Ruwen almost stopped Sift’s pointless search but realized doing so would reveal Ruwen’s lie.

      “What’s he talking about?” Lylan asked.

      “He left Shelly near the stream before we started,” Ruwen said.

      Lylan’s eyes grew large. “I’ll help him.”

      “Me too,” Hamma said.

      “Don’t take too long,” Ruwen yelled as they jogged away. His lie had already caused problems. The last thing he wanted right now was to split the group.

      A crash sounded in the distance, and Ruwen felt the earth shake. He dropped into a level two meditation state to help him deal with the fear and allow him to focus. Striding to the nearest undamaged flower, Ruwen placed his hands on the thick stem.

      “Form a perimeter,” Kaylin said to the group. “We might have to fight.”

      A boom echoed off the peaks above them. What was happening on the other side of that wall? He briefly thought about creating a clone to see.

      Focus, Ruwen. Rami said.

      Yes, thanks.

      The iris had responded strongly to essence before, and Ruwen didn’t want to waste time. He created twelve level one hundred essence rods, one from each Meridian, and bound them together in his mind. The Spirit in his core had varying amounts of each essence, but the bundle he’d just created had a perfect balance. The power from just one of the twelve rods would be enough to affect everything within twenty miles. He wondered if maybe he should start smaller.

      Ruwen stumbled as the ground shook, and he decided not to waste any more time. He pushed the bundled essence into the flower.

      It shuddered, and the teardrop head angled down slightly. Ruwen stared at the plant, stunned that this vast amount of power had done almost nothing.

      Ruwen created twelve more essence rods, each ten times bigger than before. He combined the level one thousand essence rods and shoved them to the plant.

      The plant shook, and the teardrop split apart but didn’t bloom.

      “Uru help me, that much power would have destroyed a city,” Ruwen whispered.

      Ruwen ignored the frenzied battle sounds from down the valley and created a third bundle of essence rods. These were all level ten thousand. Without his interface, he didn’t even know if he had enough essence to coat each rod. He had never handled this amount of power. If the scaling continued as it had from one to a hundred, then this much power could affect an entire continent.

      With a silent prayer to Uru, Ruwen pushed the essence into the flower.

      The teardrop head moved in a slow circle as if it were searching for the sun. When it found Ruwen, it stopped and then bloomed. Ruwen stepped away as the petals unfurled like a sail catching the wind. The scent of grapes and jasmine filled the air.

      Ruwen immediately removed the Portal Chalk. Even with all his newfound control, his hands still trembled as he touched the chalk to the petal. Everything depended on this working.

      When Tremine had visited Ruwen in Blapy’s library, they had discussed the gate runes Bliz had seen after sticking his head inside his Void Band. Ruwen and Tremine, after some discussion, had concluded Bliz’s gate runes led to Uru’s Divine Realm. Ruwen knew from what Madda had said in the Cultivator’s tent, that the only way back to the Material Realm was through a Divine Realm. All the other gate runes Ruwen knew were for the Material Realm and, therefore, useless.

      What if Tremine had betrayed Ruwen again? What if the librarian had purposefully misled Ruwen about these gate runes? But why give Ruwen the portal chalk then?

      “You going to use that?” Kaylin asked her voice tense.

      Ruwen didn’t have a choice, and he still wanted to believe Tremine was his friend.

      Pressing the chalk against the petal, it resisted, and Ruwen grinned. All the gate runes he’d seen here had been similar in size, and he used them as a guide. Carefully, he began drawing the five gate runes he’d gotten from Bliz. The ones the crew chief had seen when he’d stuck his head in his Void Band.

      The last of Ruwen’s chalk disappeared as he finished the final line of the fifth gate rune. The brilliant blue petal shimmered, and what looked like thousands of rainbows moved across the surface. He stepped back, amazed,

      It had worked. They were going home.

      They all stumbled as the ground rocked again.

      Ruwen turned to Kaylin. “Get everyone through. I’ll get the others.”

      Ruwen stepped out from in front of the portal and turned east toward the wall of stone that temporarily kept Tickles and whatever it fought at bay. Sift, Hamma, and Lylan walked along the ravine, and Ruwen created a clone next to them.

      “The portal’s open,” Ruwen said. “It’s time to go.”

      Hamma and Lylan looked up from the ground, but when Sift didn’t move, they stayed as well.

      “Run!” Ruwen screamed, and both women dashed toward the lake.

      Sift continued to look at the ground. This close to the rock wall Ruwen had created, the battle sounded even more intense. What was out there?

      Ruwen stepped up to Sift. “I’m sorry. We have to go.”

      Sift kept his eyes on the ground. “But I can’t leave Shelly.”

      Ruwen wanted desperately to tell Sift that Shelly had already left, that looking was pointless. But he didn’t. His friend had suffered enough. “We’re out of time, Sift. This is my fault, and I’m sorry. Truly.”

      “I just want to look a little longer,” Sift said, his voice full of despair.

      “Then I’ll stay trapped here with you.”

      Sift looked up at Ruwen. “What?”

      “I don’t know how long that portal stays open or how much time we have before Tickles makes it through that wall. It might already be too late. But I’m not leaving here without you.”

      “That’s stupid,” Sift said.

      “You’re stupid,” Ruwen replied.

      You’re both stupid, Rami said.

      Rami was probably right.

      “I really liked that little turtle,” Sift said. His shoulders dropped, and he sighed. “Okay. Let’s go.”

      “The last one to the portal does laundry for a week,” Ruwen said.

      “Deal,” Sift replied, and then sprinted toward the lake.

      The fighting behind the wall instantly stopped, and the sudden silence seemed worse than the sound of battle. Ruwen looked up to see Tickles rise above the rock wall that had sealed the valley.

      Tickles stood on a column of water. As soon as the squid cleared the wall, thin ropes of water arced from the distant waterfalls, gathering under Tickles and forming another column of water on this side of the barrier.

      Ruwen turned to see Sift enter the smaller flowers. Tickles might still beat Sift to the portal, and Ruwen needed to make sure that didn’t happen.

      Tickles moved from the far water column to the one it had constructed on this side. The squid had large chunks missing from its head and tentacles, and Ruwen wondered again what it had encountered. Had Ruwen uncovered some type of monster when he’d moved all the rock?

      The squid locked eyes with Ruwen, and without waiting any longer, Ruwen ran northwest, angling away from the lake. Tickles pursued Ruwen, the water acting like a stream propelling Tickles across the stone.

      Tickles slowed when it saw it had Ruwen cornered against the western wall of the valley. Its water column rotated in a tight circle, growing thicker by the second as the distant waterfalls fed it.

      Slowly Tickles raised a tentacle and pointed it at Ruwen. Ruwen had nowhere else to run, and happiness filled him that this ordeal had ended. He could finally go back home. They all could.

      Tickles launched a spear of water ten feet long. It struck Ruwen in the chest, destroying half his body. As the clone dissipated, Ruwen raised his hand and waved at Tickles.

      Ruwen returned to his body and watched Sift run toward him. Kaylin stood next to the portal, but everyone else had disappeared. A thundering scream of rage echoed in the valley.

      “How did you beat me?” Sift gasped.

      Ruwen shrugged. “You’re getting slow. Now hurry up. Tickles is coming.”

      Sift stepped up to the portal and then stopped. “How sure are–”

      Ruwen shoved Sift through the portal and then looked at Kaylin. “Is everyone else through?”

      Kaylin nodded.

      “Then let’s go home,” Ruwen said.

      Kaylin grinned and stepped through the portal.

      Crashing vegetation from behind him meant Tickles had arrived.

      But it was too late.

      Ruwen stepped through the portal.
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      Ruwen stepped into a field of brown grass, the thin stalks covering his boots. The wind made his cloak billow and pushed his shirt against his chest. It appeared the Scarecrow Aspect hadn’t survived the trip between realms. His interface remained dark, but he recognized this place, and he let out a sigh of relief.

      Tremine hadn’t misled him after all.

      Are you okay, Rami?

      Yes, it felt like walking into another room.

      Ruwen turned to find a familiar tree directly behind him. Thirty feet tall, its branches were bare, the trunk twisted, and it leaned away from the ocean. The light blue sea stretched to the horizon, and Ruwen heard waves crashing in the distance.

      The entire group moved on the other side of the tree, and they formed a semi-circle around a young woman. Despite being the last to arrive, it appeared only seconds had passed here. Uru looked identical to the last time Ruwen had been here. Her braided red hair hung across her chest, and freckles sprinkled her nose and cheeks. Her face beamed with happiness.

      This really was a view worth dying for.

      Ruwen walked around the tree and stood at the end, next to Sift. Hamma, Slib, and Juva had kneeled, and all the Champions had tears on their cheeks. Uru motioned at those kneeling to stand, stepped up to Kaylin and hugged her, and then hugged Mica and Una. When she came to Jagen, she touched his arm and spoke for the first time.

      “You are a complication I did not expect,” Uru said. “We will need the Adjudicator.” Uru took a step back and looked into the sky. “Miranda, I wish council on the Pact.”

      A loud gong sounded directly behind Ruwen, and Blapy stepped into view from behind him.

      “Hi, Uru,” Blapy said.

      “Thank you for coming, Mira. Per the Pact, I am informing you that the foreign Champion Jagen has entered my realm.”

      Blapy looked at Jagen. “Champion of Izac, what is your intent? Are you a messenger? Are you here to declare war?”

      Jagen shook his head. He faced Uru, crossed his arms over his chest, and bowed. “Goddess, I love Una and wish to stay with her. I will do whatever you ask.”

      “And Izac?” Uru asked.

      “He doesn’t know I’m here,” Jagen said.

      Blapy tapped her chin. “Well, that’s a new one. The Pact never planned for love.”

      “What options do I have?” Uru asked.

      Blapy narrowed her eyes. “Since Jagen arrived without the blessing of Izac, there are no official repercussions regardless of your actions, up to and including death.”

      Jagen’s jaw tightened and Una gasped. Kaylin and Mica looked uncomfortable.

      Uru held up her hands. “I do not want to kill anyone. But, Jagen, I will be honest, you have seen things that the world is not yet ready for.”

      “Then block those memories,” Jagen said.

      Uru stepped up to Jagen. “Blocking won’t work. Izac will detect it and destroy your mind to break it. The only way you survive is if I remove your Spirit Realm memories.”

      Jagen looked at Una and then back at Uru. “I will not lose her. Keep me here.”

      Uru shook her head. “Izac would come for you.”

      Jagen put his arm around Una. “I would rather die than lose her forever.”

      Ruwen cleared his throat, and everyone looked at him. “Ugh, sorry to interrupt. But couldn’t you Lylan him?” No one responded, so he continued. “You could store the memories in something, and when its safe, give them back.”

      Uru frowned. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

      Ruwen pointed at Blapy. “She did it.”

      Uru studied Blapy. “That is very interesting.”

      Blapy looked up at Ruwen and glared at him. “Way to go, big mouth.” Then she turned to Uru. “While possible, I can’t help you. It would violate the Pact.”

      No one spoke, and the sound of crashing waves filled the silence.

      “Maybe you can help me,” Lylan said.

      Everyone looked at Lylan. She had a coin resting on top of her thumb, and she flicked it into the air.

      Blapy strode over and caught the falling coin. “How romantic. But what about your brother?”

      Lylan let out a sigh. “I don’t need you for that.”

      Blapy smiled. “Time will tell. So you wish to use your coin,” Blapy paused and looked at Ruwen, “to Lylan Jagen’s memories?”

      Lylan looked at Jagen. “You will feel the emptiness. Your soul knows it is incomplete, and happiness will be impossible.” Lylan grabbed Sift’s hand. “You will suffer until your memories return.”

      Jagen strode over and kneeled before Lylan, bowing his head. “I will repay this kindness. I swear it.”

      Una, tears streaming down her face, walked over and hugged Lylan. “Thank you so much. We used our coins to learn how we could be together, but we didn’t know about this Pact. Thank you.”

      Blapy looked up at Lylan. “Once Jagen leaves here, his last memory will be entering the Spirit Realm. His extracted memories will follow him like an invisible cloud, and when he hears the phrase, ‘Lylan’s choice,’ they will instantly return. Agreed?”

      Lylan nodded at Blapy as Jagen stood. Una walked over and hugged Lylan.

      Blapy pointed at Jagen and Una. “Say your goodbyes. Izac has already summoned me. He must feel the return of his Champion.”

      “What will you tell him?” Uru asked.

      Blapy smiled. “A truth. You summoned me as soon as Jagen entered your realm. When informed of your options under the Pact, you spared Jagen’s life, and allow him to return to Izac.”

      “Thank you, Mira,” Uru said.

      Jagen and Una walked away to say their goodbyes.

      Blapy pointed up at Ruwen and Sift. “You two are like quicksand. The more I resist you, the faster I drown in your messes.”

      “What did I do?” Sift asked.

      Blapy narrowed her eyes. “Trace that Lylan sequence backward, and who do you find? ‘Lylaning’ only exists because of you.”

      Rami whispered in Ruwen’s mind as if scared her mom might hear. She has no one to blame but herself. She has such a soft spot for Sift. You too, actually.

      It didn’t feel that way to Ruwen.

      Blapy turned her gaze on Ruwen. “Lylaning? A thousand years of secret research, and you just blab it to the first deity you see.”

      “I didn’t know it was a secret,” Ruwen said.

      “You of all people need to learn everything is a secret. The wise know knowledge can be dangerous. We’ll finish this discussion later.” Blapy walked toward Jagen. “Time to go. Your boss is impatient.”

      Uru walked over to Slib and Juva. Both had kept their heads bowed and seemed overwhelmed at meeting their goddess. She looked up at the pair. “You have each learned much about yourselves while traveling with Ruwen, and I don’t want to take that growth from you. But, some of the details of your trip could destroy us all if accidentally overheard by the wrong people. With your permission, I’d like to make those details fuzzy in your memories. In time, I will restore them.”

      They both nodded.

      Una rejoined the group, her cheeks wet, and Kaylin put an arm around her. Jagen and Blapy had disappeared.

      Uru faced the three older Champions. “My heart brims with joy at this sight. I’m only sorry that it took so long. I will return you to your families for a well-earned respite, but know it can’t be for long. War is coming, and we have little time to prepare.”

      Kaylin bowed. “Thank you for keeping your promise.”

      Uru turned to face Ruwen and his friends. “Hamma, Sift, Lylan, and Rami, thank you for helping Ruwen with his difficult task. He is lucky to have found such friends.”

      Rami vibrated behind Ruwen’s right ear. I like her.

      You should wait to see if she throws us off this cliff. Again.

      Uru continued. “But there is more to do. A critical task necessary for the coming war.”

      Ruwen bit his tongue. The last thing he wanted was another task. He needed to find his parents, and he deserved some time off to do that.

      “I want to help,” Hamma said. “Maybe Juva could take a message to my mom, letting her know I’m okay.”

      “Of course,” Juva said.

      Hamma smiled and then looked at Ruwen. “Then I’m in.”

      “Thank you, Hamma,” Ruwen said and then faced Uru. “But I’m going to the Grey Canyon. I’ve put off the search for my parents long enough. No task is more important than that.”

      Uru raised an eyebrow.

      “What more is there to do?” Sift asked.

      “If our country, our way of life, and our families have any hope of surviving the coming war, then you must restore my third temple.”

      “Third temple?” Ruwen asked. “I thought you only had two.”

      Uru shook her head. “My third temple didn’t survive the chaotic times before the Pact. It has taken thousands of years to repair. I need you to bring the temple into service, rebuild the city, and defend our southern border.”
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      “What! I don’t know how to do any of that,” Ruwen said.

      “I know, but I believe you’ll succeed anyway,” Uru said.

      Ruwen’s thoughts swirled. Uru had basically said if he didn’t do this, the entire country would suffer and possibly be destroyed. How could he justify looking for his parents when compared with that? His stomach burned, and he felt nauseated. Why couldn’t Uru leave him alone?

      As he came to grips with Uru’s request, some obvious problems surfaced. “Defend it how?”

      “Take it one step at a time,” Uru said.

      That didn’t help at all.

      “I’ll come too,” Sift said. “Ruwen gets into trouble without me.”

      Lylan frowned. “I have to report to Kysandra. She is probably furious with me for disappearing.”

      “Ky knows what happened,” Uru said. “I’m sure she would love one of her Shades in our new city.”

      “Plus,” Sift added, “Ky can find us with that ring Ruwen married Hamma with.”

      “Will you stop saying that,” Ruwen said.

      Hamma blushed and glanced at the ring on her finger.

      Lylan smiled. “Then count me in.”

      Uru returned the smile. “Then it’s settled. Let me take care of Slib and Juva.”

      As Uru walked away, Sift pointed at Ruwen. “Don’t think I forgot you pushed me through that rainbow petal of death.”

      “Nobody died,” Ruwen said.

      “I–” Sift started, but then his face froze.

      “What’s wrong?” Lylan asked.

      Sift slowly looked down at his hip, opened the inner pocket, and then gasped.

      “What?” Hamma asked.

      Sift gently pulled a tiny turtle from the pocket. It was half a thumb long and colored grey-white like a bank of storm clouds. “Shelly?”

      Shelly looked up at Sift as it munched on a sliver of bluish fiber the identical color of Tickles.

      “Shelly?” Sift said again and then held her up to his grinning face. “How did you get in there!”

      Lylan and Hamma both clapped, and mirrored Sift’s grin. A mixture of relief, joy, and suspicion swirled inside Ruwen. Sift had first let Shelly go in the Spirit Realm’s Frigid Sea. As they floated down the coast, they’d moved closer to shore because of a gigantic creature swimming below them. After Stone Harbor, Shelly had reappeared in Sift’s pocket. When Ruwen had sealed Tickles outside the valley, a violent fight had erupted, which had ended exactly when Sift started toward the portal. When Tickles had reappeared, large gouges covered its body like bites.

      Looking back on it, only one thing made sense. Shelly had kept Tickles busy while Ruwen made the portal, and she was munching on the evidence.

      Ruwen leaned down. “Thank you for protecting us. We wouldn’t have made it here without you.”

      Shelly stopped chewing and gave Ruwen a slow blink. Ruwen laughed and stood, patting Sift on the shoulder. “Congrats, buddy. I don’t think you need to worry about Cultivators making fun of you. That is a special turtle.”

      “Of course she’s special,” Sift said.

      Kaylin, Mica, and Una joined them and congratulated Sift.

      “Uru is sending us off next,” Kaylin said. “We just wanted to say thank you.” Kaylin paused and swallowed hard. “I’ll never forget what you did for us.”

      Everyone started hugging each other and laughing now that the horror of the Spirit Realm was behind them.

      As Kaylin hugged Ruwen, she whispered in his ear. “You have good instincts, and you’re a great leader. I should never have doubted Uru’s choice. We owe you our lives, Ruwen, and I hope someday I can repay you.”

      Kaylin let Ruwen go, and he locked eyes with her. “You held your team together for hundreds of years, and that is inspiring. I hope we meet again soon.”

      The Champions, one by one, went and stood with Uru near the cliff. They talked for a bit, and then as Uru hugged them, they disappeared. Ruwen missed them already.

      “Sister Blakrock?” Uru called.

      Hamma twisted her hands and then hurried over to Uru. Ruwen wondered if the goddess had changed her mind and meant to send Hamma away. He bit his lip as anxiety filled him. Everything seemed better with Hamma around, and he realized doing this without her would be miserable.

      Ruwen stopped staring at them and faced Sift and Lylan, who were both rubbing Shelly’s shell. Sift kneeled, pulled a few blades of grass, and then offered them to Shelly.

      “Is that a good idea?” Ruwen asked.

      “Unlike you, all my ideas are good,” Sift said. “Maybe eating grass from Uru’s Realm will make her bigger.”

      Ruwen thought again about the gigantic creature that had swum under them in the Frigid Sea. If his suspicions were right, it might not be a good idea to make her bigger. But he couldn’t prove it, so he kept quiet.

      That made him think about the three iris plants he’d taken from the Spirit Realm. He pulled his cloak out and looked in the pocket he’d placed them in. They looked fine, and he sighed in relief. Maybe Sift was right about grass from a Divine Realm. He might never get a chance like this again, and who knew what power it might hold.

      Remembering what he’d read on gathering grasses in the Collector Novice Manual (part 1), Ruwen kneeled and carefully removed five clumps of grass, making sure to keep the roots intact. He placed them in a different cloak pocket and stood, trying his best to look innocent.

      “Ruwen?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen jumped, his guilty conscious positive Uru had caught him.

      Hamma laughed. “You’d make a terrible thief.” Her face grew serious. “She wants to talk to you.”

      Ruwen nodded and strode over to Uru. She stood near the cliff, staring at the distant storm. He smelled water in the air and wondered if it might rain.

      “Thank you,” Uru said.

      Ruwen tried to hide his surprise. “For what?”

      “For helping me keep a promise. For softening a heart and providing us a powerful ally.” Uru faced Ruwen. “And for bringing me hope.”

      Ruwen didn’t know how to respond. He still felt angry about being manipulated and deceived. And hurt that the other Champions had been given a choice, while he had been betrayed.

      The Spirit Realm had changed him. The pain he’d endured there, coupled with the crushing weight of the consequences if he failed to get everyone home, had matured him. His experiences and knowledge had given him a fresh perspective on the world and armored him with courage.

      “The others had a choice,” Ruwen said.

      Uru nodded. “Because it didn’t matter if Naktos took them. If it failed, there would be other opportunities to do my research. But you had to go. Your shock needed to be one hundred percent believable. Tremine has taken this as hard as you.” Uru placed a hand over Ruwen’s heart and the other over her own. “I am truly sorry for the way you entered the Spirit Realm, and for not allowing you more time to prepare. Too many variables clouded my ability to see the path forward, and events overtook me. It forced my hand. Somehow, you still succeeded, and that makes me proud.”

      Uru removed her hand and returned her attention to the sea. The praise felt good, and Ruwen believed her explanation. It made what happened a little easier to bear. Hearing Tremine still felt bad released a heavy weight that had been crushing his soul. He hadn’t been betrayed after all.

      “Thank you for telling me all that,” Ruwen said. “It helps. You mentioned your research…” Ruwen trailed off, not sure how to continue.

      “Io,” Uru said with a sigh. “How much do you know?”

      “Io didn’t break his oath of silence. Rami read his memories,” Ruwen said, and then shrugged. “Rami convinced me not to hear it all. So I only know you used Io to fix some of my paths, to create an Axiom.”

      Uru turned and touched Ruwen’s right ear. “Thank you, Rami, for that. And for being a critical part of Ruwen’s success. I owe you a debt as well. Your mother has excellent reasons to be so proud of you.”

      Rami vibrated erratically for a few seconds, and Uru laughed.

      “You’re welcome, Rami,” Uru said.

      Are you talking to her? Ruwen asked Rami.

      She is, for sure, my favorite, Rami replied.

      Uru lowered her hand and focused back on Ruwen. “You have a right to know. And you will know. But I think the first explanation should come from your parents. I owe them that opportunity.”

      Ruwen’s heart beat rapidly. “So they're alive? I need to find them. Can’t this third temple wait a month or two?”

      “Sadly, no. It may already be too late. Enemy Scouts fill our southern lands. Thankfully, the Pact limits the number and level of enemies near the temple, but the gathering army will only complicate your goals.”

      Ruwen’s shoulders sank.

      Uru locked eyes with Ruwen. “Believe me when I say that the fate of your parents relies on your success. It is all tied together.”

      Ruwen nodded, his disappointment making his throat tight.

      “Let’s join the others,” Uru said. “It is time to send you on your way.”

      Sift, Hamma, and Lylan all held pieces of grass pointed at the turtle still in Sift’s palm. Shelly alternated taking bites from each blade.

      As they approached, Uru placed her hands across her chest and bowed to the turtle. “This one is thrilled to see you, Ancient Mother. Many had feared you’d left this universe. This one welcomes you and your return.”

      Everyone looked in amazement between Uru and Shelly. Uru, a deity, sounded humble. Shelly stopped chewing and locked gazes with Uru and then dipped her head in acknowledgment.

      Rami, please look for Ancient Mother.

      Already searching.

      Sift whistled, the sound light and clear. “Shelly, are you someone important?”

      Ruwen, Hamma, and Lylan stared at Sift in shock.

      “What?” Sift asked. “She must be, the way Uru talked to her.”

      Ruwen pointed at Sift. “You just whi–”

      “Good luck,” Uru said and raised her arms.

      The world twisted, and everything went black.
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      Ruwen stumbled on the uneven ground, and the dim light made it hard to see. Every part of his interface pulsed yellow, and his clock read 6:38 AM. He opened his map to see where Uru had put him and his friends, and found they were hundreds of miles south of Uru’s Blessing. They were in the foothills along the Desolate Range, deep inside the Grey Canyon. The last place his parents had been before they disappeared.

      Relief flooded Ruwen. He had wanted nothing else but to reach this valley for a year. Assuming Uru had placed them here because of her temple, it made him wonder if his parents had come here for that reason too. Were they connected somehow? Finally, he could make some progress in finding them.

      A loud whistle broke Ruwen’s concentration, and he turned to see Sift, Hamma, and Lylan behind him. Sift whistled again, and then again.

      “Stop that,” Lylan said. “We might be in danger.”

      Sift nodded and then held Shelly up to his face. He danced in place while whistling under his breath and then grinned. “I’m going to find my center,” Sift told Shelly, and then sat down and began meditating.

      Hamma gasped as Sift’s clothes turned back into the Falcon Aspect. Ruwen’s stomach turned. He’d thought those Aspects had disappeared when they’d left the Spirit Realm, but Sift’s had reappeared. And Sift had forced Ruwen to wear his Aspect through the portal as well. With a sense of foreboding, Ruwen raised his arms, as if he were a scarecrow on a post.

      A staff appeared across Ruwen’s shoulders and under his hands. He looked down to see his clothes had reverted to the burlap of the Scarecrow.

      “Oh, no,” Ruwen said. “They’re inside us.”

      Ruwen let go of the staff, and his clothes returned to normal. He cast a level one Blooming Leaf on himself, and his Aspect remained visible while he accessed his Spirit and while the spell filled him. It seemed like anytime he interacted with his Spirit, his Aspect would manifest.

      “Great,” Ruwen said. “Now I’m carrying around the Scarecrow. Is it just as disturbing as it looked in the Spirit World?”

      Hamma gave a weak smile, and her response sounded more like a question. “No?”

      “Curse you, Sift, for making me wear it through the portal,” Ruwen said.

      Lylan shook her head at the meditating Sift. “You’d think with only one life he’d take more care.”

      Ruwen looked down at his friend. “Well, at least this time, it’s understandable.” He looked back at Lylan. “I’ll scout uphill, how about you search below. Let’s make sure we’re safe here. Hamma, can you guard Sift?”

      Both women nodded, and Ruwen turned to scout the area above him. His pulsing interface distracted him, but it made sense to make sure they were safe before looking into the details. He resisted the urge to open his Profile to understand why the Clear Mind buff had appeared when he wasn’t meditating. He knew once he started to look, it would be impossible to stop.

      He reached over and opened his Void Band and then closed it again. Removing the Baton of a Thousand Uses, he pulled out a few tools before snapping it back to his waist. He had missed using these Worker items more than he’d thought he would.

      Forcing himself to refocus, he channeled one Energy per second into Obscure, which would decrease signs of his passage by twenty percent, and Feather Feet, which would reduce the force of his steps by twenty percent. His Feather Boots of Grasping would lessen the force by another twenty percent while adding ten percent to their friction.

      Ruwen channeled two Energy per second into Silence, which he placed on himself. It remained dim enough that he toggled on Detect Temperature. Finally, he pulled the hood of his cloak up. The Hooded Pacifist’s Cloak of Wandering that Blapy had upgraded for him increased his senses by ten percent, and the smell of pine became intense.

      The cloak prohibited the storage of weapons in any of its many pockets, which made it useless for Ky and her followers. Ruwen didn’t care about that, though, and the cloak’s ten percent increase to both Perception and Detect Traps made it invaluable to him.

      As Ruwen climbed the hill, he channeled two Energy per second into Find Trap just to be safe. It would give him another ten percent chance per minute to find a trap.

      Ruwen smiled. It felt good to be using magic again. His Resource bars had the wrong values, but he resisted the urge to look closer. It wouldn’t take them long to scout the area and ensure their safety, and then he could explore his progress in peace. He doubted the Spirt Realm had benefited him much anyway.

      The hill narrowed, and Ruwen discovered the remnants of stone steps. He slowed and scanned the area. The trees had thinned out here, and the sky had brightened considerably. He toggled off Detect Temperature and carefully continued up the steps.

      As he neared the top of the hill, a stone arch appeared. Empty windows stared down at him, and moss hung from the crumbling structure. Ruwen waited a few minutes to give his Find Trap spell time to warn him of any danger. When nothing turned red, he approached the arch keeping his back against the stone of the hilltop.

      Across the valley, ruins were visible. A strange spire jutted into the air, surrounded by a decaying stone wall. The valley looked unnatural to Ruwen, like the area between the spire and this arch had once connected. He toggled on Magnify and studied the distant ruins.

      Pine trees had taken over the valley, and using their size as a guide, Ruwen estimated one section of the wall might be a hundred feet high. The spire might be twice that high and looked even odder up close. It had no windows, and while covered in dirt, it looked structurally sound.

      Ruwen studied the valley and didn’t find any other structures or people. He eased through the arch and looked eastward. A massive circular lake sat nestled in the foothills, and he imagined a giant fist pounding the earth, destroying the city and creating a depression in the stone. The lake fed multiple waterfalls that led to the stream that weaved itself through the Grey Canyon.

      Toggling off Magnify, Ruwen relaxed a little and stepped into the arch. He hadn’t even seen any animals. With a lake that large, he would have expected people here and many animals. This place seemed to scream for a settlement with plenty of water, abundant timber for building, and ruins that looked inhabitable. If the lake had fish, there would even be a source of food.

      He assumed that the city that had surrounded the distant ruins now lay submerged in the lake or buried under the stones in the valley. Whatever had happened here before the Pact, it had left a brutal legacy.

      Ruwen hurried down the stone steps and back to Sift and Hamma. Sift held Shelly while he fed her a pine needle. Lylan had returned as well and stood talking with Hamma.

      “Did you find anything?” Ruwen asked.

      Lylan shook her head. “Something is wrong here. I didn’t even see a bird.”

      Ruwen described what he’d found above.

      “Do you think those ruins are the third temple?” Sift asked, not looking up from Shelly.

      Ruwen shrugged. “I don’t know what else it can be. But the lack of people and animals means something bad is near.”

      “Probably lives in the ruins,” Hamma said.

      “Or the lake,” Lylan added.

      Sift put Shelly back in his pocket and looked at Ruwen. “I need a favor.”

      “What?” Ruwen asked.

      Sift looked uncomfortable.

      “Just say it,” Ruwen said.

      With a grin, Sift pointed to his chest. “I found my center.”

      “Congrats, buddy,” Ruwen said.

      Sift’s happiness disappeared. “But I don’t have any Spirit, so I can’t create my Core.”

      Ruwen gripped Sift arm, leaned close, and pushed Spirit into his friend. Sift jerked in surprise as the Scarecrow appeared in front of his face.

      “You deserved that,” Ruwen said as his normal form reappeared.

      “Oh no,” Sift said. “Does that mean that bird thing is inside me?”

      Ruwen nodded. “And I’m carrying around the Scarecrow, which I find a little creepy.”

      “This is your fault,” Sift said.

      “My fault? I was just the messenger, and you made me wear mine. I could have been normal.”

      “Normal? Let’s not get carried away.”

      Ruwen gritted his teeth.

      Sift sat and closed his eyes. “There is probably a lesson to be learned here.”

      Ruwen squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I feel like it’s one I already knew.”

      “Thanks for the Spirit. I’ll need some time to condense it. Let me know when it’s time to move.”

      Ruwen shook his head and walked over to Hamma and Lylan.

      “Is he okay?” Lylan asked.

      “I’m not sure how to answer that,” Ruwen said.

      Lylan nodded knowingly.

      “What’s your plan?” Hamma asked Ruwen.

      “I need to get through my notifications,” Ruwen said. “My interface is killing my concentration with all the pulsing. And to be honest, I noticed we’re outside Uru’s Blessing, and not synchronizing to her. If we didn’t synch while in Uru’s Divine Realm, then what little progress we made in the Spirit Realm will be lost if we die.”

      Hamma shook her head. “We all synched when we were with Uru. There’s a last synch time in your advanced profile settings. I’ll show you later.”

      The two women looked at each other, their expressions serious.

      “Thanks,” Ruwen said. “Are you two okay?”

      “Have you looked at your Profile yet?” Lylan asked.

      Ruwen shook his head. “Is something wrong?”

      “We’ve been gone almost two months,” Lylan said.

      It didn’t feel that long, but Ruwen already knew time moved differently depending on your location.

      “Something else changed,” Hamma said. “Lylan and I have been searching our logs to find out why.”

      “What change?” Ruwen asked. “I don’t understand.”

      Hamma bit her lip. “Open your Profile. It’s probably best if you see it for yourself.”

      Ruwen opened his Profile and glanced at the familiar values. But some of them had changed. Drastically.

      “Impossible,” Ruwen muttered.

      It seemed Ruwen’s trip to the Spirit Realm and back had caused a more significant impact than he’d thought. He had just reached level six before entering the Spirit Realm.

      In disbelief, Ruwen reread the top portion of his Profile.

      
        
        General

        Name: Ruwen Starfield

        Race: Human

        Age: 16

        Class: Worker

        Hidden Class: Root (Observer)

        Level: 18
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      Ruwen opened his log, scanning for what had caused the massive jump in level, and immediately understood why Hamma and Lylan hadn’t found it yet. Thousands of entries filled his logs, but they all had the timestamp from when they’d entered Uru’s realm.

      Rami, can you summarize my log? I’m primarily interested in experience gained in the Spirit Realm and after.

      Ruwen’s log sped by so fast the words turned into a white smear.

      Here are the six places you received experience, Rami said.

      Log entries hung in the middle of his vision.

      
        
        Your body has entered the Spirit Realm!

        You have gained 333,333 (333,333.3*(1 Realm Count))!

        You have defeated a Leeching Wolverine (Level 21)!

        You have gained 3,167 experience (11,350*(27.9% Group Modifier))!

        You have defeated an Affliction Wolf, Infernal (Level 30)!

        You have gained 1,752 experience (23,050*(7.6% Group Modifier))!

        You have defeated an Affliction Wolf, Infernal (Level 33)!

        You have gained 2,117 experience (27,850*(7.6% Group Modifier))!

        You have defeated a Diamond Plague Siren, Infernal (Level 73)!

        You have gained 10,249 experience (134,850*(7.6% Group Modifier))!

        Your body has entered a Divine Realm (Uru)!

        You have gained 666,667 (333,333.3*(2 Realm Count))

      

      

      Ruwen stared in shock at the experience gains for moving your physical body between realms. Rami had said he’d been to the Spirit Realm before, but that had been before he’d Ascended and started to earn experience. And even though you couldn’t kill things in the Spirit Realm, it appeared you still gained experience from defeating them.

      “It’s because we went into two other realms,” Ruwen said.

      “We received experience just for that?” Lylan asked.

      “It took a spell crafted by a god to put us in the Spirit Realm,” Ruwen said.

      “That’s true,” Lylan said.

      “What about all the Cultivators we met?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen shook his head. “No, their bodies were still in the Material Realm. Only their Spirits crossed.”

      “So what happened to us is probably rare,” Hamma said.

      “It must be since the experience reward goes up for each new realm visited. The next one will give us a million.”

      “Next one?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen shrugged. “The last two months have been insane, and I doubt things will slow down.”

      Lylan shook her head and looked at Ruwen. “This is hard to process. Before I met you, I had recently picked Shade as a Sub Class, and now I’m level nineteen. I’ll need to pick a Specialization next level.”

      “I hadn’t even thought about Sub Classes, and suddenly I’m level eighteen,” Hamma said.

      “Same,” Ruwen said. “I think we need to pause here and get through all our notifications. We all have a ton of spell, attribute, and ability points to distribute.”

      “I don’t even know what my choices are,” Hamma said.

      Ruwen opened his Void Band and removed the Order and Observer textbooks Tremine had given him a lifetime ago and handed them to the women. “These only cover Spells and Abilities through level nine, but they’re better than nothing. We might have to wait on distributing all our points until we get more information or someone that can give us some advice.”

      The women nodded their thanks. Ruwen removed the three iris plants he’d taken from the Spirit Realm and placed them in the open Void Band. A new notification appeared over the hundreds he needed to go through.

      
        
        Notice: A living entity has entered your Void Band. Estimated Energy consumption to sustain additional life: 6 energy per second. You are currently consuming 6.45 Energy per second. You have 10 seconds to make one of the following choices:

        Choice 1: Remove the entity.

        Choice 2: Select Yes, incur the energy cost, and sustain the entity’s life.

        Choice 3: Select No, and the entity will perish.

      

      

      Before leveling up, Ruwen had been regenerating nearly thirty Energy per second, mostly from the twenty-five Energy per second provided by the five Coiled Lightning Rings Bliz had given him.

      Ruwen chose number two, and then placed the five clumps of grass he’d taken from Uru’s realm in the band as well. The notification reappeared, but the grass only cost one Energy per second per clump. He chose two again and then closed his Void Band.

      He’d added eleven Energy per second to his consumption, but it felt good to have the rare items in a safe place. He would reevaluate his Energy state after distributing all his pending points. Maybe there would be a safe place he could store the boxes that contained the divine amulets. Those boxes were consuming six Energy per second, and he wished he could have sent those back with Slib.

      “How do you feel about staying in this spot for a while, maybe the whole day?” Ruwen asked Lylan.

      Lylan looked around. “The hill narrows quickly to a cliff?”

      Ruwen nodded.

      “Then this is a good spot,” Lylan said. “I’ll take first watch.”

      “I’ll take the second,” Hamma said.

      “Thank you both,” Ruwen said. “Let’s switch every two hours.”

      Hamma pointed at two packs leaning against a tree. “We need to go through those too.”

      Ruwen had forgotten about the packs containing items from the Plague Siren’s lair. Everyone had carried one except Sift and Ruwen. He hoped there was valuable loot in the packs worn by the Champions, Juva, and Slib. “Let’s do that together once we’ve all went through our notifications.”

      Everyone nodded, and Ruwen sat. Where did he start?

      Ruwen had hundreds and hundreds of notifications, twelve levels of attribute, ability, and spell points, plus new gear and his Harvesting improvements. Not to mention picking his Sub Class. That would be easy for his Worker Class, but the Observer one he wanted to think through. While exciting, it also felt overwhelming.

      Rami, can you show me the last notification of each type?

      A notification expanded from the minimized group.

      
        
        Shing!

        You have advanced a skill!

        Skill: Swimming

        Level: 11

        Effect: Increase speed in the water by 11%. Decrease Energy Cost by 5.5%

      

      

      He had gained one point in Swimming from his time underwater in Fractal and from escaping Tickles in the iris valley lake. He accepted the notification, and another one appeared.

      
        
        Shing!

        You have advanced a skill!

        Skill: Dagger

        Level: 3

        Effect: Increase damage by 1.5%.

      

      

      Wincing, he realized that must have come from slicing Sift open. But this was the second notification in a row that had advanced by one. Maybe not much else had changed other than his Class level.

      What’s wrong? Rami asked.

      Oh, nothing. I just hoped the gains would be more significant.

      The cool mist of Rami’s laughter filled Ruwen’s mind. I’ve ordered them by level’s gained, ascending. Do you want to see your biggest gains first?

      Ruwen smiled. No, you’re doing great. Thanks.

      The next three notifications had all advanced by five levels.

      
        
        Shing!

        You have advanced a skill!

        Skill: Prospecting

        Level: 6

        Effect: Increase chance of discovering plants, gems, ores, minerals, and other collectibles by 6%.

      

      

      
        
        Shing!

        You have advanced a skill!

        Skill: Taxonomy

        Level: 7

        Effect: Increase identification of plants, gems, ores, minerals, and other collectibles by 7%.

      

      

      
        
        Shing!

        You have advanced a skill!

        Skill: Deception

        Level: 8

        Effect: Increases your Persuasion by 8%.

      

      

      The Prospecting and Taxonomy gains made him wish he’d tried to find even more items in the Spirit Realm. But he’d been focused on other things. Now that he and his friends had made it out alive, though, he regretted not looking a little more. Unfortunately, his Deception skill would continue to go up as he lied and kept secrets from those around him.

      
        
        Gong!

        You have increased your Knowledge!

        Level: 47

        The intelligent know true power is held by knowledge. The wise know knowledge can be dangerous. Greatness is found between them.

      

      

      Ruwen’s Knowledge had gone up eight levels. He had visited other realms, discovered some secrets of his past, and learned about the origins of the deities. The mysteries of Harvesting had partially revealed themselves, he’d found a secret Step form, and his years spent with Rami had changed him. A lot had happened in the brief time he’d been away.

      
        
        Shing!

        You have advanced a skill!

        Skill: Herbalism

        Level: 14

        Effect: Increase harvest speed by 28%. Increase harvest yield by 14%.

      

      

      Ruwen hadn’t collected many samples, but the ones he had taken were incredibly hard to obtain, so the increase by ten seemed right.

      
        
        Shing!

        You have advanced a skill!

        Skill: Disguise

        Level: 12

        Effect: Anyone observing you has a 12% reduction to their Perception.

      

      

      This had to be from the wrappings and then the Scarecrow Aspect. Ruwen welcomed the gain of eleven points.

      
        
        Shing!

        You have advanced a skill!

        Skill: Staff

        Level: 21

        Effect: Increase damage by 10.5%.

      

      

      The hours Ruwen had practiced with Hamma had paid off with a fifteen point gain. His training with Rami had given him much better control of his body and made quick staff advancement possible.

      
        
        Shing!

        You have advanced a skill!

        Skill: Meditation

        Level: 23

        Effect: Clear Mind: increase health, mana, and energy regeneration by 6.0%.

      

      

      It surprised Ruwen that the skill had only increased by twenty. But lately, he tended to pass right through it as he moved to Harvesting or spell casting. He hadn’t actually meditated that much in the Spirit Realm.

      
        
        Shing!

        You have advanced a skill!

        Skill: Tumbling

        Level: 71

        Effect: Decrease fall damage by 35.5%.

      

      

      The years spent with Rami had resulted in this new skill. Ruwen had learned the hard way how to fall correctly and felt seventy-one might be a little low.

      
        
        Shing!

        You have advanced a skill!

        Skill: Last Breath (Rare)

        Level: 78

        Effect: Reduce pain by 78%.

        Effect: Increase Mind Resistance by 39%.

        Effect: Increase Mental Speed by 156%.

      

      

      Ruwen didn’t recognize this skill and had never heard of a rare one. After a moment, he realized it must result from his underwater death training. From the name, this skill must only advance when a person acted just before death. In the Material Realm, that didn’t give you many opportunities to increase it.

      But Ruwen had spent days experiencing constant death thanks to the Spirit Realm, and that underwater practice had allowed him to enter this “Last Breath” state at will. In fact, it automatically triggered now whenever he encountered pain.

      The benefits of the rare skill were incredible. The pain reduction and mental resistance were fantastic by themselves, but the increased thought speed really excited him. The faster he thought, the slower the world around him became, giving him more time to think. And he always wanted more time to think.

      
        
        Shing!

        You have advanced a skill!

        Skill: Unarmed Combat

        Level: 95

        Effect: Increase unarmed damage by 47.5%. Increase chance to deflect or dodge a blow by 47.5%.

      

      

      Ruwen’s Unarmed Combat Skill had increased by seventy-nine levels, and he smiled in satisfaction. He had suffered for over four and a half years as he endured Rami’s training, but results like this made it worthwhile. Now, instead of being afraid in a fight, he would be lethal.

      Thank you, Rami. This skill means a lot to me.

      You worked hard for it. It’s also the last skill notification. Do you want to move on to the quests?

      Yes, please.

    

  

***
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      Quests meant even more experience gains, and Ruwen glanced at his current experience total.

      
        
        Experience: 90,720/171,000

      

      

      
        
        Ting!

        You have completed the Quest – Pick One Side (Cultivation Stage 20).

        You have received 2,000 experience.

      

      

      This quest had completed when he’d created his Core.

      Rami spoke up. You received a bunch of Harvesting-related quests from Uru as soon as you entered her realm. They vary in experience rewards and how much your Cultivation Stage increases. You completed a quest like this for all twelve essences.

      
        
        Ting!

        You have completed the Quest – Refine Death Essence

        You have received +1 to your Cultivation Stage.

        You have received 1,000 experience.

      

      

      Rami continued. You completed another six quests related to using your essence and Spirit. But the experience increased by a thousand for every essence used. You completed the 1, 2, 3, 7, 12, and just Spirit quests for a total of twenty-five thousand five hundred experience. Here is the one for two essences.

      
        
        Ting!

        You have completed the Quest – Cast a Spell Combining Two Essences

        You have received +1 to your Cultivation Stage.

        You have received 2,000 experience.

      

      

      Freezing the lake in Fractal with Spirit had satisfied the just Spirit quest, and Ruwen had used a single essence many times. The two essence spell had been his ice spells, three his fire, and seven the healing spells. The twelve had to be for opening the portal to get home.

      
        
        Chime!

        You have advanced your Order Meridian from Copper to Silver!

        You have gained +10 to your Armor Class.

      

      

      Rami quickly cycled Ruwen through another nine similar notifications until all the Meridians caught up to his arms, which had already been Silver. The ten advancements added an incredible one hundred to his armor class.

      Rami spoke up again. It appears the experience and Cultivation Stage gains don’t appear until you’ve reached Cultivation Stage twenty on your own. Here are the rest of your rewards from when you advanced to Copper in front of Fractal, followed by your Silver benefits.

      
        
        Chime!

        You have completed the Quest – Copper Body

        You have received +1 to your Cultivation Stage.

        You have received 1,000 experience.

      

      

      
        
        Chime!

        You have completed the Quest – Silver Body

        You have gained +3 to all Attributes.

        You have received +1 to your Cultivation Stage.

        You have received 2,000 experience.

      

      

      Ruwen marveled at the attribute points. Leveling his body from Lead to Copper had given him +2 to every attribute, and now Copper to Silver +3. If they continued to go up one every time, then when you finally leveled your body to Deity, it would add twelve to every attribute. That seemed insane.

      Doing some quick math, though, Ruwen calculated the total attributes an Ascended received by the time they reached level one hundred were almost the same as the Harvester’s total when they reached Deity level. So they balanced out.

      A person was only meant to benefit from one of these paths, but Ruwen benefited from both, which is why it felt so crazy.

      
        
        Chime!

        You have advanced your Water Meridian from Silver to Gold!

        You have gained +15 to your Armor Class.

      

      

      
        
        Chime!

        You have advanced your Air Meridian from Silver to Gold!

        You have gained +15 to your Armor Class.

      

      

      Ruwen looked at his arms and hands, which had advanced to Gold. He hadn’t spent that much time Fortifying in the Spirit Realm, and the gains had been significant. For the first time, he wondered if he might go back there someday.

      That’s it for the Harvesting quests, Rami said. You added forty-two thousand five hundred to your experience and increased your Cultivation Stage from Nineteen to Forty.

      Ruwen looked at his experience again.

      
        
        Experience: 133,220/171,000

      

      

      Increasing his Cultivation Stage by twenty-one levels would have a huge impact on Ruwen’s Resistances and Perception. Glancing through the Cultivation quests that remained undone, he found six that had Cultivation Stage increases of more than one.

      
        
        Project Spirit Inside Current Realm: +2 Cultivation Stage

        Project Spirit into Another Realm: +3 Cultivation Stage

        Translocate Body Inside Current Realm: +5 Cultivation Stage

        Translocate Body into Another Realm: +8 Cultivation Stage

        Metal to Gem Purification: +10 Cultivation Stage

        Gem to Divine Purification: +16 Cultivation Stage

      

      

      Ruwen had no idea what the Purification process entailed, but it must be terribly difficult if you received more Cultivation points for Purification than for physically moving your body into another realm. He needed to ask Sift about it when they had some free time, or maybe the process would be described in A Worker’s Guide to Harvesting, assuming he could open the sealed pages.

      Okay, Rami, what’s next?

      Oh, not much. The Addas opened the rest of the Step quests when they didn’t kill you. You had some small Step increases. All thanks to me, of course.

      
        
        Ting!

        You have completed the Quest – Learning to Crawl (Bamboo – Step 2)

        Like bamboo, you are strong and flexible.

        You have gained 100 experience.

        You have gained +1 Armor Class!

        You have gained 1% to Dodge!

      

      

      
        
        Ting!

        You have completed the Quest – Learning to Crawl (Viper – Step 2)

        Like a viper, you are quick and deadly.

        You have gained 100 experience.

        You have gained 1% to Haste!

        You have gained 1% to Critical Strike!

      

      

      Ruwen waited a few seconds, but nothing else appeared.

      Is that it? Ruwen asked.

      Rami spoke in her Sisen voice that Ruwen had learned to dread in the four-plus years he’d listened to it. Do you think you’ve earned more?

      Ruwen sat up straight without thinking.

      Rami’s laughter brushed against his mind. Is this better?

      
        
        Ting!

        You have completed the Quest – Learning to Soar (Bamboo – Step 84)

        Like bamboo, you are strong and flexible.

        You have gained 1,800 experience.

        You have gained +1 Armor Class!

        You have gained 1% to Dodge!

      

      

      
        
        Ting!

        You have completed the Quest – Learning to Soar (Viper – Step 84)

        Like a viper, you are quick and deadly.

        You have gained 1,800 experience.

        You have gained 1% to Haste!

        You have gained 1% to Critical Strike!

      

      

      Ruwen stared at the notifications in disbelief. Level eighty-four made him an Adept, and level eighty-five, just one level away, would make him a Master. His throat constricted, and he bowed his head. The painful years with Rami had, along with the essence storm over Stone Harbor, shattered his mind. But the risk had been worth it. The notifications were a testament to the lethal weapon Ruwen’s body had become. The fear he had lived with for most of his life could finally rest.

      His parents, who were hopefully still in this valley somewhere, had tried their best to teach him survival skills. But he had squandered those lessons, ignored them even, in his blind assumption that he would protect himself with magic someday.

      Now he’d redeemed himself and had stolen the time back like a thief. But he hadn’t done it alone.

      Rami, look at my thoughts, please. I want you to feel what you’ve done for me.

      A moment later, Rami responded, her voice soft. You’re welcome, Ruwen.

      Ruwen blinked the tears from his eyes and focused again on the notifications. He had increased both his Viper and Bamboo Step level by eighty-three, adding eighty-three points to his Armor Class, Dodge, Critical Strike, and Haste. Truly, he had become someone to fear.

      How much experience was that? Ruwen asked.

      Seventy-five thousand eight hundred, Rami responded.

      Wow.

      After a small pause, Rami added. Each.

      What? Ruwen asked in disbelief.

      The real experience gains come next when you reach the Master levels. But, all those levels to eighty-four add up. The total experience when you add the Bamboo and Viper quests together is one hundred fifty-one thousand six hundred.

      I can’t believe it.

      You just got another notification. You probably want to see it.

      
        
        Ding!

        Uru’s Blessings, Worker! You have reached level 19.

        You have gained +1 to Strength!

        You have gained +1 to Stamina!

        You have 2 unassigned points.

        Uru’s Blessings, Root! You have reached level 19.

        You have 2 unassigned points.

        New Spells and Abilities are available to you. Choose wisely.

      

      

      Ruwen shook his head. He had thought the trip through the Spirit Realm would have little impact, and instead, it had changed everything. The person he’d been before had been trying desperately to survive with very few skills to help. Now, he felt calm. The experience had matured him and provided a confidence he’d never had.

      He looked at his new experience values.

      
        
        Experience: 113,820/190,000

      

      

      Rami displayed the next notification.

      
        
        Thrum!

        You have accepted the Soul Oath…

        Darkness Holds No Shadows

        You have vowed never to use the Forbidden Steps of the Shadow Form until discussing their origin, use, and costs with Madda and Padda.

        Reward: +1 Knowledge.

        Reward: Audience with Shadow Clan.

        Restriction: Bamboo Step Rank of Master Required.

        Restriction: Viper Step Rank of Master Required.

        Penalty (Broken Oath): Exiled from the Bamboo Viper Step Clan.

        Penalty (Broken Oath): Marked for Death by the Bamboo Viper and Shadow Step Clans.

      

      

      
        
        Warning!

        This is a soul binding and bridges death.

      

      

      Ruwen swallowed hard. He remembered the seriousness of the Addas when discussing this and wondering if he’d leave the tent alive. The soul oath he’d freely given now seemed unnecessarily severe after reading it. At the time, though, he’d just wanted to survive the encounter.

      The next notification appeared.

      
        
        Thrum!

        You have accepted the Soul Oath…

        There Goes the Neighborhood

        Fractal, a Tier 40 Dungeon, has allied himself, via his Dungeon Master, with the Black Pyramid, a Tier 0 Dungeon.

        Reward: Increased access to resources.

        Reward: Mentorship from the Black Pyramid.

        Penalty: Black Pyramid only area.

        Penalty: Black Pyramid monitoring of Dungeon Master and Keeper.

        Penalty: Black Pyramid access to local resources.

      

      

      
        
        Warning!

        This is a soul binding and bridges death.

      

      

      Ruwen groaned when he thought about the increased monitoring. Now he needed to worry about Blapy appearing, and she had a habit of making things harder for him. It had been a necessary evil, though, since he owed Fractal, and this alliance should speed up his growth.

      This is the last one, Rami said.

      
        
        Ting!

        You have accepted the quest…

        You’re Bacon Me Crazy

        For carrying your unconscious body after the ordeal of Stone Harbor, you agreed to make Sift breakfast for five days.

        Reward: Sift’s happiness and the satisfaction of a debt repaid.

        Penalty: If not performed on consecutive days, the five-day counter resets.

      

      

      Ruwen groaned again. He had to be more careful with what he said. And Uru help him if Sift figured out the counter could reset. Ruwen would never finish this quest.

      Okay, what next? Ruwen asked.

      We still have your Harvesting, loot, attribute, ability, and spells to go over.

      Ruwen looked down at the three rings he’d put on in the Plague Siren’s lair.

      Let’s look at the loot.

    

  

***
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      Rami showed Ruwen the first loot notification.

      
        
        Ring!

        You have gathered…

        Name: Sweetgrass, Divine

        Quantity: 5 Clumps

        Quality: Epic

        Durability: 1 of 1

        Weight: 0.12 lbs.

        Description: A thin sweet-smelling grass.

        Known Uses: Braids, flavoring, rituals.

      

      

      Ruwen smiled, happy with his decision to take the grass. He didn’t know what he’d use it for, but anything Epic had to be valuable.

      
        
        Ring!

        You have gathered…

        Name: Bladed Blue Iris, Dimensional

        Quantity: 3

        Quality: Legendary

        Durability: 1 of 1

        Weight: 0.15 lbs.

        Description: A six petal flower with sharp leaves and petals. Intense blue color with a faintly sweet fragrance.

        Known Uses: Bridge between realms, Spirit-healing potions, purification elixirs.

      

      

      Ruwen’s mouth went dry. The plants were legendary in quality, and he prayed Fractal could reproduce them. The Purification process between the Metal and Gem, and Gem and Divine levels resulted in the highest Cultivation Stage gains, which probably meant they were insanely difficult. If this plant could make that easier with some sort of elixir, it would be worth its weight in terium.

      This is for the Silver ring, Rami said.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Revolving Ring of Elemental Immunity

        Quality: Special

        Durability: 9 of 16

        Weight: 0.1 lbs.

        Effect (15 seconds): Immunity to damage from elemental Air.

        Effect (15 seconds): Immunity to damage from elemental Fire.

        Effect (15 seconds): Immunity to damage from elemental Earth.

        Effect (15 seconds): Immunity to damage from elemental Water.

        Effect (Triggered): Rotate ring 90 degrees to activate/deactivate sensory indicator. Weightless indicates Air, warmth Fire, pressure Earth, cold Water.

        Description: Silver ring constructed from the ground-up remains of four Diamond level Elementals. Ring grants the wearer immunity to a different element every fifteen seconds.

      

      

      This ring had replaced the Jaga Wedding Band Ruwen had given to Hamma. Twisting the plain silver ring on his right pinky finger to activate the sensory indicator, he immediately felt the ring cool. He let the ring cycle through all the elements twice, so he knew what to expect, and then twisted the ring again to turn off the sensation.

      A powerful ring to be sure.

      Now the black ring, Rami said.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Watcher’s Ring of Travel

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: 41 of 50

        Charges: 6 of 100

        Duration per Charge: Until dismissed or damaged.

        Weight: 0.2 lbs.

        Effect (Triggered): Rub ring to manifest the Watcher.

        Restriction: Watcher is noncombatant.

        Restriction: Ring must be equipped for interface to function.

        Description: A black ring made of onyx that contains the spirit of the Watcher. The Watcher summoned can be used as a mount, a scout to warn of danger, or simply a companion to discourage attacks. Watcher obeys simple commands.

      

      

      Ruwen studied the black ring on his left thumb, and then looked around. Sift’s Aspect covered him, which meant he was still Condensing Spirit. Hamma sat fifteen feet away, her back against a pine, reading the Order textbook Ruwen had given her. Glancing around, he didn’t see Lylan.

      Twisting the black ring, he fought with his curiosity. He had so much to do still, but the ring never described the Watcher, and Ruwen really wanted to know what it looked like.

      As usual, Ruwen’s curiosity won, and he rubbed the black ring.

      Ruwen heard what sounded like a cat purring, and a moment later he leaped to his feet as an eight-foot-tall black panther appeared in front of him. The gigantic cat sat and locked eyes with Ruwen.

      The years of training with Rami had forced Ruwen to use all his senses, so he heard Lylan take a soft step forward as she threw a dagger from behind him, which Ruwen also heard as it sliced through the air. He turned, confident of the blade’s destination. Reaching up, Ruwen snatched the dagger from the air, just before it struck the Watcher in the eye.

      A three flashed on his Health bar.

      The cat never blinked but shifted its gaze to Lylan.

      “Sorry,” Ruwen said to Lylan. “I should have warned you.”

      Hamma gasped from the other side of the cat, and Ruwen stepped to the side so she could see him.

      “It’s okay. I summoned him,” Ruwen said.

      Sift appeared from behind the cat, walked up to Ruwen, and looked the cat up and down.

      “Where did Whiskers come from?” Sift asked.

      A portrait of the cat appeared in the party section on the right side of Ruwen’s vision between his quests and Inventory. Under the picture, it now read, “Whiskers.”

      Ruwen glared at Sift. “Uru, help me. You just named my fierce panther Whiskers!”

      “What would you have named it?” Sift asked.

      Ruwen shrugged. “I don’t know. Black Death? Blood Claw? Something that inspires fear.”

      “Those are dumb,” Sift said as he stepped up and stroked the cat’s neck. Whiskers purred, and Sift held up his turtle. “Shelly meet Whiskers. Whiskers, this is Shelly. Do. Not. Eat. Shelly.”

      Whiskers blinked at Sift as if to acknowledge him.

      Ruwen rubbed his forehead as Lylan took her dagger back and then walked up to the cat.

      “Sorry, Whiskers,” Lylan said. “I thought you were an enemy. No hard feelings?”

      Lylan slowly raised her hand until she touched the huge panther. She rotated her hand in a slow circle, and Whiskers purred. “Such a good kitty.”

      Hamma stepped up next to Ruwen. “Lylan likes cats.”

      “Those two will end up with a farm somewhere with like a million animals,” Ruwen said. “And they’ll all have stupid names.”

      Sift sat again and started meditating, and Lylan kept watch while petting Whiskers. Hamma grabbed Ruwen’s hand, which had a small cut on the palm, and raised her eyebrows at him.

      “It’s nothing,” Ruwen said. “I misjudged a little. A few more points in Dexterity and I’ll be good.”

      “Dexterity won’t heal this,” Hamma said as her hands flashed, and his cut disappeared.

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem. It feels good to cast again.”

      “I know what you mean. Did you get through all your notifications?”

      Hamma nodded. “But I haven’t distributed any points yet. I need to choose a Sub Class before I decide on any of my spells, abilities, or attributes. What about you?”

      “I’ve gotten through my skill and quest notifications. I’m working my way through gear right now. I haven’t even thought about my Sub Classes yet.”

      “That’s right,” Hamma said. “You have to choose two.” She raised her palm, and Ruwen could see the tree-shaped mark there. “That’s mostly what Uru wanted to talk to me about—officially bringing me into your mess.”

      Ruwen raised his hands. “I’m sorry, Hamma. I feel terrible you’re being forced into a role you didn’t choose.”

      “I’m not being forced.”

      “What? Ky made it sound like she’d had to do it.”

      Hamma shrugged. “Well, that wasn’t the case with me. I agreed.”

      Ruwen smiled. “That makes me feel better. But it makes me doubt your Wisdom. I haven’t exactly taken you to the safest places.”

      Hamma nodded. “That’s true, but Dad’s disappearance made Mom terrified of losing me, and she would have kept me locked up in that temple my entire life. Since meeting you, I’ve realized danger is a great mirror. Sitting at the bottom of that temple I knew what I didn’t want to do. While hanging out with you has shown me what I can do.”

      Ruwen thought about how much he’d grown as a person since his Ascension. Hamma spoke the truth. Without the terrible circumstances that always surrounded him, he’d never have made such progress.

      “Fine, you can have your Wisdom card back,” Ruwen said.

      Hamma laughed. “Thanks.”

      Hamma had brought up her dad a few times, but Ruwen knew nothing about him. “What did your dad do?”

      Hamma’s face grew serious, and Ruwen wished he could take the question back. “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.”

      “No, it’s okay. I never get to talk about him, and it’s kind of nice.” Hamma paused for a few seconds. “Dad used to be the high priest for Deepwell. After he disappeared, Fusil transferred from Stone Harbor to take over.”

      At the mention of High Priest Fusil, Ruwen’s stomach turned. But something else occurred to him. Uru had invested a lot of time in him, so would she leave his Worker Class up to chance? Maybe it didn’t matter since the Root Class allowed him to choose another, but that didn’t feel right. Had Fusil been manipulated like everyone else?

      Uru making a statue glow like she did just before Hamma’s Ascendancy didn’t happen often, and Ruwen could understand Uru not doing it for him to avoid the added attention. But she still might have had a plan for the high priest to choose the proper Class. Could Uru have shaped Fusil’s actions? Which meant his parents’ disappearance might also be a result of Uru’s plans. Just one more reason to find his parents and determine the truth.

      Hamma looked at the ground, appearing lost in her thoughts. Ruwen cleared his throat. “It’s amazing your father was a high priest. If you want to talk later about your Sub Class choices, I’d love to know your thoughts. I might have to make the same choice someday, and it would be good to have thought it through already.”

      “That sounds great,” Hamma said and then turned toward Lylan.

      “I’ll take over,” Hamma said to Lylan. “I need to think.”

      “Thanks, Hamma,” Lylan said, sitting down next to Sift.

      Hamma looked back at Ruwen. “I’m carrying some of your stuff. Let me get it for you.”

      Ruwen didn’t know what Hamma meant, but she ran to her bulging pack before he could ask. He focused on Whisker’s portrait, and options appeared.

      
        
        Notification: Sound/Feeling/Picture.

        Map Updates: Yes/No

        Scout City (tiny): Patrol area around target.

        Scout Wilderness (small): Patrol area around target.

        Sentry (medium): Watch over target.

        Travel (large): Manifest saddle(s).

      

      

      Ruwen chose Picture for notification, Yes to map updates, and then Scout Wilderness (small). Another notification appeared, this one requesting input.

      
        
        Target:

        Distance (feet/miles):

        Geometry (degrees):

      

      

      Ruwen selected himself for the target, chose one mile for distance, and three hundred sixty degrees for the geometry. The cat’s eight-foot body shrunk, and the black fur turned into green and brown blotches that blended in with the surroundings. Whiskers bounded away in complete silence, now the size of a puma. The quick transformation shocked him. Whiskers must have materialized as a Sentry, the eight-foot form its medium size. How big would that make the travel one?

      Ruwen, still focused on the portrait, lost his balance as he peered out of the running cat’s eyes. He looked away from the portrait, and his own vision returned. It took a few seconds of experimenting to figure out he could change values with a quick look at the portrait, but anything too long and his vision shifted to the cat’s view. This ring would be really useful, and the travel option above had listed saddle as a plural. That must mean Whiskers could carry multiple people.

      “Here you go,” Hamma said.

      Ruwen focused on Hamma. She held out three books, and he took them. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” Hamma said, and then walked up the hill a little to start her watch.

      Ruwen sat and placed the books on the ground in front of him. He opened his Void Band long enough to add the two books Blapy had given him to his Inventory. Rami gave him the notifications for The Complete Collector’s Guide to Resources in the Oblivion Peaks of the Desolate Range, Volume Six (Unabridged), and The Barren Universe, How Myth and Legend Replaced Truth in the Age of Despair. He closed both unexciting notifications.

      The last book, however, Ruwen had taken from the Plague Siren, and it looked unusual. The dark brown cover had no title, and he flipped through the pages. Even with his Hey You ability back, he couldn’t read any of the contents. The pages felt odd, and he worried they might be some type of skin. He focused on the notification.

      
        
        Tring!

        The Black Pyramid’s Ink Warden has acquired…

        Book Title: Unknown

        Topic: Unknown

        Author: Unknown

      

      

      Frustrated, Ruwen closed the notification. He had a ton of points to distribute and needed time to figure out the best way to do that. But regardless, he planned to allocate two points to his Hey You ability, increasing it to level five, no matter what.

      Ruwen’s current level made him fluent in most languages, level four unlocked technical terms, and level five would fix his current problem: it unlocked esoteric, arcane, and magical topics. With everything that had happened, this ability brought him the most joy. He didn’t care as much about the communicating part, but the book lover in him resonated with the idea that books could no longer keep their secrets.

      Opening the Profile page would be dangerous. Ruwen knew he tended to get distracted whenever he learned new information, and his stats had changed entirely. He promised himself he wouldn’t get sidetracked when he opened his Profile and would quickly open the Abilities tab, add the two points to Hey You, and exit.

      Ruwen opened his Profile and immediately selected the Abilities tab. As he scanned down the list of abilities, he froze. Under every ability, small round icons were now visible. Each ability had a different number of icons, and the symbols on them varied. Even the greyed-out abilities from the other Classes had them. His mind latched onto the mystery. What were they? Didn’t some of those symbols look familiar?

      Dropping into a level three meditative state, Ruwen let his primal urge to understand pass into his Core. After a few seconds, he left his mediation and focused again on his abilities.

      Quickly he found Hey You, added two points, and confirmed his choice. Before he could exit the Abilities tab, a new ability appeared under Hey You. If the symbols had caused an uproar, this new Hey You ability created a rebellion.

      Ruwen sheltered in his level three meditation for over a minute until his mind had exhausted itself. If he didn’t stay focused on one task at a time, it would take forever to get through everything. He promised himself he would start with abilities when he finished with his gear.

      Leaving the meditative state, Ruwen immediately closed his Profile.

      Oh my, Rami whispered.

    

  

***
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      What happened? Ruwen asked.

      Adding those points to your translation ability just made the last 7.38% of my collection intelligible.

      Ruwen felt the warmth of Rami’s hug, and he smiled. They both felt the same way about books, and he could feel her excitement. When he’d borrowed A Worker’s Guide to Harvesting from Blapy, he’d also borrowed three books that he couldn’t read. Hopefully, his added points fixed that.

      Ruwen thought about the new skill that appeared under Hey You when he’d taken it to level five. Bliz had told Ruwen that some abilities had advanced levels past five when Ruwen had asked about the Sing ability of Ahvy and her Shooters when they were loading up for the camping trip.

      Are there still books you can’t read? Ruwen asked.

      Let me look. Ten seconds later, Rami responded. Yes. I still can’t decipher twenty-two books.

      Twenty-two out of almost three and a half million books, Ruwen thought. He hoped his advanced ability handled them.

      Ruwen picked up the hand-sized book again, and this time the notification had information.

      
        
        Tring!

        The Black Pyramid’s Ink Warden has acquired…

        Book Title: Simandreial’s Blight Clan Rune Journal (Annotated)

        Topic: Comprehensive Gate Runes Detailing the Infernal Realm

        Author: Ink Lord Triandreial (Author), Simandreial (Annotations)

        Publisher: Blight Clan, Infernal Realm

        Book Id: Not Yet Assigned

        Quality: Special

        Durability: 4 of 13

        Weight: 2.1 lbs.

        Loan Count: Not in Circulation

        Description: Dark brown journal the size of a spread hand, containing gate runes (ambush and insertion points) for Blight Clan enemies inside and outside the Infernal Realm. Details important Blight Clan gate runes, including safe zones, vaults, and resources. Annotations describe gate rune values for Divine, Material, and Spirit Realm destinations along with contacts sympathetic to the Infernal Realm or Blight Clan.

      

      

      The Plague Siren’s journal contained hundreds of gate runes, all with detailed descriptions. This information might come in handy someday. Ruwen had no desire to travel into the Infernal Realm, but if he did, he wouldn’t be blind.

      Ruwen placed the book in his Void Band, and Rami gave him the next notification. But this one surprised him.

      
        
        Don’t Judge a Job by Its Cover (Part 3 – Special Request)

        The Black Pyramid has lost its Ink Lord, and its book collection has suffered. Find a book of Special quality or higher that the collection does not already contain [COMPLETE]. Reshelve at least sixty percent of the library’s collection (both levels). Finally, raise the Patron Satisfaction above fifty percent (current satisfaction twenty-one percent).

        Reward: Codex of Bookwyrm Evolution.

        Reward: Choice of one Legendary Potion.

        Reward: Title of Ink Disciple.

        Reward: 10,000 experience

      

      

      Just as he’d hoped, the demon’s journal satisfied part of his Ink Lord quest chain. Now he needed to figure out a way to return to Blapy to finish up the other requirements. He didn’t care so much about the title, but the codex and potion had his mind racing.

      Ruwen frowned. His Ink Lord quest had updated when he’d placed the book in his Inventory. This had happened inside Blapy, too, but he’d assumed it was because Blapy controlled everything that happened there. When he’d been reading the rule book for the Black Pyramid, it had listed two methods to return overdue library books: touch the book to any surface inside the Black Pyramid, or place it in a dimensional space.

      Again, Ruwen had thought little of the dimensional verbiage because Blapy likely controlled all her residents’ Dimensional Bags. But, he wasn’t in Blapy. Which meant either Blapy watched him right now, or the little piece of Uru on his soul that decided things like experience and quests knew enough to update the quest, or…

      Ruwen’s Cleverness attribute triggered, leaving what felt like a shard of ice in his mind. As the coldness faded, a memory surfaced of the Naktos Mage removing a book from a regular bag and handing it to Tremine, who also placed it in a regular bag. Why would a book so valuable that Uru paid for it with her Champion, not be placed in something safe like a Dimensional Bag. Unless that Dimensional Bag…

      The magnitude of where his logic led him made him dizzy, and he put a hand on the ground to steady himself.

      What just happened? Rami asked. You just got this notification.

      
        
        Gong!

        You have increased your Knowledge!

        Level: 48

        The intelligent know true power is held by knowledge. The wise know knowledge can be dangerous. Greatness is found between them.

      

      

      Ruwen remained stunned at the sheer enormity of what he’d figured out.

      Ruwen? Are you okay? Rami asked.

      Yes, sorry. I just realized that Blapy controls all the Dimensional Bags.

      Rami didn’t respond for a few seconds. How in the universe did you figure that out?

      I just put some things together.

      That is unbelievably impressive.

      Ruwen remembered sitting on the battlement on the outskirts of the Black Pyramid just after he’d Harvested for the first time. He’d been talking with Blapy about secrets, and she’d pointed at the giant structure and said, “Look at what I had to build to hold mine.”

      Is the Black Pyramid a giant vault? Ruwen asked. Full of everything everyone puts in their dimensional storage?

      Your Intelligence is frightening. It was part of the Pact. Mom’s control over dimensional space is unmatched, and she offered the deities this powerful service for two reasons. It gave her a way to keep tabs on the gods via their followers and gave her access to any new discoveries or research. For the gods, it gave their followers a powerful tool at no cost. Mom was the adjudicator between them all, and this also gave her the power she needed to enforce the Pact. It benefited everyone.

      I am still having a hard time wrapping my mind around this. Ruwen thought of Bliz and his dream of draining the Sea of Tears. The vault must be enormous.

      It takes up most of the planet.

      Ruwen thought his head might explode. So anyone that wants to keep a secret avoids dimensional storage.

      The incredibly powerful can create their own storage, but it’s costly. Or, as you said, they avoid using it.

      The more Ruwen learned, the dumber he felt. The scale of what Blapy managed seemed incomprehensible. For now, he had to let this go and think about it later. The changes he’d experienced seemed inconsequential in comparison, but they mattered to him, and he still had a lot to do.

      How many more notifications, Rami?

      Five left. When you left the Spirit Realm, these five automatically bound to your soul.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Suffocation Ring of Projection

        Set: Suffocation Ring of Projection, Suffocation Gorget of Projection

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: Indestructible

        Weight: 0.15 lbs.

        Effect: Fortifying poses and Refinement forms are twice as effective. Stacks with breathing techniques and other Suffocation items.

        Effect: Poses, training forms, breathing, and focus are twice as difficult.

        Effect: Projected form can channel up to three essences.

        Restriction: Soulbound.

        Set Bonus: Increase Spirit Projection distance by one thousand miles.

        Description: Progress is the sound of labored breathing.

      

      

      Another smaller notification appeared under the item description, and it had red borders.

      
        
        Warning!

        The Suffocation Ring of Projection requires full integration to function.

      

      

      
        
        Warning!

        This binding cannot be undone.

      

      

      Ruwen had guessed when looking through the Plague Siren’s lair that this ring and the neckpiece were likely Suffocation items. It made him really happy he’d been right. His War Marshal’s Suffocation Bracer increased the efficiency, and difficulty, of his Spirit manipulation by a factor of four. Adding this ring would increase that to eight.

      He really hoped the neckpiece completed the set. The ring’s effect enabling his projection to channel three essences might be a big deal, but he just didn’t have enough information to know. Maybe A Worker’s Guide to Harvesting would have a section on projecting.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Suffocation Gorget of Projection

        Set: Suffocation Gorget of Projection, Suffocation Ring of Projection

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: Indestructible

        Weight: 1.33 lbs.

        Effect: Fortifying poses and Refinement forms are twice as effective. Stacks with breathing techniques and other Suffocation items.

        Effect: Poses, training forms, breathing, and focus are twice as difficult.

        Effect: Projected form is secured by a Sapphire level tether.

        Restriction: Soulbound.

        Set Bonus: Increase Spirit Projection distance by one thousand miles.

        Description: Progress is the sound of labored breathing.

      

      

      Again, the soul binding warning appeared.

      
        
        Warning!

        The Suffocation Gorget of Projection requires full integration to function.

      

      

      
        
        Warning!

        This binding cannot be undone.

      

      

      He had a set! Set bonus gear was ultra-rare. Although he had no idea how to project his Spirit, he looked forward to when he could take advantage of the extra thousand miles. The third piece of suffocation gear increased the efficiency and difficulty to sixteen. He would almost certainly need to remove one or both items and build up to that level of difficulty.

      Using this suffocation gear would help immensely as he struggled to make himself more powerful. The Sapphire tether further piqued his interest, and he imagined a floating Spirit connected to a body like a kite. As soon as things settled down, he would research it.

      Rami gave him the next notification.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Scarecrow Aspect Hood of Nightmares

        Set: Scarecrow Aspect Hood of Nightmares, Scarecrow Aspect Jacket of Terror, Scarecrow Aspect Pants of Dread

        Spiritual AC: 560

        Quality: Special

        Durability: 222 of 222

        Weight: 1.3 lbs.

        Effect (Active): Field Guardian: create clone(s) within line-of-sight.

        Effect (Passive): Spirit Maze: slow surges of incoming Spirit or Essence to allow Harvester additional absorption time.

        Set Bonus (Active): Cornfield of Despair: area of effect confusion.

        Set Bonus (Active): Inferno’s Embrace: return to Infernal Realm bind point.

        Restriction: Clone(s) dissipate when damaged.

        Restriction: Five Meridians required to power Aspect.

        Restriction: Soulbound.

        Description: A burlap hood with crudely stitched eyes. The Aspect provides Diamond level protection against Spiritual attacks on the wearer’s center, Core, Meridians, and paths. The Scarecrow Aspect, created by the Infernal Realm’s God Lalquinrial, is one of seven Aspects used to enforce Lalquinrial’s will in the Infernal Realm, and are worn by those he favors.

      

      

      Ruwen read the notification three times. The Plague Siren hadn’t been some random demon, but the favorite of a god. He’d assumed all the gods were in the Material or Divine Realm, but it appeared some of them weren’t. And now he wore the Aspect that tied back to a demon god, with no way to take it off.

      Rami, do you know anything about Lalquinrial?

      His name is in some of the books that you just unlocked for me. I’ll need some time to index and process it all.

      Okay. This Aspect is amazing, but I’m scared it will cause me problems. We also need to look for a way to get it off.

      I’ll add it to the list, Rami said with a sigh.

      Thanks. This Aspect has a Spiritual armor class. Do you think my Core and paths and all that can be harmed in this realm?

      Spiritual attacks are very advanced, and just high Gem or Divine Harvesters are probably a danger.

      They’re already a danger. Good to know there’s another way I can be killed or maimed.

      Look on the bright side. The Aspect has a free get out of trouble card.

      Ruwen wished he could glare at the tiny Bookwyrm. That was a joke, right? What kind of trouble would I need to be in that activating a portal to the Infernal Realm would be a better option?

      Rami laughed. Knowing you, I hope we have a few days before we find out.

      Unfair. Mostly. Did you see the Field Guardian spell had clones as a plural?

      Yes, this Aspect is very powerful.

      I need to figure out a way to make those clones more like Whiskers. Able to function without my constant attention.

      When you can practice again, I want to try a few ideas related to that.

      Sounds good. I wish I would have known about the confusion spell when fighting Phoenix.

      It might have helped, but I think the Spirit Maze spell saved your life twice. It must have helped control the surge of energy during the Stone Harbor essence storm and again for Phoenix’s ultimate spell.

      You’re right. I remember little from Stone Harbor, but the fight with Phoenix was the first time I felt in real control of my Harvesting.

      Actually, the other gear might explain the control.

      Okay, hit me with the next notification.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Scarecrow Aspect Jacket of Terror

        Set: Scarecrow Aspect Jacket of Terror, Scarecrow Aspect Pants of Dread, Scarecrow Aspect Hood of Nightmares

        Spiritual AC: 560

        Quality: Special

        Durability: 222 of 222

        Weight: 2.9 lbs.

        Effect (Active): Crow Beater: staff created from wielder's essence, ignores 50% of target’s armor, max damage = (number of essences)*(12)

        Effect (Passive): Painful Focus: grants level two meditation state.

        Set Bonus (Active): Cornfield of Despair: area of effect confusion.

        Set Bonus (Active): Inferno’s Embrace: return to Infernal Realm bind point.

        Restriction: Staff dissipates when released.

        Restriction: Five Meridians required to power Aspect.

        Restriction: Soulbound.

        Description: A burlap jacket with frayed gloves and a weathered and ragged appearance. The Aspect provides Diamond level protection against Spiritual attacks on the wearer’s center, Core, Meridians, and paths. The Scarecrow Aspect, created by the Infernal Realm’s God Lalquinrial, is one of seven Aspects used to enforce Lalquinrial’s will in the Infernal Realm, and are worn by those he favors.

      

      

      Ruwen almost summoned the Crow Beater to look at it again but resisted the urge. Because he could Refine all twelve essences, the staff did a staggering one hundred forty-four max damage. It also ignored half the target's armor, which made the weapon insanely powerful. Using it would trigger his Aspect form, which he couldn’t do right now. It sucked to have such a fantastic weapon that he couldn’t use.

      The passive Painful Focus explained why control of his Spirit had felt more natural, even when not meditating. It also explained why he currently had the Clear Mind buff that triggered during meditation. His meditation skill had increased to twenty-three, and he focused on the buff long enough to see the effects.

      
        
        Clear Mind: Health, Mana, and Energy Regeneration increased by 6%

      

      

      Since the buff would be active all the time, not just when meditating, it made it really valuable. It didn’t look like it triggered skill gains, unfortunately, which meant he needed to still practice on his own.

      Okay, here’s the last notification, Rami said.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Scarecrow Aspect Pants of Dread

        Set: Scarecrow Aspect Pants of Dread, Scarecrow Aspect Jacket of Terror, Scarecrow Aspect Hood of Nightmares

        Spiritual AC: 560

        Quality: Special

        Durability: 222 of 222

        Weight: 4.1 lbs.

        Effect (Active): Infernal Panic: line of sight panic whose intensity and duration are proportional to Spirit used.

        Effect (Passive): Snuffed Flame: obscures the Spirit body masking the wearer’s power and essence paths to all but the most powerful.

        Set Bonus (Active): Cornfield of Despair: area of effect confusion.

        Set Bonus (Active): Inferno’s Embrace: return to Infernal Realm bind point.

        Restriction: Five Meridians required to power Aspect.

        Restriction: Soulbound.

        Description: Long burlap pants that cover the feet and have a tattered, weathered, and ragged appearance. The Aspect provides Diamond level protection against Spiritual attacks on the wearer’s center, Core, Meridians, and paths. The Scarecrow Aspect, created by the Infernal Realm’s God Lalquinrial, is one of seven Aspects used to enforce Lalquinrial’s will in the Infernal Realm, and are worn by those he favors.

      

      

      The three pieces of the Scarecrow Aspect gave him one thousand six hundred eighty Spiritual Armor Class, whatever that meant. It sounded like a lot, but the fact that he could be damaged Spiritually made him worry. At least he had some protection now.

      The line-of-sight fear, Infernal Panic, Ruwen had used already and knew its power. Snuffed Flame explained why Mica had lost the ability to see the spatial distortions from Ruwen’s Core in the Spirit Realm.

      The idea that this Scarecrow Aspect lived inside him like some parasite bothered him, but he couldn’t argue with the power and protection it provided. Even if he couldn’t use any of the active abilities right now, he would still benefit from all the passive ones.

      Thanks to Rami, he had efficiently gotten through all his notifications.

      Ruwen looked at the tree-shaped icon in the top left portion of his vision, took a deep breath, and opened his Profile.
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      Finally able to view his Profile, Ruwen’s curiosity burst forth like a rabid bear. He opened the Abilities tab and scrolled down to Hey You, desperate to know what new ability had appeared.

      
        
        Advanced Ability: True Name

        Base Ability: Hey You

        Cost: 10 Ability Points

        Hey You Level: 15

        Class: Worker

        Effect: Understand the language of the Universe, and see the roots of Ascension.

        Restriction: Worker Class

        Restriction: Minimum Class Level 16

        Restriction: Minimum Base (Ascendancy Day) Intelligence 16

        Type: Self

      

      

      Ruwen’s shoulders slumped at the point cost, but he would definitely save ten points for this ability. Understanding the Universe’s language would likely be what unlocked those twenty-two books Rami couldn’t understand yet. The “roots of Ascension” didn’t make sense, but maybe it would once he had the ability.

      Like all his other spells and abilities, this one had small icons under it, twelve in fact. And now that he could study them, he recognized they matched the faded Divine Circle on the cover of his A Worker’s Guide to Harvesting. Each icon represented an essence.

      He glanced at a few other abilities, and while none had all twelve essences, they all had at least three.

      The icons revealed the essence recipe to duplicate the spell.

      Well, recipe was probably the wrong word. They were more like ingredients. Ruwen switched to his Spells tab and found the greyed-out Fireball. In the Spirit Realm he had created a Fireball and found that Fire, Air, and Chaos essence were needed. When he fought Phoenix, he had sensed the fire specialist had added Death and Light essence to his flames.

      The Fireball spell recipe on Ruwen’s Spells tab, though, just listed the five essences. Not their order or how much of each was required. From his experiments, he knew the essence order mattered, and some needed to be added multiple times, at distinct points, when constructing the spell.

      Still, the fact that his interface listed essence ingredients blew his mind. And he had just started on this path. Maybe once he grew more powerful and experienced, the ingredient list might turn into a true recipe. If nothing else, the essences listed would save a ton of time and experimenting to find the proper components.

      Another realization struck him. This might affect what spells he took in the future. Even if he really wanted another fire spell, for instance, since he knew how to construct them already, it might make more sense to take an unfamiliar spell, one that would give him insight into a different branch of magic.

      Rami? Ruwen asked.

      It took a few seconds for her to respond. Sorry, the books you just unlocked are taking all my attention.

      Ruwen felt a little guilty. He knew Rami felt just like he did about new knowledge. I’m sorry, and I’ll try not to bother you for a bit. It’s just all my abilities and spells have essence values now, and I hoped you could help me look for patterns. If we can find some, I can pick spells that broaden our knowledge the most.

      That is an excellent idea. I’ll cycle through your abilities and spells and start a thread analyzing them.

      Thanks, Rami. You’re the best.

      I know.

      That made Ruwen smile. Sometimes a hint of Blapy’s personality would peek through in Rami, and he wondered what growing up was like for Rami. Now wasn’t a good time to ask, though.

      Ruwen’s Spells tab listed his available spell points: forty-two. He had four left over from hitting level six and had gained thirty-eight from leveling to nineteen: fourteen from his odd levels, and twenty-four from the even levels.

      The Abilities tab listed twenty-six points for Ruwen to use. He had two already from hitting level six and then gained another twenty-six from leveling to nineteen. Then he’d used two on increasing Hey You.

      Ruwen decided to come back to these tabs later. Right now, there were too many variables to spend a significant amount of points. Before he did much, he needed to determine his Sub Classes, learn what spells and abilities were available, and see if he could identify any patterns in the essence values of his existing spells and abilities.

      Returning to his Profile page, Ruwen looked at the available attribute points: fifty-four. He had two points unassigned from reaching level six, and then for gaining thirteen more levels, he’d received the following: thirteen points in Strength, thirteen points in Stamina, twenty-six points from his Worker Class, and twenty-six points from his Root Class.

      The number of attribute points shocked and excited Ruwen. That many points would make an actual difference, especially since his Ascendancy Day stats had been average in Strength, Stamina, Dexterity, and Wisdom. Those base values were hard to overcome, and even with additional attribute points, he might never reach the capabilities of someone with a base stat of sixteen.

      But Ruwen realized he wasn’t normal. Even though his Dexterity had been ten on his Ascendancy Day, marking him as average, he had two other ways to increase his stats that others didn’t. His Root Class gave him two extra points per level, and his body Fortification would eventually provide hundreds of attribute points. That meant ultimately, Ruwen might be just as good as someone with a base sixteen in their Ascendancy Day stats.

      Ruwen looked at his current stats and wondered how he should spend the fifty-four available points.

      
        
        Attributes

        Strength: 35

        Stamina: 35

        Dexterity: 23

        Intelligence: 25

        Wisdom: 19

        Charisma: 19

      

      

      All his attributes had increased by two when his body reached Copper, and then another three on attaining Silver. His level four Worker ability, Vigor, increased all his attributes by ten percent. His Dexterity had two extra points, one from the Fastidious Blade and one from the Fleeting Tattoo of Dexterity he’d gotten in Blapy. The small tattoo on his right arm of a red fox jumping across the rocks in a stream should have only lasted a month, but maybe the time in other realms didn’t count.

      Many of Ruwen’s Observer abilities would benefit from Dexterity. He had just snatched Lylan’s dagger out of the air, something impossible not that long ago. But even though he had all the training, his body limited him. Adding one point to Dexterity for each of his levels seemed like the minimum he should do. It benefited his Energy, Armor Class, Critical Chance, Dodge, and Perception as well, so he added the thirteen to Dexterity.

      Now Ruwen had a decision to make. When he’d planned on being a Mage, the vast amount of his attribute points would have gone into Intelligence with a little into Stamina for survivability. As a Mage, he’d planned to use spells to overcome any weaknesses. But did that make sense in his current situation?

      Not only had Ruwen’s Class changed, but he had as a person. While the Mage version of himself had scoffed at Unarmed Combat, he now saw the value it provided to his mind, body, and safety. In addition, he had two Classes, not one, and they didn’t overlap in attributes very well. He had also experienced the terrible repercussions of attribute debuffs when they dropped below ten. Unlike most people who encountered the same types of challenges every day, Ruwen never knew what the day would bring. His life since Ascendancy had been pure chaos, and having a weakness would almost certainly cost him his life, eventually. All of that made him lean toward making his attributes a little more balanced.

      But it would have a cost. Those that emphasized a couple of attributes would have a clear advantage if the situation favored them. Ruwen had brains and might manage to turn any situation into one he could succeed in. That route had risks, though, and if his maxed attributes failed, there would be nothing left to fall back on. The problem with maxing a few attributes was that as soon as your enemy figured out your weakness, it doomed you.

      Ruwen’s Fortification of his body, though, provided some of this balance. Every time he leveled his body, those points went into every attribute. So in a sense, he already had a mechanism in place to keep himself somewhat balanced.

      Since he had the Fortification bonuses, maybe he could use a more hybrid approach. He could emphasize his essential attributes, and add a few to the non-critical ones.

      Ruwen created three attribute lists in his head: critical, important, and minor.

      Under critical, he placed Stamina and Dexterity. Stamina would keep him alive and added to his Energy, Resilience, and Endurance. Dexterity benefited his Observer Class, Step training, Energy, Armor Class, Critical Chance, Dodge, and Perception.

      For important attributes, he just listed Intelligence. It added to his Mana, which he needed to rely on since he couldn’t use Spirit to cast spells, and increased Cleverness and Perception. His Cleverness stat, in particular, had been very beneficial to him.

      That left three minor attributes: Strength, Wisdom, and Charisma.

      Wisdom almost made it to important because it directly affected Cleverness and Resilience. Not only that, the days following his Ascendancy when he had suffered from the Wisdom debuff Foolish, had been some of his most painful. But unlike Intelligence, it didn’t affect his Mana pool like it did for the Order Class.

      Wisdom would be the most important of the minor attributes, though, since he couldn’t always rely on Hamma for common sense. He needed Wisdom of his own to balance out his Intelligence.

      Strength, while important, already received a point every level automatically because of his Worker Class. His Void Band made Encumbrance a nonissue, and while Strength benefited Endurance, so did Stamina, which Ruwen preferred to emphasize for the obvious benefit of Health Points. Power Strike was more of a Fighter stat, and Ruwen didn’t see himself using that method of combat.

      That left Charisma, and while Ruwen had to admit he didn’t want to look like a toad, it just wasn’t critical to his life’s direction. He wouldn’t neglect it though since it affected his Persuasion stat, and if he meant to lead, he’d need that.

      Strength and Stamina had already benefited by thirteen points each. Ruwen had added thirteen to Dexterity earlier, leaving him forty-one more attribute points. If he added another thirteen to Stamina, ten to Intelligence, another ten to Dexterity, five to Wisdom, and three to Charisma, it would use up all his attribute points.

      Ruwen wondered if he should leave a few points in reserve, in case he needed them for something. That appealed to him but seemed dangerous. So many of his fights had been close. If Hamma had missed a heal, or if he’d taken a little more damage, he would have died many times. While having banked attributes felt good, it might cost him his life, and that seemed foolish.

      Ruwen distributed the points and then looked at his current state.

      
        
        General

        Name: Ruwen Starfield

        Race: Human

        Age: 16

        Class: Worker

        Sub Class: Not Yet Chosen

        Hidden Class: Root (Observer)

        Hidden Sub Class: Not Yet Chosen

        Level: 19

        Class Rank: Initiate

        Cultivation Stage: 40

        Cultivation Rank: Acolyte

        Deaths: 2

        Deity: Goddess Uru

        Experience: 113,820/190,000

        Inventory: 72/1,000

        Realm Count: 2

        Wealth: 1g 10s 50c

      

        

      
        Marks

        Black Pyramid

        Bamboo Viper Clan

        Dungeon Master (Unnamed Dungeon)

      

        

      
        Marks’ Details

        Bamboo Level: 84

        Bamboo Rank: Adept

        Viper Level: 84

        Viper Rank: Adept

        Black Pyramid Level: 1

        Black Pyramid Rank: Novice

        Black Pyramid Cipher Level: 1

        Black Pyramid Dungeon Level (Completed): 6

        Black Pyramid Librarian Rank: Ink Warden

        Black Pyramid Tokens: 26

        Unnamed Dungeon Tier: 40

        Unnamed Dungeon State: Abysmal

        Dungeon Keeper Fractal State: Fragile

      

        

      
        Pools

        Health: 572/572

        Mana: 399/399

        Energy: 976/976

        Spirit: 31,296,528,470

      

        

      
        Attributes

        Strength: 35

        Stamina: 50

        Dexterity: 48

        Intelligence: 36

        Wisdom: 24

        Charisma: 22

      

        

      
        Ratings

        Knowledge: 48

        Armor Class: 379

        Max Encumbrance: 528 lbs.

        Critical Chance: 90%

        Power Strike: 7%

        Haste: 94%

        Dodge: 163%

        Persuasion: 35%

        Resilience: 35%

        Endurance: 8%

        Cleverness: 53%

        Perception: 58%

      

        

      
        Resistances

        Elemental Resistance: 37%

        Poison Resistance: 37%

        Acid Resistance: 37%

        Mind Resistance: 76%

        Order Resistance: 37%

        Chaos Resistance: 33%

        Disease Resistance: 37%

        Light Resistance: 37%

        Dark Resistance: 33%

      

        

      
        Regeneration

        Health Regeneration per second: 2.27

        Mana Regeneration per second: 2.12

        Energy Regeneration per second: 37.91

      

      

      The changes staggered Ruwen. He ignored the ridiculous Spirit value for now since he planned to look at his Harvesting values next. But before he did, he wanted to compare some of the greatest changes in his stats to his level six values. He barely recognized himself now.

    

  

***




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 51

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruwen scanned his Profile again and marveled at some of the biggest gains. His Cultivation Stage had gone from nineteen to forty, which had almost doubled his Resistance values, bringing most of them to thirty-seven percent. That made him much more durable. When you added the mental benefits from the rare skill Last Breath, his Mind Resistance was an incredible seventy-six percent.

      The gains from eighty-three levels of Bamboo Step training had increased his Armor Class by eighty-three. Dodge had already been a decent thirty-five percent, mostly because of the level three Observer ability Evade, which raised Dodge by twenty percent. The Bamboo Step bonus added another eighty-three percent, along with his Unarmed Combat skill, which piled on another forty-seven and one-half percent, bringing his Dodge from thirty-five to one hundred sixty-three percent. Now, an enemy would need a very high Haste percentage to even hope of hitting him.

      The gains from eighty-three levels of Viper Step training had moved his Critical Chance percentage from four percent to, with a little help from his Dexterity additions, ninety percent. That meant most of his strikes would be for more than max damage. The other affected rating was his Haste, which had gone from five percent to, again with a little help from Dexterity increases, ninety-four percent. That meant he could now overcome a lot of his target’s Dodge.

      The Unarmed Combat increase had, in addition to helping his Dodge, increased his damage without a weapon by forty-seven and one-half percent. Along with Ruwen’s new Critical Strike rating, when he hit something, they would feel it.

      Ruwen’s Health had gone from two hundred forty-nine to five hundred seventy-two. His investment in Stamina more than doubled his Health pool, and the ability Store gave him an extra ten percent. This should help with his survival, and give Hamma a little buffer with her healing.

      Mana had gone from two hundred forty-two to three hundred ninety-nine for Ruwen. The added Intelligence points and the ability Store providing ten percent both helped. Not as impressive as his Health doubling, but still significant. This pool would be something he looked to buff. Hopefully they would find a ring in one of the packs that helped with Mana. He didn’t need to wear his Suffocation gear all the time and could swap it out with other items to help with his stats if needed.

      Ruwen’s Energy had gone from four hundred three to nine hundred seventy-six, more than doubling. Energy benefited from his additions to Stamina, Dexterity, and Strength, as well as ten percent from the ability Store. This helped lower his anxiety when using his Void Band since he’d have more time now before killing himself accidentally.

      Armor Class had benefited not only from the Bamboo Step increase but from the Fortification of Ruwen’s body, which had added two hundred ten points of AC.

      While in the Spirit Realm, after they’d left the Cultivator camp, Jagen had spent three hours talking with Ruwen about different armors. Jagen had told Ruwen about his huge collection of armor back home, and why each piece was special.

      Ruwen had learned a lot from Jagen and now had a good idea of how much protection different armors offered their wearers: from a naked zero to the thousand plate armor provided. Ruwen knew now that his previous AC of one hundred sixty-one had been the equivalent of padded armor, and his new three hundred seventy-four made him as tough as studded leather. Just one more place where a stat had doubled.

      In fact, most of what Ruwen wore provided some sort of utility, not armor. His cloak, Clapper skin leggings and shirt, and boots only totaled eighty AC. Which meant that even naked, his body had the equivalent AC of leather armor.

      That reminded Ruwen of the Aspect armor and its one thousand six hundred eighty Spiritual AC. That would be the equivalent of plate armor and a tower shield. Such AC seemed unbelievable, but then he remembered the ones fighting in those Aspects were usually gods or their chosen. They were powerful entities that also had weapons that did insane damage like his Aspect’s staff.

      Persuasion had benefited from the Knowledge increase and had gone from twenty-seven percent to thirty-five percent. Similarly, Ruwen’s Cleverness had gone from forty-two percent to fifty-three percent. His Perception had started at thirty-three percent and ended up at fifty-eight. That would help immensely when sizing up enemies.

      That left Ruwen’s Regeneration values. His Health had generated 1.4 Health per second before but now ticked for 2.27. Mana had gone from 1.55 to 2.12, and Energy from 29.67 to 37.91. All welcome gains.

      Ruwen felt great about all the stat changes and focused on the small person icon in the lower right of his vision. His Inventory appeared and displayed his equipped gear. His baton hadn’t felt any different when he’d tested it earlier, but in his display, the color had changed from brown, uncommon quality, to green, fine quality. He focused on the baton to see what had changed.

      
        
        Name: Spirit-Infused Baton of a Thousand Uses

        Damage: 4-16

        Quality: Fine

        Durability: 50 of 50

        Weight: 12.00 lbs.

        Effect: Produces useful tools.

        Effect: Ignores 25% of target’s Armor Class

        Restriction: Worker

        Description: Not quite a thousand. Cup not included.

      

      

      When Ruwen had added Spirit to everyone’s weapons before the Plague Siren, it must have altered their makeup. His baton’s damage had quadrupled, and it now ignored twenty-five percent of the target’s armor. The baton had now become a viable weapon. He needed to ask Hamma if the Staff of Chimes had changed, and wondered about Juva’s two swords.

      Ruwen pushed on the person cutout that showed his equipment, and it turned, revealing his Harvester view. His Scarecrow Aspect lay underneath the twelve Meridians, which were spaced unevenly across the body of the cutout.

      A list ran along the side of the cutout detailing the progress he’d made in Fortifying his body.

      
        
        Meridian - Location – Level – Progress to Next Level

        Body - Heart – Silver – 78%

        Stone - Right Leg/Foot - Silver – 73%

        Order - Spine - Silver – 79%

        Water - Right Shoulder/Arm/Hand - Gold – 23%

        Light – Head/Neck - Silver – 79%

        Life – Groin/Hips/Abdomen - Silver – 75%

        Mind - Brain - Silver – 78%

        Air - Left Shoulder/Arm/Hand - Gold – 23%

        Chaos – Torso - Silver – 65%

        Fire - Left Leg/Foot - Silver – 75%

        Dark - Organs - Silver – 68%

        Death – Intestines - Silver – 73%

      

      

      Below the cutout, where Ruwen’s Inventory contents would usually be, was a diagram of the Divine Circle. Each circle on the cutout represented a now-familiar Meridian, but this time they all had values. In the middle, a larger sphere sat representing his Spirit, and it read 11.55 percent.

      The icon for each Meridian matched the icons under his spells and abilities. This Divine Circle listed the amount of essence he’d managed to Refine, although the vast majority of this essence had come from the storm over Stone Harbor.

      
        
        Essence – Capacity

        Body – 61%

        Stone – 61%

        Order – 63%

        Water – 61%

        Light – 63%

        Life – 62%

        Mind – 62%

        Air – 61%

        Chaos – 59%

        Fire – 61%

        Dark – 59%

        Death – 60%

      

      

      Ruwen focused on Death essence, and a new value appeared, replacing the 60% with 60.39329%. That made him happy since the extra significant digits would allow him to experiment with his essence rods and figure out what these essence values really meant. Right now, he didn’t know if a level ten essence rod took 0.001 essence, or ten essence.

      A new value, Core Velocity, sat underneath the diagram, and it read zero percent. Ruwen really wanted to spin up his Core and start Refining more Spirit into essence, but that would trigger his Aspect and cover him in the Scarecrow's burlap. It would have to wait until he got Uru’s temple up and running and could afford some private time to focus on his Harvester training.

      Sift stood and waved at Hamma. Ruwen stood too, closing his displays, as Hamma joined them.

      Sift helped Lylan up. “Lylan wants to talk about Sub Classes, but I don’t know anything about them. I’ll keep watch.”

      Ruwen checked on Whiskers and saw that the white dot that marked her had made it near the lake. There were a few green dots on the map, and he concentrated on one. A picture of a squirrel appeared, and the other two dots were birds. Green probably meant Whiskers didn’t think they were dangerous.

      Hamma tapped Ruwen on the forehead. “Hello?”

      “Sorry,” Ruwen said. “I was just checking on Whiskers.”

      “Do you want to talk about Sub Classes?” Hamma asked.

      “Yes. I have issues,” Ruwen replied.

      “Join the club,” Hamma said.

      Lylan looked relieved, and the three of them sat by the backpacks.

      “You go first,” Hamma said to Lylan.

      Lylan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was the most nervous Ruwen had ever seen her.

      “First, I need you to understand my predicament,” Lylan said. “My older brother is a Thief. A really good one, and he works for Ky as well. He got nabbed doing a job on the west coast awhile back. Ky, myself, and a small team had spent two months preparing to break him out when Ky just disappeared.”

      Ruwen’s stomach turned. He recalled what Ky had said when Tremine asked where she’d been. They had all been sitting in Ruwen’s room in the library eating poppers on the day of his Ascendancy. Ky had said, “The Legion’s Vault in Malth. Two months of planning. Was going to hit it tomorrow night.”

      Instead of rescuing Lylan’s brother, Ky had returned to Deepwell to save Ruwen.

      “Anyway,” Lylan said. “I want to rescue him. When I hit level twenty, I have two options as a Shade: Thief or Assassin. I’m unsure which gives me the best chance of helping him.”

      Ruwen placed his head in his hands. He felt like a vortex, pulling everyone around him into the chaos of his life. And again, he felt guilty for not appreciating what others had given up to help him. When Ky had mentioned Malth and her plans, it hadn’t occurred to him what he’d disrupted. He couldn’t even blame Uru, as it had been his stupid Fireball that had started that terrible chain of events.

      Lylan’s brother remained imprisoned in the Legion’s Vault of Malth because of him.
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      Ruwen already knew that keeping his involvement in the failed plans a secret would eventually blow up in his face. Lylan was difficult for Ruwen to read as the woman kept a tight grip on her emotions and didn’t speak much. He didn’t know if they were friends yet, but Sift loved her, and that meant a lot. Plus, he recognized the right thing to do when he saw it.

      “It’s my fault,” Ruwen blurted.

      Both women stared at him.

      “My hips are your fault?” Hamma asked. “Have you been eyeing me?”

      “What?” Ruwen choked out as his cheeks warmed. How long had he been thinking? How in the name of Uru had the conversation turned so quickly from Lylan’s brother to Hamma’s anatomy?

      The women laughed, and Hamma looked at Lylan. “When his eyes glaze over, I know he’s thinking and not paying attention.”

      Lylan nodded. “He does that a lot.”

      “I know,” Hamma said. “I decided to start making him suffer for it.”

      Lylan looked back at Ruwen and smiled. “Look at that blush. And I thought Sift was innocent.”

      Hamma reached over and patted Ruwen’s knee. “I know, and it makes it impossible not to tease him.”

      “So, what’s your fault?” Lylan asked Ruwen.

      Hamma left her hand on Ruwen’s knee, and it continued to distract him. The exchange had caused him to lose his train of thought. He’d spent most of his life alone, and getting to know people over the last year had been almost impossible because of the lies about his parents. He’d been around plenty of girls before in his classes and at the library, but none of them had affected him the way Hamma did. It felt like she lowered his Intelligence by ten every time she touched or teased him.

      “You just did it again,” Hamma said.

      “Sorry, it’s hard for me not to think,” Ruwen replied.

      “I know. What is your fault?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen refocused his thoughts, and the guilt came crashing back. He faced Lylan. “Ky left Malth because of me. I made a mistake that exposed me, and Uru brought in Ky to protect me. I’m sorry, Lylan.”

      Lylan’s jaw tensed, and she grew deadly still. Ruwen wondered if she would attack him. He didn’t want to fight, but he didn’t want to die either.

      Lylan sighed and shook her head as her body relaxed. “That makes us even, I guess.”

      “Even?” Ruwen asked.

      Lylan locked gazes with Ruwen. “Sift said you’re the reason he escaped Blapy. And without you, I doubt I’d have my memories back. Plus, I’d already figured out you were probably the reason Ky bailed on us.”

      “When did you figure all this out?” Hamma asked Ruwen.

      “Just now,” Ruwen said. “After my second death, Ky found me in the library. She told Tremine she’d abandoned a two-month job in Malth. Now I know the details.”

      Lylan nodded. “You’re a good guy, Ruwen. I appreciate the honesty about your involvement. I get why people trust you.”

      “I’ll make it up to you, Lylan. When I have a chance, I’ll help rescue your brother.”

      A notification appeared, and Ruwen opened it.

      
        
        Ting!

        You have received the quest…

        Bros and Cons

        Lylan’s brother, a Thief belonging to Mistress Kysandra’s Black Pyramid, is imprisoned in the Legion’s Vault of Malth. You have offered to help rescue him.

        Reward: Appreciation from Lylan.

        Reward: Tier 5 Rune from the Black Pyramid’s Quartermaster Fluffy

        Reward: 25,000 exp.

      

      

      
        
        Accept or Decline

      

      

      Ruwen chose Accept. It worried him a little that the rewards were so good. Twenty-five thousand experience and a level five Rune probably meant this quest would be very difficult. Ruwen wondered how many level five Runes Fluffy had. They were extremely rare, as trapping a level five spell inside a Rune took incredible skill.

      “Thank you, Ruwen,” Lylan said. “That means a lot to me.”

      Ruwen smiled at Lylan, and Hamma patted his knee approvingly.

      “Okay,” Lylan said. “Back on target. Thieves are good at extracting items, and Assassins are good at extracting information. And I don’t know which one will benefit saving my brother more.”

      Hamma placed her hands in her lap and bit her lip. “I think you should look past your brother. You have hundreds of years to think about, not just now. Your problem is the same issue I’m having. There are immediate issues we’re facing that would benefit from one path, which might differ than what would make us happier in the long run. We really should look at our choices with the future in mind.”

      “As always, Hamma, you’re full of good advice,” Ruwen said. “Somehow, you all got sucked into the madness that surrounds me. Please please please don’t choose a Sub Class or Specialization to help me. I couldn’t handle the guilt of that. Pick something you want, and we’ll make it work. We always do.”

      Lylan nodded. “Assassins need commitment. Jobs are almost always to kill someone multiple times. And the target gets harder to kill each time as they become more cautious. I’m not sure I have the patience to kill the same target five times. But Assassins get massive benefits to damage, access to magical poisons, and methods to extract information from people.”

      “I’m not judging,” Hamma said. “But what about the morality of Assassins?”

      Lylan shrugged. “I haven’t seen a lot of good in my life, and most people deserve a death or two to set them straight. When you shadow a target, you learn quickly if they’re a decent person or not. I’d like to think I’d only kill those that deserved it. Although, actually meeting Uru has made me a little more devout.”

      “What about being a Thief?” Ruwen asked.

      “I could learn from my brother, so that would be nice. Items are simpler than people and don’t have all the moral baggage.”

      “Stealing isn’t exactly noble,” Hamma said.

      Lylan smiled. “Well, I think that depends on who you steal from and why you do it.”

      “Fair enough,” Hamma said.

      “What benefits does a Thief get?” Ruwen asked.

      Lylan counted on her fingers. “Massive increase to stealth, abilities for appraising value, nullifying magical protections, and understanding an item’s purpose, as well as spatial awareness to help find hidden things.”

      “Both Specialties have clear advantages,” Ruwen said.

      “Ask your two-hundred-year-old self what they want to be doing,” Hamma said.

      Lylan nodded. “Thanks. Just saying this all out loud has helped.”

      Ruwen pointed at Hamma. “Tell us about what you’re thinking.”

      Hamma sighed. “My mom wanted me to Sub Class as a Priest. Then Specialize in Administration and be a High Priest like my dad, or maybe Specialize as a Judge. I dreamed of Sub Classing as an Enforcer and then Specializing as a Guardian if I wanted to live in a city, or as a Crusader if I wanted to see the world. But…”

      Hamma didn’t continue, and Lylan leaned forward. “But what?”

      Hamma glanced at Ruwen and then back down at her hands. Ruwen was used to seeing Hamma confident and sure, and her uncertainty made him uneasy.

      “I’d never considered the Healer Sub Class because it seemed dull. But, when we were fighting in Blapy, it opened my eyes to a different world. Ruwen and Sift would have died without my heals. It felt amazing to hold life and death in my hands.” Hamma shook her head. “That sounds maniacal.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Ruwen said.

      Hamma gave Ruwen a small smile. “The fact is, I have never felt as critical or needed as I did when healing. It felt so satisfying. Healing filled a part of me I didn’t know was empty, and I think there’s a way for me to have a little of everything.”

      “How?” Lylan asked.

      “Taking over the chapel in Blapy gave me access to a powerful prayer book, but also requires me to do many Priest-type activities like weddings, last rites, and things like that. The Healer Sub Class has two Specializations, Surgeon and Warden.”

      “I’d forgotten about Wardens,” Ruwen said. “Most Healers are Surgeons.”

      Hamma nodded. “Wardens are battle priests. But most people who want to fight will pick the Enforcer branch, and most people who choose the Healer branch will pick Surgeon because that Specialization defines the role. It takes a weird type of person to enjoy both fighting and healing.”

      “You’re not weird,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen frowned. “But a healing fighter seems powerful. I’d think it would be really popular, especially with people who like to adventure on their own.”

      “The cost is watered down spells and abilities. Wardens get fewer instant heals, spells cost more Mana, and you get access to them later than Surgeons. For fighting the armor is limited to studded leather or maybe hide, and weapon choice is limited as well. I won’t get all those awesome auras the Enforcers get either, so I’m less valuable to those outside my group.”

      Ruwen tapped his chin. “If you went the Enforcer route, you could wear better armor, protect yourself better, and still benefit everyone around you with auras. You’d be much safer.”

      “Now you sound like my mom,” Hamma teased.

      “Sorry,” Ruwen said.

      “That’s a hard decision, Hamma,” Lylan said.

      They were quiet for a few seconds, and then Hamma pointed at Ruwen. “What are you going to do?”

      Ruwen held up his Void Band. “My Worker path was decided as soon as I put this on. It’s the most amazing thing I have, and I need to Sub Class as a Collector and then Specialize in some sort of Gathering for it to continue working.”

      “I’ll admit to being a little jealous of that band,” Lylan said. “You’ve done some amazing things with it.”

      “Thanks,” Ruwen said. “I think I’m just scratching the surface with it. For my Observer Class–”

      “That’s what I’m jealous of,” Hamma said. “Can you pick two Sub Classes in your base Class? That would solve my problem in a snap.”

      The question surprised Ruwen. He’d never thought about that, and he didn’t know. After seeing Ahvy and her team of Handlers, he didn’t just dismiss the idea either. There was a Steward Specialization in the Household Sub Class that sounded vaguely interesting too.

      A pinecone hit Ruwen in the chest, and he held up his hands before Hamma threw another. “I’m back, sorry. That’s a great question, and I don’t know the answer. The next time I die, which will be never, I’ll look.”

      “I’m fine with that,” Hamma said.

      Ruwen continued. “I know I don’t want to Sub Class as a Marksman or a Shade, no offense Lylan. So that leaves me the Scout Sub Class. Ky told me I should Specialize as a Spy since it provides the most ways to hide my identity. But if I Specialized as a Ranger, it would strengthen my Worker Specialization, which favors exploration.”

      Lylan twisted her lip. “Spies and Rangers are interesting. Spies excel in cities and Rangers in the wilderness. Their skills are similar in that they allow you to blend into your environment and even change your body.”

      “Shapeshift?” Hamma asked.

      Lylan nodded. “If you met a high-level Spy who was impersonating me, I’m pretty sure only Sift would figure it out.” Lylan looked fondly up the hill where Sift stood guard. “Maybe. He can be as dumb as a rock sometimes.”

      “What do Rangers do then?” Ruwen asked.

      “Animals,” Lylan said with wide eyes. “In the wild, any animal you see might be a Ranger keeping tabs on you.”

      “Are you serious?” Ruwen asked.

      Lylan nodded. “But I’ve heard it’s excruciating to transform, and neither Specialization likes doing it.”

      Ruwen hadn’t known about the shapeshifting. Both versions seemed very useful. The problem was he didn’t know what his future held. Would he be searching for items, fighting battles, or infiltrating the circles of power? All those things would benefit from different choices.

      Ruwen’s Watcher’s Ring of Travel grew hot, and two red dots appeared on his map.

      “What’s wrong?” Hamma asked.

      “Whiskers found something. Give me a second,” Ruwen said.

      Ruwen focused on the cat’s portrait, and a moment later he saw what Whiskers had found.

      Two Naktos Scouts crept toward the gates of the distant city, barely visible in the cat’s enhanced vision. Bones lay scattered all over the ground, and once again Ruwen wondered about the terrible battles waged here.

      “Signal Sift,” Ruwen said while watching the Scouts. “The enemy is already here.”
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      Ruwen stayed focused on the distant Scouts as Sift joined the group. Whiskers had a clear view of the damaged walls of the city and the four gates that led through the thick walls. The Scouts were careful and crept toward the city.

      A figure walked out from the shadow of the gates. They wore a long cloak with the hood pulled forward, leaving the face in shadow, and they held a scythe that looked eight feet tall. Another red dot appeared on the map, marking the newcomer. But that also meant Whiskers hadn’t detected them before, which worried Ruwen.

      The Naktos Scouts immediately split, with one circling behind the cloaked figure while the other continued forward slowly.

      The cloaked figure stopped thirty feet from the gates, surrounded by the white bones of the fallen. Ruwen’s Perception had seen enough that information appeared above both Naktos Scouts. The stats from the two Scouts were almost identical but contained more information than normal. Probably a result of his increased Perception. He studied the closest Scout’s values.

      
        
        Name: Silent Spotter

        Deity: Naktos

        Class Type: Scout

        Level: 16

        Health: 309

        Mana: 110

        Energy: 611

        Spirit: 0

        Armor Class: 252

      

      

      The Spotter in front of the cloaked figure paused and waited while the other Spotter moved behind the figure. When the cloaked figure stood between the Spotters, the one in front slowly removed a dagger strapped to his calf. Without standing, he flicked the knife at the cloaked figure.

      If the figure saw the dagger coming, it didn’t react. The blade struck an invisible shield just in front of the figure’s face. A brief flash of black gave the shield away as the blade fell to the ground. The figure didn’t react at all.

      The Spotter who’d thrown the blade didn’t seem concerned. He pulled a vial from a chest pocket and threw it toward the figure, but Ruwen could see the vial would miss high. With a practiced movement, the Spotter pulled a smaller knife from his forearm and threw it as well.

      Again Ruwen saw the blade would miss high, and he wondered how the Spotter could be such a terrible aim. A moment later he understood as the small knife struck the vial directly over the figure’s head. Bright yellow mist filled the air and coated the shield surrounding the figure.

      Smoke rose as the yellow liquid ate through the shield. Ruwen remembered how the assassin sent to kill him at The Fainting Goat, and later at the clearing with Lylan, had used potions and vials too. It must be something the Naktos Classes had in common.

      The figure laughed, and then a male voice spoke. “When next you see your lord, tell him to leave this valley alone. This site is secure, and I will not tolerate your interference.”

      The Spotter stood and dropped whatever cloaking magic it had used to mask itself. “By what right do you hold this city? The great Naktos does not need your permission and will take what he pleases. Leave this place at once.”

      Ruwen realized the Spotter spoke in Naktos, but it sounded natural to Ruwen. The additional levels of Hey You had made every language as clear as his own.

      “And if I stay?” the cloaked figure asked.

      “You will die,” the Spotter said simply. “And if you manage to kill me, it will only bring an army.”

      “An army you say?” the figure asked.

      The smoke had slowed, and Ruwen figured that meant the shield had dissolved. The Spotter behind the cloaked man shifted his stance, and Ruwen thought he’d attack soon.

      Ruwen’s Perception finally triggered on the cloaked man, and he realized the Spotters had walked into a trap.

      
        
        Name: Bone Sculptor

        Deity: Izac

        Class Type: Mage

        Level: 30

        Health: 452

        Mana: 986

        Energy: 429

        Spirit: 0

        Armor Class: 98

      

      

      The Bone Sculptor never moved his hands, but as the last of the shield disappeared, the bones near the Mage lifted off the ground and surrounded him like plate armor.

      The Mage’s armor increased to five hundred seventy-two, the equivalent of scale armor, and his Mana dropped by fifty.

      The Mage’s Mana dropped another four hundred, and the ground two hundred feet around the Bone Sculptor moved. Hundreds and hundreds of skeletons pulled themselves together and pushed themselves to their feet. The two Naktos Spotters found themselves instantly surrounded.

      
        
        Name: Skeletal Fighter (Summoned)

        Level: 8

        Health: 198

        Mana: 0

        Energy: 75

        Spirit: 0

        Armor Class: 120

      

      

      The skeletons varied in levels from eight to ten, but their stats didn’t change that much. Summoned creatures weren’t as powerful as their level implied, but they made up for it in numbers.

      “Tell Naktos that my lord, the greatest of those that came before and whose name I am unworthy to utter, has placed me here along with thousands of Mana potions. I will destroy any army that marches against these walls. Heed me when I say this valley is forbidden.”

      “You? Alone?” the Spotter sneered. “Your Dark magic will never–”

      A bone spear erupted from the ground, passing through the Spotter’s groin and out his shoulder. The Naktos Scout hung there, dead. The Mage slowly turned and looked directly at the hidden Spotter behind him.

      “Heed me when I say this valley is forbidden,” the Bone Sculptor said.

      The Naktos Spotter nodded, and the skeletons moved aside, making a path for the Scout to pass. The Spotter wasted no time and sprinted down the corridor as if his life depended on it. Which it probably did.

      The Bone Sculptor strode back into the shadows and disappeared. Ruwen pulled his attention from the cat’s portrait and focused on his friends.

      Sift sat next to Lylan. “What’s going on?”

      “I have good news and bad news,” Ruwen said.

      Sift groaned. “You always say that, but it’s always more like okay news and horrible news.”

      Ruwen winced.

      “I knew it,” Sift said.

      “How bad?” Hamma asked. “Are the armies already here?”

      Ruwen looked at each of his friends. “There is one significant hurdle. But if we overcome it, I think we’ll be safe here for a while.”

      “Define significant,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen took a deep breath and then told them the bad news in a rush. “A level thirty Bone Sculptor with an army of skeletons and unlimited Mana holds the city.”

      Everyone stared at Ruwen in silence.

      After ten seconds, Sift finally spoke. “That was a joke, right?”

      “I don’t think he’s joking,” Lylan said.

      “You will have to use your Spirit,” Sift said.

      Ruwen shook his head. “Bone Sculptors are a Mage Specialty of Izac. I’ve been told multiple times once the gods discover my Harvesting, it triggers the apocalypse.”

      “What if you use it from hiding?” Sift asked.

      Ruwen shook his head. “What if they see me somehow? Do you want to risk the world for that?”

      “Toss my dagger, this looks bad,” Lylan said.

      “Now that I think about it, Sift, it’s even worse. You can’t use your Spirit either.”

      “What? Why?” Sift asked.

      “Because your Falcon Aspect appears when you use Spirit, and that Aspect spent time with the Scarecrow. I think we’re asking for trouble if those Aspects appear in the Material realm. And if they get associated with me, it becomes dangerous for all of us because, you know, the apocalypse.”

      “But Lylan and I were seen with the Aspects, too,” Hamma said.

      Ruwen pinched the bridge of his nose. “Ugh. I was only thinking about the Aspects. But you’re right. Anyone who saw you two in the Spirit Realm might put it together.”

      “But they wouldn’t know for sure,” Lylan said. “There were six others with us, and we’re all spread out now.”

      “That’s true,” Ruwen agreed.

      “Just in case, let’s cover our faces,” Hamma said.

      “That’s a good idea,” Ruwen said. “Mr. Whistler, does that tattoo have a privacy setting?”

      Sift looked up as if he could see his name above his head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Well you can’t go into battle with your name showing. That will lead back to us if Izac has any spies around Deepwell.”

      “He’ll already have your names actually,” Lylan said.

      They all looked at Lylan.

      Lylan narrowed her eyes in thought. “Think about it. You three plus Slib and Juva disappeared for months. During a high-profile excursion. Your names would be everywhere. And probably again right now since Slib and Juva suddenly showed back up.”

      Ruwen shook his head. “Uru help me, you’re right. I never thought much about what happened after we left. So basically, Naktos already knew I was the Champion, and now Izac knows the Champion was one of the five missing from Deepwell. By now, he’ll have our descriptions as well. I sure hope Uru warned Slib and Juva how much danger they’re in.”

      Hamma bit her lip. “That means we always keep our Profile private, we cover our faces when fighting, and Sift’s tattoo needs to go.”

      Sift hugged himself. “No way. Have you seen it? It’s too beautiful.”

      Ruwen smiled. “I have an idea. Pull up your shirt.”

      Sift narrowed his eyes at Ruwen. Lylan pulled Sift’s shirt up and over his head, muttering at Sift to stop being a baby.

      A thick snake with indigo scales wrapped around Sift’s torso. The head appeared on his right shoulder, mouth wide, ivory fangs glistening with venom. Every time Ruwen saw it, he wanted to step away. Blapy had given Sift the tattoo, and it made him appear as one of Uru’s Ascended Fighters, which he’d needed to go on Big D’s camping trip.

      “Turn around,” Ruwen said. “This might hurt a little.”

      Ruwen took a few deep breaths and then pictured the icon for Scrub, a brush, in his mind. A second later, his hands glowed, and he channeled three Energy per second to the spell.

      The tattoo really was a piece of art, and Ruwen felt bad for damaging it. He hoped ruining a small portion would render the tattoo useless without actually having to remove the entire thing. He brought his glowing right hand near Sift’s lower back and eased his hand over the area where two coils overlapped.

      “The name’s gone,” Hamma said.

      Ruwen could barely see a difference in the tattoo and stopped channeling Scrub.

      “See, not all my ideas are bad,” Ruwen said.

      Sift rubbed the snake’s head.

      “I swear he loves that thing more than me,” Lylan said.

      Sift removed the sleeve he’d been wearing around his head since the wolverine had sliced his arm off, and carefully placed it against his shirt. The sleeve melded back to the shirt and Sift smiled as he put his shirt back on. The armor had been a gift from Blapy and specifically made for Cultivators. Everyone sat in a circle again.

      “Okay,” Ruwen said. “Our settings are all private, and we each have a Scarf of Freshness that we can wear. That should keep us anonymous. How do we fight the skeletons?”

      They sat in silence for half a minute, each lost in their own thoughts. Ruwen had Whiskers circle the city while looking for sentries.

      Ruwen cleared his throat. “Let’s share information that might be helpful, then go through the packs for any useful gear, and finally add anything from our inventories. Maybe a plan will emerge from all that.”

      Rami? I’m sorry to interrupt you again so soon. But can you look at my recent memories and tell me your thoughts, please.

      A few seconds later, Rami replied. That is impressive magic. I’ll see what I can find on Bone Sculptors.

      Thank you.

      “Izac’s people are stronger in Dark and Chaos magic,” Hamma said. “But weak to Light and Order. My Consecration spell with cause quadruple weapon damage to his constructs and to him. Unfortunately, everyone but Sift will take extra damage from the Mage’s spells. We’re all weak to Dark magic.”

      “The skeletons I saw didn’t have any weapons or armor,” Ruwen said. “They all appeared our size, which means they only weigh around twenty-five pounds. We should easily be able to move them around as long as they don’t bunch up.”

      “Mud and ice will really slow their movement,” Sift said.

      “If you get them bunched up, their ribs will catch on each other, slowing them,” Lylan said.

      Rami spoke up. As their name implies, they can reshape bones. So everything mentioned can easily be overcome.

      Ruwen’s shoulders dropped. “Rami says that Mage can just reshape the skeletons to overcome any of those limitations.”

      They were all quiet again, and Ruwen focused on Whiskers. The cat had found a collapsed section of wall on the far side of the city, and Ruwen could see into the city. The bottom of the spire flared out into a large building. Just like the spire itself, the building didn’t have any windows, but a wide set of steps led up to a dark square opening. Scattered around the base of the spire, Ruwen counted six temple Guardians like those around Uru’s Temple in Deepwell. All of them lay on their side, half-buried in rubble and clearly not functional. But it gave him an idea.

      “I might have a plan,” Ruwen said.

      Sift groaned, and even the women looked unsure.
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      Ruwen waved his hands. “Hear me out. Whiskers found a way into the city, and I can see Guardians on the ground. If we can sneak into the temple and get it running, the Guardians should start working as well. They’ll make quick work of Mr. Bones.”

      “Are you sure the Guardians will come back?” Lylan asked.

      “No,” Ruwen answered truthfully. “But our job is to get the temple running, not fight an army of skeletons. Hamma, you’ve spent more time than any of us in temples, what do you think?”

      Hamma looked thoughtful. “I don’t know. My gut tells me a functioning temple will power its Guardians. But the problem is, we don’t know what’s broken. We could make it into the temple and realize we need something out here.”

      Ruwen looked at his quest from Uru again.

      
        
        The Search for Truth (Part 2)

        Travel to the Grey Canyon and look for that which has been lost.

        Reward: 1,500 experience

      

      

      It wasn’t very descriptive. He thought back to what Uru had said to them in her Divine Realm.

      “This is what Uru told us,” Ruwen said and closed his eyes as he recalled the scene. “’If our country, our way of life, and our families, have any hope of surviving the coming war, then my third temple must be restored.’” Ruwen paused. “Then she said this…’My third temple didn’t survive the chaotic times before the Pact. It has taken thousands of years to repair. I need you to bring the temple into service, rebuild the city, and defend our southern border.’”

      Ruwen opened his eyes.

      “Uru did make it sound like the temple was repaired already,” Hamma said.

      Lylan nodded. “She said to bring it into service.”

      Sift looked at Ruwen. “It was hard to see from this distance, but it didn’t look like there were any doors or windows.”

      Ruwen nodded, understanding Sift’s concern right away. “Whiskers got a closer look. There is one big door, but I couldn’t see any other exits.”

      “So if we get in, we might not get out,” Sift said.

      “Yes,” Ruwen replied.

      Lylan spoke softly. “Shade’s first rule: death loves a lonely exit.”

      “What happens if we’re seen?” Hamma asked.

      “That depends on where we are,” Ruwen said. “If the temple is too far, we retreat. If we’re in the temple, we hold them off until we get the temple running.”

      “Those are terrible options,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen shrugged. “I’m not sure what else to do. I don’t see how we win against an army of skeletons.”

      “What if that Mage is in the temple already?” Sift asked. “He needs to live somewhere.”

      Ruwen had thought of this already and didn’t have a reassuring answer. “Then we fight him. The number of skeletons inside the temple will be limited, so that should be to our advantage.”

      “What if there is more than one person?” Hamma asked.

      “That’s possible,” Ruwen said. “But the way the Mage spoke, it sounded like he was alone. He seemed proud of it.”

      “I don’t feel good about this,” Hamma said.

      “None of us do,” Lylan said.

      “Let’s look in those packs for anything useful,” Ruwen said. “Maybe there will be something that gives us a better plan.”

      Ruwen set Whiskers to watch the city. They dumped out the packs and removed anything they thought might be useful for the fight, and then divided it based on who would benefit the most. Sift stood and leaned on the tree near them, keeping watch.

      Lylan’s pile contained a large Potion of Sharpness, which she used on six different knives, doubling their damage. Ruwen watched as the blades appeared and disappeared as if by magic. Her small crossbow would be ineffective against the skeletons but would fare better against the Bone Sculptor Mage, and she used a Vial of Confusion Oil to coat the tips of five bolts.

      The Shade also took ten Force Beads that would explode with the power of a bomb, without the sound or smoke, and two rings: one for haste and the other to increase her resistances. Lastly, after some convincing, she took a belt made of small black links. It added thirty to her Armor Class and a shield that absorbed two hundred fifty damage per day.

      They found another Suffocation item, a thin leather vambrace, and it took Ruwen ten minutes to convince Sift to take it. But Sift refused to take anything else.

      Hamma took a Ring of Spell Shield that, when activated, created five orbs of light that spun around her body. The tiny spheres reminded him of chaos orbs, probably because of their multicolor appearance. Each orb would cancel a harmful spell directed at her but would ignore area of effect spells.

      Hamma kept glancing at a small figurine, and Ruwen picked up the thumb-sized statue. The weight surprised him.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Carnage Golem

        Armor Class: Variable (10-1000)

        Damage: Variable (1-200)

        Quality: Special

        Durability: 1000 of 1000

        Weight: 12 lbs.

        Effect (Passive): Paperweight.

        Effect (Triggered): Increase in size and violently attack everything except its owner.

        Restriction: One activation per day.

        Restriction: Must be bound before activating.

        Description: Small stone statue with oversized fists. Owner must bind golem by speaking the name written on its forehead and then damaging it for a minimum of 11 damage. If no name is visible, then the golem already possesses a master. Once activated the golem will increase in size and then decrease as it takes damage. The golem will deactivate once it reaches 1 Health Point or 24 hours have passed. Healing the golem increases its size.

      

      

      Ruwen had read about golems. They resulted from Mages and Crafters collaborating. Many were created for a single purpose and were formidable opponents as they didn’t feel pain and resisted most magic.

      Ruwen looked at the name written in tiny letters across the golem’s forehead and smiled. He looked at Hamma. “You should take this.”

      Hamma shook her head. “I can’t even read its name.”

      Ruwen placed the golem in Hamma’s hand and whispered in her ear. “His name is Smash.”

      Hamma laughed. “Seriously?”

      “That’s how I read it. Let’s find out,” Ruwen said.

      Ruwen cast Retrieve, and a fifty flashed over his Mana bar. A rock thirty feet away, just at the max range of the spell, flew toward Ruwen’s hand. He caught it, his Dexterity now considerably higher than when he had first cast this spell.

      “Showoff,” Sift said.

      Ruwen winked at Sift and placed the rock in front of Hamma.

      Hamma beamed a smile at Ruwen and then held the tiny golem up to her mouth. “Smash,” she whispered and then slammed the figure into the stone.

      The tiny golem shattered into hundreds of pieces, and everyone gasped.

      “Oh, no!” Hamma cried.

      A moment later, the pieces vibrated and pulled themselves back together. In seconds the figure had reformed. It pushed itself off the ground, slammed its fists together three times, and then looked up at Hamma. Smash held up a tiny fist, and Hamma made a fist and bumped it against the golem’s. Smash bowed to her and then hardened back into stone. The letters on its forehead had disappeared.

      “I love him,” Hamma said. She leaned over and hugged Ruwen. “Thank you.”

      Ruwen’s chest tightened as he returned the hug. Then he looked at Sift and Lylan. “If she says his name, the description says he gets bigger. More importantly, only Hamma is safe. So stay out of Smash’s way until he reaches a safe size.”

      Sift narrowed his eyes, and Ruwen pointed at him. “Don’t try and get her to say ‘Smash.’ This is serious. I think that thing might be dangerous.”

      “Look how tiny it is,” Sift said.

      “Golems are a big thing on the west coast,” Lylan said. “I’ve heard some can destroy cities.”

      “It doesn’t look like it could smash my toe,” Sift said.

      Hamma placed her hands over Smash’s ears. “Stop talking like that. What if he can hear you?”

      Ruwen pointed at a gold diamond-shaped badge the size of his palm. “You should take that Badge of Authority too, Hamma. You get a plus two level advantage because of your Class.”

      “Is that the item that controls the weak-minded?” Lylan asked.

      Hamma placed Smash in a pocket and then picked up the badge. “It says I can use this three times a day to control anything with an Intelligence less than ten.”

      “You better be careful, Sift,” Ruwen said.

      “Very funny. You’re lucky it isn’t Charisma,” Sift replied.

      Ruwen ignored the barb. “It’s less than eight for us,” Ruwen said. “And the two extra levels you get could make an enormous difference on those skeletons.”

      “Lylan?” Hamma asked, holding the badge up.

      “No, Ruwen’s right. The extra benefit makes you the obvious choice. Plus, I really prefer to stay out of sight, which makes using it difficult.”

      “Okay, thank you,” Hamma said.

      Ruwen waved his hands across the remaining jewelry. “Are you happy with the rings you have?”

      Hamma nodded. “I have the two rings I earned in Blapy. One increases my Mana Regen, and the other stores a spell. Then, there’s the Jaga Wedding Band you gave me in front of Fractal.” Hamma’s cheeks turned a little pink.

      “Stop,” Ruwen said to Sift before he could get a word out.

      Hamma continued. “The Ring of Spell Shield I just took, and the six I picked in the Spirit Realm seem fine. I ended up with two Resistance rings, a Stamina one, a spell-storage one, a Regen booster, and one that buffs my Armor Class.”

      Ruwen looked at the pile. Half his rings were the Coiled Lightning Rings, which each gave him a critical five Energy per second. He had added the Watcher’s Ring of Travel, the Suffocation Ring of Projection, and the Revolving Ring of Elemental Immunity. The remaining two rings he’d earned in Blapy: the Serpent Ring of Health and the Ring of Exploding Regeneration. The Health ring he should probably replace, but the ring’s plus twenty-five Health had saved his life before, and he didn’t want to part with it.

      Cleverness had saved Ruwen more times than anything else, and it seemed logical that the more items he had to work with, the better the outcome. So he took a fog potion, a lubrication potion, and a pouch of seeds.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Flask of Sailors’ Tears

        Quality: Uncommon

        Volume: 100x100x100 feet

        Duration: 3 minutes (minus 10 seconds for every mile per hour of wind)

        Weight: 0.01 lbs.

        Effect: Visibility decreased to three feet.

        Effect: Sound reduced by 90%.

        Effect: Those trapped in the fog have a 5% chance per ten seconds to suffer disorientation, panic, or paralyzing fear.

        Description: A wispy grey fog that is slightly wet to the touch. The shadows of dead sailors move through the mist, and their cold hands occasionally graze the unwary.

      

      

      This fog seemed really creepy, but if Ruwen needed to mask his movements, it would be perfect.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Lubrication Potion

        Quality: Uncommon

        Area: 3x3 feet

        Weight: 0.50 lbs.

        Effect: Friction reduced by 99%.

        Description: A black liquid that smells like sulfur. Extraordinarily slippery and resistant to water. Removal requires flames or an alcohol-based solvent.

      

      

      Another item that Ruwen knew would be super useful in the right situation.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Flash Seeds

        Quality: Uncommon

        Quantity: 7

        Weight: 0.09 lbs.

        Effect (Smashed): Produces an intense white light for 1 second, and causes blindness for 3-10 seconds.

        Effect (Ingested): Produces light for six hours, causing the consumer’s bowels to glow brightly as the seed is digested.

        Effect (Planted): If planted in a sunny area and watered daily will produce a Flash Seed Flower in 7 to 10 days.

        Description: A tiny white seed. A favorite of children (possibly only surpassed by Thunder Seeds) most commonly used for celebrations.

      

      

      Ruwen smiled and thought about his quest You’re Bacon Me Crazy. On the last day, one of these seeds would definitely make its way into Sift’s breakfast. It would be hilarious to see Sift glowing from the inside. He dumped the seeds out of their pouch and into his Void Band.

      The amulets from the camping trip would have been useful, but the necklaces had a level ten restriction, which all of them had surpassed. Ruwen took off his Suffocation Ring of Projection, the Suffocation Gorget of Projection, and the War Marshal’s Suffocation Bracer from his right wrist and placed them in his Inventory. They wouldn’t benefit him if he needed to fight.

      Searching through the remaining gear, he settled on three items.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Bracer of Freedom

        Quality: Fine

        Durability: 25 of 30

        Weight: 1.75 lbs.

        Effect: Duration of impairment magic such as stuns, roots, fear, poison, etc. is reduced by 50%.

        Description: Brown leather bracer slick to the touch.

      

      

      Ruwen loathed crowd control spells like those listed. He relied on his mobility to keep him safe.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Paranoia Loop

        Quality: Fine

        Durability: 15 of 20

        Weight: 1.0 lbs.

        Effect: Doubles the effectiveness of any spell, ability, or skill related to sensing harm or traps.

        Description: Ring made of blood-red topaz. Paranoia keeps you safe.

      

      

      The ring looked a little flashy with its dark red color, but the benefits were powerful, and Ruwen kept it anyway. It would benefit his Keen Senses ability, Find Trap spell, and Detect Trap skill.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have discovered…

        Name: Amulet of Leeches

        Quality: Fine

        Durability: 9 of 10

        Weight: 1.20 lbs.

        Effect: Each successful attack places a magical leech, which does 1-3 bleed damage to the target every 5 seconds for a total of 1 minute. Can stack up to ten times.

        Description: Black chain connected to a swollen leech. If the amulet hasn’t fed by sunset, it attacks the wearer, feeding for 10-100 damage.

      

      

      This amulet was incredibly powerful, but Ruwen knew exactly why the women had avoided it. He thought about finding something else as well. Leeches were disgusting and the thought of the amulet covering him in leeches once a day to feed really grossed him out. But if he could land ten punches on someone, they would bleed for twelve to thirty-six Health points per leech, making the total damage one hundred twenty to three hundred sixty Health per minute. He just couldn’t leave that kind of damage behind.

      “It’s not even noon yet,” Ruwen said. “How about we spend an hour or so distributing spell and ability points, and then move–”

      Ruwen stopped talking.

      “What’s wrong?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen looked around at his friends. “Whiskers just saw the Mage leave through the front gate. We need to move now. This is our chance.”

      “What do we do with all this?” Lylan said, waving her arm across the scattered items.

      Ruwen opened his Void Band. “Throw it all in here for now.”

      Everyone tossed items into the Void Band, although Sift “missed” twice, hitting Ruwen in the chest and head. Ruwen removed his coin from Blapy and dropped it into his Void Band, not wanting to lose it.

      A notification appeared, and he quickly read it while the others finished loading.

      
        
        Tring!

        You have been gifted…

        Name: Wyrm Coin of Summoning

        Quality: Legendary

        Durability: Indestructible

        Weight: 0.20 lbs.

        Effect: Flipping this coin (must reach a height of five feet) summons an ancient wyrm and, if caught by the wyrm before striking the ground, entitles the owner to a single reasonable request (reasonableness decided by the wyrm). If the flipped coin strikes the ground, the wyrm is obligated to fulfill three requests, without ill intent or misconstrued meaning.

        Description: A heavy coin with a centipede shaped like an infinity ring and biting its tail etched on one side, and a dragon coiled on itself with its wings forming the sides of a pyramid on the other, capped by a Divine Circle. Think thrice before attempting to interfere with the wyrm’s catch.

      

      

      No wonder Blapy wanted everyone to use their coins. If she somehow missed catching the coin, it would result in three requests, and interestingly the second part said nothing about being reasonable. But Blapy seemed to be everywhere, and he doubted he could make her miss by accident. He needed to come up with a way to make her miss, without also making her angry, in case he ever needed an unreasonable request. Or three of them.

      “Done,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen refocused on his group, removed his Scarf of Freshness from his Inventory, and closed his Void Band. Wrapping the scarf around his nose and mouth, he watched the others do the same. “Okay, let’s buff up and head down.”
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      Ruwen and the group stood in the trees fifty feet from the collapsed wall. He verified Whiskers still had the Mage in sight. The Bone Sculptor had walked to the lake, a half-mile from the city, and stood facing the water. The Mage’s cloak covered him completely, including his head, and Ruwen couldn’t see exactly where the Mage looked. Maybe he was waiting for someone, which gave them another reason to move quickly. The Bone Sculptor didn’t have his scythe this time, and Ruwen wondered why.

      Toggling off Detect Temperature and activating Magnify, he studied the area inside the city one last time. Once past the wall, there were piles of bricks everywhere that used to be buildings, some heaps reaching thirty feet high. A few buildings still stood, probably made by Stone Mages, as their granite walls showed no signs of joints. The city wall here, on what Ruwen thought of as the backside of the city, only reached seventy feet high, and a couple of the Mage-built structures were almost that tall.

      A thousand feet from them stood what had to be the temple. At two hundred feet, it was easily the tallest building Ruwen had ever seen. Smooth like the Mage-constructed buildings, it didn’t have the look of stone, but the dull look of metal. Crumbling stone steps led to a dark square opening twenty feet on a side.

      Bones littered the area, and Ruwen wondered if they acted like sentries. They should easily be able to make it into the temple before the Mage reappeared, taking the skeleton advantage away from him. The Guardians lay half-buried and encrusted with dirt. Hopefully, they would return to sentry duty once the temple came back online.

      Sift had left Shelly in the stream that flowed from the lake down through the valley. Hamma had buffed them with Judgement and given them all Blessed Unleavened Bread and Blessed Spring Water.

      
        
        Judgement: +5 damage

        Blessed Unleavened Bread: +2 Stamina, +1 Strength

        Blessed Spring Water: +2 Wisdom, +1 Intelligence

      

      

      Ruwen cast Backstab, Charge Weapon, and Bleed on his Baton of a Thousand Uses and then placed it back on his belt. Backstab tripled the damage from behind, Charged Weapon added a one to three-second electrical stun, and Bleed would cause two times the weapon damage. He stopped channeling Energy to Find Trap as it had found no danger, and he wanted to save the Energy for his Void Band. Once again, he cursed that none of them had an ability or skill that would form a group for them. He hated not being able to see the status and location of his friends.

      Keen Senses had screamed danger at Ruwen since the city had come into sight, but he couldn’t detect why. He looked at Hamma and whispered. “Has your Sense Harm triggered?”

      Hamma nodded, and Ruwen looked at Lylan.

      “My Keen Senses is going crazy,” Lylan said.

      “I can’t find the source, and the Mage is still by the lake,” Ruwen said. He looked at Hamma. “At the first sign of danger, you cast your Light Guardian.”

      Hamma nodded again.

      Ruwen looked at each of his friends. “I’ll go first, Hamma second. Sift, you watch our rear and right flank. I’ll take the front and left. Lylan, I know you’re more effective on your own, so do your thing, but please keep an eye above us.”

      They all nodded, and Ruwen continued. “Let’s sprint toward the temple. If trouble shows up before halfway, we retreat to where we left Shelly and regroup. Past halfway, we fight our way to the temple. Once inside, we’ll find a defendable location. Sift and Lylan will hold there while Hamma and I bring the temple online. Questions?”

      Sift shook his head. “What happened to the kid covered in Bendie poop?”

      Ruwen smiled under his scarf. “They were Rod Spiders, and when Rami wasn’t breaking my bones or dislocating my joints for four and a half years, she force-fed me strategy.”

      You’re welcome, Rami said.

      Ruwen reached up and gently rubbed his right ear.

      “Well, we can’t always be running around doing your stuff,” Sift said. “This was supposed to be my vacation, and I still haven’t touched any snow, or swam in the real ocean, or seen a Step tournament, or–”

      “Fine,” Ruwen said. “We’ll do some of your stuff next. It’s not like I–”

      “Can you two focus, please?” Lylan asked.

      “Right,” Ruwen said. “Ready?”

      Everyone nodded, so Ruwen turned toward the city and ran.

      Ruwen slowed as he neared the broken wall and checked the city side for an ambush. The only thing against the battlements were more stones and bones. Satisfied, Ruwen sprinted toward the temple, monitoring their left side. When they passed halfway, Ruwen let the uncertainty of his plan go. They were committed now.

      Three hundred feet from the temple, the surrounding bones all shook at the same time. Ruwen slowed and then stopped as the bones around the temple flew through the air. They gathered in front of the temple opening, and it took Ruwen a moment to realize what they were forming.

      Bars. Bars made of bones now blocked the entire entrance.

      “Our exit is blocked,” Sift said.

      Ruwen glanced behind him and saw the same bone structure blocking the lower fifty feet of the wall opening. All around them, skeletons formed and pushed themselves up. He confirmed Whiskers still had the Bone Sculptor in sight. What was happening? Were their two Mages here?

      As Ruwen watched through Whiskers, the cloaked figure, along with all the skeletons, strode back toward the city. The quick movements caused the cloak to billow, and he glimpsed the Mage’s feet: white bone feet.

      Ruwen ran for the nearest pile of rubble, using it to protect their backs.

      “I thought the Mage wasn’t here,” Sift said.

      “He tricked me,” Ruwen said. “It was a skeleton wearing his robe. Lylan, see if you can find him. He must be near.”

      The skeletons had gained their feet and stood staring at them. Ruwen remembered the bone spear that had killed the Naktos Scout in front of this city’s gates. Ruwen dropped to his knees, placed his hands on the ground, and channeled one hundred Energy to Harden.

      Ruwen’s Energy bar dropped to eight hundred seventy-six. With all the Energy consuming items in his Void Band, his net Energy Regeneration had dropped to twenty-one per second, which meant his Energy would be full again in just five seconds.

      The ground fifteen feet around them turned into a diamond sheet, not the beautiful gem-quality type, but a rough massively occluded one. Even ugly, it remained incredibly hard, and Ruwen doubted the bone spears would penetrate.

      Ruwen stood. “He can shoot bones out of the ground. We need to be careful.”

      The skeletons he’d seen with the Naktos Scouts didn’t have weapons. But the ones surrounding them now all carried femur bones. Like before, most of them were around level eight.

      “Hamma, keep your Badge of Authority handy, it should be effective against this group,” Ruwen said.

      Over a hundred skeletons moved as one toward them.

      Ruwen looked at the pile of forearm-sized bricks and smiled. He kneeled and motioned Hamma to join him. “Sift, protect our flanks, but don’t cross in front of me.” Ruwen locked eyes with Hamma. “We’re going to use that Strength of yours. I want you to throw these bricks into the back of my Void Band as fast as you can.”

      Hamma nodded, but instead of kneeling she turned to the pile of rocks, raised her arms, and chanted. From the words, it sounded like some sort of blessing. He picked up the closest brick to gauge its weight and decided they were about fifty pounds each. The bricks were equivalent to the head-sized pieces of granite he’d used against the Mist Wraith that Sift had called Talker.

      Ruwen opened his Void Band three feet, which he knew from his first day with Bliz, consumed twelve Energy per second. That left him nine Energy to fire the two-foot-long bricks without having to dip into his Energy pool. Hamma kneeled and began throwing bricks into his Void Band.

      “Aim for the skulls,” Hamma said. “Dark magic concentrates there in summoned creatures.”

      The skeletons' pace was jerky and slow, but some had made it to within thirty feet. Ruwen found the ammunition in his Inventory: Blessed Bricks (+3 damage to Dark and Chaos). Against the Mist Wraith he’d used fifty Energy, and the rock had flown straight for over a hundred feet.

      Ruwen hoped his Observer ability Rapid Fire would trigger, and every brick he launched would turn into two. He aimed at the nearest skeleton, added forty Energy to a Blessed Brick, and pushed it from his Void Band. But only one brick launched outward, and Ruwen guessed the ability must only work with handheld weapons. In a blink, the brick struck a skeleton in the chest.

      The skeleton’s right ribcage exploded, and its spine shattered. The brick continued for another fifty feet, striking two more skeletons on the way. The fallen skeletons shook on the ground but didn’t have the power to keep moving toward them.

      Ruwen turned to the next closest skeleton and repeated the process. This time he struck the skull, which exploded, and the skeleton lay still after it hit the ground. He fired a brick a second, each one costing him thirty-one Energy from his pool. At this rate, he could fire another twenty-eight before getting critically low on Energy. Then he’d have to wait four seconds between shots. While effective, this wouldn’t be a long-term solution.

      Casting Campfire would increase his Regen by five percent, but it took five seconds to cast, and he didn’t want to take the time right now. Plus, they wouldn’t be here long. Eventually, they needed to either head for the temple or the wall.

      Twenty seconds later, Ruwen had destroyed all the Skeletons within fifty feet. The skeletons weren’t able to climb the thirty-foot rubble pile behind them, and as they shambled around the edges from behind, Sift destroyed them with his hands and feet. The diamond pad shook as bone spears struck it from underground, but the platform didn’t even crack.

      At least another hundred Skeletons stared at them, but they’d all stopped moving. The light faded like a cloud had covered the sun. Two debuffs appeared a few seconds apart, both with a diagonal red line through them, which Ruwen had never seen before.

      
        
        Lethargy: Energy Regeneration decreased by 25% (Resisted)

        Full Eclipse: Fear (Resisted)

      

      

      Sift screamed and ran toward the skeletons. Ruwen cast Retrieve on Sift’s ankle, and Ruwen’s Mana dropped by fifty. The spell wasn’t strong enough to stop Sift, but it tripped him. Sift fell, and instead of somersaulting gracefully forward, the fear tensed his muscles, and he slammed into the platform.

      Ruwen leaped forward and grabbed Sift’s feet, pulling him away from the diamond platform’s edge. A bone spear erupted from the dirt just outside their circle of safety. Sift fought for another few seconds and then relaxed.

      The icon for the resisted fear debuff disappeared, and Ruwen let go of Sift’s feet.

      “Thanks,” Sift said.

      Ruwen nodded at Sift and then raised his voice since he didn’t know where their Shade had gone. “Lylan, any luck?”

      Three seconds later, Lylan appeared beside them. She turned her back to the skeletons, who remained still, and whispered. “He gave himself away with that bone spear aimed at Sift. There are three buildings still standing between us and the temple. He’s on top of the middle one. The skeletons are even denser that way, and the entrance has the same bone bars.”

      “Can you climb the wall?” Sift asked.

      Lylan shrugged. “If I could make it to the building unseen, maybe. Those walls look really smooth. It’s not ideal.”

      The light returned, and the skeletons started their slow march toward them again.

      “Could we fight our way to the entrance of his building?” Ruwen asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Lylan said. “You’d have to harden over a hundred feet of ground while fighting off a mass of skeletons, as well as whatever else he throws at us. It would just take too long.”

      “What about my golem?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen shot three Blessed Bricks, taking out the closest skeletons. “You’re the only one safe from him. We can’t risk he’d attack us.”

      “As long as he’s up there, we can’t injure him,” Sift said. “It’s just a matter of time before he kills us.” Sift jumped to the edge of the diamond platform and smashed two skeletons that had circled their pile.

      Lylan clenched her fist. “If I could just get near him, I could blast him off that roof with a Force Bead.”

      A terrible idea formed in Ruwen’s head, and he swallowed twice before he could speak. He looked at Lylan. “How safe are you from falls?”

      She held up her hand and pointed to a ring. “Anything under a hundred feet won’t injure me.”

      Ruwen fired another five bricks, destroying the skeletons near them, but they didn’t have much time left. Sift was right, they needed to get that Mage on the ground, or they’d never leave here alive.

      “I have an awful idea,” Ruwen said.

      “Is it worse than this?” Hamma said, waving her arm at all the skeletons.

      Ruwen closed his eyes for a moment and then answered truthfully. “Maybe.”

      “If even you think it’s a bad idea, it has to be horrible,” Sift said.

      “Let’s hear it Starfield, we don’t have time for this,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen locked eyes with Lylan. “I could use my Void Band to shoot you over the building.”

    

  

***
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      “Absolutely not!” Sift yelled.

      Lylan put a hand on Sift’s shoulder. “It’s not your decision, love.”

      “I thought anything more than plants died when you put it in there,” Hamma said.

      “They do–” Ruwen started.

      “You want to kill Lylan!” Sift yelled.

      Lylan stepped between Ruwen and Sift. “Maybe you should give us the details.”

      “I think there’s a loophole,” Ruwen said. “I have ten seconds to decide what to do with something living. So, Lylan jumps in, and I immediately shoot her out.”

      “Have you ever tried that? Or heard of it being done?” Lylan asked.

      “No,” Ruwen said. “Plus, I’m not sure if the Energy propelling you is dangerous.”

      “This is a bad idea,” Hamma said.

      “I know,” Ruwen said.

      “Try it on me first,” Sift said.

      “And give our plan away?” Ruwen asked. “Not only that, if you die, you don’t come back.”

      Sift growled and leaped away to fight three skeletons that had appeared on their left flank. Ruwen shot two more Blessed Bricks and then kneeled to load more. Hamma helped as Lylan rubbed her forehead.

      Ruwen looked up at Lylan. “How much do you weigh?”

      Lylan narrowed her eyes at Ruwen but answered. “One hundred twenty-five pounds. One hundred forty with my gear and Dimensional Bag.”

      It was easy to forget that others’ storage weighed them down. Lylan must have made an effort to minimize her extra weight to only have fifteen pounds.

      Ruwen placed three of the bricks together, and while Hamma continued to drop Blessed Bricks into his Void Band, he used the spell Mend Tool to bind the bricks together. The spell had opened up for him when he’d worn the Worker amulet. It cost twenty-five Mana and allowed him to glue things together every three seconds. These bound bricks roughly weighed what Lylan did, and he could practice.

      Hamma helped Ruwen drop the three-brick stack into his Void Band, and he immediately shot it at the closest skeleton, propelling it with sixty Energy. The fake Lylan passed through the skeletons like a battering ram, before striking the ground just over a hundred feet away.

      Ruwen did some quick math in his head. The building sat a hundred feet away and stretched seventy feet into the air. That meant the distance to the rooftop was almost precisely one hundred twenty-two feet.

      Hamma had already stacked another three bricks together, and Ruwen used Mend Tool again. They loaded the fake Lylan into his Void Band, and this time he used sixty-five Energy, remembering how quickly the Energy scaled as he increased the amount.

      This time the bound bricks destroyed four skeletons and hit the ground one hundred forty feet away. Which seemed like a winner since he wanted to make sure Lylan made it over the rooftop.

      The skeletons all stopped, and Ruwen wondered what that meant.

      Hamma kept loading single Blessed Bricks into Ruwen’s Void Band as he looked up at Lylan. “What do you think?”

      “There has to be another way,” Sift said as he rejoined them.

      Lylan looked at Sift. “Maybe, but I don’t see us thinking of it before we’re dead. And that is permanent for you, Dumb Dumb. I can’t let that happen.”

      “Please, Lylan, don’t. I can’t lose you again,” Sift said.

      “You won’t,” Lylan said. “Worst case, I die. And after I revive, I’ll run back here to find you, and stab Ruwen.”

      Ruwen winced. “That doesn’t sound nice.”

      “Then don’t kill me,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen dropped six Minor Vial of Health potions out the bottom of his Void Band. He’d gotten them after defeating the gem cat Sparkle in Blapy.

      “Take these vials. They’re good for sixty health each. Just in case,” Ruwen said.

      Lylan scooped them up and dropped them in her Dimensional Bag. “Thanks.”

      Hamma stopped placing Blessed Bricks in Ruwen’s Void Band, stood, and hugged Lylan. “You’re so brave.”

      Ruwen glanced around the corner of their pile to get a good look at the middle building. All the skeletons that way had also stopped, and Ruwen got a bad feeling. What was the Mage doing that he didn’t have the concentration to control his skeletons?

      Sift and Lylan hugged, and then Lylan stepped back and put a Force Bead in each hand. Ruwen noticed Hamma had loaded eighteen Blessed Bricks into his Inventory, which they’d likely still need. He opened his Void Band to four feet and lowered it to the ground.

      “Step in whenever you’re ready,” Ruwen said, a ball of fear turning in his stomach. What if he killed Lylan doing this? Sift would never forgive Ruwen, and without Lylan, it would be even harder to survive this.

      A loud grinding sound echoed off the buildings. Something was happening.

      “You better hurry,” Hamma said.

      Lylan took a deep breath, let it out, and then disappeared. Ruwen’s mouth dropped open in shock that her abilities could hide her even when standing next to them. A moment later, a notification appeared, and he immediately opened it.

      
        
        Notice: A living entity has entered your Void Band. Estimated Energy consumption to sustain life: 19,974 Energy per second. You have ten seconds to make one of the following choices:

        Choice 1: Remove the entity.

        Choice 2: Select Yes, incur the Energy cost, and sustain the entity’s life.

        Choice 3: Select No and the entity will perish.

      

      

      Nine seconds remained.

      In one motion, Ruwen stood, angled his Void Band to the proper angle, and stepped out from behind the pile of rubble as he wrapped Lylan in sixty-five Energy.

      Eight seconds until Lylan automatically died in his Void Band.

      The grinding noise had gotten louder, and Ruwen could now see its source. A skeleton, thrown from a twenty-foot rolling ball made of skeletons, struck him in the chest and knocked him backward. Another followed the first skeleton and then another, each crashing into Ruwen, their combined force pushing him backward.

      Six seconds remained until he killed Lylan.

      The moment he stepped off the diamond platform, a spear shot upward, through his leg and smashed into his arm. The spear shattered against his Gold Fortified arm, but the force of the blow numbed it. Worse, he remained impaled through the leg.

      The rare skill Last Breath triggered, and the pain faded as his thoughts sped up, slowing the world around him.

      Five seconds.

      The skeleton ball picked up the skeletons it rolled over and hurled them when they reached the top. Ruwen saw three more skeletons headed toward him, and if he fired Lylan from here, she would likely strike one of them.

      Four seconds.

      Ruwen could feel the vibration of another bone spear rising through the ground. If it struck him, it might be enough to seal Lylan’s doom. He contemplated trying to remove the Energy he’d already placed around her and shooting her back onto the pad, but he didn’t know if that worked. What if he shot her into the rock pile with sixty-five Energy? He’d kill her.

      Three seconds.

      Ruwen only stood a foot from the diamond pad. The rising bone spear and flying skeletons were all aimed at his current location, but his impaled leg kept him pinned. He wouldn’t be able to move on his own.

      Two seconds remained.

      Not knowing if it would rip his leg off, Ruwen cast Blink, the level five Observer spell. His Mana dropped by seventy-five, and he moved two feet to the side, and back onto the safety of his diamond platform.

      One second.

      Ruwen fired Lylan out of his Void Band as skeletons crashed into the ground beside him. Frantically he looked in his Inventory to make sure he’d launched her.

      Thankfully, she wasn’t there.

      Praying she was still alive when she left, he toggled on Magnify and studied the second building.

      A moment later, the Mage flew off the top of the building, his arms flailing as if he meant to catch his balance. Ruwen laughed in relief and toggled off Magnify.

      Warmth spread through Ruwen’s body, and he turned to find Hamma completing a heal.

      “She did it,” Ruwen said.

      “Thank the One,” Sift choked out.

      The grinding noise continued, and a moment later the ball flew past them, moving out into the open area. It had stopped throwing the skeletons it picked up, and now it grew larger, as it absorbed the additional bones. A moment later, the ball rose three feet in the air as the entire surface erupted in bone spears. It turned and headed straight for them.
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      Ruwen fired three Blessed Bricks into the rolling skeleton ball, but it had little effect because the rolling monstrosity just reabsorbed the shattered bones. It was fifty feet away and gaining speed.

      “Smash,” Hamma yelled as she tossed her golem.

      The tiny figure landed on its feet halfway between them and the skeleton ball. Smash slammed his fists together and then swelled in size. In a blink, he stood thirty feet tall, and Ruwen breathed a sigh of relief. The golem should be a match for the bone ball.

      Smash turned and locked eyes with Sift. “Smash toe!” Smash yelled and then ran directly at Sift.

      Sift screamed and dashed to the side trying to stay away from the Carnage Golem.

      “No, Smash! The ball!” Hamma yelled.

      But Smash only cared about Sift, and Ruwen realized why. Sift had made fun of the golem and commented that it couldn’t even smash his toe. Evidently, the golem could hear in its tiny state. But that gave Ruwen an idea.

      “Sift, run at the ball,” Ruwen screamed.

      Sift veered toward the ball, Smash right behind him. While Sift was fast, Smash had much longer legs, and Ruwen winced as Sift barely dodged Smash's oversized fist.

      But now Sift was trapped between the rolling ball of bones and the Carnage Golem. Sift continued to run at full speed toward the bone ball, and Ruwen realized Sift didn’t mean to get close and veer away, he intended to hide inside the ball.

      “Uru help me, is he going–” Hamma started.

      Sift dived into the rolling ball, using the skeletons to pull himself toward the center. Smash collided with the ball, impaling himself on the spikes. The golem ripped the bones from the ball, throwing them behind him as if he were trying to swim toward Sift.

      “What do we do?” Hamma asked.

      The reality was they had zero control over Smash, and it looked like the golem could handle the bone ball. The remaining skeletons all moved toward the ball, probably to reinforce it. Sift looked a little panicked, but he continued to climb through the interior of the ball, keeping his distance from the golem. The bone ball’s spears would withdraw and then shoot outward, stabbing the golem, but it seemed to have no effect.

      Ruwen yelled at Sift. “When you’re done here, lead him over to the second building. We’re going after the Mage.” Ruwen thought a moment and then added. “After he’s destroyed that thing, you should apologize about the toe comment!”

      Ruwen ran around the pile, and toward the second building.

      “You’re leaving me here with this thing?” Sift screamed.

      “Are you sure about this?” Hamma asked as she ran beside Ruwen.

      “What can we do?” Ruwen asked. “And if that Mage is stunned from the fall, we can end this now.”

      The skeletons that had filled this area before were now mostly in the skeleton ball with Sift. As they neared the second building, they found a group of twenty skeletons but no Mage in sight. Ruwen had seen the Bone Sculptor fall, and he should have been here.

      Ruwen felt a small vibration under his feet and slammed his hands onto the ground, channeling a hundred Energy into Harden. Two loud thuds shook the diamond platform, as bone spears struck the diamond layer.

      “He’s here,” Ruwen said.

      But if the Mage was here, then where was Lylan?

      The skeletons were the only thing visible, which meant the Mage must be hiding. Ruwen toggled on Detect Temperature and immediately found one of the skeletons glowed with warmth forty feet away.

      Ruwen fired a Blessed Brick with fifty Energy, bringing his Energy pool down to near eight hundred. The brick smashed into the skeleton, but instead of shattering, the skeleton fell backward, a black shield briefly visible.

      The illusion disappeared, and the Bone Sculptor stood, brushing off his clothes. The Mage had black hair, dark eyes, and pale skin. His features were sharp, and they made him look more hard than handsome.

      The skeletons around the Mage collapsed, and the bones flew toward the Mage covering him in bone armor. Ruwen’s Perception skill gave him some details.

      
        
        Name: Bone Sculptor

        Deity: Izac

        Class Type: Mage

        Level: 30

        Health: 410

        Mana: 764

        Energy: 339

        Spirit: 0

        Armor Class: 503

      

      

      The stats were a little lower than when he’d seen them at the lake but still scary. Hamma’s Light Guardian flared into existence beside her as she finished her cast, and Ruwen heard chimes as she spun her staff. The tone of the chimes had changed, becoming both clearer and eerier. It seemed to bother the Mage, and he frowned at Hamma.

      “Aren’t you a clever bunch,” the Bone Sculptor said. “I will need to do something special with your bones.”

      Ruwen channeled four Energy into Leap and jumped to the right, landing on the edge of his platform. He touched the ground and used Harden to give them another fifteen feet of safety. The Mage shook his head as if Ruwen’s efforts were pointless. Ruwen didn’t care, and jumped to the rear of the platform and repeated the process. His Energy dropped to six hundred twenty-eight, but they now had a fifty-foot platform of safety.

      Ruwen toggled on Weakness, giving the Observer ability time to find a chink in the Mage’s armor. Sift was still yelling at Smash behind them, and Ruwen hoped they’d both head this way soon.

      Hamma stood up straight. “This city belongs to Uru, and the forces of Order and Light. Leave immediately or suffer the wrath of Uru.”

      The Mage ignored Hamma’s demand. “How did you force me from my rooftop? Sixteen years here, and you are the first to succeed.”

      Patches of the Mage’s armor pulsed red, and Ruwen realized his Weakness ability had found vulnerable areas.

      The Mage tilted his head. “If you don’t speak now, it will only increase your suffering later. I will have my answers.”

      A lightning bolt struck the Bone Sculptor as Hamma cast Heaven’s Wrath, but it appeared to do no damage.

      The Mage shook his head. “As you wish. Uru’s brood are always so stubborn.”

      The Bone Sculptor chanted, and Ruwen knew that meant a powerful spell since he’d seen the Mage raise hundreds of skeletons without a word. Ruwen focused on the Mage’s head and channeled two Energy per second into Silence. A second later, the Mage’s voice disappeared.

      The Bone Sculptor touched his throat and then pointed at Hamma, probably assuming she had cast the Silence debuff. Ruwen jumped in front of Hamma as a foot-long sliver of bone shot from the Bone Sculptor’s finger. Ruwen caught the projectile and flipped it back at the Mage. Ruwen’s Rapid Fire ability triggered, duplicating the bone as it spun back at the Bone Sculptor’s eyes.

      The projectiles bounced harmlessly off the invisible shield that still surrounded the Mage, not even striking the bone armor. A debuff appeared, and Ruwen tensed to run as his mind drowned in terror.

      Full Eclipse: Fear

      The Bone Sculptor would shred Ruwen’s body and then rip Hamma to pieces…Sift sounded overwhelmed and would die, forever…Lylan must be dead, or she would have been here already…Ruwen needed to run and –

      Ruwen’s Last Breath skill triggered, creating an island of safety for his thoughts, and giving him back control of his body. A pulse of light from behind him meant Hamma had used her Purify ability to cleanse the fear.

      The brief interruption caused Ruwen’s Silence to falter, and the Mage finished his spell. A thick oily cloud quickly spread outward from the Bone Sculptor.

      Ruwen, still in front of Hamma, opened his Void Band with ten Energy per second, and then pulled the surrounding air through it with another ten. He’d learned to do this under the lake in Blapy and had used it again in the prime number maze to capture seven hundred twenty cubic feet of Minor Acid of Dissolving.

      The black cloud didn’t respond as fast as the acid had, and Ruwen reluctantly added another ten Energy per second to his pull. He’d hoped to only use his Regen and avoid dipping into his Resource pool. The extra ten Energy made the difference, though, and his Void Band consumed the spell as it neared them. After ten seconds, the Mage stopped. Ruwen closed his Void Band, but he’d lost another one hundred Energy, putting him just over five hundred.

      Ruwen glanced at the notification for the vapor he’d captured.

      
        
        Name: Putrid Wounds

        Quality: Uncommon

        Quantity: 10 Charges

        Volume: 36 cubic feet (per charge)

        Weight: 0.10 lbs.

        Effect(Contact): 5-10 damage per second for the duration of contact.

        Effect(Contact): Contact with wounds causes Festering doing 3-5 additional damage per second per wound until healed.

        Effect(Inhaled): 15-20 damage per breath.

        Effect(Inhaled): Stops Health, Mana, and Energy Regeneration until cleansed or ten minutes have passed.

        Effect(Inhaled): Healing effectiveness decreased by 50%.

        Description: Oily vapor that clings on contact, causing blisters. Contact with eyes may cause temporary blindness.

      

      

      Ruwen had never seen such a horrible spell. It made him a little uncomfortable that he carried it around in his Inventory. But better there than in his lungs. Once again, his Void Band had demonstrated its power.

      “Who are you?” the Bone Sculptor asked. “I’m no expert on your filthy culture, but you seem a little too versatile. Has Uru actually sent her Champion?”

      Ruwen ignored the question. He wanted to get close to the Mage to damage him, but leaving the safety of the diamond platform would be fatal.

      “Ah, more resources,” the Bone Sculptor said.

      Between the temple and the first building, a group of skeletons appeared. The lead one wore a cloak, and Ruwen realized the group from the lake had arrived. In seconds, another fifty skeletons had gathered behind the Mage.

      “I tire of this,” the Mage said and then clenched his fist.

      The Mage’s Mana dropped one hundred fifty points. The cloak, still around a skeleton, snapped its arms wide. A black aura pulsed from the cloth, and with every strobe, nearby skeletons turned to dust until twenty piles littered the ground. The cloak, as if it possessed a mind of its own, raised its arms. A whirlwind scooped up the bone dust, and it swirled around the cloak until Ruwen lost sight of it. Three seconds later, the wind suddenly stopped.

      Ruwen looked up at the nine-foot-tall skeleton that now wore the cloak like a cape. Its bony hands gripped a massive serrated sword also made of bone. Ruwen’s Perception skill gave him the bad news.

      
        
        Name: Elite Skeletal Butcher (Summoned)

        Level: 24

        Health: 630

        Mana: 0

        Energy: 150

        Spirit: 0

        Armor Class: 516

      

      

      Hamma stepped up beside him. “He’ll try to kill you while you're fighting that. I’ll try to keep the Mage busy, but don’t mess around.”

      Ruwen nodded, jumped ten feet to the right, and shot a Blessed Brick at the Butcher. The brick slammed into the creature, bouncing off a rib, and doing no damage. The armor of the skeleton was equivalent to scale, which would reduce any damage by thirty percent. With a silent roar, it ran at Ruwen.

      Hamma raised the Badge of Authority over her head and cast Fist of Order on the Mage. The stun failed, but it got the attention of all the skeletons.

      “Attack,” Hamma screamed and pointed at the Bone Sculptor.

      Thirty skeletons turned as one and jumped at the Mage.

      Ruwen relaxed, and as the Butcher reached him, he channeled twenty Energy per second to Scrub and two Energy to Street Fight, an Observer spell that added twenty percent damage to unarmed combat. Scrub wouldn’t affect bones as it would flesh, but the vibration alone should do some damage.

      The Weakness ability colored the hip bone of the Butcher red. The large skeleton swung its sword diagonally, trying to split Ruwen in half, and the sword whistled as it descended. His one hundred sixty-three percent Dodge easily overcame the Butcher’s Haste, and Ruwen stepped to the side.

      The Butcher clearly had high Strength, but its movements were slower, and its stance shakier, than a real human opponent. The Butcher exposed its right side as it finished the powerful strike, and Ruwen triggered his Pinpoint ability as he slammed his fist, glowing white from Scrub, into the hip of the skeleton.

      Pinpoint, used on an area discovered by Weakness, increased the damage by four. A normal punch did between four and sixteen damage, but his punches were anything but normal, and would likely trigger Critical Strike. Brawl, a Worker ability, added twenty percent damage, and his ninety-five levels of Unarmed Combat added forty-seven and one-half percent. Hamma’s Judgement buff added five damage, and the Observer spell Street Fight another twenty percent.

      Ruwen’s punch hit the Butcher like a battering ram, and even with the thirty percent mitigation of the skeleton’s armor, still did one hundred eighty-seven points of damage. A translucent leech hung from the skeleton’s hip, left there by Ruwen’s Amulet of Leeches, doing twelve to thirty-six more damage over the next minute.

      The Butcher staggered backward. The Bone Sculptor cursed, and with a casual wave, the skeletons attacking him due to Hamma’s Badge of Authority fell to the ground. A second later, the Mage’s Mana dropped fifty points, and the Butcher’s bones turned black. As Ruwen watched, the giant skeleton’s Health quickly recovered. The Mage cast another spell for fifty Mana, and a swirling wind surrounded the Butcher.

      Hamma cast her smite Heaven’s Wrath again, but if it hurt the Mage, it didn’t show. The Bone Sculptor began to chant again, and Ruwen tried to cast his Silence, afraid of what the Mage planned. The Butcher dived at Ruwen, interrupting him, and this time Ruwen barely made it out of the way. The second spell cast on the skeleton must have included Haste.

      The Butcher’s movements were much more fluid, but Ruwen didn’t have the time to analyze. He needed to stop that spell. But the giant skeleton stepped into Ruwen’s line of sight, and then attacked, handling the two-handed sword like a rapier.

      Ruwen squatted, avoiding the blow that would’ve decapitated him. He swept his right leg out, catching the Butcher’s bony ankle, and sending the creature to the ground. Ruwen stood and focused on the Mage, but it was too late. The final word left the Mage’s mouth, dropping his Mana by three hundred. A flask appeared in the Bone Sculptor’s hand, and he gulped it down, the one potion almost restoring all his Mana.

      The Butcher scrambled to his feet and then fell again as the ground shook. The Mage laughed, the sound ugly and cruel, and then the diamond platform under Ruwen exploded upward.
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      Ruwen twisted his body and landed on his feet. Pieces of diamond lay scattered across the ground. The Bone Sculptor stood sixty feet away. Hamma lay twenty feet away but thankfully had landed on a piece of diamond. The Butcher had landed closer to its master and still lay on the ground, forty feet away.

      Where the diamond platform had been, now sat a shallow pit with five huge bone pillars like the skeletal hand of a giant. The Mage waved his arm and the thirty skeletons around him rose again and turned as one to face Hamma. The Butcher had regained his feet and strode toward Ruwen. With Hamma preoccupied against the skeletons and Ruwen with the Butcher, it would leave the Mage free to kill them.

      Ruwen turned and searched for Sift, finding him immediately. The skeleton ball lay in pieces. Sift had run behind the last bunch of skeletons, which Smash destroyed as he chased Sift. Bringing Smash here would be a risk, but Ruwen couldn’t think of any other options.

      When Ruwen had worn the Observer amulet during the camping trip, two of the abilities he’d gained were Impersonate and Mimic. He’d never used them before, but this far away, he didn’t need to be perfect.

      Ruwen pictured Sift in his mind and then triggered Impersonate, then thought of Sift’s voice and activated Mimic. Ruwen’s Mana dropped by ten as he cast Distract and set off a loud explosion two-thirds of the way toward Smash.

      Smash turned at the sound, and Ruwen waved his arms and shouted. “You can’t even smash my toe!” Ruwen held up his leg and wiggled it in the air. “My toe!”

      Smash roared and ran toward Ruwen. As Ruwen turned back, two skeletal hands emerged from the ground, grabbing his ankles. Ruwen felt the vibration through his feet and knew a bone spear would impale him in the next second. He cast Blink, which only moved him a foot, but it was enough to release his ankles and avoid the spear that shot out of the ground.

      Ruwen ran for the nearest piece of diamond, channeling four Energy into Leap to make it there before another bone spear or bone hands found him. The Butcher reached him and swung his sword downward, trying to split Ruwen in two.

      The sound of chimes filled the air as Hamma defended herself against the pack of skeletons. Ruwen noticed the skeletons were all at least level ten. The Mage must have used a higher summoning spell to circumvent Hamma’s Badge of Authority.

      Ruwen saw Smash round the corner, and he realized too late that Impersonate remained active, and he still looked like Sift. Knowing the only person safe from Smash was Hamma, Ruwen ran toward her, the Butcher and Smash right behind him.

      Smash, now only twenty feet tall, pushed the Butcher away as he tried to reach Ruwen, and the Butcher struck Smash with the sword. That angered Smash, and the two began fighting. The sky overhead darkened, and Ruwen angled toward the Mage.

      Ruwen stopped on a piece of diamond three feet wide. He quit channeling Scrub and channeled fifty Energy into Dig, a Worker spell given to him by the divine amulet. Using a mental hand, he scooped up the ground under and behind the skeletons attacking Hamma and threw it toward the Mage. The giant skeletal hand had already disturbed the ground here, and so needed little Energy to move. The result of Ruwen’s fifty Energy shocked him.

      Thirty feet of soil, ten feet deep, flew through the air and buried the Mage. Twenty of the skeletons fell into the newly formed pit, and the other ten were in the pile of dirt now burying the Mage. Dig had consumed another one hundred fifty Energy, bringing him down to three hundred sixty-seven.

      Ruwen ran to the edge of the pit, lowered his left arm, and discharged half the Minor Acid of Dissolving he’d captured from the traps in the maze level in Blapy. It would fill three hundred sixty cubic feet and do one to six damage per second to anything down there.

      Standing, Ruwen looked over at Hamma. Her Light Guardian had just finished casting a spell, and a gash across her cheek faded away. Her eyes grew large, and a moment later, Ruwen understood why.

      The darkness from before intensified, and claws gripped his shoulders. Ruwen heard the beat of wings and felt the air move around him as something tried to pull him into the air. But he had Fortified his shoulders to Gold, and the claws scraped across his skin, unable to gain purchase. As the creature tried to lift him, it only managed to rip his shirt and cloak.

      Ruwen looked up to see a bat, its wingspan thirty feet wide. Hamma finished casting Fist of Order, and the large bat froze as the stun activated. No longer flapping its wings, it fell into the pit with the acid and skeletons.

      “We need to get that Ma–” Ruwen started.

      Smash and the Butcher, still fighting to get to Ruwen first, both crashed into him at the same time, sending all three of them tumbling into the pit of acid.

      Ruwen landed on a skeleton, the bones already mushy from sitting in the acid. He kept his eyes closed to keep the acid out and held his breath, just in case the Scarf of Freshness didn’t work. A fist or foot slammed into the ground next to him, and he pushed himself away. He wondered if he should suck all the acid back into his Void Band, but realized that would just leave him to face Smash, Butcher, and twenty skeletons. Escaping the pit would be a better option.

      Ruwen’s back touched something, and he flinched, but when nothing happened, he reached out and discovered one of the giant bone spears the Bone Sculptor had used to shatter his diamond platform.

      Channeling ten Energy to Melt, Ruwen reached up and shoved his hands in the bone. It took him a few seconds to find the right amount of Energy that allowed his hands to sink into the bone but still be firm enough for him to pull himself up. Ten seconds later, he pulled himself out of the acid, opened his eyes, and he took a deep breath.

      Ruwen climbed to the top of the bone, and then jumped to the edge of the pit, landing twenty feet from the pile of dirt that covered the Mage. He circled the pile, and on the backside, discovered dirt scattered outward as if something had blown it off the pile. The Mage had escaped.

      The air hummed behind Ruwen, and he threw himself to the side and down. A bone spear passed through the space he’d just been. He rolled to his feet and ran, not staying in one place, and narrowly missed being impaled by a bone spear that erupted from the ground.

      The Mage’s spells were too powerful. If Ruwen didn’t finish this quickly, they would certainly die. Lylan might already be dead. Sift and Hamma were behind a pit of acid, and Ruwen couldn’t wait for them.

      Ruwen ran erratically toward the Mage, who stood half-hidden behind the wall of the structure he’d fallen off. The Mage’s Mana dropped by fifty, and a scythe appeared in his hand. Ruwen’s Energy had recovered to five hundred eighty-four, and he channeled twenty Energy into Scrub.

      The Bone Sculptor spun his scythe like it weighed nothing, which might be right, and stepped away from the building. “Bored with my Rolling Terror?”

      Ruwen slowed as he approached the Mage, but stayed ready to jump if he felt a bone spear coming up from the ground. The Mage’s comment confused Ruwen, and then he realized Impersonate remained active, and he still looked like Sift. That might be an advantage since the Mage wouldn’t expect him to have a Void Band. Weakness also remained active, and the Mage’s bone armor had multiple red areas showing vulnerabilities.

      The Mage seemed relaxed. “Your group’s attacks appear like complete chaos, and I’m impressed it’s resulted in your modest success. You’ve managed to burn through a significant amount of my resources. But you haven’t faced me yet, and your friend isn’t here to save you this time.”

      Too late, Ruwen realized the Mage had stalled for time as he cast the powerful fear that had crippled Sift and briefly disabled Ruwen. But Ruwen’s Mental Resistance had reached seventy-five percent thanks to Last Breath, and he resisted the fear.

      Ruwen let out a whimper, acting as if the fear had worked, and ran at an angle that would take him past the Mage. The Mage smiled and raised his scythe to slice Ruwen as he passed.

      As the Bone Sculptor swung his scythe, Ruwen turned and threw himself to the ground as if he’d tripped. Laying on his back, he continued to whimper until the Mage stepped into view. As the Bone Sculptor raised his scythe, Ruwen spun his legs around, catching the Mage’s ankles.

      The Mage fell backward, and Ruwen cast another Observer spell the amulet had given him, Pay Back. It cost twenty-five Mana, but it flung Ruwen to his feet, and when Ruwen’s hands touched the Mage’s shield, it triggered a stun that lasted one to three seconds.

      The Bone Sculptor froze as the stun took effect, and Ruwen punched the Mage’s shield as fast as he could. Each blow left a leech hanging from the shield. Between the damage caused by Scrub, the leeches, and the force of his blows, the shield failed just as the stun disappeared.

      An explosion of black light erupted from the Mage, doing fifty-four damage to Ruwen and throwing him fifteen feet backward. He landed on his back and did a reverse somersault to regain his feet. Not wanting to give the Mage time to cast another spell, Ruwen triggered Pinpoint and shot a Blessed Brick at the red spot Weakness had marked near the Mage’s shoulder.

      Bone armor exploded, revealing the Mage’s body underneath. The force of the blow spun the Mage around, and Ruwen shot another Blessed Brick at the red spot at the back of the Mage’s neck. The bone armor shattered, exposing the pale skin underneath, and the Mage stumbled.

      Ruwen sprinted toward the Bone Sculptor, intent on ending the fight. The Mage whirled around and screamed, the sound full of anger and hate. Bones flew off the Mage, lowering his Armor Class by two hundred ten. Ruwen dodged six bones that the Bone Sculptor had shaped into spears, but there were too many, and ten impaled him, totaling four hundred and eighty-one damage.

      Dropping to his knees, Ruwen looked down at the awful damage. His Health bar blinked yellow, letting him know he had less than twenty percent of his Health remaining, and Last Breath triggered, protecting him from the pain. A debuff appeared.

      
        
        Dark Shackles: Paralyzed

      

      

      Ruwen could feel the poison in his body. His resistance to poison, while high at thirty-six percent, couldn’t resist ten doses. His Bracer of Freedom should cut the duration in half, but he didn’t know if he had that much time. He should have realized the Bone Sculptor would have an emergency close combat spell.

      The Mage laughed. “You should have stayed with your friends. What hubris to think you could defeat me by yourself.”

      The scythe disappeared, and the Bone Sculptor drew a dagger from his belt and threw it at Ruwen. It struck him in the chest doing thirty-two damage, but the debuff that appeared horrified him, and he quickly stopped channeling Scrub and turned off Weakness and Impersonate just to be safe.

      
        
        Grounding Stake: Energy cost increased tenfold, Mana cost doubled

      

      

      In the second it had taken Ruwen to read the debuff his Scrub spell had consumed two hundred Energy instead of twenty. He had three hundred fifty-two Energy, fifty-nine Health, and with the buff from Hamma’s Blessed Spring Water, four hundred nine Mana.

      Last Breath sped Ruwen’s thoughts up, and the outside world slowed. In hindsight, he should have waited for Sift and Hamma. He had been arrogant. The debuff limited his options. Tricks he’d used before, like Dig, would cost far too much Energy now. He needed to regain some Health and delay the Mage until the poison wore off. The Bracer of Freedom would halve the time, and that should surprise the Mage.

      Massage was the only way Ruwen had to gain Health without moving, but it did a paltry two Health per second for thirty seconds and took two seconds to cast. But maybe additional levels would improve that. He opened up his Spells tab and found Massage.

      Every spell point he added doubled the healed amount, increased the Mana cost by thirty, and removed a half-second from the cast time. The level five spell healed thirty-two Health per second for thirty seconds, cost one hundred fifty Mana, and became instant cast.

      Ruwen knew heals were valuable, but in the future, he’d be using his Spirit to heal, and these spell points could help gain insight into other spells so he could learn new essence recipes.

      In fact, if things got much worse here, he’d be forced to use his Spirit to save himself. But was that the right choice? If what Blapy and Uru told him was true, revealing what he could do would start the apocalypse. Should everyone suffer because he didn’t want to die? But he doubted his friends would leave, and that meant Sift might die here. Could he lose Sift just to delay what would eventually arrive anyway?

      It might be a long time before he could use his Spirit, so having a powerful heal wouldn’t be a waste. He confirmed the spell point allocation, and his entire body broke out in goosebumps.

      Ruwen cast the spell, and his Mana dropped by three hundred. His Health increased by almost ten percent per second, and the Bone Sculptor noticed.

      Something struck Ruwen in the back, a bone spear he assumed, but the one hundred fifty point shield on the Hooded Pacifist’s Cloak of Wandering triggered, stopping the attack. The Mage growled and another spear erupted from the ground, piercing Ruwen’s stomach and exiting the middle of his back. His Health bar blinked red, warning him he’d dropped under ten percent Health.

      The Mage tilted his head. “You really are stupid.”

      “I’ve never heard that before,” Ruwen said.

      Something behind Ruwen caught the Bone Sculptor’s attention, and the Mage smiled. “Oh good, company.”

      Ruwen teetered on the edge of indecision.

      Use his Spirit and risk bringing the apocalypse early but save his friends.

      Or don’t use his Spirit and risk everyone dying, and maybe losing Sift forever.

      Ruwen agonized over the decision but knew in his heart what to do.

      As the poison debuff blinked and disappeared, he saw he wouldn’t have to decide today.

      The Mage leered at Ruwen. “Your two friends have come to see you die.”

      Ruwen shakily lifted his arm, pointed at the Bone Sculptor, and smiled. “All three have.”

      Lylan plunged her dagger into the exposed neck of the Bone Sculptor. Ruwen didn’t know how many abilities and spells she triggered, but it critically injured the Mage. The Bone Sculptor fell forward, his body limp and in shock. Before he hit the ground, a gloomy light surrounded and then swallowed him. In a blink, he’d disappeared.
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      Sift and Hamma slid Ruwen off the bone spear, and Lylan pulled the dagger from Ruwen’s chest. Hamma added a heal to Ruwen’s still active one, and they laid him on the ground.

      “Where did he go?” Ruwen asked.

      “He’s not here,” Lylan said. “I’ve seen it before. The ultra-rich or important have safety measures against assassinations. If your health drops too much, it triggers an instant teleport to your bind point.”

      “So he lived?” Hamma asked.

      Lylan shrugged. “I hit him pretty hard. He only had a few seconds left.”

      Sift kneeled next to Lylan and hugged her. “I was so worried.”

      Lylan hugged him back and then narrowed her eyes at Ruwen. “You shot me a little over one hundred feet. And by little, I mean fifty. It took all your healing potions to fix my broken legs.”

      Ruwen grimaced. “I’m sorry. Things went crazy as soon as I tried to launch you.”

      Hamma touched Lylan's shoulder and cast another heal. Lylan’s face relaxed, and Sift glared at Ruwen.

      “What?” Ruwen asked Sift. “You saw what happened.” Ruwen looked up at Lylan. “What was it like in there?”

      “Like sleeping,” Lylan said. “I stepped in, and the next moment I was one hundred fifty feet in the air.”

      “Sorry,” Ruwen said again.

      “What happened to the Butcher?” Ruwen asked.

      Everyone stared at him. “The giant sword-wielding skeleton.”

      “Oh, Sift smashed it,” Hamma said.

      “You made it look harder than it was,” Sift said.

      Ruwen sat up. “You didn’t see the whole fight, and I bet the acid softened him up.”

      “I don’t know,” Sift said. “You looked like you were struggling.”

      Ruwen pointed at Sift. “It was hard to think over all your screaming.”

      “That golem hates me,” Sift said.

      “Smash hates you because you made fun of him,” Ruwen said. “Did you apologize to him?”

      “I did,” Sift said. “And I think Smash was about to leave me alone when some idiot that looked like me teased him again.”

      Ruwen winced. “Sorry, that was an emergency. Maybe after a day or two, he’ll forget.”

      Hamma pulled Smash from her dimensional bag and held him up. “Both the idiots are sorry for being dumb, Smash.”

      “I hope we never have to see him again,” Sift said.

      Hamma covered Smash’s ears. “That was mean.”

      “What?” Sift said. “I just mean I don’t ever want to be in a situation like that again. I’m only here for the sights.” Sift pulled Lylan toward him. “And the women.”

      Lylan punched him. “Woman, not women.”

      Ruwen got to his feet, and everyone stood. Lylan held out the dagger that had triggered the Grounding Stake debuff.

      Ruwen shook his hands. “No, thank you. I don’t want to be near that thing again.”

      Hamma pulled the Bone Sculptor’s cloak from her bag. “It’s a powerful cloak, and you can summon that elite skeleton if there are enough bones around.”

      “No, thanks,” Ruwen said. “I’m attached to mine. Plus, it keeps me hidden from tracking magic.”

      No one else wanted it either, so Hamma put the cloak and Smash back in her bag. “I’ll donate it to my chapel.”

      “Let’s check out the temple,” Ruwen said.

      As they walked toward the temple, Ruwen checked on Whiskers, who was still at the lakeshore. Ruwen set him to patrol around the valley. He wanted plenty of warning before anyone else arrived.

      You were quiet for all that, Ruwen said to Rami, trying not to sound upset.

      You know I want you to think for yourself.

      I know, but it seemed pretty dire at the end.

      That’s because you hadn’t been monitoring Lylan’s progress the entire time. I knew she would make it.

      That would have been good to know. I was really stressed.

      I know. But stress like that is required for growth.

      Ruwen’s mouth went dry. I think I would have used my Spirit.

      Maybe. But you didn’t.

      Doesn’t that make me a terrible person? I might have sacrificed the world for a few.

      We all change, and experiences like you just had speed that change. Regardless of where you end up, it is good that you started here, as a friend willing to do everything in his power to keep his friends alive. That is noble, and that is okay for now.

      Thanks, Rami.

      Warmth traveled down Ruwen’s neck and into his chest, and he smiled. He had enough to worry about without adding guilt to the pile. In the end, he hadn’t revealed himself, and that meant he’d kept his word.

      The wind had dissipated the acid, but bones and diamond pieces littered the area.

      “Why are there so many bones here?” Hamma asked. “All those bodies should have been fed to the temple’s recycler.”

      “Maybe they died after the temple broke,” Lylan said.

      “Good point,” Hamma said, and then added, “That skeleton experience really adds up.”

      Curious, Ruwen glanced at his log. But it was full of combat details.

      Rami, could you –

      Rami closed his log and popped up a summary. You are getting lazy.

      You’re the best.

      I know.

      
        
        A Rolling Bone Lancer (Level 20) has died!

        You have gained 2,606 experience (10,300*(25.3% group modifier))!

      

        

      
        An Elite Skeletal Butcher (Level 24) has died!

        You have gained 4,731 experience ((14,800+3,900 Elite Status)*(25.3% group modifier))!

      

        

      
        A Gigantic Blood Bat (Level 22) has died!

        You have gained 3,150 experience (12,450*(25.3% group modifier))!

      

        

      
        148 Summoned Skeletons have died!

        You have gained 53,358 experience ((1,425*148)*(25.3% group modifier))!

      

      

      The group modifier had evened out now that they were all similar levels.

      “I leveled,” Lylan said, unable to keep the smile off her face. “I can’t believe I’m twenty already.”

      “Congratulations!” Hamma said.

      “Gratz, Lylan,” Ruwen said. “I’m really happy for you.”

      Sift pulled Lylan close as they walked, and she grinned. Without the fierce exterior, Ruwen felt like he was seeing Lylan for the first time. A young woman, barely older than him.

      They started up the steps to the temple, and everyone grew serious again. Smash had demolished the skeletons blocking the entrance, and Ruwen stepped over the piles and into the temple.

      A notification appeared, and he opened it.

      
        
        Ting!

        You have completed the Quest – The Search for Truth (Part 2).

        You have received 1,500 experience.

      

      

      Ruwen checked his experience to see how the battle and quest had impacted him and saw he’d almost reached level twenty.

      
        
        Experience: 179,165/190,000

      

      

      Another notification appeared.

      
        
        Ting!

        You have received Uru’s quest…

        The Search for Truth (Part 3)

        Restore the Temple to find answers, and return Uru’s Blessing to the Southern lands.

        Reward: 10,000 experience

      

      

      
        
        Accept or Decline

      

      

      Ruwen chose Accept, and yet another notification appeared.

      
        
        Do you wish to Bind to <UNNAMED> Temple?

      

      

      
        
        Yes or No

      

      

      “Did anyone else just get a Bind notification?” Hamma asked.

      “Yes,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen nodded.

      “Choose ‘No’ because we have no idea if the revival baths even work in here,” Hamma said.

      “Where are you bound now?” Ruwen asked Lylan.

      “Stone Harbor Temple,” Lylan said.

      Ruwen chose “No” and then opened his map and expanded it as far as he could. In the center of the temple, there appeared a small green area labeled “Uru’s Blessing.” He looked in his settings where Hamma had shown him and confirmed that he’d just synched with Uru. If he died now, he would be up to date.

      “We just synched, too,” Ruwen said.

      “That’s a relief,” Lylan replied.

      Ruwen looked around the large open area. The walls, ceiling, and floor were smooth and constructed from the same strange grey metal as the temple in Deepwell.

      “Hamma, do you know where to start?” Ruwen asked.

      “If we can find the revival baths, I have some ideas where we can look,” Hamma said.

      “Are you two okay with guarding the exit?” Ruwen asked.

      Sift and Lylan nodded.

      Ruwen followed Hamma, who strode toward the back of the room. Ruwen triggered the Worker ability Glow, and his skin emitted a soft light that made it easier to see.

      “Is any of this familiar?” Ruwen asked.

      “We have rooms like this, though not as big,” Hamma said.

      A ladder attached to the back wall went up and down through a cylindrical hole in the ceiling and floor. It reminded Ruwen of the ladders in the temple at Deepwell. Hamma went down without hesitation. They went down two floors when the ladder ended, and they needed to cross the room to continue down. They did this twice more, and then Hamma stopped and studied the room. It didn’t look much different to him, but Hamma nodded her head.

      “This is it,” Hamma said and pointed to a door. “I’m sure that leads to the revival baths.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      They walked to the rounded door, and Hamma pulled up on a lever, but it didn’t budge. “Oh, no.”

      “What?” Ruwen asked.

      “See if you get a notification when you try and open this.”

      Ruwen stepped up to the door and pulled up on the lever. A notification appeared, and he opened it.

      
        
        Restricted Access – Binding required

      

      

      “Does that mean we need to bind here?” Ruwen asked.

      “Yes, and if this temple is like Deepwell, there will be security measures once we’re inside. They might be deactivated like the Guardians outside, but if they’re not, it will be fatal.”

      “What are the risks of binding here?”

      “This temple isn’t fully functional. If something happens, and we die, we’ll queue up here, but never revive. It would be like dying for good.”

      Ruwen rubbed his forehead. “I need to do this, but you don’t. Thank you for getting me this far, but I’ll take it from here.”

      The Scarf of Freshness hid Hamma’s lips, but he could tell she was biting them. After a second, she shook her head. “Uru told me what you’re doing is important, and that my contribution is important. How can I not take this risk, even if my brain is telling me it’s foolish. We need to succeed here, or it doesn’t matter. Naktos and the other gods will destroy our country.”

      Hamma reached down and pulled up on the lever, and this time it released the locks on the door.

      “How do I change my Bind Point?” Ruwen asked.

      Hamma told him where to look in his settings, and a moment later, he received a notification.

      
        
        Do you wish to Bind to <UNNAMED> Temple?

      

      

      
        
        Yes or No

      

      

      Ruwen chose Yes. “Isn’t it a little weird this temple doesn’t have a name?”

      “Very.”

      They both walked through the doorway, and Hamma locked the door behind them. A short hallway later, they entered a sizeable room filled with revival baths.

      “Uru’s freckled–” Hamma stopped herself from finishing and covered her mouth with a hand.

      Ruwen laughed, remembering how Hamma had cursed multiple times after his revivals in Deepwell. “Harder to curse after actually meeting your Goddess.”

      Hamma narrowed her eyes but didn’t deny it. Instead, she walked across the room, and Ruwen followed her.

      “In Deepwell there were less than ten revival tubs,” Ruwen said. “There are a hundred in here.”

      “And if this is like Deepwell, there will be multiple floors of these.”

      Ruwen hadn’t known that, but it made sense. Between deaths and Ascendancies and the time it normally took to revive, you’d need a lot more than the eight tubs he’d seen. Still, this seemed really large.

      “How big was this city before, you know, whatever happened here?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen shrugged. “I’ve never heard of this place.”

      Hamma tilted her head. “I thought you were all smart and stuff.”

      “I am. I just like math more than history.”

      “It’s a little weird that nobody’s heard of a place this large. This is bigger than Stone Harbor. I think this temple could have supported over a million people.”

      Hamma stopped at a glass window.

      “Does Uru even have a million people?” Ruwen asked.

      Hamma shrugged. “The church keeps a lid on that information, so I’m not sure.”

      Hamma tapped the glass with her finger, and text scrolled down the window. Ruwen stepped closer to watch, fascinated by the secret Order Class functions. Hamma used her hand to push the text up and to the side. A moment later, her hands dropped to her side.

      “What?” Ruwen asked.

      Hamma pulled the Scarf of Freshness down and locked eyes with Ruwen. “There are over seven hundred thousand people in the queue for revival.”

      “Uru help me, what happened here?” Ruwen asked. “When did it happen?”

      Hamma tapped on the glass a few times and then looked at Ruwen. “They all say nine thousand nine hundred ninety-nine. My guess is the system never thought someone would be in the queue for over ten thousand years. Who knows how long they’ve been in here?”

      Ruwen pulled his Scarf of Freshness down as well. “What kind of world was it before the Pact?”

      “It seems pretty terrible.”

      “Uru says it’s coming again. That I’m going to cause it. I can’t be responsible for this level of suffering.”

      Hamma grabbed Ruwen’s shoulders. “Hey, you aren’t going to cause it. You will set things right. Uru told me.”

      Ruwen took a few deep breaths. “Right. I can’t look that far into the future. Let’s get through this first. Can you sort the other way? Who were the last people to die here?”

      Hamma nodded and tapped the screen. Names scrolled down the window in a blur. It suddenly stopped, and a name burned brightly in the glass. The date only a year ago. Ruwen groaned, and Hamma steadied him.

      Colyn Starfield.

      “No,” Ruwen whispered.

      His dad had died here.

      “Check the next name,” Ruwen choked out.

      Hamma swiped, and the next name appeared, with the same death date from a year ago.

      Clarysa Starfield.

      Ruwen’s eyesight blurred, as his stomach twisted. His parents had died. Even through the grief, a part of him felt relief. He’d finally found them.

      Hamma swiped again and then staggered backward. She cried out, and Ruwen spun around, looking for the danger. Her cheeks were wet with tears, as she silently pointed at the window.

      Ruwen turned and found a third name, the death date sixteen years ago. One he recognized from Hamma’s stories.

      Niall Blakrock.
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      Hamma screamed, stepped up to Ruwen, and pounded on his chest. “This is your fault! My dad died because of this!”

      Ruwen’s eyes filled with tears, while Hamma sobbed. She struck him again. “I would have had my dad if not for you! He was here helping you and Uru!”

      Ruwen pulled Hamma close and let her vent. He hadn’t even been born when Hamma’s dad died, but she was right that he had come here to prepare the way for Ruwen. He could understand how she made that connection, especially when there was no one else to blame.

      “I’m sorry, Hamma. I’m sorry.” Ruwen just kept repeating the words over and over.

      Guilt ravaged Ruwen’s mind. His parents had been stuck here for a year, while he had gone about his life. Common sense tried to reason that he only recently had the skills to save them and that his parents were effectively sleeping, and the year wait meant nothing to them, but it didn’t matter. All those nights Ruwen spent in sleepless worry now looked like wasted time. He had let his parents down.

      And just like Hamma, Ruwen blamed himself for his parent’s situation. They had only been here to prepare the way for him. The common thread through all this tragedy was him.

      Ruwen couldn’t imagine the guilt, anger, and despair Hamma felt.

      Eventually, she pushed herself away, wiped her cheeks, and glared at Ruwen. “We have to revive him.”

      Ruwen nodded. “Of course.” He waved at all the revival tubs. “Why aren’t any of these working?”

      Hamma turned back to the window. Text flew by at a dizzying pace as Hamma jumped from status to status. Ruwen looked away to keep from getting a headache.

      “Terium is the first problem,” Hamma said. She strode to a rectangular drawer in the wall and pulled it out. From her Dimensional Bag, she removed one of the bags they’d taken from the Plague Siren. Pulling out a terium coin, she dropped it in the eight-foot-long drawer, closed it, and then marched back to the readouts.

      Light filled the room as the strips along the ceiling glowed. Ruwen toggled off Glow and watched Hamma. She pounded on the glass, and Ruwen worried it might break.

      “What’s wrong?” Ruwen asked.

      “It let me mark the four of us as friendly, and the revival capacity is now ten people, but it won’t let me activate the revival baths.”

      Ruwen opened his map, hoping it might have information about the temple. There were no details, but he noticed that Uru’s Blessing had grown and now covered the entire city and parts of the Grey Valley.

      “What does it say exactly?” Ruwen asked.

      “Restoration of Temple Required,” Hamma said.

      Which obviously meant nothing to Hamma.

      “Is there a library or someplace they keep manuals?” Ruwen asked.

      After a moment Hamma marched out of the room, and Ruwen hurried to keep up. They climbed down another ten floors and walked through four hallways until they came to a door twice as big as the other doors.

      Hamma pointed at it. “This is the High Priest’s private chapel. No one is allowed in it but him, and it contains the word of Uru. I’ve only heard rumors about it, but it’s the only thing close to a library.”

      Hamma’s voice had lost its friendliness as she dealt with the pain of finding her dad. Ruwen worried that Hamma might not forgive him for her dad’s involvement and death. Blapy’s words, spoken in the Spirt Realm, echoed in Ruwen’s thoughts: “I even know where Hamma’s father is. I wonder if your relationship will survive it.”

      Ruwen pushed the fear away. Hamma’s high Wisdom would hopefully overpower the anger and hurt of finding her father dead and waiting for the past sixteen years. She probably felt immense guilt, just as he did.

      Hamma stared at the door but didn’t open it. The penalties for disobeying this rule were probably severe. But Ruwen didn’t care. He pulled up the lever and opened the door. A smaller room with another, normal-sized door appeared.

      Ruwen opened the smaller door and stepped inside the High Priest’s private chapel.

      The ten by fifteen-foot room had few furnishings. Colored etchings covered the walls, and many of the scenes were strange and otherworldly. A small altar sat at the far end of the room, and an alcove held a small statue of Uru. On each side of the altar sat what looked like revival tubs.

      Ruwen walked to the leftmost tub, and in the window next to it recognized the menus Hamma had used in the large revival room above. He turned and walked to the other tub’s window. Gold lace covered its edges, and a thin veil covered the window, blurring the words underneath. Wondering what it said, he lifted the veil away, and to his shock, couldn’t read the words.

      How could that be? His level of Hey You had reached esoteric. Nothing should be hidden from him anymore. Ruwen remembered the twenty-two books in Rami’s collection. There were still things hidden from him. He opened his Abilities tab and read the advanced ability for Hey You again.

      
        
        Advanced Ability: True Name

        Base Ability: Hey You

        Cost: 10 Ability Points

        Hey You Level: 15

        Class: Worker

        Effect: Understand the language of the Universe, and see the roots of Ascension.

        Restriction: Worker Class

        Restriction: Minimum Class Level 16

        Restriction: Minimum Base (Ascendancy Day) Intelligence 16

        Type: Self

      

      

      Either the words on this screen were actual gibberish, or they hid behind the True Name ability. The only way to know for sure was to spend ten of the precious twenty-six ability points he’d earned.

      “What does it say?” Hamma asked from the doorway.

      “I have to spend ten ability points to find out,” Ruwen said.

      “Then do it,” Hamma snapped. She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I…it’s just…”

      “It’s okay, Hamma, I understand.”

      Ruwen allocated the ten points to Hey You and accepted it. The words on the window came into focus. He hadn’t known what to expect. Maybe some words of wisdom like a Shade’s first rule or a parable about kindness, but not another mystery.

      
        
        Failsafe Complete.

        <UNNAMED> Temple Restoration [INITIATED].

        <UNNAMED> Temple Parameters Incomplete.

        <UNNAMED> Temple Restoration [PAUSED].

        Navigator Required.

      

      

      Ruwen dropped the veil and studied the tub. A glowing handprint sat on the lid, and Ruwen placed his hand on it. Nothing happened, but he realized this tub differed from the revival tubs.

      “Have you seen a tub like this before?” Ruwen asked.

      Hamma closed her eyes, muttered something, and then stepped into the room. She paused as if waiting for punishment and then walked over to him.

      As soon as Hamma drew near, she shook her head. “That is not a revival tub.” She turned and pointed at the other one. “That one is, though. And it looks active.”

      Hamma dashed to the window and jumped from menu to menu, but they all remained mostly empty.

      She clenched her hand but didn’t punch anything. “This is a stand-alone unit. It’s not connected to the queue, so we can’t reach our parents. This must be so the High Priest can always be revived, even if the other tubs are full. It even looks like you can place a body in here, and the tub will reuse it to speed up the revive. Must be nice.”

      Ruwen pointed at the veil-covered window. “Have you ever heard of a Navigator Class?”

      “No. Why?”

      “Because the sacred word of Uru over there reads more like my revival log, and it says a Navigator is required.”

      Hamma’s eyes filled with tears. “Why would the temple require a Class that doesn’t exist? How would you even get that Class? How are we going to save my dad?”

      Ruwen wanted to slam his head into the wall. There was only one way to get another Class. He opened his Profile and selected the Root Class. The familiar tree appeared, which displayed his Worker Class along with the five branches of the other Classes.

      But now, underneath the tree, among the roots, something else had appeared. The word Architect appeared and under it three more words: Navigator, Creator, Annihilator. They were all greyed out.

      Rami, what happens to you when I die?

      I die, too.

      Does it hurt you?

      I don’t lose any attributes if that’s what you mean. If you die suddenly, I’ll lose any progress on my searches.

      What do you have running right now?

      I’m searching for Ancient Mother, Lalquinrial, essence patterns, and how to remove your Aspect.

      Please save your progress.

      Ruwen started to undress.

      “What are you doing?” Hamma asked.

      “Are you sure this revival tub will work?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “Then I’m going to let my Void Band kill me.”

      “What?”

      “I might have access to this Navigator thing. But there’s only one way to be sure.”

      “Ruwen, let’s talk about this.”

      “If I don’t come back, you and the others need to leave. It won’t stay safe here for long.”

      Ruwen didn’t know what happened to the items in his Void Band when he died, so he removed everything consuming energy: all his plants and grasses, the amulets, and the Mobile Alchemy Lab, which he dropped on a bench. Unsure if his body got vaporized before being rebuilt, he removed all his gear.

      With a thought, he extended his Void Band toward the floor. Without the rings, his natural twelve Energy per second Regen couldn’t keep up with the seventeen Energy per second his Void Band now consumed. In two-and-a-half minutes, his Energy bar would flash yellow, twenty seconds later red, and when it reached zero, he would die.

      He walked to the revival tub in his underwear and lifted the lid.

      “Ruwen, stop. This is reckless. Please, I don’t want to lose you, too.”

      Ruwen stopped and faced Hamma. “Your dad, and my parents, must have believed that whatever they were doing was important enough to leave us behind. I can’t imagine that decision was easy. They all sacrificed themselves for it. You were right. I shoulder some of that blame. They did those things for me. So I could succeed. I have to risk this, or I could never live with myself.”

      Hamma hugged Ruwen. “You’re such an idiot.”

      “That seems to be a popular opinion.”

      Hamma looked up at Ruwen, and figuring he was about to die anyway, he kissed her.

      Ruwen forced himself to pull away when his Energy bar flashed yellow as it dropped under twenty percent.

      Hamma smiled up at Ruwen. “It’s about time, Starfield.”

      Not trusting himself to speak, he climbed into the tub. He opened his settings and checked his last synch date, verifying he was up to date. That was a memory he wanted to keep.

      “See you soon,” Hamma said as she closed the lid.

      Ruwen’s bar flashed red, and he let the air out of his lungs, sinking to the bottom of the revival tub. He smiled as he thought about this third death. It definitely was his favorite.

      His Energy bar fell, as steady as a heartbeat.
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      Ruwen walked over and sat next to Uru. The cliff started a few feet in front of them, and Uru seemed focused on braiding the divine sweetgrass in her lap. The distant storm seemed closer than it had just a day ago. The wind blew his hair and pressed his simple cotton clothes against his body. Uru smelled of cinnamon and roses, and it mingled with the heavy scent of imminent rain.

      “My parents are involved in all this,” Ruwen said.

      “They have been involved since the beginning. Without them, there is no this, because there would be no you.”

      Ruwen looked at Uru. “I feel like I’m the last page in a book you wrote a thousand years ago.”

      Uru locked eyes with him. “What an exceptional metaphor. But the book started long before that. You can ask your parents about it shortly.”

      “So this will work? I’ll be able to choose the Architect Class and become a Navigator?”

      Uru shook her head. “The Architect isn’t a Class. It’s a Role. A reward from the Universe for attaining Divinity.”

      “That’s you. Are you coming to restore the temple yourself?”

      “The Pact forbids it. During the chaos before the Pact, some spent vast amounts of resources to cripple other deities’ temples. They ensured that the Pact didn’t negate the advantage they’d earned.”

      “Then how can we restore your temple?”

      Uru smiled at Ruwen. “You’ll do it.”

      It took a moment for that to sink in. “What? You’re giving me your Architect Role?”

      “I already have.”

      Ruwen didn’t feel any different. A terrible thought struck him. “Did I just kill myself for nothing?”

      Uru shook her head. “Death is required.”

      Ruwen’s stomach untwisted. “But wouldn’t I eventually get this role anyway? Once I advance to Deity? Isn’t this a waste?”

      “I’m not sure there’s time for you to reach Deity. And you will need this Role to survive.”

      Ruwen’s heart thumped in his chest, and he tried to slow his breathing. “Please forgive me, but won’t this doom us? I don’t know anything about being an Architect.”

      Uru beamed. “That’s exactly what the other deities will believe. They will think that I, under attack from all sides, traded a priceless advantage just to regain access to a lost temple and survive for a little longer. They will see it as a last desperate move. From their perspective, no deity in their right mind would give up this power, and it’s why the Pact doesn’t forbid it.”

      That is pretty much how Ruwen saw it too.

      Uru laughed. “I see the doubt on your face. The brilliance of this is that it appears I’ve given you this power in desperation, when in fact, this move strengthens us. If I’d given you this power later, the deities would be in a frenzy trying to understand why. That might expose your true abilities too soon. Sometimes, despite everything that’s happened, I believe the Universe favors us.”

      “But I don’t know how to use this. Won’t that weaken us until I figure it out?”

      “Yes, but that is balanced by the return of over half my people and resources. The loss of Eiru still hurts, and my soul sings with the city’s imminent return.”

      “Eiru? How come I’ve never heard of this city?” Ruwen asked. It wasn’t lost on him that the city name sounded remarkably close to “Uru.”

      Uru’s smile disappeared. “It was my namesake and one of the first temples to fall before the Pact. After the Pact, when civilization returned, the only thing that survived was a mispronounced version of my name, Uru. I embraced the new name, to help ease the pain of the past.”

      Ruwen wondered about the devastation required to wipe away the existence of such a vast amount of people. What a terrifying time, and Uru said those times would return.

      Another thought struck him. A very selfish one. “Since I have this new Role, won’t the gods want to kill me even more?”

      Uru’s smile returned. “It actually makes you safer. The other deities will believe you capable of only a fraction of the Role’s power. That’s because its benefits are hard on a normal body. The Role’s forces would rip a regular person to shreds, so they will believe it’s wasted on you. If they destroy you, since a Role has never been transferred like this, no one knows where it returns. It might come back to me, and they will be reluctant to risk that.”

      Ruwen now understood a portion of Uru’s cleverness. She had made herself look weak by giving up this power. But in reality, she would double her population, transfer power to him without raising suspicion, and provide some protection from the gods who all were happy this Role had become neutered.

      “Planning that is almost beyond comprehension,” Ruwen said.

      “You’ll soon see foresight is one of the benefits of your new Role.”

      Ruwen shook his head. “I hope all this work you’ve invested in me doesn’t go to waste. It humbles and scares me.”

      Uru touched Ruwen’s shoulder. “The truth is, you will become more powerful than me and will use the Role even more effectively. You need to Fortify your body quickly to withstand the stresses being an Architect will place on you. No one lower than Divine has ever possessed this role.” Uru removed her hand and stared out at the sea. “I’m an apostate now among the gods. They will see this as a rejection of their divinity. It may embolden a few to join Naktos.” Uru faced Ruwen again. “You must restore the temple, rebuild the city, and protect the southern border. But you must also find time to grow stronger, Fortify your body, and learn to use this new Role.”

      Ruwen looked out at the storm, the crashing waves below suddenly loud. The pressure of all these monumental tasks felt overwhelming.

      Uru continued. “Hard times approach, and they bring even harder choices. Rely on your friends where you can.” Uru gently turned Ruwen’s face toward her, and she smiled at him. “Not even a goddess can do everything herself.”
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      Ruwen lay on his back and opened his eyes to find Hamma looking down at him.

      “How do you feel?” Hamma asked.

      Anxious, overwhelmed, and scared, were all truthful answers, but Ruwen didn’t want to alarm Hamma. “Wet,” he finally managed to say.

      Hamma laughed, bent down, and kissed him. “That’s because I just pulled you out of the vat, Dummy.”

      Ruwen’s cloak covered him, and his underwear stuck to his legs. That meant the tub hadn’t vaporized him after all. His Energy bar remained full, so his Void Band must have closed when he died. The metal floor chilled his body. “How long?”

      “Just over two minutes,” Hamma said.

      Ruwen tried to sit up, but Hamma pushed him back down.

      “Just rest for a second,” Hamma said.

      Are you okay, Rami? Ruwen asked.

      Yes. I’ve restarted the queries.

      Uru spoke to me again, can you see those memories?

      A moment later, Rami responded. Wow, that woman is amazing. I’ll add Architect to the queries.

      Thanks, you read my mind. Ruwen said, and then laughed out loud.

      “Are you okay?” Hamma asked.

      “Just laughing at my own joke,” Ruwen said.

      Hamma frowned at him.

      Rami continued. When you get a chance, I want to talk to you about the twenty-two books you unlocked with your True Name ability.

      Usually, Ruwen would have wanted to talk about the books immediately. But he had finally found his parents, and he needed to get the temple up and running to revive them. Then he needed to figure out what Class would work best at holding off an invading army. In the meantime, he needed to Fortify his body, learn how to use his essences, and level up. His head thudded in pain.

      Hamma cast a heal on him, and the pain faded.

      “Thanks,” Ruwen said and smiled up at Hamma. He wouldn’t face all that alone.

      Ruwen opened up his Profile but didn’t look at the damage his death had done. There would be time for that later. Opening the hidden Root display, he found only the Worker tree colored in. He was no longer an Observer. Underneath the tree, among the roots, the Architect Role had become crisp and vibrant. Connected to Architect were the three Sub Roles he’d seen before: Navigator, Creator, Annihilator.

      Remembering Uru’s words about a Fortified body, Ruwen didn’t explore further. He would do that when alone and in a safe place. Accidentally triggering something that killed Hamma was something he didn’t want to live with. For now, it was enough to know he had successfully received the Role.

      Notifications pulsed at the bottom of his vision, and he opened them.

      
        
        Ting!

        You have received Uru’s quest…

        Foundations (Part 1)

        Assemble a city council and decide on the first three buildings to rebuild.

        Reward: 50,000 experience

      

      

      
        
        Accept or Decline

      

      

      Ruwen chose Accept, and hoped he received more quests like this. How hard could it be to decide something like that? Another quest appeared.

      
        
        Ting!

        You have received Uru’s quest…

        The Southern Front (Part 1)

        Assemble a war council and decide on the composition of the first 1,000 warriors.

        Reward: 50,000 experience

      

      

      
        
        Accept or Decline

      

      

      Another easy one, Ruwen thought as he chose Accept.

      “Did it work?” Hamma asked.

      Ruwen focused back on Hamma and could see the nervousness in her face. He felt like an idiot for making her wait.

      “Uru gave me what I needed. But I’m unsure what to do. Let’s start with that other vat.”

      Hamma bit her lip, and Ruwen knew the Healer in her wanted him to rest, while the remaining part felt the burning desire to see her dad again, just like he felt about his parents.

      “I feel brand new,” Ruwen said and almost laughed again but managed to keep it to a smile. Sift would have appreciated his jokes. Maybe.

      Ruwen sat up, and after a moment, Hamma helped him.

      “They’ve been in there a long time, another a few minutes won't matter,” Hamma said, but Ruwen could tell she didn’t believe that.

      Ruwen got to his feet, and Hamma supported him as they walked to the other vat. Hamma pulled the veil away from the window.

      “It’s just nonsense,” Hamma said. “You can read that?”

      Ruwen nodded.

      
        
        Failsafe Complete.

        <UNNAMED> Temple Restoration [INITIATED].

        <UNNAMED> Temple Parameters Incomplete.

        <UNNAMED> Temple Restoration [PAUSED].

        Navigator Required.

      

      

      “It looks kind of like our logs,” Ruwen said. “Like if the temple had to start over, but it didn’t have the information it needed.”

      Ruwen took a deep breath and placed his hand on the palm print on top of the vat. The hiss of air escaping made Hamma jump, and the vat lid slid down and to the side on its own. The inside of the tank didn’t contain liquid like the revival bath, but something resembling a mattress.

      “It looks like Architects specialize in napping,” Ruwen said.

      Hamma looked concerned and didn’t even smile. Tough crowd.

      Ruwen handed his cloak to Hamma and climbed into the capsule before she could argue. As soon as his head touched the small pillow, the lid rapidly slid shut, and Hamma’s yelp of surprise was cut off.

      Darkness surrounded him, and his other senses seemed muted. It reminded him of floating in a pond.

      Ruwen jerked in surprise when a strange male voice spoke into the stillness.

      “Hello, Architect Starfield,” the man said. “May I inquire what happened to Mistress Eiru?”

      Ruwen cleared his throat. It felt strange to just talk into the darkness. “She’s fine, and asked me to restore the temple. Can you help me do that?”

      “I can.”

      A suspicion crept into Ruwen’s thoughts. “Are you the temple?”

      “I am.”

      Ruwen added “talking to a building,” to the list of unbelievable things that had happened to him. He refocused on completing his task. “What do I need to do?”

      “I lack the current spatial and temporal values to place myself properly in the stream.”

      “What?” Ruwen asked.

      “I lack the current spatial and temporal values to place myself properly in the stream.”

      “Let’s back up?” Ruwen said.

      “I cannot fulfill that request. Without accurate temporal and dimensional coordinates, reversing the temporal flow would be catastrophic. In addition, terium levels are critically–”

      Ruwen interrupted the voice. “No, no. I didn’t mean literally. I meant–”

      Ruwen paused as the meaning of the words sunk in. “Wait, you can move backward through time?”

      “Local manipulation of temporal values can be sustained for short periods depending on factors such as accurate parameters, terium levels, Resonance offset, quant–”

      Ruwen interrupted again. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “Yes.”

      “Let me try again,” Ruwen said.

      “We have not yet tried the first time.”

      This temple took things very literally, and Ruwen didn’t want to kill himself or anyone else. “Don’t act on requests that might result in an injury. Explain the risk to me first and ask for my confirmation.”

      “Understood.”

      “What should I call you?”

      “Without restoration, my memories are limited. But, Eiru called me Lir.”

      “Okay, Lir. I need help. How do I restore you?”

      “First, I require our exact spatial location and realm,” Lir said.

      That sounded like a gate rune to Ruwen. He returned to his hidden display and focused on the Navigator icon, which caused two new icons to appear under it: Dimensional and Temporal. A third icon, connected to both Dimensional and Temporal, was labeled Gravitational. He focused on the Dimensional one, and even more icons materialized: Pocket, Keys, and Warp.

      Ruwen concentrated on the Key icon, and his Mana dropped to zero, followed by an immediate pressure on his core. Not a tug like when the Plague Siren had tried removing it, but more like the feeling he had when Refining Spirit.

      The pressure subsided, and five gate runes hovered in front of him. He turned his head to the side, but they didn’t change.

      “Lir, what happens if I give you the wrong location?”

      “My restoration would fail.”

      “But no teleporting to another realm or exploding or anything, right?”

      “From my limited observations, your body remains in the Metal levels, and teleporting would vaporize you. I do not recommend it. In addition, exploding, in general, is best accomplished with the Annihilator Role.”

      “I’ll take that as a no. Do you know why my Mana drained?”

      “No.”

      “Can you guess?”

      “There is a high probability that your body used the easiest source of energy first. Mana is a perfectly balanced combination of essence, which makes it ideal. Once you consumed your Mana, you likely tapped your essence reservoirs to complete the query.”

      That wasn’t good. It meant Ruwen needed to be careful using any of these roles in public. If he didn’t have the Mana, his Scarecrow Aspect would appear as the role tapped his Core.

      An idea struck Ruwen. “Lir, how sensitive are you?”

      “Without my restored memories, my personality is incomplete, and recognizing emotion is difficult. Have I upset you?”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. Just tell me if you sense anything.”

      Rami, have you been listening to this guy?

      Yes.

      Can you try and communicate with him via vibrations? I don’t want to make a mistake, and I’m wondering if there’s a way for you to transmit my thoughts to him.

      Three seconds later, Lir spoke. “Thank you, Rami. I have loaded the dimensional keys.”

      Thanks, Rami. That seemed easy.

      We iterated over sixty thousand times to finalize a communication method and shared vocabulary. Lir is super logical and hyper-smart, and he says his memories contain a vast library. I think we’re going to be best friends.

      Wow. You continue to amaze me.

      If I were a book, we’d still be in the prologue.

      Ruwen laughed. I believe it.

      “What now, Lir?”

      “I require the present temporal values.”

      Ruwen unfocused on the Dimensional Role and shifted to the Temporal one. Four more icons appeared under Temporal: Rift, Hindsight, Foresight, and Stasis. Uru had used the word foresight, and Ruwen focused on it, causing three more icons to become visible: Predict, Foretell, Prophesize.

      All these Sub Roles were overwhelming. Ruwen hoped he could find a manual for them, but if they were as rare as Uru made them sound, he doubted he’d find anything. He refocused on the Temporal icon, and once again, the small amount of Mana he’d regained disappeared immediately followed by the Core pressure.

      A number so large Ruwen didn’t think there was a word to describe it floated in his vision. The last twenty digits increased so fast they looked like a blur.

      “Thank you, Rami,” Lir said.

      “What is making that number?” Ruwen asked.

      “It is referred to as the cosmic heartbeat. It is the vibrational count of–”

      “Never mind. Do you have what you need?”

      “Yes. But not all that I desire. Restoration of the Unnamed Temple has resumed.”

      “Two things. First, can we give this place a name?”

      “Yes. What do you wish to call this temple?”

      Ruwen thought a moment and then smiled. “New Eiru.”

      “I have made the update.”

      “Thanks, Lir. Secondly, what do you desire?”

      “While not necessary, our Resonance Offset would reduce the uncertainty and variability of my calculations.”

      “What is a Resonance Offset?” Ruwen asked.

      “It defines the upper and lower bounds of how tightly coupled we are to the Universal Resonance.”

      Rami, can you iterate with Lir and make that understandable, please.

      Two seconds later, Rami responded. That was far more math than I expected. So Resonance is the term used to describe fate. Any value over one thousand and your actions have almost no impact on the Universe. Even if you made massive changes, it wouldn’t affect anything but your own galaxy. A hundred is considered safe for large disruptions like time travel. But anything approaching ten means your actions are directly linked to the Universe’s desired outcome.

      There is math for fate?

      That’s what it sounds like.

      “Lir, what was your Offset before? No decimals,” Ruwen quickly added.

      “Forty-seven, which is the smallest Offset ever recorded. It was a source of pride that our galaxy had such an impact on the Universe, even if it made many things difficult or impossible.”

      “Where do I find this Offset?”

      “Under your Gravitational Role.”

      Ruwen navigated to Gravitational and found Resonance under it. He focused on the icon, felt the now familiar pressure on his Core, and a number appeared.

      Did you do something wrong? Rami asked.

      I hope so.

      Ruwen refocused on the icon, and the same number appeared.

      “Uh, Lir. I got an Offset.”

      “Excellent. Please convey the entire value. Even the decimal places have a significant impact. Perhaps it would be easier for Rami to tell me.”

      “That’s okay. I can manage this one.”

      Ruwen tried to slow his breathing as the implication of the value settled on him. It appeared what happened here would impact more than just Stone Harbor, Deepwell, and New Eiru.

      “It’s zero,” Ruwen whispered.
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      Lir didn’t respond.

      “Lir? Did you hear me?” Ruwen asked.

      “Yes. My apologies. Your input caused a brief neural cascade. I have recovered. Rami has just provided additional context for the years I lay dormant.”

      “How long until you’re fully functional?”

      “My Restoration is in progress. I expect the critical portions will complete in the next ten minutes.”

      “Can we revive a few people then?”

      “Yes,” Lir said. “Until a High Priest is assigned, I will rely on you to help restore me to full functionality.”

      “Okay.”

      The lid slid off, and Hamma helped Ruwen out of the container.

      “Did it work?” Hamma asked.

      “I gave the Temple the information it needed.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      Ruwen smiled. “Let’s go revive them.”

      Hamma grinned and Ruwen quickly dressed. As they placed all the items back in his Void Band, he noticed she looked worried.

      “What’s wrong?” Ruwen asked.

      “He won’t remember me. What if he’s mad because I never looked for him? What if–”

      Ruwen grabbed Hamma’s shoulders. “Slow down. Let’s not borrow trouble.”

      Halfway back to the revival room, a notification appeared, and Ruwen opened it.

      
        
        Ting!

        You have completed the Quest – The Search for Truth (Part 3)

        You have received 10,000 experience.

      

      

      Ruwen closed the notification and looked at his experience.

      
        
        Experience: 189,165/190,000

      

      

      If the Bone Sculptor had summoned just a few more skeletons, Ruwen would be level twenty already.

      Ruwen opened his map and pulled back again and again until he could see all of Uru’s Blessing. The area had more than doubled in size. Before, the blessing had ended a hundred miles south of Stone Harbor. But now a third temple had appeared on his map, New Eiru, and for hundreds of miles in every direction, Uru’s Blessing had spread.

      When they reached the revival room, Hamma pulled her father’s name from the queue of the dead and assigned him a revival tub. Ruwen’s parents were next. It would take them two days to revive.

      Ruwen held Hamma as they stared at the three lit revival vats. Soon all the tubs in this temple would be working.

      The strips along the ceiling were all lit now, so Ruwen didn’t bother to activate Glow. As he followed Hamma up the ladders to the surface, he thought about his journey to get here. It felt like yesterday he’d excitedly walked into Deepwell’s Temple, confident of what his future held. None of it had worked out as he’d imagined, but despite everything, he’d still reached his destination.

      Ruwen had found his parents. In two short days they would be back among the living, and the hard work of clearing their family name could begin. And while he took great satisfaction in reaching this goal, he was just as proud of other gains.

      The days of flinching from a fight were over. Even though Ruwen’s life had turned upside down, he’d suffered through the initial growing pains, and then worked hard to embrace every opportunity to better himself. He had turned his body into a weapon and forced himself to become a leader.

      The difference between the boy that had Ascended and the man Ruwen had become couldn’t have been more drastic. And even with what felt like impossible expectations, he felt confident everything would work out.

      Sift’s whistling reached them as they neared the surface, and Ruwen smiled. He hadn’t been the only one to change. Sift had learned to whistle, Lylan had found trust, and Hamma had embraced her independence. As bad as their circumstances had been, they had survived by relying on each other.

      Ruwen reached up and touched his right ear.

      For the first time in a while, I’m hopeful, and I owe a lot of that to you.

      Rami vibrated and Ruwen’s neck and chest warmed.

      “There you are,” Sift said as Ruwen and Hamma walked into the large, well-lit room.

      Ruwen stopped at the sight before him. Sift sat cross-legged near the opening to outside. Light spilled into the night and reflected off the Guardians that now circled the temple. Lylan sat next to Sift, and Shelly balanced on her lap.

      Across from them sat Blapy.

      Whiskers, in his eight-foot sentry form, had his head in Blapy’s lap. The little girl scratched the top of the cat’s head, and Ruwen could hear the purring from fifty feet away. Behind Blapy, in an orderly row like some sort of honor guard, were seven chickens. His Perception immediately showed him their info.

      
        
        Name: Booming Hen

        Deity: Miranda

        Attack Type: Incendiary Explosive, Ranged

        Elite Squad: Savage Seven

        Level: 3

        Health: 32

        Mana: 0

        Energy: 25

        Spirit: 0

        Armor Class: 5

      

      

      These were the chickens that shot exploding eggs at Ruwen in Blapy and had marked one of his many low points as he came to grips with his new life. Surprisingly, he didn’t feel embarrassed anymore. The reality was these chickens had been formidable opponents not that long ago.

      Ruwen strode toward the group and faced the Savage Seven first. He placed a palm over his fist and bowed, just as low as he would for Rami, Sift, or the Addas. He spoke with sincerity. “The Savage Seven honor us with their presence. I am happy to see you again.”

      The chickens all nodded their heads as they shifted from foot to foot. Ruwen looked down at Whiskers. “Traitor,” he whispered. But the cat, its eyes half-closed in pleasure, ignored him.

      Ruwen looked up at Blapy and bowed again. “I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.”

      Hamma sat next to Lylan and waved at Blapy. “Hi, Mira.”

      Blapy beamed at Hamma and then looked up at Ruwen and frowned. “Well, I came as soon as I discovered the news. And now I have a terrible decision to make.”

      Ruwen’s heart beat faster, and his mouth went dry. Anything Blapy considered terrible would likely be catastrophic for him.

      “I’m still uncertain,” Blapy said.

      Had she abandoned her secret alliance with Ruwen and Uru? Or worse, decided to work against them?

      Ruwen tensed for the bad news. “It’s probably best to just say it.”

      Blapy nodded and then looked over at Sift. “Dummy over there thinks he qualifies to be my favorite.”

      Prepared for something awful, it took a second for the words to register with Ruwen. “What?”

      Blapy looked back up at him. “You should have Hamma check your hearing.”

      “This is about Sift?” Ruwen asked.

      “Yes!” Sift said. “And you were there. Right after the scale quest. Blapy said I could be her favorite, except I couldn’t whistle.” Sift pointed to his mouth. “I can whistle now. Io agrees with me.”

      “Blapy’s favorite? What does that even mean?” Ruwen asked.

      Sift’s eyes grew large. “For one, Findley can’t hide the donuts from me anymore. And I can cut the line at the buffet. Also, all the syrup I want for my pancakes.”

      “Who is Findley?” Hamma asked.

      “The Chief Cook at the Black Pyramid,” Lylan said.

      “This is about food?” Ruwen asked.

      Blapy glared at Sift. “It is for that idiot. Most want the mark for the added pyramid tokens, and increased quality loot. But, well, you already know how he feels about those.”

      Ruwen let the anxiety and fear of Blapy’s visit go, happy her appearance centered on Sift. Ruwen tapped his chin. “I see. This is serious. You have a tough decision to make.”

      Sift’s mouth dropped open in disbelief.

      Blapy nodded. “He’s demonstrated some skill with his whistling. But I feel we need one more test. Just to be sure he qualifies.”

      Ruwen forced a smile down. “It should be something truly difficult to prove his worth.”

      Sift looked at Ruwen in shock.

      “Very wise, Ruwen Starfield, there is hope for you,” Blapy said. “I leave the final test to your judgment.”

      Ruwen sat with Sift on his left and Blapy on his right. The sound of purring surrounded them. He snapped his fingers. “Some type of bird. Let me think of one.”

      Sift looked relieved. Ruwen knew that Sift had studied birds when he’d been trying to learn how to whistle.

      Rami, can you give me some rare birds from other places, ones that Sift for sure won’t know?

      You are a terrible friend.

      I know.

      Ruwen listened to Rami’s list and then focused on Sift. “What does a scaley-sided merganser sound like?”

      Sift’s eyes grew large.

      Ruwen held up his hands. “Wait, no. That’s too easy.”

      Sift looked worried.

      “Oh,” Ruwen said. “How about a kakapo?”

      Sift’s rubbed his forehead and looked like he might be sick.

      “No, I’m sorry,” Ruwen said. “That one is flightless, so it might not be fair.”

      Ruwen enjoyed Sift’s discomfort but decided to put him out of his misery. There was one bird Ruwen knew Sift would know for sure. He’d told Ruwen and Hamma the name when Bekka had used it at the mine to signal the other Observers.

      “I guess I’ll just go with,” Ruwen paused, and Sift gazed at him intently. “A winter wren.”

      Sift closed his eyes, let out a long breath, and the tension in his body visibly drained away. He pursed his lips and let out a light, cascading, bell-like whistle that lasted a few seconds. Ruwen had no idea if that sounded like a winter wren, but it did sound like Bekka’s call.

      Lylan smiled at Sift and patted him on the leg.

      Sift looked from Ruwen to Blapy to Ruwen again. “Well?”

      “I have to admit,” Ruwen said. “Of all the male winter wrens I’ve heard, yours was the best.”

      Sift grinned. “I was going for the hungry but also lonely call you sometimes here at twilight.”

      Ruwen nodded. “You nailed it.”

      Sift looked at Blapy. “Well?”

      Blapy sighed. “I guess. You did pass the grueling exam.”

      Sift threw his arm in the air. “Yes! In your face, Findley!”

      Everyone smiled at Sift’s obvious joy.

      The purring stopped as Whiskers fell asleep. Blapy continued to stroke the cat’s forehead as she looked up at Ruwen. “Well, since that’s out of the way, I guess the only thing left is for you to decide.”

      “Decide what?” Ruwen asked.

      Blapy smiled. “Where you want me to put the portal to Fractal.”

      

      
        
        The End of Divine Apostasy Book 3
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            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Tremine held his hands closer to the fire, trying to keep the chill mountain air from his bones.

      “How about the Tipsy Appah?” Bliz asked.

      “Please tell me you’ve never seen a drunk appah.”

      Bliz took a sip of his cider and pointed at Tremine. “Good point. They’re mean drunks. Not a suitable name for a bar.”

      Tremine shook his head. As long as he’d been alive, he felt like he’d only seen a fraction of what Bliz had seen.

      Bliz spread his arms. “Pour House?”

      Tremine considered it and slowly nodded. “Not bad.”

      “Wish You Were Beer?”

      Tremine smiled. “You need to think of a name that reminds people of the Dizzy Judge in Deepwell. Something that’s the same but different.”

      “Same but different. Yeah, I like that.”

      Bliz sipped his cider and looked up at the stars. “I’m looking forward to seeing that boy.”

      “Me too,” Tremine said.

      They sat in silence for a bit, and then Bliz snapped his fingers. “Pour Judgement.”

      Tremine laughed and nodded. “That’s perfect. We’ll be there tomorrow, and I’ll drink to that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading this book. I hope my love for this story made it onto the page. If you wish to stay informed about the future books in the Divine Apostasy series, please join the newsletter: www.afkauthor.com/subscribe

      

      Being an independent author has many challenges, one of which is visibility. Please consider leaving a review. Thank you!

    

  

***




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Appendix

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Item Quality	Inventory Color

        Common		White

        Uncommon		Brown

        Fine			Green

        Rare			Yellow

        Special			Orange

        Epic			Blue

        Legendary		Purple

      

      

      

      
        
        Metals

        Bronze

        Iron

        Steel

        Titanium

        Obsidian

        Terium

      

      

      

      
        
        Class		Symbol	Color

        Worker		Hands		Brown

        Mage		Brain		Black

        Observer	Eyes		Green

        Order		Heart		White

        Fighter		Body		Blue

        Merchant	Mouth		Red

      

      

      

      
        
        Fortifying Levels

        Metal Levels

        Lead

        Copper

        Silver

        Gold

        Gem Levels

        Jade

        Topaz

        Sapphire

        Diamond

        Divine Levels

        Angel

        Archangel

        Demigod

        Deity

      

      

      

      
        
        Meridian	Location

        Body		Heart

        Stone 		Right Leg/Foot

        Order 		Spine

        Water 		Right Shoulder/Arm/Hand

        Light 		Head/Neck

        Life 		Groin/Hips/Abdomen

        Mind 		Brain

        Air 			Left Shoulder/Arm/Hand

        Chaos 		Torso

        Fire 		Left Leg/Foot

        Dark 		Organs

        Death 		Intestines

      

      

      

      
        
        Money

        Copper

        Silver (100 Copper)

        Gold (100 Silver)

        Platinum (100 Gold)

        Terium (100 Platinum)

      

      

      

      
        
        Rank			Level

        Novice			1-9

        Initiate			10-19

        Apprentice		20-29

        Journeyman	30-39

        Acolyte			40-49

        Disciple		50-59

        Expert			60-69

        Adept			70-84

        Master			85-99

        Grand Master	100

      

      

      

      
        
        Level Start	Experience	Level End

        1				1000		2

        2				3,000		3

        3				6,000		4

        4				10,000		5

        5				15,000		6

        6				21,000		7

        7				28,000		8

        8				36,000		9

        9				45,000		10

        10				55,000		11

        11				66,000		12

        12				78,000		13

        13				91,000		14

        14				105,000	15

        15				120,000	16

        16				136,000	17

        17				153,000	18

        18				171,000		19

        19				190,000	20

        20				210,000	21

        .

        .

        .

        97				4,753,000	98

        98				4,851,000	99

        99				4,950,000	100

        100				5,050,000	101
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