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Map of Kaldwyn
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The map above shows the continent of Kaldwyn, where this novel takes place. It is divided into four major nations — Valia, Edria, Caelford, and Dalenos. Each major nation has one or more of the Soaring Spires; these are also shown on the map.

This book begins in the Unclaimed Lands, in the center of the continent.

You can find a larger version of the map on Andrew’s blog here.


Author’s Note on Reading Order

This book includes some characters and story elements that are first introduced in one of my other series, Weapons and Wielders.

The first three books of Weapons and Wielders consist of a story that Keras tells to Corin and the other characters while on the train rides to and from Caelford, and thus Corin has information that he learns from those stories that he utilizes in this one. For example, he has some knowledge of things like Edrian nobility and certain wielders of the Six Sacred Swords due to their inclusion in Keras’ story. There is also a major character introduced in this book that has a connection to the Six Sacred Swords, which you’ll have a bit more context about if you’ve read those books.

Reading Weapons and Wielders is not in any way necessary to understand this story, but it may lend some additional context for the identities and actions of some specific characters.

If you want that additional context, the first book of that series is Six Sacred Swords.

Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoy the book!

-Andrew Rowe


Style Notes

This book contains several interludes from the perspective of characters other than Corin Cadence. Each Interlude has the perspective of the character noted at the beginning of the section, just below the line listing the Interlude. It’s notable that Corin is not narrating these sections, nor is he necessarily aware of these events. Sections beginning with “Chapter”, rather than “Interlude”, are from Corin’s perspective like usual.

Some characters within the story communicate telepathically. I use square brackets to indicate general telepathy. For example, [This would be what their telepathy looks like.] One specific character has another form of telepathy, which is indicated through the use of curly braces facing outward. }This is what that looks like.{

I use the singular “they/them” for agender and non-binary characters, as well as characters that have not had their gender determined by the narrator yet. For example, “I didn’t know who wrote the note, but they had a peculiar style of writing”.

Finally, I use spaces before and after em dashes (AP style). This is purely because I find this style easier to read.


Recap – Arcane Ascension 1-5

Scribe’s Notes

As per your request, I’ve compiled a series of notes about the events leading up to the recent “incident” with the Serpent Spire. I’m confident that you’re already aware of most of the key details, but through a series of interviews and some less direct forms of investigation, I’ve put together a picture that I hope might be of some use to you.

This story has a few different potential starting points, but I’ll get to the part that I suspect will interest you the most.

About six years ago now, a young man named Tristan Cadence entered the Serpent Spire for a routine Judgment. He disappeared, and for many years, he was believed by the general population to be dead.

Rather than dying, Tristan was recruited to a covert group of operatives for the local deities — the “visages” of Selys, their singular divine leader, who may or may not actually exist. These covert operatives, Whispers, have a variety of secret tasks based on the specific visage they are assigned to. In Tristan’s case, he appears to have largely been involved with administration of the Serpent Spire — things like setting up the rooms with traps, monsters, and so-on.

At some point during the following years, Tristan was poached by another visage, Wydd, a notorious trickster. Following that event, he appears to have been recruited by a sub-faction of Whispers known as the “Godslayers”, which, as I’m sure you can guess from the name, intended to overthrow their visage rulers and take control over the spires — and the continent as a whole — for themselves. The goals of this Godslayer faction, as well, as their methods, seemed to vary between individual sub-groups, without clear contact between them.

It was during this time frame that Tristan is likely to have made contact with a few critical figures. One was his own mother, a powerful adventurer who had been searching the spires for him for years. She seems to have established contact with the intent of rescuing him, but later been looped into his plans in some way (and potentially disagreed with them).

More important for our purposes is Elora Theas, an old school friend of his. While I have yet to have the pleasure of making the acquaintance of Elora Theas, I’ve seen portraits of her.

You obviously have to know about this, but she looks an awful lot like someone who’s name rhymes with “Slayara Maven”.

I have many questions, but as per usual, it’s not my place to ask them. So, I’ll simply continue to the fun part — Aayara Junior, I mean Elora Theas, was connected with the Godslayer faction. Through this connection, Tristan Cadence appears to have made contact with the Godslayer’s leader, gained resources, and plotted an attack on the visage Tenjin.

I’m told that the actual orchestration of the attack involved several other parties of interest, including Tristan’s mentor among the Whispers, one Lyras Orden. Lyras was likely a local leader among the Godslayer faction, but Tristan appears to have split off from her in order to make his own maneuvers.

Orden and Tristan accompanied Tenjin when he went to investigate a move orchestrated by Mini Aayara, bringing an experimental super-attuned of some kind into the Serpent Spire, ostensibly for testing by a research facility in Caelford called Farren Labs. When Tenjin went to investigate this attuned, Elora betrayed the Farren Labs group and assisted Orden and Tristan in incapacitating Tenjin. They then took Tenjin’s unconscious body to his sanctum, where Tristan took control over the Serpent Spire, while Orden and Elora left the spire to pursue different goals.

The Caelford team from Farren Labs were incapacitated and later found and imprisoned by Katashi, the visage the Tortoise Spire, when he came to investigate his sibling’s disappearance. While I cannot know exactly what Katashi’s goals were, he was either unable or unwilling to get into Tenjin’s sanctum to reclaim control over the spire and rescue his sibling. While Katashi made subsequent moves involving “investigating” his sibling’s disappearance, these moves appear to have been deliberate obfuscation to give him time to make political moves in the nation of Valia, where the spire resides, in order to eliminate political enemies and pave the way for an invasion that would allow his armies from the nation of Dalenos to take the spire (and potentially the nation of Valia itself) with fewer obstacles.

Once Tenjin was in Tristan’s possession, it would appear that Tristan began to cultivate connections with other Whispers to form a new Whisper faction distinct from the Godslayers. His intention appeared to be to use the incapacitated Tenjin as a subject of study in order to determine how the gods worked, using that information to elevate humans to divine levels of power, rather than simply killing the visages outright. Given that most of my information on this is second and third hand, this may not be an accurate summation of the timing or motivations of Tristan Cadence or his Ascension faction, much of which remains unclear even to our agents.

While this represented a partial break from the Godslayer faction, Tristan appeared to remain nebulously allied with them, and it was clear that he was still operating in concert to some extent with Mysterious Baby Aayara and his former mentor.

I think it’s also worth pointing out at this point that Elora Theas was very likely working for the Blackstone Assassin (the original, accept no substitutes), and plotting the deaths of the other visages. I’d like to mention that this is fundamentally a terrible idea, considering the amount that it would destabilize the local culture and religious systems, not to mention the high risk of a consequence that scholars of magical theory refer to by the technical term of a “deathsplosion” when anything of the level of essence density of a demigod or god is killed.

(Note that nothing of the sort appeared to happen when poor Saffron met his end, but we’ll get to that particular bit of incredibly suspicious business a bit later.)

So, Tenjin was almost assassinated, bagged, and put somewhere in his personal sanctuary in the spire. Best bet is that they were keeping him in a stasis pool to study, with Tristan employing the spire’s research elementals to figure out how he worked. If I had to guess, Tristan was probably slowly syphoning off some of Tenjin’s power, too.

Who wouldn’t?

So, with all these exciting things going on, naturally or dear friend Taelien (aka Keras Selyrian, Amuletless Alliterator, Slayer of Sacred Stones, Deity’s Demise, Sword of Shattered Stars, and a bunch of other such nonsense) had to choose the best possible time to pay Valia a visit. He walked into the Serpent Spire, knocked down some doors politely, and naturally found himself in a jail cell.

How nostalgic. Reminds me of when we first met.

This “Keras” wasn’t trapped for long, though. Because Tristan had another brilliant plan — one involving using his dear baby brother, Corin Cadence, as a puppet to execute a number of plans on his behalf, since he couldn’t leave the spire.

Sounds very much like how your family works, now that I think about it. Perhaps he learned directly from the best? Or the second best, I suppose. Please forgive me, obviously your rival couldn’t be the best, could he?

So, Corin made his way through his own Judgment, which was quickly derailed (that’s a railroad-derived colloquialism — they have a lot of those around here) when he found his way into a mysterious hidden room with some people from Caelford and a Keras trapped in it. Corin, being a good kid, rescued the prisoners and immediately was noticed by Katashi.

Keras Selyrian, Storied Swordsman of Self-Sabotage, decided that picking a fight with a god was a good idea, as one might have predicted, and got in a fight with Katashi while the more reasonable folks flee the spire with haste.

At that point, poor Corin was immediately betrayed by the Caelford folks, robbed, and abandoned. He made his way through the rest of the spire with some nebulous guidance from the Voice of the Spire, which was obviously his brother in a funny outfit.

Corin was granted an attunement — an incredibly useful one called an Enchanter, which no one in Valia seemed to appreciate properly, but was largely responsible for their massive technological advantage over most other nations — and got handed a magic sword, like all the kids these days seem to be. Then he was sent out of the spire, still holding a magic book his brother can use to manipulate him.

Corin went to attunement school, reuniting with an old friend named Patrick Wayland (see my other notes on Patrick and his connection to House Hartigan), as well as his supposed sister, Sera Shard, who changes her name to Sera Cadence around this time.

I am, of course, aware that Shard is one of your earliest titles. I am not personally aware of any connection between the Shard family and yours, but given the presence of Reincarnated Aayara running around in the immediate proximity to these people, I wouldn’t be surprised to find that you had something to do with controlling the Shard family. This is outside of the scope of our immediate story, however, and thus, I’ll save my more detailed personal musings for another time.

Once at the school, Corin also rapidly made some additional contacts — Marissa “Mara” Callahan and Jin Dalen. Mara appeared to have the unremarkable background of a typical farm-girl turned hero of legend, although my records indicate that her family farm has not been burned down by any dark lords just yet. As for Jin Dalen, he was a foreign exchange student from the nation of East Edria and heir to a family tied to Soulbrand, one of the Six Sacred Swords.

This team of students worked together closely for the first year, eventually being conscripted by the visage Katashi into finding Vera Corrington, one of the Caelford researchers who had entered the Serpent Spire with that experimental super-attuned I mentioned. This was obviously something Katashi could have done himself or sent agents to do, but as previously mentioned, his action appeared to have the purpose of publicly making an effort to do something about Tenjin’s absence while simultaneously making sure Tenjin remained “missing”.

This drew in Lyras Orden, Tristan’s Godslayer teacher, who accompanied Corin and his team into the Serpent Spire after they apprehended Vera and then promptly betrayed them. Corin survived due to a combination of his own quick wits and the covert assistance of Seiryu, the God Beast of the Spire, who acted to help save Sera Shard and the team, either as a result of Sera’s actions or purely working on their own devices.

In the aftermath of this, Katashi appears to have taken Orden and Vera away for interrogation, and sent Corin on his way with a “good job” pat on the shoulder and an expensive bodyguard — our dear friend Keras Selyrian, Master of Mediocre Mercy.

Corin returned to his school, getting “training” from Keras, and discovering that he had been given a new attunement by Katashi — the Arbiter attunement, which allowed him to grant short-term power increases to others. It also purified his mana, which was important for allowing him to interact with other attunements safely, in ways he wouldn’t fully understand until a later trip to Farren Labs.

His second half of the year was largely uneventful by our standards, right up until it wasn’t. Tiny Adorable Aayara attempted to kidnap him, but she was seemingly counter-almost-kidnapped by the vae’kes Saffron, may he rest in a million pieces, an upstart that I don’t believe I need to describe to you in too much detail, given the complexities of your familial relations.

Infantile Aayara retreated with Corin to the home of one Derek Hartigan, who I’ll note looks more than a little suspiciously similar to a certain Blackstone Assassin, something you’ve no doubt taken advantage of (and someone you quite possibly could have taken advantage of, too, given more recent events — not that I would ever accuse you of anything, of course).

Suspiciously Blackstone-Like Man assisted in protecting Corin and Miniscule Aayara until Keras Selyrian, Striker of Subordinate Siblings, arrived to save the day, as he is wont to do. With our least favorite hero present, Saffron did what was possibly his sanest move in years and evacuated the area immediately.

After that, Corin had a brief recess, then attended what I like to refer to as the “murder banquet”, where Mizuchi, a powerful serpent demigoddess, appeared and claimed that the Valian government was compromised by servants of the Tyrant in Gold.

Which, obviously it was. She was just sort of rude about it, and people didn’t like her murdering a bunch of folks in front of children, I guess.

So, there was a massive fight in the ballroom during this Winter Ball, and Corin, presumably taking after the worst hero of all time, decided to intervene in something that was absolutely not any of his business. He managed to get himself and several of his friends hurt before one of his teachers, one Blanche Vellum (definitely not her real name) banished Mizuchi back to the Serpent Spire, nearly losing her own life in the process.

After that bit of absurdity, Corin decided to rush straight into the Serpent Spire for some reason I still have not been able to discern, apparently managing to reunite with his brother there. My sources on this incident have been less than forthcoming, but Corin appears to have finally learned just a bit about the puppet strings pulling at him here, and set off to learn more during his winter vacation in Caelford.

In Caelford, Keras Selyrian, Stormer of Sundry Spires, abandoned his bodyguarding duties immediately in favor of punching his way through the local dungeon. Corin, left largely to his own devices, fell into a half-internship for Farren Labs, the same people making the artificial super-attuned, and nearly got himself recruited for a related project. To his credit, Corin appears to have learned an impressive amount related to the inner workings of attunements during this time. Enough to continue his research elsewhere.

After this, he appears to have taken a trip to the Tiger Spire with his friends. I have next-to-no information on this, but he emerged with some new magical items, most notably a sword imbued with void essence that appears to be a replica of one used by a famous enemy of his family, Jerome Schmidt.

Upon completing this spire jaunt, Corin met with an old friend of Keras and traveled to the center of the Unclaimed Lands to meet with Warren Constantine, an old man who clearly has overused knowledge sorcery or a related discipline to the point of causing significant memory deterioration. Warren seems to have warned Corin against using attunements in general, and possibly specifically against using certain Arbiter powers. History tells us that Corin Cadence ignored this advice, which appears to be a pattern in his story as a whole.

After this, Corin earned a mark from a crystal shrine, and then headed home to Valia.

Once in Valia, Corin appears to have made contact with one of the Servants of the Seventh, with the alias Ruto Muramasa. Due to various divination protections, the specific conversations that occurred between these people remain unknown, but the Seventh Visage appears to have taken an interest in Corin about this time.

As that year progressed, a hate group known as the Sons of Valia took prominence in Valia, as well as some hands. Apparently, they didn’t like poor people getting attunements or something. The usual sort of anti-progress discourse, I suppose, but I was less interested in that angle and dug more into their funding and control, which largely fell into the hands of your favoritest little sibling, Saffron.

The year progressed, finals happened. Corin Cadence killed your brother. Well, supposedly.

You were there for that part, so I won’t go on. Presumably you know exactly who and what was really involved there, and hey, you managed to get yourself a free copy of the Blackstone Assassin out of the deal. You must be thrilled! I hear those are highly prized by collectors.

I’ll imagine Derek Hartigan is a little less thrilled about the situation, but you never know. He might enjoy the attentions of an older version of Strange Fake Aayara, who he was, of course, previously involved with in some way.

Those Blackstone Assassins certainly have a type, don’t they?

Anyway, his sister died a little bit or something, so Corin threw himself into researching how to fix that. Also, Marissa Callahan lost a hand in the fight, and Corin overtaxed himself to the point of nearly Warren Constantining his mind. So, that was all bad.

Oh, Keras Selyrian, Swordman of Stressful Stories? He wasn’t there. Ran off to the Seventh Spire, apparently. Someone must have told him there was a kitten on fire over there or something, so he abandoned his students, as you’d expect.

So, with Keras gone and everything going pretty much awfully, Corin took a trip back to the Unclaimed Lands. His last remaining intact companion, Patrick Wayland, was nearly killed protecting Corin from an assassination attempt, which seems about par for the course for anyone making friends with him.

Oh, and Katashi declared war on Valia. There was that.

Upon reaching the Emerald Council in the Unclaimed Lands, Corin got involved with a variety of politics that I’m sure were all very interesting. The most relevant portion was probably that he somehow managed to disable the Hierophant of Dalenos’ attunement, shocking virtually everyone there, except the ones who had been paying any attention to his abilities.

From there, he traveled to the Shade Gateway Shrine with Marissa Callahan. They emerged unscathed, likely with new powers, but ones that have not yet been observed. More importantly, Corin left that scene with Definitely Fake Aayara, who seemingly dragged him into a meeting with the Real Deal Blackstone Assassin at the Perfect Stranger.

Fascinating, isn’t that? Did he collect Adolescent Aayara, wanting a toy of his very own?

Even I don’t have any idea what happened in there. We had people in the building, of course, but they all claim they couldn’t hear anything or read lips. Blur effects. Ugh.

I’m going to guess Corin made a deal. That’s probably why you have me reporting on this, isn’t it?

Speaking of deals, he seems to have made nice with the Emperor of Edria somehow, for some reason? Unclear on that. Either way, she defended him when he returned to the spire and made an enemy of the Dalenos Six, insulting them in conversation…and then seemingly countering and reversing the Hierophant’s attempt to remove his attunement.

Any attuned losing their powers is a colossal deal. I’m sure you could take attunements off people, but normal folks? Nah. Not a thing they can do.

So, when Corin turned off the Hierophant’s attunement, it’s a miracle that he wasn’t massacred on the spot—

Which was, as it turns out, likely a “miracle” prevented by a murder. Because that was just about when one of your agents, “Showoff”, killed a harbinger of the Sun Eater in front of the whole Emerald Council. Cadence was clearly involved with Showoff’s escape, but given that no one likes the Sun Eater, I’m sure that any investigations into that whole affair were deliberately underwhelming.

In the aftermath of that encounter, shades were unleashed throughout the tower. My contacts are unable to verify exactly what happened during that encounter, but judicious use of memory magic in certain rooms that didn’t have extensive prevention measures taken (which were surprisingly few) indicates that there were other agents of the Sun Eater present within the tower, and that Cadence and his companions appear to have prevented an attempt to detonate the entire spire.

Following that, Cadence rapidly fled the spire with his companions. My best guess is that they headed to Pending, the small town formed by the expedition outside of the Seventh Spire. The Dalenos Six, incensed by Corin’s behavior toward the Hierophant, are likely in pursuit.

If you want to keep eyes on them, my best advice is to look to Anabelle Farren. If they’re headed anywhere after Pending, it’s probably Farren Labs. Not that they’ll necessarily make it there, given their pursuers. But I know you love watching a good tragedy play itself out, too.

In Your Ever-So-Willing Service,

Scribe


Chapter I – Expedition Pending

I stood within the expedition town of Pending, deep within the heart of the Unclaimed Lands. The town was a small one, by my standards, but colossal in its audacity. The hundred-odd buildings represented the single largest settlement in the midst of a desert of civilization, hundreds of miles from the next-closest town.

Natural resources were scarce, too. The town had been built on a grassy plain to the north of a forest, providing an ample supply of lumber, at least in theory. In practice, nothing in the Unclaimed Lands came without a price.

Wanted lumber? Better make sure you’re taking the dead wood from the ground or bring a significant gift for the kodama of the woods.

Want to drink from the small lake in the center of the woods? Hope you brought some honey with you for their own local spirits.

Want to go exploring nearby? Hope you brought a full climbing team. Apparently, there were cracks in the ground that the Buried periodically tried to escape, forest serpents with venomous tails, spirits of fire and smoke called onibi, and even highly intelligent monsters like kappa and kitsune.

Needless to say, the most impressive things about the town were the walls. They were fifty feet tall and made of conjured stone.

After what had just happened at Warren Constantine’s spire, I had an instinct to check and make sure those walls had capacity runes for every mana type, but I was short on time. We were making a very quick stop to find Elora and Farren, then we had to run.

The Dalenos Six — six of the most prominent and powerful people in the nation of Dalenos — would realize we’d escaped the spire soon. Then, they’d follow, and we were in no condition to fight.

Len Hastings, a copy of one of Keras’ old companions that had been created by the Spirit Gateway Shrine, was the leader of our little group and easily the most powerful of us. She alone might have been able to handle an Emerald in a direct confrontation when she was at her best, but she’d been drained to her limits in the fighting with the Sun Eater’s worshippers back at the Emerald Council. Even now, her legs were still matted with her own blood, from when a void spell had begun to undo the physical form of her body. If we hadn’t stopped it, that single effect might have torn her into pieces.

Patrick and I were in somewhat better shape. I had a blackened hole from another void spell that had blasted through my shoulder, but my regeneration effects from my items — and my own formidable new shade weave — were rapidly working to undo that damage. It probably should have been terribly painful, but regeneration effects dulled pain at the same time, and that meant it was just deeply uncomfortable.

Sera was barely scratched. Her role during the last battle had primarily been to use her connection with Seiryu to channel an absurd amount of mana to help with a spell. She didn’t have any external injuries, but that level of mana use might have left her with more internal scarring. I hoped not.

Mara looked like she had gotten into a couple scrapes, but nothing serious. She was, of course, still missing her right hand from the battle with Saffron a couple months prior. We’d started working on figuring out a solution to that, but for the moment, she was eschewing prosthetics to try to figure out how to regenerate her original hand. At the moment, she was the steadiest of us on her feet, but that didn’t say much.

We were all still almost completely tapped on mana. Even the mana batteries clipped to my belt and hidden in my dimensional bag were almost completely drained.

So, it was a bit of a concern when we found ourselves surrounded almost immediately after we arrived.

We must have hit some kind of defensive ward designed to alert the town’s defenders. When we teleported onto the top of a raised platform, a dozen people rushed toward us from all sides, weapons drawn.

A man with short brown hair rushed toward us so quickly that even I could barely match him, although admittedly, I wasn’t running at my best. I didn’t move fast enough to stop him, but he wasn’t coming for me.

The man rushed Len in a blur and wrapped his arms around her. “Hey. Was worried about you.” He even spoke quickly, his words coming together in a bundle. “False alarm, guys!” He turned toward the gathering crowd. “Just my sister and Keras’ kids!”

I heard a series of groans as the heavily armed crowd dispersed and presumably went back to wherever they’d come from — which looked like sitting on a couple nearby benches and inside one building at the side of the platform.

Must be a designated teleportation circle, I realized. And wait, did he just call us Keras’ kids? That’s—

I had complicated feelings about that statement, but I didn’t correct him. We weren’t exactly his kids, obviously, but…

I was too tired to say anything. Let’s go with that.

“You must be Dyson Hastings,” Sera said, coming forward and extending her hand. “Len has spoken quite highly of you, and I’ve been very impressed by what you’ve accomplished here.”

Dyson pulled away from his sister with a bright smile. “Oh, gosh, thanks, that’s soniceofyou!” His last words trailed together, but he stuck his hand out and grabbed Sera’s, shaking it furiously. “But wait, if you’re all here, whatdoesthatmeanabout—”

“The spire issue is taken care of, at least for the time being,” Len explained. “Master Constantine has control over his tower and is working on some preventative measures to avoid the same thing from happening in the future. That said, the audacity of the attack…” She shook her head. “This will only be the beginning. The Sun Eater must be trying to take advantage of the chaos of the war between Kaldwyn’s nations to deal as much damage as possible. If he’d succeeded with that attack, he’d have destroyed a critical portion of the power base of several countries.”

“Not to mention the cryst—” I stopped mid-word. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to talk about the memory gateway shrine beneath the spire.

“It’s all right, Dyson is aware of the crystal. Probably wise not to say anything near others, though. Not a lot of people here are aware of it,” Len explained.

“I mean, yeah, aside from the mayor, and speakingofwhich youshouldprobably come see him!” Dyson gestured, stepping away from his sister.

“I’m not entirely certain we have time for this,” Len replied in an apologetic tone. “While I would love to speak to Master Boyd again, these children are being pursued, and they need to speak with Miss Theas and Miss Farren as quickly as possible to arrange for transit.”

“Notaproblem, they’re all together! C’mon!” Dyson rested his hands on the top of the two hilts of the swords on his sides, then he was off in a rush.

“He some kind of speed magic specialist?” I asked Len, curious.

“It’s complicated, but you’re on the right track.” She gave me a nod. “I would explain more, but I’m afraid if we don’t follow Dyson now, we’ll never catch him. Come on.”

And then we were off to meet the mayor.

***

The mayor’s “office” was less of an office and more of a laboratory, with the entire opening chamber of the wooden building littered with strange gadgets. The main chamber was huge, and would have had a great deal of room if not for the presence of so much clutter. Tables and chairs had blueprints strewn across them. Something that looked like a half-finished suit of armor was sitting on a couch, a strange engine exposed in the center of the breastplate.

There were entrances to three other rooms, but one door was blocked by a pile of boxes. The main path ahead of us was presumably the route to the mayor’s main office, where Dyson had gone on before us.

I found myself distracted by the devices around the room in spite of the dire nature of our circumstances. A variety of strange firearms were hanging on the walls, only half of which had recognizable parts and functions.

Is…that some kind of spring-loaded cannon?

I blinked at one of the larger examples, a colossal weapon that I doubted a single ordinary person could carry, let alone fire. There was a barrel beneath where it was mounted, which confused me at first, until I saw a phrase written on top. “Experimental ammunition, do not touch.”

I backed away slowly, nearly bumping into someone in the process.

True to Dyson’s word, the mayor was not alone in his office. Elora was already present, along with Farren, and someone else I wouldn’t have expected.

“Corin Cadence!” Lars Mantrake grinned as I nearly blundered into him while he came out of the side room. “My,” he leaned into whisper, “favorite,” he pulled away, “customer!”

I chuckled out loud at his pretense of hiding his words. “What are you up to here, Lars?”

“Was trying to convince old Boyd to send a group to help out at the spire, but Dyson tells me that it’s handled?” he asked, looking more concerned than he was willing to sound.

“It is.” I nodded. “You injured? I saw you defending those kids back in the tower.”

“Took a couple scrapes, but don’t worry, no vek taint. Not my first dance with those things, I got checked out as soon as I got here. The kids are still being checked over in medical. Don’t worry, they’re well-guarded and taken care of.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s good to hear. We—”

“Themayorwillseeyounow,” Dyson said as he shoved the doors open from a back room, returning to the main chamber.

“That’s my cue to leave,” Lars said.

I blinked. “But isn’t the mayor—”

“It’s complicated,” Lars explained, shaking his head. “You’ll understand when you’re older.”

He headed out the door, clapping Dyson on the shoulder on his way out. Then Dyson opened the door to the mayor’s office and we followed him inside.

It was a tight space for a half-dozen people. Unlike the main room, it was closer to the size I’d have expected for an office and it was equally crowded. The central table had a large map of the Unclaimed Lands on it with a variety of pins and labels, but I couldn’t get a good look at it because there was some kind of huge clockwork bird in the center. The bird repeatedly dipped down and poked its nose into the map for no discernable reason.

I had never met the town’s mayor, but I knew him both on sight and by his reputation.

Kester Boyd was a tall man of Caelish descent in his thirties or forties. He wore a dusty but well-tailored suit with two pistols in holsters at his sides, along with a massive hat.

Must be able to store ten gallons in that thing. Is it a dimensional storage item, or just a fashion statement?

The last time I’d seen him — if one could even call it that — was in a memory crystal of Sera’s. Her trial in the Transcendence Gateway Shrine had included defending it against copies of a variety of adventurers who had come through in the past, including Kester and Lars, who had come through together.

They’d immediately started taking the dungeon apart and stealing the doors. Naturally, I considered this man a role model for climbers and delvers everywhere.

I did have to wonder what had happened between him and Lars, though. They’d seemed close back then. Frankly, given some of the strange statements Lars had made in the past, I’d assumed his former partner was dead.

Well, he looks plenty alive. Could be a copy, I suppose. He wouldn’t be the only one in the room.

Kester sat with his back to the wall, looking casual, but his hands rested not far from the revolvers at his sides. Though Kester looked nothing like him, the guns immediately reminded me of Jin, and I found myself wondering what he was up to.

I was pulled out of my reverie as Dyson spoke. “Hey, got’emallhere, boss.”

“Thank you, Dyson.” The tall man tipped his head in response, his voice slow and deep, a stark contrast to the man he was addressing. He turned to Len next. “Len. These people are with you?”

“They are, Mayor Boyd. And I’m afraid we won’t be able to stay long,” she explained.

“Shame. Was hopin’ you’d be able to give us some details on what happened with the spire. Could be the sort of thing we’re going to have to deal with ourselves, not too long from now.”

“I concur,” Len said. “Briefly: While an agent of the Sun Eater distracted everyone with an ostentatious entrance, another pair of agents began a ritual to overcharge the spire with mana. The distraction was eliminated, so they deployed shades throughout the spire as a further distraction while the ritual continued to charge the spire. The deception was uncovered, in large part because of Master Cadence,” she gestured to me, “and his friends. We’ve incapacitated the other agents of the Sun Eater we found and they’re being held for questioning.”

“Good work.” Kester knocked on the table. “But where there are three agents…”

“I’m aware.” Len let out an exhausted sigh. “We’ll need to make an exhaustive search. But for now, Miss Theas,” she gestured to Elora, who was being uncharacteristically quiet, “will require the use of your teleportation circle.”

“Not a lot of mana left in that thing, but she can use whatever she can wring out of it,” Kester told her. “Where you headed?”

“Best if you don’t know,” Elora told him. “We’re likely to be pursued shortly, and it’d be—”

“I get it.” Kester nodded. “We try to stay neutral here. You’d best get on the road, then, but do circle back if you manage to drop your pursers. Would love to have a chat with you about a few little issues.”

“She won’t help you fund the railroad,” Farren told him, “but she does have some room for other investments.”

“Miss Farren, always a pleasure,” Kester said. “You stuck with this lot, or you stickin’ around?”

She blinked. “I’m always stuck. Did you know that? Did someone tell you?”

“Not so much, no.” He shook his head. “Didn’t mean to bother you, Miss. Was just a turn of phrase.”

“Right.” Farren frowned. “Colloquialisms. Yes. We should be going. They’re coming. Or they’re here.”

“Then it’s time,” Len said. “Come on, I’ll take you as far as the teleportation circle and show you how to work it.”

We headed back to the place where we’d arrived, where Len pulled Elora aside to give her some instructions.

I found Lars waiting near the circle, looking strangely nervous. He was talking to someone I didn’t recognize, so I didn’t approach.

It was only another minute or so before Elora gestured for us to get onto the circular platform again.

“We will be ahead of you, until we’re not,” Farren said, stepping onto the platform with her companions, Kamaria Clarent and Nakht. They vanished without a word a moment later.

I blinked at their rapid departure, but dismissed it as an extension of Farren’s usual strangeness. Once the rest of our group was gathered, Len stepped onto the circle to bid us goodbye.

“It will likely be quite some time before I see most of you again. You have my thanks for your help with saving the spire, as well as protecting my people there. I wish I could go along with you, but after everything that happened, Master Constantine will need my help to secure the spire. Still, should you ever need anything…”

“Rest assured, I call in my favors,” Sera said with a smile that Len returned. “Take care of Researcher while she’s in there?”

“I will. I expect you’ll be summoning her to you soon, however.”

“That’s the current plan…but first, I need to see where we’re going.”

“And with that, I believe we’ve used up any time we had left,” Elora finally said. “We’re lucky to have gotten back here before—”

Four people appeared on the panel. I recognized them all, and my heart froze in my chest.

Mom.

She had a sword in her hand. From the expression on her face, there was no doubt about her intent.

Elora dropped to the ground immediately, pushing her hands into the runework on the wood. Then, in a flash of light, we were gone.


Chapter II – Six

For all the vaunted dangers of the Unclaimed Lands, I’d been extremely lucky thus far, unless one counted the whole train bombing thing. Each of my previous trips to the Unclaimed Lands had managed to dodge the monsters and threats that the area was famous for — and we’d even managed to avoid the various ambushes and threats that had been set for us.

Naturally, that lasted right up until it didn’t.

When the disorientation of teleportation faded, we weren’t standing on one of the standard teleportation platforms that had been placed across the Unclaimed Lands as anchors.

Instead, we found ourselves on a hexagonal white stone platform surrounded by prison-cell style bars. Runes were etched into the ground beneath us, and there was a single cell-style door on it, but those weren’t what attracted the majority of my attention.

The platform was in the middle of a ring of countless soldiers in Dalenos uniforms.

Fortunately, they seemed almost as startled to see us as we were to see them. They were clearly watching the arrival point, but they didn’t seem to expect us — at least not at that moment.

One of the shoulders shouted something. Elora looked briefly alarmed, then raised her hands again and began to chant. Another shout, then Mara was moving, and I heard a crack—

Mara threw herself in front of Elora, grunted, and clutched at her chest.

“Cease your spellcasting and surrender immediately!” someone commanded from outside of the cage, wearing an officer’s uniform.

Patrick responded by hurling a blast of lightning at him — which vanished as soon as it passed through the bars. His eyes widened in surprise.

I dropped to the ground, scanning the runes as more soldiers opened fire from outside the cage.

“Vanniv, I summon you!” Sera whispered.

Nothing happened.

Elora’s spell finished a moment later. There was a disorienting moment as my vision swam, and I felt like I was moving—

And then the spell ended, and I was exactly where I’d started, my stomach swimming.

Elora wobbled on her feet, nearly falling. Mara, in spite of her new injury, caught her, forming a buckler of mana around her right hand. Whatever magic was blocking spells from leaving the cage didn’t seem to stop spells from working as long as they remained inside it, at least, but without the ability to teleport out, we were in a terrible spot.

Someone must have modified the teleportation circle in Pending before we got there, redirecting us somehow. Or someone just took over this particular anchor.

In either case…they put the runes in an exposed position, which means…

I didn’t need to analyze these runes with magic. They were all standard enchanting runes, not complex dynamic ones like I’d been dealing with.

The difficulty was a different one from what I’d dealt with in the spire — there were dozens of runes, and some of them had been set up with contingencies to trigger things if others were disabled. If I’d just started turning some off, or hitting them, the inside of the cage would be instantly torched with several forms of offensive magic.

It reminded me of the trap that Keras, Echion, and Vera had been placed in. That raised questions, but I didn’t have time to ask them.

Patrick managed to deflect a blast of light with Bright Reflection, but even though the attack had originated from outside the cage, it still vanished as it passed back out. Mara extended her initial mana buckler into something more like a tower shield, and we took cover behind it, but every bullet and arrow that impacted the shield left cracks and sent tremors down her arm.

I continued to read the runes, while Elora began another spell, probably in an effort to overwhelm the rune with raw power. I didn’t know if it would work, but I hoped it wouldn’t have to.

Okay, four anti-teleportation runes, each of which has backup power sources, and each of which has defenses for if they’re disabled. And here’s the thing preventing mana from leaving the cage — same problems, redundancies and traps.

And, uh-oh, they can just turn on those “torch the inside of the cage” things with a verbal command if they want to, but that one doesn’t have anything contingent that happens if it’s turned off, so…

I turned that off right away, then kept looking, trying to figure out a sequence I could use to disable the traps safely. It was hard to work with the sounds of gunfire around me, especially when a bullet managed to impact my arm. It didn’t break through all my defenses, but I felt it, and worse, it reminded me about my existing injuries, which still hadn’t fully healed.

We were in no condition for this fight.

We were in even less of a condition to handle the members of the Dalenos Six who arrived a moment later.

Not outside the cage, but inside it, just like us.

Now, the main advantage of the arrival of the newcomers was that the soldiers outside the cell immediately stopped firing, but that was minimal comfort. The other advantage was the four figures were in a position where we could fight them, at least in theory.

Patrick gave it a good go as soon as they appeared, bringing both hands forward the moment they manifested and sending a massive blast of golden flame directly into the lead figure — Lord Admiral Norima, the same man who had nearly cleaved me in half when I’d insulted the Hierophant.

The blast caught the still-disoriented admiral off-guard as he recovered from the teleport, burning through his shrouds—

But when it reached his skin, the blast barely singed him. When he noticed the attack, he waved a hand and dispersed it immediately, then cracked his neck and unlimbered his halberd.

Patrick took a step back with a gulp, readying Bright Reflection with a nervous expression on his face.

When Lord Admiral Norima stepped forward, Sera clapped her hands and formed a burst of ice at his feet, which froze his legs over.

He laughed. “Really? Against a Wavewalker?”

The ice exploded outward, then he was swinging at Sera. Patrick blurred into his path, blocking the swing—

And flew backward into the cage bars, impacting with a solid thump. He groaned, his shrouds absorbing much of the impact, but Norima was raising his halberd above him before he had a chance to recover.

Mara slammed a hand into Norima’s chest, but it only sent him back a half step. He snorted, then swept his halberd to the side, smashing it into Mara’s conjured shield. The attack blasted her backward, sending her into a slide across the floor. Norima looked briefly impressed that she’d kept her footing, advancing on her while Patrick struggled unsuccessfully to get back up.

While he moved directly, I worked subtly, forming mana threads and sending them across the ground toward his foot—

“That’s enough of that.” Mother stepped forward and jammed her sword downward, cleaving my mana threads in half before they could reach Norima. I blinked in surprise. “That’s a very dangerous technique you’re playing with, my son. But it does have counters, and you played your hand too quickly.”

I didn’t think Mother had the right kinds of mana to sense my threads, but I supposed that any Emerald with sufficient knowledge of what I was doing could find them simply by paying attention to their ambient mana sense. And since Sera’s mother — Anette Shard — had sensed them before, and they’d presumably seen what I’d done to the Hierophant…

Yeah, it might have been too much to hope that I’d be able to get that to work again.

Elora was silent, but from the way the ambient mana was flowing around her, she wasn’t idle — rather, she was holding onto a spell she’d cast, rather than releasing it. Holding an active spell for more than a moment or two was a challenging exercise, but as an Emerald, she seemed to be able to manage it.

I didn’t know why she was holding it, exactly, but my best guess was that she was waiting for me to do my job and get rid of the relevant runes.

That was going to be a lot harder with our opponents in the way.

Patrick was still struggling to stand. Mara had shifted her shield into a more familiar essence blade, and she was doing her best to deflect Lord Admiral Norima’s probing attacks, but it was clear that she was at a disadvantage. Not only was he massively stronger than any of us, but he also looked comparatively fresh, while our group was already exhausted and wounded. The only thing keeping Norima from overwhelming Mara in an instant was the environment — a massive weapon like a halberd wasn’t easy to maneuver in a cage with several allies within it. He was being forced to use it more like a spear, which wasn’t what it was made for.

Sera was watching our opponents, thinking. Her mother was doing the exact same thing from the other side of the cage.

Our final opponent was the one I knew the least. I only knew one of his names — Suzuki — and that he was a multi-attuned Conjurer that had fought against Keras during the Tournament of the Sacred Sword years before. He seemed content to keep his hands folded in his robes, waiting and watching.

He's probably limited in what he can do here, much like Sera is, I realized. The same enchantments preventing Summoning magic might be blocking Conjuring as well.

That didn’t render him a non-threat, but it helped. It also meant that simply breaking the runes to help Sera could make things worse for us.

Which meant I didn’t have a lot of good moves to make.

“Surrender. You’re beaten,” Mother continued, raising her sword toward my chest. “You will be treated well if you come with us and cooperate.”

“You do remember that the Lord Admiral already tried to cut my brother in half, right?” Sera responded. “So, forgive us if we’re a little skeptical about any terms you offer.”

Sera’s eyes shifted toward me briefly. Her intent was obvious — she was trying to buy me time to make a move. Which was great, in theory, but she didn’t know quite how bad of a situation we were in.

I needed to make several changes to avoid setting off the traps, and with Mother being aware of my mana threads, I couldn’t reach them all in time. I might be able to turn off a couple anti-teleportation runes, but that would trigger the traps, and—

I can stalemate them.

I backed up, ducking next to one of the runes. Mother tried to pursue me, but Sera stepped directly into her path, and Mother didn’t attack immediately.

“Surrender,” I told them, “or I disable this and torch everyone in the cage.”

Mother’s eyes narrowed. “Annie?”

Anette Shard’s eyes flashed briefly, scanning the floor. “He’s correct about what would happen. There are several traps in here designed to go off if any of the runes are disabled.”

Not any, I mentally corrected, but she’s had less time to consider them, and she’s not an Enchanter.

“I will protect us.” Suzuki clapped his hands, an inky blackness forming at his feet, not dissimilar from what I’d just seen Kuro wielding. The sight of it made my stomach sink, but internally, I knew it was likely different — just normal shade mana, rather than whatever the Sun Eater’s followers used.

“You’ll try,” Patrick mumbled weakly, then pointed his sword at the ground. The sword pulsed with light—

And I knew what he was doing. I closed my eyes right before the sword’s blade erupted in blinding brightness, then moved, forming out several mana threads in different directions.

Even blinded, my mother struck, shoving Sera physically out of her way and sweeping down to sever several of my threads as they formed.

She got the decoys.

Blinded, she couldn’t see how many I was forming. She had to rely on her mana sense, and I’d made some of the mana threads thicker and heavier than the others. As I’d hoped, she sensed those first and went straight for them—

While others stretched across the floor.

Anette Shard ducked down, apparently sensing these subtler ones, but she didn’t act quickly enough.

With a mental command, I transferred the mana out of four runes simultaneously, bleeding the runes into the air. Those runes went inactive, and four others began to glow—

“Now,” I told Elora.

She responded before I’d even finished speaking. There was a wrenching sensation, and I felt a tug trying to keep us in place — I must have missed a rune — but Elora grunted, mana crackled in the air, and then we were gone.

***

We appeared in the middle of nowhere. Just Mara, Patrick, Sera, Elora and myself, in the middle of a forest glade. I’d appeared on top of a large rock.

There was no teleportation anchor present — Elora must have simply moved us in a certain direction without using an anchor to avoid another ambush. That had worked, but I felt deeply grateful that I’d managed to arrive safely, rather than inside the rock I was standing on. Blind teleportation had risks.

Elora wobbled, barely managing to keep standing. Patrick fell down entirely, but fortunately, he had already been in a sitting position, and he was just on the grass. Mara handled the landing the best, but still barely managed to keep her footing.

We all took a couple moments to orient ourselves.

“Gather up,” Elora told us. “We won’t have much time before—”

Our enemies appeared only a few yards away.

I jumped off the rock. Patrick rolled toward Elora, while Mara stumbled.

Elora didn’t wait, she just clapped her hands, and we moved again.

***

Four teleportation jumps later, Elora’s nose was bleeding freely and her face was dangerously pale. I poured some of my own mana into her, draining what little I had left as well as two batteries, then we made one last jump—

And found ourselves in a very different kind of structure.

Not a cage, but a cube.

I blinked at the strange sight of the white sky above us. People rushed toward our group, but they weren’t wearing Dalenos uniforms.

They wore Caelish ones. And, perhaps more tellingly, a number of suits, ties, and insignias of Farren Labs.

“We’re here,” Elora managed, just before she fainted.


Chapter III – The Crafting Chambers

Once our group had been identified, medics rushed to us, treating our most obvious injuries right where we were. Elora recovered from her fainting spell rapidly, refusing to be transported to a medical room right away.

“I’ll deal with that shortly,” she explained. “We have business to attend to first.”

Patrick helped her stand. We examined the location while having our injuries treated.

Within the strange cube were dozens of buildings made of the same materials, some of standardized sizes, others larger and more elaborate with signs indicating their function. Some buildings with ominous names like “Sealed Level 6” and “Never Enter”, but others with more typical ones like restaurants and even a couple hotels.

It looked a little less military than the camp outside the Shade Gateway Shrine, more like a small company town. Most people were dressed in civilian or laboratory garb, rather than military uniforms. The few obvious combatants were wearing Farren’s Advanced Armor in a wide variety of configurations, rather than the typical military uniforms I’d expected.

When I stepped toward one of the buildings to get a closer look, the floor rippled in front of me. I startled, reaching for my sword, but Farren walked out from behind me. I had no idea when she’d gotten there.

The liquified section of floor dripped upward into the air at roughly chest height, then spread out and solidified into a featureless humanoid form. They spoke without a mouth.

“Welcome to Secure Space Six.” Runes on the sides of the creature’s neck flickered as the voice emerged. “Initiating authentication protocol.”

Farren stuck out a hand. A light washed over it.

“Identity confirmation complete. Welcome back, Mistress Gamma-Epsilon.”

The creature liquified again, then vanished into the floor.

“I want one,” Sera whispered.

I rolled my eyes.

“Only one?” Farren blinked at her. “Huh. Strange. This way!”

Farren was entirely too peppy for the rest of us. We followed her, barely functional even after being healed, and struggling to keep up with her pace.

Farren led the way to a building-sized cube in the center of the massive one, the size of a skyscraper, then paused and turned to Elora. “You can handle things from here. I have catching up to do.”

“Of course. Thank you for allowing us to visit.” Elora was still barely standing, but she nodded, bracing herself with a tall walking cane she’d pulled out of a bag on her side.

Farren didn’t acknowledge her further; she just walked into one of the walls of the cube, which liquified briefly to open and allow her passage.

“So, uh…” I turned to Elora. “What now?”

“Now, I get us hotel rooms. Many,” she sniffed, “no, all of us, need to take showers. Then, you’re coming with me.”

“Just me?” I asked.

“For now, it’ll just be you,” Elora responded. “And, perhaps, for longer than any of us would like.”

***

I stepped toward the building-sized cube. It opened for me, just as it had for Farren. I paused, uncomfortable, looking at the strange blackness within. The way remained open.

“Don’t linger, don’t tinker,” Elora said as she stepped past me to enter.

I nodded and followed.

The transition hit me harder than I’d expected, a wave of vertigo causing me to stagger and lose my equilibrium. Elora must have known better than to grab me to steady me, so she just watched me with a vaguely pitying look.

“Are we done? It’s going to be like that for every layer.”

I steadied myself slowly, each step forward feeling vaguely like I was underwater, but simultaneously accelerated with a Haste spell. I nearly tumbled over with my first step, but the similarity to Haste helped. A few steps and I’d largely acclimated.

At least to the first room.

“Um…Layers?”

“Follow me.”

The room in which we’d appeared was a plain white hallway. It looked almost like we were standing in an expansive white void at first — not dissimilar from the area where Professor Orden had once taken me to talk privately — but I realized after seeing a mounted torch a minute or so later that the white areas I was seeing weren’t boundless expanses, but actually walls of some kind of perfectly uniform substance that weren’t all that far from us.

We walked for a minute or so before I saw a plain metal door ahead of us. Without speaking further, Elora approached the door and ran a finger across a small part of the surface in what was obviously a pattern, then leaned in close and whispered something to it. There was no obvious flash of magic, nothing to indicate that she’d triggered an effect, but she seemed satisfied with whatever she was privately sensing and gripped the doorhandle.

“This way.”

I glanced at the door with Detect Aura as we approached, trying to locate the runes on it, if there were any at all. That was a mistake. My senses were blasted with so much magic that I nearly blinded myself, but fortunately, I managed to catch my own fall on one of the walls and disable the ability before it burned my eyes too severely.

Elora pulled the door open without looking back and advanced through it, vanishing into a blackness beyond.

This isn’t going to be fun.

I grimaced, straightened up, and walked into the void.

***

I stumbled again in the next room, but only briefly — I knew what to expect now. At least in terms of the equilibrium-ruining effect, which I had to assume was some kind of persistent effect from a gateway crystal, which was the likely source of the strangeness of the place. Mentally, I was leaning toward “gravity”, but I didn’t think that was a mana type — or, at least, not a conventional one. It was tied to tides mana and used by the Wavewalker attunement, in my understanding.

As I steadied myself in the next room, I began to revise my stance with new information.

There were people in the next room. Dozens of people.

A dozen soldiers in Caelford uniforms — and a smaller number in Valian uniforms — raised various weapons at us as we walked in. Others continued their activities, but at the moment, I was more concerned about the guards.

“Lady Elora Theas, here with Lord Corin Cadence. He’s bound for the sixth layer.”

I heard a murmur in response to that. One of the soldiers immediately said, “Authentication phrase and identification, please.”

“Of course.” She rapidly exchanged phrases in a completely different language that I couldn’t follow, then reached into a bag at her side. “You can get your identification out now, Corin.”

“…Sure.”

I slowly and deliberately retrieved my identification from my bag, showing it to the guards. One of them — a Citrine-level Diviner, based on the mark on her forehead — cast some kind of identification variant on it, presumably to ensure the card’s authenticity. She checked Elora’s as well.

“They’re cleared. Welcome back, Lady Theas.”

“Thank you, Remy. I won’t be staying for long. I need to wrap up some things at the council.” Elora turned to me. “You’ll be given access to a massive amount of resources at this facility. The cost for that is that you’re going to need to make some of the items that you’ve been keeping hidden for our military. You understand what I mean?”

“Sure. Provided materials are available—”

She snapped her fingers. Another man approached with a large canvas bag. She gestured and he handed it to me.

I grunted as I accepted it. It was surprisingly heavy. I went to look inside, but she shook her head.

“Not here, unless you want to give away what you’re working on.”

I frowned. “And aside from making these I can do what I want here?”

“Of course. You’re not a prisoner, but you’re expected to pay your rent. And the rent here is…well, let’s just say you’re getting a significant discount on ordinary rates.”

I took a breath. “Right. How many do I need to make?”

“How many can you make?”

Ah. Negotiation. This is familiar, at least.

I considered the answer. “I don’t know. I’m still healing. I can’t use all my abilities properly.”

“Let’s assume one item per day?”

I could easily do that. I also understood that, given the value of the Null-Contract Sigils, I’d be giving Elora a fortune if I started making her one per day.

If this facility had full access to Farren-level materials that I could use for other projects, I’d consider that a good deal. And, of course, the sigils would be used to help our military effort — at least in theory.

“Done.” I nodded, hefting the bag.

“Excellent. I’ll be back to check on you…eventually.” She turned to the soldier who had brought over the bag. “Paul, would you mind giving Corin the briefing and escorting him to his destination?”

The soldier grimaced, but only for an instant. Was briefing me some sort of punishment duty? Had he done something incorrectly? Had I?

The expression faded rapidly from his features, replaced by stalwart professionalism. “Of course, Lady Theas. This way, Lord Cadence.”

“Oh, Corin. You won’t be seeing me again for a while, but if there’s a true emergency, use this.” Elora pulled a dark green rock out of her bag and handed it to me. “I’ll leave the rest in your capable hands, Paul.”

Elora stepped backward through the void doorway before I had a chance to ask what the rock was.

I turned to Paul. “What did she just hand me?”

He squinted at it. “I’m pretty sure that’s one of those stones the Blackstone Assassin is supposed to leave on your pillow before he kills you.”

I groaned. “Ugh…She has a sick sense of humor, doesn’t she?”

“You have no idea. She didn’t prepare you for this at all?”

“Not in the slightest. I mean, I know it’s a shrine, and relevant to the war, but…where even are we?”

Paul sighed. “Oh, you’re going to hate this. Welcome to the Crafter’s Chambers, kid. If you’ve ever wanted to just work in peace and quiet for a while, congratulations — your wish is granted. If you’re going to the sixth layer, you won’t be seeing your friends or family for a long, long time.”

***

As I followed Paul through the room, I got a better look at the people around me, and with it, greater understanding of what I was dealing with.

This chamber was built out of the same white material as the previous one, but it was vastly larger, like an amphitheater, and it broke off into several side rooms like one might expect inside a crystal shrine. Rather than going through those side rooms, however, Paul simply led me straight ahead to another giant metal door, which he opened with a combination of touch-based symbols and whispers, much as Elora had with the previous one.

While he unlocked the door, I observed what was happening around me. It reminded me of what I’d seen in the small Enchanters gathering in the black pyramid after the train had been knocked off the tracks, but marginally better organized, and on a larger scale.

People gathered around tables made of the same white material as the walls, mostly standing, but a few had mismatched chairs. The tables contained both devices and diagrams, generally with one person actively working while others talked. I caught sight of Anabelle Farren herself standing over one of the tables, waving animatedly as she gave instructions to exhausted-looking people standing around her.

Some tables didn’t have any items at all, but rather a few people simply pouring over books or scrolls. In one unusual case, someone was sitting alone in a corner, seemingly staring blankly at an automobile.

I was curious about that one, but I didn’t get a chance to look at it in detail before the next door opened and Paul led me forward. After another bit of disorientation from stepping into the door, I steadied myself against a wall.

Paul gave me a sympathetic look. “It only gets worse.”

“Thanks?”

He nodded silently in reply, then turned to continue through the next empty hallway. After a moment, he finally gave me some answers on what I was dealing with. “That was the first layer. We’re in an interstitial region now, heading to the second. It helps to acclimate more gradually to the time dilation.”

Time dilation. Is…that what I’m dealing with? That’s…oh, goddess. “Is this…the crystal shrine of time?”

“That’s confidential.” His answer was immediate, professional, like he’d been asked a million times before — and, perhaps, that he’d been given a specific way he was supposed to answer. After a moment, he elaborated with a slight tone of apology. “…And I don’t know for certain, anyway. Seems the most obvious answer, but as far as I know, no one has ever managed to reach the crystal room to ask. As you get deeper and deeper, the time dilation gets more extreme compared to the outside. We don’t know how extreme it gets past the sixth layer, since no one has come back, as far as I’m aware. A little frustrating, but you’ll have an abundance of time to speculate about it.”

Time.

I was going to have lots and lots of time.

Well, I knew the Blackstone Assassin was going to arrange for me to go somewhere like this, but…I didn’t think it’d be this soon. Or this local. Or this populated. Huh.

“Okay… So, rather than completing the shrine like usual, we…what, just sort of took it over and repurposed it as a time dilation room for our crafters to make things faster?”

Paul turned and raised an eyebrow at me. “You catch on quicker than most, Lord Cadence. The deeper layers provide the highest level of dilation, as well as the greatest amount of security, but…the level of isolation is maddening to most. The usable chambers on each layer get smaller as you get deeper, and in that area, there’s only really room for about four people at a time. We try to rotate them frequently, but that’s relative to the outside world, and…”

“How severe is the time dilation at the sixth layer?” I asked.

“Sixty-four-to-one.”

I let out a low whistle, which echoed weirdly in the time-warped hallway. “That’s…if I’m in there for two months, only a day is going to pass for my friends?”

“That’s correct. We’ll probably rotate you out faster than that — two months in near-complete isolation is too much for virtually anyone to handle — but your rotations will mostly be through other, less dilated layers, rather than the outside. You also can — and should — come out of your layer from time to time just to socialize. There are designated meeting socialization areas in this area, the third layer, and the fifth layer. The second layer is where you’ll want to go if you need to request supplies. I suggest you take every chance you can to visit those locations. Variety is important. If you’re important enough to go into the sixth layer, you may not be seeing fresh air for…well, it could be a while.”

I didn’t know what to say to that.

In some respects, isolation was perfect for just sitting down and making more items without disruption. Clearly, that was the purpose of the place. But…to do it without any contact with the outside world, for a significant period of time…

Was I going to be years older than my friends when I saw them again? I…I didn’t know if I could handle that.

“What…what about guests?” I asked.

He gave me a sympathetic look. “We don’t do guests. There are a very limited number of slots in here. It’s resource intensive on several levels — we need to bring food and supplies to everyone, taking time dilation levels into account, and take certain steps to keep the shrine in its present state. Every person here is an important asset.”

“What level of authority would it take for me to request bringing someone in to assist with my work?”

“If you have a request, you file that and it’ll be passed along, same as anyone else. From your mark, it looks like you’re just a Carnelian-level Enchanter, so I don’t know why you’re going in as deep as you are — that’s usually Emerald territory. Or, uh, weirder person territory. I don’t know what the likelihood is that you’ll be approved for help. I don’t even know what you’re assigned to work on.”

“Well, it’s related to—”

He raised a hand. “Don’t tell me. I’m not necessarily approved to know. Look, I’ll tell Lady Theas that you want to request company when I head back out. But you shouldn’t expect to see your friends for a while.”

“…How long are we talking?”

He shook his head at me. “You bring a book or two?”

“I always have several.”

“Good. You’ll want more. We have a library. Beyond that…I hope you don’t mind eccentrics. Your company for the current rotation is a bit…”

“Strange?” I offered.

“Sure, let’s go with that. Good luck in there.”

I frowned at the doorway, then took a deep breath and stepped inside.

***

The next layer of the Crafting Chambers was similar to the first — a large open room with people working within it, with several doors leading into side chambers. I didn’t get a great look at the people present, but I recognized that a few of them were wearing Caelford military uniforms, and a smaller number were wearing Valian ones.

A large segment of the open chamber seemed to be dedicated to working on building a single massive suit of armor — or, as I realized belatedly, some kind of metal golem. The metal itself was an unfamiliar black color, but I wasn’t sure if that was an inherent property of the material or just paint.

The right side of the room had small doors with signs like “residences”, “washrooms”, and “secure work areas”. That all seemed straightforward.

There was a single gigantic metal door on the left side of the room with a sign above it that said “supplies”. Presumably, that was what Paul had mentioned earlier.

Anabelle Farren was standing outside, talking to someone.

…Wait. Didn’t I see her on the first layer?

I blinked, but didn’t think much of it.

Not until I saw Anabelle Farren on the third layer. And the fourth. And the fifth.

It wasn’t like I was unfamiliar with the idea of simulacra, of course. My father was a Shaper, and even if he didn’t specialize in that form of magic, I’d known about them since childhood. Teft used them frequently, and I’d seen Meltlake use one for tests, presumably as a function of the enchanted cane she always carried. That last case was probably the most similar — I didn’t think that Farren was a Shaper, although I didn’t actually know for certain. It was also eminently plausible she’d found a way to build the simulacrum function from the Shaper attunement into whatever attunements she used.

Keeping multiple simulacra active at once required a large amount of mana, and in significant varieties, but with Farren’s resources, I didn’t doubt she could handle it either through a prodigious amount of personal power or just dedicated magical items for that purpose. That wasn’t the strange part.

It was well-known that simulacra had a mental connection to the original person. Typically, this involved sharing some sensory information in real-time, allowing a person to effectively be aware of two locations at once. This was incredibly difficult to get used to, and most Shapers chose to either limit the types of sensory information they received through variants on the baseline spell, or to use an alternate version of the spell that sent memories to the Shaper after the spell concluded.

But…Farren didn’t seem like the type of person to do things the easy, sanity-preserving way.

And that led me to an important question. What, exactly, would it be like to get sensory information in real-time from several versions of yourself that are experiencing different levels of time compression?

Once again, I considered my conversations with Farren in the past — her levels of distraction, her seeming difficulty with keeping track of the present. I’d assumed the most likely explanation was that she was actively using some kind of precognition spell or, alternatively, acting strangely as a deliberate way of obscuring her true thoughts and capabilities.

…Now, I had another possible explanation. One that was, if I’m being honest, even more terrifying than precognition…and didn’t rule out precognition being a factor on top of whatever strange time-compressed information she was getting from alternate versions of herself.

For once in my life, I saw a potential strategy for growing more powerful in a new and unique way, and said to myself, “Nope, not even going to think about trying it. Not even once.”

***

The interior of the sixth layer of the Crafting Chambers was incredibly simple. I only had roughly a twelve-by-twelve-by-twelve cube worth of space for privacy, but honestly, that was basically just going back to having a dorm room. It didn’t look like a dorm room — the whole thing was some kind of steel-looking metal that I suspected had been fabricated by a Forgemaster to sub-divide the space. There was a simple metal-framed bed with a weirdly comfortable mattress that clashed with the aesthetic, which otherwise reminded me of nothing more than a prison cell. A metal desk was bolted to the ground near the door, but there was no chair with it. I rapidly stole one from the common room, as any alternative would have required human contact. It was a similar metal-framed style to the bed and the table, but since it wasn’t nailed down or on fire, adventuring stories from Lars taught me that meant it belonged to whoever got to it first.

I had a single door leading into the common area of this segment of the facility, as well as what I’m going to loosely call a window, which was basically a fixture on the wall designed to look like it showed the outdoors. A quick inspection of the runes showed that it was purely illusory, not some sort of scrying device. Presumably, it was intended to keep the occupant from mentally deteriorating due to the lack of natural light. That made more sense, given that our time compression wouldn’t mix well with any kind of scrying, but it was a little disappointing.

Settings on the window’s runes indicated that it would change colors at various times of day to simulate a standard day-to-night cycle. That was…nice, I guess. For some people.

I pulled the shades closed immediately. Not just to block the light, but because of the absurd feeling that someone could see me by looking in through the window…which, of course, was still not an actual window.

I know, obviously irrational. But it felt like someone could watch me, so it bothered me. And, given my surroundings, it was even more important than usual that I not allow myself to be seen.

There weren’t any runes for magical privacy enforcement at first, but I fixed that very, very quickly. I still wasn’t using my Enchanter attunement — not yet — but anti-scrying and anti-sound runes were among the first things I’d learned how to make, and they’d be easy enough to power with the batteries in my possession.

After I finished etching the runes, I reached toward my dimensional bag, then froze.

What exactly was going to happen when I reached into an extra dimensional space from the interior of a time-compressed area?

I had no idea. And, on this rare occasion, I was not willing to explode my hand out of a lack of desire for the most minimal of social contact.

I took a deep breath, sighed, and stepped out of my room into the common space between our assigned cubes. The common area was a little larger than the cubes themselves — something I personally felt was a waste of space that could have better been assigned to larger private chambers — but it contained a few chairs, a table, a bookshelf, and a small kitchen. There was one other private room adjacent to mine, two more across the way, and two more cubes that were for restrooms and showers. No storage; that was all handled in the other, larger spaces. If we needed supplies, we’d need to head out of our chambers and down the hall to pick them up.

I didn’t intend to do that for as long as I could avoid it. Time was too valuable, and I intended to make as efficient of use of it as possible.

Aside from those rooms, there was nothing of significance…nothing, that is, other than what the residents of the level simply called the “Terminal Door”.

It was a simple doorway, identical to the ones to the interstitial levels, that appeared to lead further into the facility. To my initial surprise, opening it wasn’t the problem.

The issue was that anyone — or anything — that passed through the doorway simply vanished and, as much as anyone would tell me, never returned.

I had many, many questions regarding that. And tests. So many tests.

But that could wait.

I walked across the hall. Anabelle Farren — or some facsimile of her — walked out of the opposite room before I’d even reached it.

“No, no. You’re fine. As long as it’s not the Jaden Box. Don’t use that, but bags are fine.”

I’d never actually asked the question.

I blinked. She blinked back.

“…Fine meaning that there will be no effective difference in using a dimensional bag here versus outside?”

“Yep. Oh! Wait, you’re here now.” Farren frowned. “How long have you been here, again?”

“I just arrived a few hours ago.”

“A few hours in what scale?”

“My own relative time…?”

She nodded knowingly. “Right. Have we made the deal yet?”

I blinked. “I’m not sure which deal you’re talking about, but…the answer is probably ‘no’?”

“Wonderful! I’ve been looking forward to that. I’m especially excited for your first few refusals — those are always good.”

“…What are we making a deal for?”

“Oh! Lots of things. You’re going to try to barter for…” She paused.

Blood began to run down her nose.

“…Oh. That’s bad. Too early. I, uh, will be back. Or one of me will be, anyway!” Farren smiled brightly, then turned around and ran straight into — and through — the seemingly solid steel door.

That was, perhaps, the most normal exchange I had with Anabelle Farren over the next several months.

***

The first few days passed comparatively easily. After etching and enchanting my privacy enchantments, I spent some time pulling things out of my bag to make my room feel more like my own. That translated to laying out a bunch of Enchanting tools on the tables, my mana batteries, and a few Enchanting books.

I ran tests on how things functioned in the space, and for the most part, the answers were weirdly normal. The mana saturation of the area was absurdly high — probably the highest I’d ever been exposed to. It was like sitting inside a mana fountain, but the mana remained in an energy state, rather than liquid form. That meant there would be no worries about things like the Sunstone Wall. I hoped to figure out ways to take advantage of that power further, but I wasn’t going to start experimenting with things that could be attunement-breaking right away.

Most of my items appeared to recharge at the speed they were designed to, but relative to my current time, meaning that my mana batteries took one hour of my own relative time to rebuild their mana supplies. There were some outliers — anything related to enhancement mana didn’t seem to recharge at all, and I suspected that was due to a lack of ambient mana of the right type.

Earth and shadow mana items recharged vastly slower, too, but it wasn’t as extreme. Water, knowledge, and life items were also impacted somewhat. Even with those issues, the recharge speed being relative to my own was useful, since I desperately needed the batteries to build anything, at least until my Enchanter attunement was fully recovered…or I decided to make the deal that Farren had been alluding to.

If she’s talking about something real, rather than just messing with me, we’re going to discuss a deal for artificial attunement vials. Probably something involving her giving me some for the Null-Contract Gauntlet.

And if I make that deal while I have access to this space…not only would I have time to start learning how to reverse engineer the component parts to the extent that I could theoretically build my own, I could potentially give myself some.

Do I want six attunements? Seven?

Should I keep some Dianis Points open for other forms of magic, like more crystal marks? Maybe essence sorcery wellsprings? Can they safely overlap in the same space?

I need to do more reading before I make any choices…but fortunately, I finally have time for that.

Now, I have to hope I have the right books, too.

So, I did some reading. Some of that was simply continuing my research on sub-glyphs, which was rapidly becoming the most important part of my skill-set. Beyond that, however, I also began to read through the newly borrowed books I’d obtained during the Emerald Council.

Books on spirit arts, essence sorcery, and other forms of foreign magic.

Aside from reading, my time was largely spent on what I’d agreed to do in the facility—

Building more Null-Contract Sigils.

The hefty bag that Paul had handed to me proved to contain neat stacks of silvery discs that were near identical to the ones I used. I had to wonder if Elora had hired Keras to make extras before he left or if she simply had someone else that used a similar style.

Either way, they were eerily similar to what I used for my own sigils and batteries, in a way that indicated deliberate observation from Elora. I wasn’t surprised, but once again, I found her level of knowledge about my methods concerning.

…But I couldn’t complain about the resources.

There were forty-eight blank sigils in the bag.

Using my batteries meant that I wasn’t pushing myself as much as using my own mana, but I also didn’t want to risk pushing myself too much in terms of any sort of mental mana usage. That meant that, on the first day, I only built two sigils. Then I went up to four, then six…then stopped at that point, as I started to have obvious issues with concentration that made me concerned that I was causing myself damage with it.

After that, I rolled back to four sigils on the fourth day and stuck with that.

After five days, I stopped being stubborn and went down the hall to a storage room and requisitioned a nice recliner chair. Life got easier after that.

***

By day six or seven — I’d lost track, probably on account of blocking the window — I had entirely given up on the idea of perfect time efficiency and was leaving the most time-compressed level of the facility briefly every few days in order to preserve my sanity.

This was, in order to avoid being too wasteful, relegated to a brief walk to the first level of the facility, then, if the guards gave the all-clear, five minutes spent outside the facility in the sunshine.

I’d never realized how important fresh air and light was. It was somewhat worrying that Farren — and whoever our two mystery roommates were, who never seemed to leave their chambers at all — didn’t seem to go out.

For my friends who were still camped in the general area outside, who hadn’t actually been informed about the details of the facility yet, that meant that it looked like I was entering and exiting the facility roughly every half hour. It also meant that the five minutes that I was spending on the outside each day to chat was allowing for about four hours to tick by inside the deepest levels of the chamber.

The utility of the place was mind-boggling, but in spite of my initial overconfidence, I was rapidly beginning to understand why no one wanted to spend more than a few total months there.

I hoped that by staggering it, I’d be able to handle the time better.

I wished I could convey what I was going through to my friends, but given that there had only been a few hours passing on the outside, no progress had been made on getting the approval for anyone to visit me or spend their own time in the chambers.

And so, I cherished those few minutes of idle chatter and sunlight more than any of them could understand, then pushed myself back inside.

***

Working on the null-contract sigils was undoubtedly important for the growth of Valia in the long-term, but I had my doubts as to whether or not accelerating the mana growth of our troops would have any meaningful impact in the short-term. True, we had limited access to the same time acceleration that I was benefitting from, and some small portion of our troops could potentially train to increase their growth with a combination of my sigils and the Crafting Chamber, but while that might help improve a batch or two of soldiers at a time, it wasn’t anything that would change the face of the war.

I wonder if we could grow Goddess Tears at an accelerated rate in here…? Oh, the lack of enhancement mana would probably kill that. They need ice mana, which requires enhancement. Might be able to work around that with some kind of artificial enclosure within the space, but I’d need to have enough mana to counter the ambient energy, which is…yeah, that might be hard. And if there’s no enhancement at all, I can’t just convert the grey mana here.

…I wonder if that means that staying in here too long will change people’s grey mana ratio? That seems like it would happen. Which…since my Arbiter attunement is supposed to even out my mana to prevent me from having a signature…might be an issue. Probably not dangerous, but it might limit my mana growth rate? Hm. If I’m here long enough, I might need to figure out if there’s some way I could work around that. Dominion sorcery, maybe, or a power source drawing from another layer of self.

For the moment, I have higher priorities.

By commissioning such a large number of the sigils, Elora was undoubtedly planning for the longer-term — both in terms of the war itself and Valia’s future — but I didn’t see this conflict being stretched out as long as one of the wars in ancient times. Perhaps Elora had a broader view, based on information I lacked, but I didn’t see Katashi being patient enough for another Six Years War to resolve itself on human terms.

From everything I’d seen, he was planning something big. Something transformative. I didn’t think he was going to wave a hand and obliterate Valia — if he wanted to do that type of thing, he could have already started — but I had to assume he had some intended means of forcing Valia’s surrender…and, most likely, something that would happen quickly and definitively.

I wanted to be ready for whatever play Katashi made. Or, ideally, stop it before it even happened.

I wasn’t naïve enough to think I was the only one with such ideas in mind, of course. I was certain that there were dedicated spy networks and strategists working to figure out Katashi’s plans and keep one step ahead of him. Elora and the other Emeralds clearly had information I wasn’t given access to.

I, on the other hand, simply had a lot of time to think in isolation…and a couple resources that I hadn’t, or couldn’t, share with others.

The first of these private advantages was Thorn…presuming his consciousness still existed. His amalgamated persona represented knowledge from numerous sources, some of which could potentially offer unique insights.

Each day, I continued to use my cobbled-together version of Thorn’s Spirit Art: Rapid Recovery on the sword itself, hoping it would help Thorn in the same way that he’d helped me. That was slow work, with little by way of tangible results, but I kept it as a part of my daily training rotation.

My own recovery was continuing steadily, and now that I had a shade weave to help accelerate it, I’d stopped trying to use spirit-based healing on myself. I didn’t know how the two things would interact, and I thought I’d reached the point where my patchwork spell would do me more harm than good.

The next unique advantage at my disposal was one I’d held for a long time, but hadn’t been able to properly utilize until recently — a scroll that I’d found in the very first room of my Judgment.

With Researcher’s help, I’d figured out what it was months earlier, but I hadn’t been able to study it properly. Now, with Researcher’s notes, I was making progress at actually learning the contents.

If I had the chance, I’d make use of that knowledge soon.

I wasn’t content for all of my enchanting work to go toward sigils, but given that Elora expected deliveries based on my available mana, I didn’t have a lot of flexibility to actually enchant anything else.

Not unless I changed the way I worked, at least.

I stuck with working on sigils exclusively for the first week, which gave me time to think about how to improve their designs — and how to optimize my work. If I was going to be staying in the time-compressed area for what amounted to months or years, simply using my existing mana and batteries a limited number of times each day was a hugely inefficient way to do that. I’d be sitting around for most of the day just waiting for my mana and the batteries to recover.

So, after that first week, I got to work on some efficiency improvements.

First was another set of mana batteries of the types that I needed to make more sigils. I had to requisition additional sigil blanks in the second layer to get enough materials for them, but given how little Elora seemed to worry about the cost of the materials, I didn’t think she’d care in the slightest.

This was a straightforward efficiency improvement, allowing me to do more work per day. After that second set was made, I worked on a third and a fourth, then swapped back to making sigils much more rapidly.

With five sets of mana batteries of the appropriate type, I was starting to hit other limitations that prevented me from getting more work done, rather than just my mana regeneration rate.

So, after rapidly building another set of sigils to put myself back on my delivery schedule, I started working on other angles of improvement. I requested more materials and got them with no objections.

The next improvement was a series of stamps that would replace the need to manually etch each rune on the sigils. At first, I built the stamps as individual stamping rods, similar to the one I’d worked on during the trip to Caelford. Once I had enough for all of the individual runes, though, I decided to take the next step forward and build them into a single device — a stamping box.

My stamping box was conceptually simple, and I certainly hadn’t invented the idea. Essentially, all I had to do was put a sigil inside and hit a button, and stamps would come down from several directions to imprint the runes on the blank sigil. It wasn’t actually a huge time saver at first — using the individual rods didn’t actually take long — but I had big plans.

I wasn’t just going to build myself a single stamping box. If I had months to build things, I was going to build a factory.

By the time the third week had come and gone, I’d gotten half-way through the next part of my project — a second box that was designed to actually apply the mana necessary to enchant the item.

The process of building something like that was well-studied and relatively simple, at least in concept. You built an item that stored all the required amounts of mana, similar to a mana battery, and then built functions to transfer the right types of mana into the right runes.

I called this latter piece a “transference box”. It was a second metallic box that was designed for a fully etched sigil to be placed inside, then with the push of a button, the enchantments would be charged.

I quickly learned that the theory behind this might have been simple, but proper execution was much, much more complicated.

In order to get an item to transfer mana into another item, you needed the items to be in direct contact with one another. Then, you needed a function that transferred exactly the right amount of mana — too little wouldn’t power the rune, too much would overload it.

The complexity came from the fact that any sort of mana transfer wasn’t going to be perfectly efficient. Rune to rune contact was best, but even then, there was non-zero mana loss...and that loss was impacted by things like environmental mana levels, which fluctuated.

Which meant you needed to build in functions that either pre-detected for the factors that would alter mana transfer efficiency and altered the output based on that…or, more likely, you built the transferring item with extra mana and also gave it functions to detect when the target rune was “full”.

This latter approach was what I used, but it did have a couple downsides. Notably, it meant I had to put even more runes on the transference box for storage, and perhaps more importantly, it meant that if my capacity-detection runes didn’t work properly, I’d overcharge the target sigil and make it explode.

I didn’t blow myself up. I did, however, manage to fail in a spectacular number of other ways.

Attempt number one, failure. Capacity detection rune failure; required manual interruption to prevent detonation.

I worked on that for a while, tested, tested again…

Attempt number five, failure. Slight positioning misalignment. Need to readjust the clamps…or maybe build something to detect if I have perfect alignment before the transfer starts. Maybe something to auto-rotate the sigil into the right position? Hm. Might need more sophisticated clamps for that. Something claw-like? Golem hands?

Days passed. My box now had a pair of comically large golem hands in it. Those golem hands would scan the sigil inside, checking the rotation of the sigil against a stored sample in another compartment, then rotate the new sigil into a matching configuration before the process started. This would prevent any further misalignment problems, at least in theory.

Attempt number eight, failure. Mana transfer rate too slow; enchantment rune timed out.

I groaned. That one had almost worked, but I was so used to my own massively compounded mana transfer rates that I’d nearly forgotten that filling a rune with a certain degree of speed was a requirement. I was using default-speed Carnelian-level transference runes to move mana from the box to the item. Clearly that wasn’t fast enough.

A few days later, I was using Sunstone-speed runes on the box.

Attempt number nine…

Success.

Success!

The first iteration of the transference box was a cumbersome and inefficient thing, but I’d succeeded at something important. I hadn’t fully automated the process of sigil creation just yet — that would require a conveyor of some kind between my engraving box and my transference box — but I’d gotten to the point where I could make sigils more-or-less passively just by moving blanks from box to box.

Sadly, even with the massive mana saturation in the area, the boxes took some time to fully recharge — far longer than my own mana supply seemed to. I suspected this was because my attunement was drawing in and converting grey mana, whereas the boxes and other enchantments were only able to draw on mana of the exact right types, which were in available in the air in vastly lower quantities.

Still, even with that issue, my new setup meant that I could make three sigils a day without any meaningful effort on my part. That was more than enough to meet my quota — meaning that with the boxes done, I had the freedom to spend most of my time on other projects.

I smiled.

I had five Sunstone-level grey, transference, and spirit mana batteries. I had free time and no one to bother me.

I wonder how many rules of magic I can break in a few months.

I got to work.


Interlude I — Chancellor’s Choice

Antonia Meltlake’s Perspective

Chancellor Antonia Meltlake sat behind a dead woman’s desk. As the current headmaster of Lorian Heights, she’d inherited it along with the majority of the office décor. She’d meant to replace it, but there had always been higher priorities.

Still, at that moment, the desk reminded her of two things.

The first were her responsibilities as chancellor.

Valia was at war. A war needed warriors, true, but there were other roles of equal or greater importance. And this was a slow-building war, one that would only intensify if certain political and social steps were not taken in the earliest stages.

The second was what they were up against.

The nation of Dalenos had substantial armed forces, many of which were fanatically loyal. Such was the nature of a theocratic nation. Beyond that, they’d already intercepted a number of messages indicating the use of new types of troops — ones in stolen or replicated Caelish Advanced Armor, as well as others with secrets she had not yet learned.

None of that was what worried her as she drummed her fingers on the wood.

No, she worried for those who would have to face the monster that had slain the last woman who held her desk.

Mizuchi was on the field. And while she was not a woman of much prayer, she said her whispers to Selys each night that the serpent would stay her hand.

If the Hero’s End moved, Meltlake knew that there were precious few who had any hope to even slow her, and most of those were far from home.

Bring us a victory, she whispered, thinking of the people at the council.

But she couldn’t count on the children to do her work. She had tasks of her own, not all of which involved papers.

Her Elementalist attunement hadn’t made any noteworthy progress for years. This was as depressing as always, but there was one silver lining—

She’d long ago turned much of her focus toward training all of her star veins and Dianis Points, just in case they were needed. She knew of the magic of other lands, of crystals, and of her ancestors. And, of course, she’d known about the possibility of earning another attunement…until recently, it simply hadn’t been worth the risk.

And so, when she’d grasped that new power after her second Judgment in Caelford and come home in victory, it was not with a Quartz-level attunement, but with a Sunstone-level one. As formidable of a starting level as she’d heard from an attunement in a previously un-attuned location, given that the Dianis Points in those locations could not be trained with anywhere near the ease that an attunement could be.

And, of course, she had to be cautious with her training. If she’d pushed herself too hard, she not only could have damaged the Dianis Point, but there was also a greater risk. With her level of power, forming an essence sorcery wellspring was technically possible, even outside of Dania.

That would not have ended well.

In the months that followed, she’d done well at both keeping her new attunement hidden and nurturing the power within it. It was nearing the peak of Sunstone now, both as a result of her own intense training and a not inconsiderable number of elixirs. Even as an exiled Hartigan, she knew how to brew them, though the materials were more expensive than she could have justified without the chancellor’s role.

Now, she had more than just herself and her nephew to live for. And for that, for the first time in many years, she needed to be in optimum physical and magical condition.

Everyone knew what Professor Meltlake had been capable of—

She had to make sure that Chancellor Meltlake had something new to offer. Something surprising. And so, as tempting as it might have been to double down on a second fire specialization, she had other things in mind — and other things to practice.

When a knock sounded on her door, the rainbow-hued flames hovering around her immediately winked out.

“What is it?”

Her eyes opened as she turned toward the door, ignoring the cold that ran down her spine. A familiar cost for a power long left abandoned, one that no ordinary attuned could tap into — one that had been stolen from them.

“Um, sorry, Chancellor,” Ryan stammered from the other side of the door. Poor boy wasn’t made for guard duty, but at least it was better than having him deployed. “I know you didn’t want to be disturbed, but you have a visitor, and they say that they’re sure you’ll want to see them, and—”

“Who is it?” Antonia sighed, straightening in her chair. Everyone thought they were important enough to interrupt her, and very few people—

“It’s just me, Chancellor.”

Antonia stood up in alarm immediately at the sound of the voice. “Come in, Doctor.”

The doors opened. Ryan ducked out the way respectfully, then watched as the entrant closed the door behind them.

Antonia noted that the doctor was wearing a white suit and tie, rather than their surgical equipment, which was simultaneously both comforting and worrying. They were carrying a large bag, but didn’t have their dog with them, which meant—

Too many possibilities. Just ask.

“Doctor Theas,” Chancellor took a breath, “if you’re here…then, the people at the council—”

Sheridan Theas raised both hands. “It’s okay, Chancellor. I didn’t mean to alarm you. Your apprentice and the others are fine, as far as I know.”

Antonia breathed a sigh of relief, sitting back down. “If it isn’t that…what brings you here?”

“Well, they are the main reason. How secure are we?”

Chancellor Meltlake glanced around. “In the Chancellor’s office? You know I review military documents here?”

“Sure. It’s one of the most obvious places in the world to scry on.”

Antonia sighed. “Where do you have anchors?”

“Where don’t I?” Sheridan waggled their eyebrows at her.

“Fine. Surprise me.”

Sheridan walked over, extending an arm, and the pair of them vanished.

Moments later, they found themselves just outside a small cabin on a mountainside in…based on the position of the sun, and the flora, and…

Antonia had no idea. She gave Sheridan a blank look.

“Better not to ask. We have more important things to discuss. Come in.” Sheridan knocked twice on the door in a rhythmic fashion. There was a series of alarming clicks on the other side, then the door swung open, revealing thick black metal plating behind the wooden façade — and a number of dubious devices, at least half of which looked explosive. “Don’t step anywhere I don’t. Or float. Or teleport.”

Five minutes later, they were in a back room of the cabin, which Sheridan deemed “mostly okay” to talk in.

“This feels excessive,” Antonia mumbled.

“Security is never excessive, unless you kill yourself or someone you care about with it, and I don’t remember that ever happening to me.” They paused. “Which could be indicative of memory tampering, but—”

“Never mind that. You found them?” the chancellor asked.

“It’s really less that I found them and more that I found E, and she’s one of the ones who hid them. Which is good, because the Dalenos Six are still after them.”

“And Elora didn’t stay with them? She can’t just leave them alone, they’re—”

“Easy, Auntie. They’re not alone in the slightest. Well, except maybe for poor Corin, and even he isn’t exactly alone, and he’s certainly not in danger, unless he’s silly enough to open the door. Which, now that I think about it—”

“Sheridan Marie Theas, you tell me where my students are right now.”

Sheridan chuckled. “Don’t be so uptight, Auntie. They’re with definitely-not-Ferras. Or, they were, when I checked. Patrick might be with Elora by now.”

“Why would my apprentice be with her and not the others?”

“You’ve answered your own question.”

Meltlake put her hands over her face. “The vote. I gave him my vote.” She sighed. “Can you tell her—”

“Don’t take away his vote. It’d hurt him. And beyond that, having one of them present at the council is going to throw off the pursuit. The Dalenos Six will have reason to suspect they’re all hidden in the tower if she brings Patrick back.”

Meltlake folded her arms. “That puts a gigantic target on Patrick’s back.”

“Yes, of course. Such a large one that he, by himself, can be easily protected. Watching over a half-dozen children is much harder. They can take care of one. Why, between Elora, Len, Warren, Edria Song—”

Chancellor Meltlake shook her head in disbelief. “I’m sorry, did you just say ‘Edria Song’? As in, the Emperor of Edria?”

“Oh, yes. She’s a friend now. You didn’t hear about that little detail?”

“I heard that there was a massive attack on the Emerald Council, that the Sun Eater was involved, that Valia was implicated in the attack, and that my children were on the run. No, I did not hear that you made friends with Edria Song.”

“I didn’t. Corin and Sera did, from what I hear.”

In the past days, Antonia Hartigan had heard many strange, terrible, and alarming things. None of them even came close to, “Corin Cadence made friends with the Emperor of Edria.”

“Alright…Start from the beginning.”

“Okay, so, just before your nephew showed up to kill someone—”

“You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?”

Sheridan smiled. “I like to keep you guessing.”

***

After her guest returned her to her office and went back to their own work, Chancellor Meltlake returned to reviewing the most recent reports on her table. Not student reports, but military ones.

There was general agreement in the Valian military leadership that she should remain at Lorian Heights, both as a symbol and a form of physical protection for the “assets” (meaning students) present there. She wanted to be out in the field, but she couldn’t disagree with the need for someone to watch over the children still on the campus. Many had been given permission to go home. Some had been sent off to Vanreach for escalated training to be deployed in an emergency situation — something Meltlake hoped would not be necessary. But many others had remained behind on the campus, along with a minimalist garrison of school staff who had not been deemed necessary or worthwhile to take to the battlefield.

She’d insisted on sending Teft along with the children in Vanreach, just in case something happened up there. Vanreach wasn’t a soft target — it was a well-equipped base with powerful attuned stationed there — but they hadn’t fought Mizuchi.

Only people who had that experience first-hand could understand the danger she presented. She had to hope that Teft’s knowledge would be enough to help guide the other senior attuned present. Even given his own dueling abilities, they both knew that he stood absolutely no chance against the serpent on his own. Not if she was taking things seriously.

And, given the memory crystals in front of her, the serpent wasn’t playing games.

Meltlake frowned at her documents one more time, realizing she’d stopped processing, then took a breath and lifted the latest crystal that had been delivered.

Don’t obsess, she told herself. You don’t need to watch all these. You’re only going to upset yourself more.

But her hand was already on the crystal.

“View.”

***

Meltlake watched through unfamiliar eyes, rapidly taking in the scene around her. She stood outside a classic, ancient-style fortress, with colossal stone walls etched with what must have been thousands of tiny runes.

She hadn’t been to this particular fortress, but she knew of it, both from documents and the place’s reputation. It was built on the old border of the Lavian nation. The Lavian Archipelago had once been a peninsula, until a devastating magical attack had splintered the entire land mass, reducing entire cities to craters and splitting much of the remaining land mass into fragments.

The survivors of that harrowing ordeal had integrated well enough into Valian society in the aftermath. The border fortress had not been garrisoned significantly for some time, but it was being staffed up and repaired at the time that Meltlake began to watch. There was some hope it could be used as a secondary location for training, given that many of the ancient enchantments on the place were still functional.

The viewpoint for the memory crystal was one of the low-level attuned in a repair crew. He was currently outside the gates, analyzing the runes on an abandoned siege engine of old.

It’s an archaic mana cannon, Meltlake realized. Based on old dominion sorcery principles, but married with an early version of the Enchanter attunement’s runes. Must have been lying around for hundreds of years. I wonder if it still functions.

She never got the answer to that question.

As the Diviner’s eyes turned shifted from rune-to-rune, she saw a distant glint in the corner of the Diviner’s eye—

A sheen of azure, brighter than the brightest sky.

The Diviner must have noticed, too. He turned, then instinctively stumbled backward as he saw her—-

A woman floating in the air, purple scales already visible on her face, her Sapphire aura burning with such intensity that even non-Diviners could probably see it.

No, Meltlake’s mind whispered. But she knew what would happen next.

Mizuchi hovered for one more moment, assessing the fortress. For an instant, she paused at the repair crews outside, exposed. She shook her head.

“Little more than children.”

She turned toward the fortress and blew into the air.

There was no lightning on her breath, no flare of flame. But as Mizuchi exhaled, Meltlake heard the sound of something crumble—

Then the entire fortress’s front wall blasted inward. The Diviner’s view went white as thousands of protective enchantments detonated simultaneously—

There were no screams. Not right away. Just white and the disorienting feeling of sudden movement.

Only as the blindness began to pass did the agonized screams of the survivors begin, and even then, the ringing in the Diviner’s ears nearly blocked it out.

The half-blinded Diviner raised a trembling hand, finding his entire arm filled with metallic and stone splinters. The arm fell, and his eyes turned back toward the sky, where Mizuchi still hovered, her face harder than the fragments in the Diviner’s arm.

As the Diviner focused on the Hero’s End, her lips moved in a whisper.

“Acceptable losses.”

Then the vision went black.

***

Chancellor Metlake’s eyes opened as the memory crystal’s power faded. She took one deep, steadying breath, then set the crystal aside in a stack.

They were all different, but the same. Memories of monsters. Memories of murder.

This was just one more massacre for the pile. One more dot for a strategic map.

That was what she told herself. It was a necessity to pretend, otherwise there would be no hope that she could focus on anything else.

I can’t fight.

It isn’t the right time.

It isn’t my role.

She told herself that again and again, but the words felt weaker every time.

“It isn’t my role.”

She found herself standing, moving—

And then there was a knock at the door.

Meltlake frowned, both at the sound and herself. “I asked not to be disturbed.”

“We all ask for things we know we won’t get,” came an all-too-familiar older woman’s voice on the other side of the door.

Meltlake groaned. “I’m supposed to have guards out there, Blanche.”

“You do! They’re very nice. I just had to put on the old charm—”

“Please don’t tell me you mean that in the magical sense.”

“Magic. As if I’d need such a thing. Now, are you going to open up?”

Meltlake waved a hand and air currents turned the doorknob, then pulled the door open.

Blanche Vellum strode in as if she owned the place. Which, unfortunately, was shockingly possible.

She’d done some research after that strange affair with Mizuchi at the Winter Ball. Professor Vellum had only been at Lorian Heights for two decades, at least in theory, but there were startlingly similar names every few decades before that. They ranged from plausible given by parents with a sense of humor, like Blanche’s own name, to much more obvious pseudonyms like Claria Crystal.

Such names were found on staff registers all the way back to the school’s founding. Which meant, if Meltlake wasn’t mistaken, that “Blanche Vellum” had likely been present in Valia in some capacity for hundreds of years.

If she hadn’t heard about Wrynn Jaden’s situation from Derek, she might have suspected the two were the same. Wrynn’s pattern of putting herself into stasis was well-known to the Hartigan family. It was plausible that Vellum was doing something similar, but with longer periods outside of stasis.

Even taking stasis gaps into account, Vellum would have to be well over a hundred…which meant that she had some way of countering the effects of ordinary aging. She did look fairly old, but maybe sixty or seventy…something that implied a style more similar to Edrick Theas’ techniques, rather than her own ancestor’s.

But that speculation was not important at the moment. “Why are you here, Blanche?”

“Because you need to sit down. It isn’t time yet.”

Meltlake reeled back like she’d been punched.

She can’t know what I was about to—

Was I about to leave?

Meltlake tightened her hands, frowned, then took a seat. “Divination? Or just cold reading?”

“Please. I didn’t have to consult the stars to see you’d be anxious and want to be out there helping — it’s who you are.”

Meltlake tensed further, then relaxed as her mind caught up with her anxiety. This one wasn’t a mystery.

Vellum’s son owned the tower. Of course she’d heard about that catastrophe.

Meltlake sank back into her chair. “What have you heard?”

“Our children did well. The Sun Eater’s forces are repelled for now, at least the obvious ones. Containing the prisoners will be difficult. I’ve been called to help.”

“Are you going to go? I know that things with your son—”

Vellum waved a hand. “They’re not so bad as to keep me away from something of this vital importance. We can worry about old grievances another time. But I’m not here to talk about my family. I’m here to offer you a stick.”

Meltlake blinked. “A stick.”

Vellum pulled out a seemingly ordinary wooden rod and passed it across the table. Meltlake accepted it, turning it over, and understood immediately.

“A pre-attunement era sorcery style emergency beacon? Are you the one who’s been supplying Derek with these?”

“Not recently, but I have from time to time. That one,” Vellum waved, “isn’t one you’re supposed to break. It’s the sympathy target.”

“For who?”

“One of the children. I haven’t handed it off just yet, but I’ll make sure it gets to them somehow.”

“Then…do you know where they are? If they’re safe?”

Vellum shrugged. “Not in detail, but the kids can mostly take care of themselves. I see myself finding at least one of them soon. But keep a close hold on yours. When that stick breaks, it means that everything has changed.”

“More cold reading?”

“No,” Vellum shook her head. “That was a prophecy.”


Chapter IV – Days to Weeks

Weeks passed, at least from my perspective. I continued using my little workshop to churn out Null-Contract Sigils, while beginning to work on schematics for some of my more…ambitious projects. I made a few attempts at building some advanced devices immediately, but nothing functioned quite the way I wanted. There was going to be some trial and error involved, but that was fine.

I had time.

Even with much of my time spent enchanting, I had hours each day where I had to recover my mana. I spent most of that time reading, but I couldn’t do that constantly. I needed to move.

I did basic exercises in my room — jumping jacks, pushups, that sort of thing. It wasn’t enough.

I practiced the mana holding and releasing exercises that I’d learned in the last semester, but that didn’t really help make me less jittery.

Eventually, when the stress got too much, I started going into the interstitial space between our level and the previous one and using it as space to run back and forth down the hall for exercise. I probably would have gotten some weird looks for that if anyone saw me, but no one did. Not yet.

Running through that interstitial layer was a strange experience. The time compression was thirty-two times rather than the sixty-four times in the sixth layer, and the interstitial layer was a gradual increase in time compression throughout the hall.

The hall wasn’t built for people to go through it at running speed.

It very definitely wasn’t built for people to run through it with Haste active, but just running wasn’t good enough for me after a while, so…I did that.

I did it a lot.

I regret that it took me a week or so before I started tracking metrics on it. I’d built a modified pocket watch for measuring mana at the start of my Enchanting career, but I didn’t own an actual watch. Fortunately, that was easy enough to requisition with the forms in my room, and once I had the watch in hand, I started getting numbers.

Roughly six minutes to walk down the hall at a moderate walking pace.

At a run, it takes me about one minute. I could probably sprint it just a little faster, but one minute is a fantastic baseline value, so let’s go with that.

With a Carnelian-level Haste spell, I’m making the run in about fifty-three seconds. A noticeable difference, but nowhere near as much of a benefit as I might have expected. Might be that my base speed is too high for the Carnelian-level spell to make a meaningful difference.

With a Sunstone-level Haste spell, I’m doing it in about forty-five seconds. That means that even using the Sunstone-level one, I’m not actually doubling my movement speed anymore…or the amount it throws off my balance is too significant to maintain full speed. Probably a combination of both.

I’d like to tinker with Transcendent Haste, but even with the spirit healing and shade weave, I think it’s too soon. I suppose if I end up being stuck inside here for six months relative to the outside world, I’ll be able to test it easily, relative to the outside world’s time…but I probably won’t wait that long.

As those next weeks passed, I got used to it. The weirdness of my own rate of movement changing mid-step, my perception speed itself shifting, the feeling of pressure that came with rushing too quickly through the increments of the hall—

I got used to it all.

And by the time the third week had passed, I’d made notable progress.

Thirty-nine seconds this time with my standard Sunstone-level Haste.

Thirty-four seconds with my new Sunstone-A variant…and it’s not throwing me off too badly, either.

Even without Haste, I’d shaved a couple seconds off my average time to sprint down the hall, averaging closer to fifty-five seconds than sixty. It was nice to be able to record such obvious progress, but I felt like I was hitting diminishing returns.

Another couple weeks and I might be able to move up to a Citrine-level version of Haste, which might help my baseline running speed improve further, too. It’s going to chew through my mana fast, but if I can shave a couple more seconds off my run without throwing off my balance, it’ll absolutely be worth it.

Training in that area was doing something for my perception of time, my perception of speed, that helped me acclimate to using Haste spells more in a few weeks than I ordinarily managed to in months in the outside world.

In spite of my reservations, I had another metric to check, too.

I took a deep breath after finishing my exercise and cast a simple mental spell — one that was taught to nearly every first-year Diviner, but that I hadn’t bothered using manually very often.

I didn’t want to get in the habit of using it compulsively, after all.

Detect Safe Mana Capacity.

On my first day in the Crafting Chambers, I’d cast the spell on each of my attunements.

My Enchanter attunement had registered at 293, just two points above where I’d last checked it after going through the Shade Gateway Shrine. This wasn’t a surprise. I still wasn’t actively using my Enchanter attunement yet. I was getting more comfortable with the idea now that I’d recovered a bit, but I was waiting a little longer. I wasn’t in a position where I needed to take immediate risks.

My Arbiter attunement had gone up significantly more, jumping from 722 to 744. That was a larger boost than I’d expected, but I figured it probably had to do with a combination of mana use during the fight against the Sun Eater’s followers and continued acclimation to my new power from the shade weave.

Thorn’s bond had also improved, going up from 368 mana to 406. Another significant upgrade.

I checked my mana again after my run, two weeks after I’d entered the shrine from my own perspective, I was expecting the mana improvements to be significantly smaller.

Enchanter safe mana: 297. Barely any change, which makes sense. My current improvement is likely a side effect of mana use from other things, as well as Meltlake’s exercises, strengthening my star veins.

Arbiter safe mana: 788.

Vek.

I’d shot up another 44 points in two weeks. That didn’t feel like a ton compared to my total mana pool size, but it was about what I’d gotten during my entire first semester at Lorian Heights. That was mind-boggling.

Thorn’s bond had similarly improved, going up from 406 to 446, meaning forty points in a two-week period. So, in total, I’d gotten more than an entire Carnelian-level attunement worth of power in two weeks of training.

This is excessive. Year-one Corin wouldn’t even believe me. This is absurd.

Still, I had a pretty good idea why it was happening.

First, the Null-Contract Gauntlet was probably the main factor. I knew it would help, similar to how Summoner contracts worked, but I didn’t know how that would compare to my baseline — I didn’t have good metrics for a Summoner who was also getting Arbiter boosts every week, since Sera’s situation was so unusual.

Beyond that, though, I had multiple other factors that were likely helping that I hadn’t really thought about in those terms, since I’d stopped measuring my mana compulsively.

My spirit bond with Thorn was probably helping my overall mana growth by giving me another continuous source of spirit mana. I was also using spirit mana regularly to try to heal myself, which might have been another benefit to my star veins. I wasn’t sure.

And then, of course, there was my shade weave.

I’d gotten one that would help repair damage to any part of my extended layers of self, knowing that impacting my safe mana might be a factor, since star vein and Dianis Point growth worked a lot like physical exercise. I hadn’t known at the time if it would help my training speed, but the answer was clear enough — it was helping. Not only had it repaired some long-term damage from early life training damage, the rapid recovery speed seemed to be offering me continuous help.

Finally, the facility itself was probably helping. Near infinite mana saturation had its benefits. My mana regeneration rate was as high as it could get, so I wouldn’t have to worry about my body being starved for mana like on the train. Being in this place was more like being in a spire — possibly even higher.

I wished I had a better idea of which specific variables were causing each exact improvement in my mana growth rate, but I didn’t have enough data for that.

Going to have to go back to measuring regularly if I want to track any future variables more closely.

I felt a mixture of relief and trepidation at the idea.

But no watch this time. And no obsessing.

That was what I told myself, at least.

Even with that clear improvement in my abilities and making sigils by the handful, it didn’t feel like I was doing a lot with my day. From my standpoint, it was still incredibly frustrating to not be able to use my Enchanter attunement…and in spite of my usual introversion, weeks without spending more than a minute two chatting with anyone was starting to get to me.

Still, whoever checked in on me would be in for a surprise.

By the time a half-day had passed in the outside world, I’d made over a hundred null-contract sigils.

***

With plenty of time to myself while I was recovering mana, most of my remaining time in isolation was spent reading. In order to retain my sanity, at least some part of that was dedicated to leisure, which meant rereading a few classics about the Blackstone Assassin and some more recent books I borrowed from the library in the first layer. They seemed to have an unusually large number of Blackstone Assassin books, which I worried a little about for about five seconds before deciding it was probably just some sort of inside joke to whatever Godslayers were involved with this place. The library’s location meant that, with the milder time compression in the first layer, I often ended up checking books back in hours — or, in a few amusing instances, minutes — after I’d checked them out when accounting for relative differences in time compression.

Speaking of compression, those early days also involved asking some questions about the distinctions between the layers in terms of time compression ratios and the outside world. Fortunately, as someone with access to the deepest layer, my badge meant that the facility’s staff were always happy to answer my questions. I wasn’t used to being treated as a VIP, but I couldn’t complain.

Anyway, the answer wasn’t quite what I expected. The compression wasn’t a straightforward linear progression, but rather, it followed exponents of two — in other words, time passed twice as quickly in each layer as the layer before it, with the interstitial areas allowing gradual differences in acceleration between.

So, in summary, layer one involved time passing at twice the rate of the outside world, then layer two was four times, then eight times in layer three, sixteen times in layer four, thirty-two times in layer five, and finally sixty-four times for my own layer six. Presumably, that meant that beyond the Terminal Door was an area at one hundred and twenty-eight times the speed of the outside world, but given that no one had emerged safely from there, there were all sorts of other hypotheses about it. Some people argued that it would represent some kind of hyper-compression where someone who stepped in might be dealing with tens of thousands of times normal speed, and they’d eventually walk out hundreds of years later without any idea that time had passed. Others speculated that time would reverse beyond the door, and those who entered would emerge in the past. I thought that was particularly fanciful or wishful thinking, but I couldn’t deny the allure of a possible method of time travel, even if the idea seemed ludicrous.

As one might expect, there were plenty of books on time — both in terms of the scientific study of it and time travel fiction — in the library. They were popular, given the locale, and almost always checked out by someone before I got to them.

Aside from picking up books for fun, I continued researching all of my usual favorite magic theory subjects — things like sub-glyph designs in the books Constantine had given me, alternate magic sources, and various different forms of enchanting designs. I tried to dig up anything I could on older forms of enchanting, but while the physical books I’d borrowed from Constantine did have some references to it, I didn’t have the right books available with me to study it in detail. I hoped to get more research on that subject — and a variety of others — if I could bring Researcher into the facility and use her magic to conjure more of Warren’s books, or others that she’d managed to copy from elsewhere. That basically meant waiting for Sera to get inside, unless I wanted to push for Researcher to get her own pass. The former seemed more efficient; getting Sera in would both help her train inside with me and presumably allow her to summon her contracted monsters in with her.

I asked about the last part — I wasn’t sure how summoning would interact with time compression — but unfortunately, the staff I asked didn’t seem to know. I’d have to ask Elora when she returned, or possibly Farren herself.

Aside from the books that I’d checked out from the library, most of my reading time was dedicated to a rarer book — the one that I’d been given as part of the deal that had brought me to there. It was a treatise on a type of Tyrenian magic by a rare Valian scholar named Anora Hastings that had managed to earn the right to study ancient texts held by the Edrian royal family. She called the book “The Blessed Cursed: A Tale of Recursive Rebirths”.

A bit wordy, but certainly memorable. I flipped it open eagerly.

On the distant continent of Tyrenia, even our eldest would be considered children. This is not simply a consequence of age itself, but rather a cultural artifact tied deeply to one of their foreign magics, that which translates most closely to “Rebirth”.

Children are born as what they refer to as “ani”, or “young”, and such is how each and every person on Kaldwyn lives their lives. To be considered an adult, or “shal”, one must face a brush with death and be revivified through the usage of a powerful form of layer-altering magic which we will refer to as “Revivification”.

To understand what this means, one must first understand that there are two principal components to the magic of Tyrenia.

The first of these components is a form of alchemy that utilizes a wide variety of magical components that are near-impossible to find in other lands. The most well-known of these is the blood of shal themselves, which explains the scarcity elsewhere, since shal are practically unknown off-continent. Due to the usage of blood in the process, this is often called blood alchemy, but in reality, many Tyrenian recipes simply use local herbs without blood strictly being a necessary component.

The second, and perhaps more important, is a magical martial art classically translated to “The Way of the Life-Death Hand”. Obviously, this a clunky translation, and one that does not quite properly instill the potency or effect of their abilities.

Practitioners of the art that I’ll shorten to the “Life-Death Hand” awaken the ability to perceive and interact with layers of self beyond the physical. While the means of achieving these abilities are carefully guarded, a number of stories indicate that the practitioners have access to magical waters, which we believe may be linked to the local Gateway Crystals of their homeland, imbuing those that bathe in those waters with specific powers connected to the crystals.

While interaction with other layers of self is possible through many other types of magic, Life-Death Hand practitioners have a famous technique that, to the best of this writer’s knowledge, has not yet been properly emulated with conventional spirit magic or similar arts — the magic technique of “Embracing the Self”. This is a flowery way of saying that practitioners of the Life-Death Hand have learned a technique for not only interacting with layers of self, but combining them.

This is the foundation of their much-vaunted Rebirths — and the legendary “immortality” that comes along with it.

Through the power of the Embracing the Self technique, a person is “Reborn” by forcing two or more of their layers of self to merge with one another. If this sounds horrifying to you, you’re not alone — even among locals, those who have enough knowledge of the process often raise questions about what the implications of this process might be to, say, a person who eventually does die completely and does not have a spirit layer to move on to the afterlife.

Those concerns are rare, however, and the majority of Tyrenian culture embraces ascension to shal status — the status of one who has undergone their first Rebirth, meaning the merger of their corporeal self with one other layer of self — as a culturally-significant milestone. Indeed, shal are held in such high regard than any non-shal (including, to our dismay, our own ambassadors and merchants) are often dismissed as being below notice.

Perhaps this is understandable when one takes into account how long the shal are capable of living; many shal are hundreds of years old and deeply entrenched in Tyrenian society, having grown powerful politically and magically without any concern for age slowing their progress. One of their largest cities, Adrin Faer, only allows shal to be permanent residents and property owners; anyone else is only allowed as a short-term visitor or servant.

At this point, you’re likely wondering about the advantages and disadvantages granted by the layers of self. After all, who doesn’t want to consider the option of an extended lifespan? I’m sad to say that foreigners are almost never granted the ability to pass from ani into shal even if they’re willing, but I was, with great difficulty, able to examine some members of a shal sect for the purposes of this paper and come to a few tentative conclusions.

Firstly, in spite of having a single title for shal, they are not all the same. By this, I mean that not all shal have the same layers of self merged in with their corporeal self — and these different mergers offer different advantages and disadvantages.

The first Rebirth that most undertake is the Rebirth of the Spirit, where the spirit-self is merged with the physical. This grants immediate physical advantages, much like one might expect from the full-body enhancement of immediately gaining access to a significant amount of spirit mana. Moreover, it also vastly improves the rate at which the body recovers essence for magical abilities, allowing Spirit-Born Shal (as I tentatively refer to them) to utilize their Life-Death Hand techniques rapidly without exhausting themselves.

The principal disadvantage of this form of rebirth is that a shal of this kind that completely empties their mana pool ceases to recover it at all. I can only speculate as to the cause of this, as I was unable to run any tests, but my best understanding is that these mergers between layers of self are focused on preserving the body in a specific state. If the body runs low enough on essence, the necessary power to maintain the body and essence structure in this state breaks down and the self is “stuck” in a non-powered state. Needless to say, this means that Spirit-Born Shal must be extremely cautious not to over-exert themselves, lest they become helpless without outside intervention.

Another disadvantage is that since this state is designed for a sort of perpetual equilibrium, the Spirit-Born Shal’s mana pool no longer grows at anything close to the same rate as it does typically. There may be workarounds for this, but I have not had the chance to study this in detail. One must assume that if an attuned took on this state, they would effectively be stuck at the same attunement level indefinitely.

The Rebirth of the Shade is similar, but focuses on preserving the physical body, rather than essence. The body becomes incredibly resilient, but severe and lasting injuries become almost impossible to heal naturally, and require outside intervention. Thus, someone who has undergone the Rebirth of the Shade is incredibly effective as a combatant against weaker foes who cannot harm them, but against stronger opponents or those with deadly weapons, the shal is at tremendous risk.

The Rebirth of the Mind involves preserving older memories, but at the cost of making it more difficult to form new ones. This is an unpopular initial Rebirth for obvious reasons, but it is often undertaken by ancient shal who wish to protect their centuries of gathered knowledge.

There are other forms of rebirths, but as an outsider, these were the only ones I was allowed to study at all, and even that was cursory at best.

It is also important to know that all known shal, regardless of which Rebirth(s) they’ve undergone, require an alchemical concoction to survive. This replaces the need for conventional food and water; they simply subsist off this daily alchemical concoction indefinitely. My suspicion is that this concoction contains some form of stasis-related enhancement essence that prevents their body from forcefully “recovering” toward a pre-shal state. Given that I’ve been told that missing doses of the concoction is fatal, it is likely that the shal process, once initiated, does not have a simple way of being safely reversed.

I frowned as I took all that in.

The “shal” vial that Aayara gave me was almost certainly intended to refer to the alchemical concoction that they require to survive. Did that imply that Sera was, herself, shal? Did she require periodic consumption of such alchemical concoctions to survive?

After a brief assessment, I didn’t think so.

The book, if it was accurate, indicated that shal required their potions daily. Even if Aayara had somehow given Sera a stronger dose initially, she’d survived a considerable time without another dose already. She didn’t seem to be improving, but her condition wasn’t clearly deteriorating, either.

With Sheridan’s access to powerful diagnostic magic — which seemingly included spirit and shade magic — it was likely they would have realized if Sera’s spirit or shade was entirely missing. Instead, it sounded more like a component of Sera’s spirit was frozen, rather than gone or merged somehow.

Was the shal concoction supposed to indicate that Sera’s spirit was being held in a stasis-like state, preventing her death, in a fashion similar to the stasis element of the potions? That sounded…plausible, maybe, but it was possible I was just looking for explanations that suited the information I’d already found.

It was also possible that Aayara was trying to tell us that the shal approach — merging her layers of self — wasn’t what had already happened to Sera, but a solution. But was that too generous of an interpretation?

Was it more likely that Aayara was just…messing with us? Giving us a false lead?

I didn’t think that was likely, either, but I couldn’t be sure.

We needed someone with more answers. Now that I had a part of the puzzle, perhaps Sheridan could help figure it out…but the more I thought about it, the more I concluded that we were best off talking to one of the people involved with saving Sera in the first place. If we wanted clear, definitive answers, we needed more books, better diagnostic spells…

Or to seek answers from the God Serpent herself.


Interlude II — A Debt Owed I

Jin Dalen’s Perspective

Jin wandered through the streets of Beaufort with his hands in the pockets of his duster, his head tilted downward to avoid unwanted attention. If his skin color and eyes had drawn attention before the war, now…

Well, he was lucky his attunement was doing the heavy lifting. As it was, a hat and a coat weren’t going to be enough to avoid some unfortunate encounters. And even with his attunement active, he’d been noticed more than he liked. Like, for example, by the pair that was currently tailing him.

He turned into an alley, still moving at a walking pace, but scanning for areas of egress. With his skillset, he could duck into an inhabited apartment and out the front without the owners ever noticing anything was amiss — provided they weren’t other attuned, of course.

For the moment, something that subtle wasn’t likely. The doors to the apartments to his sides were accessible, sure, but there was a problem. Someone was waiting for him at the end of that alley, watching.

An androgynous figure in a hat and coat not all that different from his own, but pure of white.

Haven Securities Collections. Wonderful.

The figure tipped their own head downward toward him in acknowledgement. Jin took a breath, sighed, then took two steps forward and…

Boost.

With a parting wink and a burst of carefully shaped grey mana, he’d hopped onto a fire escape, and then he was running up the stairs toward the roof. Grey mana wasn’t the best for physical enhancement, but he knew that it contained a little bit of everything, and he’d been able to repurpose an existing transference spell to get the effect he wanted. It was inefficient, but it worked.

He heard a curse from the alley below him — not from the front, with the stranger, but from one of the figures that had had been tailing him from behind.

His boots clanked heavily against the metallic stairwell. He heard a shouted “stop!” — which obviously he ignored — then he looked down toward where the white coat had been, but there was nothing. With a curse of his own, he quickened his pace up the stairs, then paused, calculating, and jumped.

He shot upward, enhancement mana reinforcing his movement, then grabbed the lip of the roof, beginning to pull himself upward. His fingers weren’t quite as secure as he wanted, slipping just slightly—

Then a white-sleeved and white-gloved hand reached down, grabbing his wrist and hauling him up.

Jin shook himself free as soon as he was up, taking in the sight of the white-coated figure looking amused in front of him, then took a step backward, straight off the rooftop.

White Coat pointed a finger. A golden whip flared out from a gloved fingertip, wrapping around his waist and yanking him forward, straight back onto the rooftop. It pulled him close to the figure — very close — and Jin’s hands slipped into his duster.

He found nothing in his holster.

White Coat stepped back, flicking a wrist and producing a revolver. “Missing something?” They gave him smile. “Seems like you and our Westbridge branch have something in common.”

Jin folded his arms as he retreated from the roof’s edge, and felt the whip around him uncurl. “A lot of people are missing something these days. Alas. Sign of the times.”

“There it is. That dry humor I keep hearing about.” The white-coated figure twirled his revolver in their grip. Jin tensed briefly, but they settled with the gun flipped around, offering it to him.

Jin gave White Coat a dubious expression, not reaching for his weapon.

He had others, anyway. Ones that were better hidden.

“No need for the excessive caution,” the Haven Collector told him. “I’m not here to mince words about who did or didn’t rob who — or to start a fight. I’m here to offer you a job.”

“Not interested.” Jin nodded once, then turned to jump off the roof again.

It was a hand that caught him this time, lightly rather than roughly, on his right shoulder. He stopped, not wanting to escalate matters.

“You might be. This offer represents a truce.”

Jin turned his head, considering. His affiliation with the Blackstone Bandits meant that they were causing chaos for Haven Securities more than the other way around. Of course, Haven Securities was presumably involved with…well, a lot of things, and some of those things had cost the Blackstones people and resources.

Overall, the idea of a truce implied a mutual enmity that Jin didn’t feel characterized the relationship between the organizations properly, but more than that…

“That kind of thing isn’t in my pay grade,” he said honestly.

“I’m sure. But if you make this deal and deliver on it, it might be in the future.”

Jin raised an eyebrow. “What exactly are you offering?”

He regretted the words as soon as he asked them. The smile that followed helped emphasize his mistake.

He’d let a Haven talk. That was always a bad idea.

“Let’s step away from this rooftop and find somewhere a little more comfortable to chat, shall we?”

“I’m comfortable here,” Jin said. There were, after all, a large number of places where he could jump — and he wasn’t too far from places he could signal for help if needed.

“The center of the roof, then? I’m not fantastic with heights.”

Jin rolled his eyes. “Fine. The center.”

“Wonderful.” The Haven clapped their hands. “Let’s take a seat, shall we?”

There was a table already prepared in the center of the roof, complete with two chairs, place settings, glasses, and an unopened bottle of wine. Plum wine, Jin realized belatedly. An old favorite, and a rarity in Valian stores.

Well, Jin considered, at least I’ll die to a pleasant vintage.

***

Jin was distantly aware that he was surrounded. The people encircling the rooftop at a distance were too professional to make themselves visible, but after several years at Sunstone-level, he’d developed a strong sense for the mana in the area around him. He was no Emerald-level mana manipulator that could easily draw in and expel mana currents, but he had a strong grasp on the presence and absence of shrouds — both his and those of others.

That skill set was useful for both hiding his shroud and empowering his bullets. It was, at this moment, also alerting him to the presence of a half-dozen other shrouds in the distance. There was nothing he could do about it at his skill level, but if things with his little talk went badly, he’d have to fade out quickly and hope that his pursuers weren’t well-equipped to handle his attunement’s functions and a bit of enchantment-based supplementation.

Little chance of that, he considered. But, as he lifted the glass of wine, he realized that there was nothing to get overly worked up about.

Either they’d try to kill him or they wouldn’t. That wasn’t much different from everyday discourse while he was in a war zone with a complexion that looked like the enemy.

Jin swirled the liquid in his glass as he considered all this.

White Coat gave him a moment to consider, then quietly noted, “It’s not poisoned. I’m drinking it myself.”

“Could be a poison lining on the inside of the glass you gave me. I’ve seen that trick before. But I don’t think you have the motivation to poison me, so…” He took a sip, then closed his eyes, breathing deep. “An excellent vintage. Thank you.”

“Of course.” They sat quietly for a moment, enjoying the drink. Then, after that blessed moment of calm, discourse began again, with none of the pleasantness that the liquid provided.

“Let’s begin with the basics,” White Coat said. “You’re here as a foreign exchange student. For obvious reasons, it’s a difficult time to be in that position as someone with East Edrian blood.”

“They’re not exactly throwing rocks yet. We’re still mostly in the dirty looks stage. When the threats grow closer to home, that’ll change.” Jin paused, his jaw tightening. “I’ve heard of Valian citizens who have any trace of Dalenos heritage being interrogated, and talks of ‘relocating’ them, but I haven’t been rounded up yet. Important people know who I am, so I’m protected.”

“And at risk,” White Coat said. “As a citizen of East Edria, you may have complicated feelings about Dalenos invading Valia. Perhaps you think that it would give your people an opportunity for freedom from Edrian rule, if the war should turn far enough to the west.”

Jin took another sip of his drink. “That’s not a likely scenario. Valia is unprotected right now. Edria has two visages in residence. Katashi would be unlikely to push into East Edria to liberate us, even if he ends up controlling two spires.” He tilted his head curiously. “Is that what this is about? Is Haven Securities privately backing some sort of East Edrian liberation movement? I can’t imagine that would benefit your bottom line.”

“War can be quite profitable under the right circumstances, but no. We’re not in support of the war in general. Too many of our investments are in vulnerable infrastructure. I’m sure you’ve heard about the railway bombing?”

Jin tensed at that. He had heard about that, but his information wasn’t fantastic. Many of his information sources had dried up with the advent of war coming, fading into the shadows. And his more legitimate sources of information had either been on that train or too busy to answer his simple questions.

“I have,” he said, trying not to offer too much.

“Well, Haven Securities owns a majority stake in the railway. International shipping is a major business and we provide one of the principal means of it — or, we did, when the railway was operable. We took significant losses on the damage to the train, both financially and in terms of our reputation. If we can’t protect our goods, that hurts our reputation as a banking institution…as I’m quite sure you’re aware.” White Coat gave him a meaningful look.

He shrugged a shoulder. “I am aware of some basic principles of finance and international shipping, yes.”

White Coat sighed. “It may surprise you to know that we’re aware of your activities related to a different train-related incident, Master Dalen.”

“Who is this we?” Jin set his glass down. “Haven Securities? Or some specific interested group? And, for that matter, who are you, exactly?”

“Ah, forgive me for the lack of introduction. You may refer to me as,” the figure gestured at their coat, “Shiro.”

Jin snorted. “White. Appropriate, at least. I wasn’t aware the ‘S’ thing extended into other languages.”

“I wouldn’t overread the ‘S’ name. Not everyone with a name starting with that letter is in any way affiliated with us. One wouldn’t presume, for example, that the name Sera Shard is particularly meaningful in that regard, is it?”

Jin frowned. “Right… It probably isn’t.”

“Now, then. To your other question, as with any international organization on our scale, we have certain branches with different leadership, information, and so forth. My particular branch happens to be connected to certain people who were on that train, and in summary, we know who they were carrying — and we have an idea of why you rescued her.”

That was entirely too much information. It implied that someone in the Blackstone Bandits was a turncoat, or at least selling information on the side.

Was there no honor among bandits?

Jin chuckled quietly at the prospect, then shook his head. “I won’t confirm anything, but if I knew what you were talking about, why would you want to talk to me about it? I’m not important.”

“I think you undervalue your value in a number of senses. Your role in the Blackstones is largely irrelevant to us, though it seems important to you, and thus, we can offer a truce in that regard — and forgiveness for certain trespasses. A pass for you personally and the others who were involved in the train incident, if you assist us in something I think you’d follow up on with or without our involvement.”

“Meaning what, exactly, Shiro?” Jin took another drink, a longer one. “This is a lot of build up without a clear pitch.”

“I imagined you’d be reticent to do anything without some context on what we know. With that out of the way…we know that you were protecting Vera Corrington on that train, and helped her escape. What you may not know is that several people related to that project have gone missing from Caelford. Most notably, several of the children.”

Jin’s hand tensed on the stem of his glass, almost breaking it.

He’d shot Vera because of those children.

Not because of her audacity to test children as weapons of colossal power. No, because he feared that these “god beast attuned”, if they were trained and tested further, would eventually be turned against his own people.

And now…some of them had gone missing?

Children going missing in any sense would have been a tragedy, of course, but that wasn’t why Jin was alarmed. If those children were missing…

Well, the best scenario was that they were dead. He hated himself for thinking that, but as awful as it was, the alternative was worse—

That someone was planning to use them.

“Why come to me?” he asked. “Why would you think I would help?”

“We know surprisingly little about your politics, all things considered. Some of the people I spoke to believed that you’d be more than happy to let Dalenos deploy terrible weapons if they’d help toward a longer-term goal — like, for example, restoring East Edria to Dalenos’ control. I disagreed.”

“Why?”

“Because no one else had a good answer for why the Blackstone Bandits would bother rescuing Vera Corrington in the first place. But we did know that you were there, and that you’d walked into the Serpent Spire with her just a bit prior to that event. Something happened inside that spire — something that earned your loyalty to Corrington. Or, perhaps, your guilt.”

Jin wrinkled his brow. “That’s a lot of conjecture to base an assignment of this level of import on.”

“Is it?” Shiro shrugged. “Perhaps. But we also observed your behavior during your school’s final exams. Wielding a facsimile of your grandfather’s sword to fight in a simulated battle against Edria? There’s a lot of meaning to a gesture like that.”

“The sword wasn’t my idea.”

Shiro showed a hint of surprise for the first time, eyebrows up just a hair. “Oh?”

“Indeed. Any further observations?”

“Plenty. Even with that little…wrinkle, I think it’s safer to say that you’re following your grandfather’s path.”

Jin’s expression darkened. “My grandfather was a traitor to the nation of Edria. Both of my parents made that very clear.”

Shiro laughed. “They did, didn’t they? And yet they still kept his house name. So did you.”

Jin paused.

Was leaving that name behind even an option?

He hadn’t considered that. Something like setting your name aside…it simply wasn’t done. Not where he came from.

But perhaps given the circumstances of his grandfather’s fall, it would have been the logical approach. One that would have given their family the distance to move forward, away from a reputation as rebels and traitors.

Others had done so, he knew. There were plenty of retainers to House Dalen that had abandoned the title after the Edrian occupation. It just…hadn’t really occurred to him that his parents could have done the same. That there had been a choice in the matter, and that they’d chosen not to.

Was that a way of saying that they—

Don’t get lost in thought. This isn’t the time.

“What, precisely, do you think would make me ‘take after my grandfather’?”

Shiro chuckled. “The former Wielder of Soulbrand pursued a one-man crusade to free his nation from Edrian rule. He failed, of course, and paid the price of that failure. But what he didn’t do was equally important to that — he didn’t take opportunities that would have caused collateral damage. And that, I believe, is a family legacy that you will honor.”

“Layers and layers to your presumptions there.” Jin shook his head. “You’ve certainly done your research, but it’s led you to make certain leaps.”

“Care to correct me, then?”

“Not necessarily. I’m considering. You’ve answered a bit about why you think I might be interested, but very little about why you’d need me.”

“Ah. Well, we don’t know strictly why you assisted Miss Corrington before, but if you have an attachment, perhaps it would help persuade you to take on a very dangerous assignment where others might balk. It might also mean you have useful prior information. And, as it happens, we really could use someone who fits a very specific profile for this.”

“Meaning someone who is familiar with the children with god beast attunements?” Jin asked. “I’m aware of those in concept, and the danger they pose, but I still don’t know how they work in any detail.”

“It’s quite simple, really. The so-called ‘god beast’ attunements are what our organization refers to as ‘master’ attunements. They contain the functionality of every single standard attunement.”

Jin paused, the directness of the explanation setting him back. “That…people shouldn’t have the capacity for that. A Dianis Point can’t hold that much power.”

“You’re correct, of course. One Dianis Point can’t. A Master attunement doesn’t just utilize one Dianis Point, however. It activates all of them and delegates functions to each.”

Jin shook his head. “Even with seven Dianis Points—”

“Forty-eight Dianis Points,” Shiro corrected.

Jin blinked. “What? There aren’t…”

“For these children, a Master attunement accesses eight Dianis Points on six layers of self, for a total of forty-eight Dianis Points.”

“Eight on each layer…” Jin considered. “Is that because some models use the throat rather than the lungs as a Dianis Point, making eight?”

Shiro gave him a respectful look. “Studying essence sorcery, are we? No. The Breathing Point on the Danian model is the same point as our Lung Marks use. These children are born with a crippling degenerative health condition. That condition, however, involves a difference in their essence structures from our own. They lack an essence structure that is used to regulate the flow of essence in the body and acclimate to the environment. This structure is, in effect, an eighth Dianis Point that is already in use for humans without this illness. What this means is that, without that structure—”

“They have an eighth Dianis Point ‘slot’, so to speak.”

“Correct. Research on this subject was initially just to help treat their illness, but as it turns out, having a missing essence regulation apparatus in the self presents certain opportunities, and Farren Labs simply couldn’t help themselves from testing out how far that could be taken.”

Jin’s expression darkened. “Turning children into weapons like that…”

“It’s awful, isn’t it?” Shiro nodded amiably. “And we would very much like to put a stop to that. But for the moment, getting those children off the battlefield is the priority. If any single army puts them to use, well, that’s a type of escalation that could cause others to research the same thing. And escalation from there.”

“Why use these children?” Jin asked. “If it’s just about replacing a missing essence structure with an artificial one, why not take adult volunteers?”

“Well, there are a couple reasons. For one, that’s sort of like asking people to cut off their hands to try out a prosthetic. It’s a lot less messy if someone is already missing a hand from the start.”

“If that prosthetic had forty-eight attunements, I think a lot of people would take that deal.”

Shiro nodded. “For reasons my organization still does not have enough information on, experiments in giving these styles of attunements to others have not yet succeeded. My best guess is that there are secondary structures related to the primary ones that develop differently across a lifetime of use, which means that if the artificial eighth Dianis Point — we call that a Crown Point, by the way — is not given shortly after birth, it doesn’t work as designed. I’m confident Farren Labs is working on research for this as well. They have a number of secret facilities with people researching things in parallel. Perhaps some of the pieces various researchers are working on are building toward such a thing. We don’t know. What we do know is that this is an imminent threat and it requires an immediate response.”

Jin nodded. “I can understand that. Still, given the amount of information you have on this, I don’t see why you need my help. There have to be people in your organization that are better prepared. You may need a Mesmer, but you have to have those, too.”

“We do, and higher-level ones than you. Unfortunately, they lack something crucial for this assignment.”

Jin raised an eyebrow. “What would that be?”

“Mostly melanin. Or, in some cases, they have too much melanin. Oh, and epicanthic folds help, too.”

Jin laughed. “You need someone who looks like he’s from Dalenos. Fine. But you’re international. I’m sure you have agents from Dalenos.”

“We do. And make no mistake — you won’t be the only one assigned to doing anything about this. No, you won’t have any way of reaching out to them — you aren’t one of us, and we can’t risk you exposing others if you fail. But we think that of the people we’ve identified for this mission, you are among the most likely to succeed.”

“Why is that?” Jin asked.

“Specifically, we need someone who looks like he’s from Dalenos with a stealth attunement, infiltration experience, and the willingness to work against a visage. You’d be surprised at how many people fail that last test.”

“And you think I’d succeed?” Jin raised an eyebrow.

“We’re willing to take that bet. There are, as I said, other options if you fail — but we hope it doesn’t come to that.”

Jin nodded. “Do you know where the children are?”

“We know there are several military divisions that are likely candidates. You will be assigned to one of them…well, indirectly.”

“Indirectly?” Jin asked.

“Just slipping you in directly would create problems if anyone investigates you. We do know, however, that Dalenos is planning to recall their climbing teams that are out climbing in other nations in a few days. When that happens, we want you to be seen just exiting one of the spires, in the guise of your new identity. When the climbers are called home, you’ll go along with them, and we’ll massage things to get you sent to one of the likely places.”

“The Serpent Spire is closed.”

“Once you accept, we have Wayfarers ready to transport you to Edria. From there, you’ll arrange for a climbing team for a short climb, emerge, and be ‘recalled’ to Dalenos.”

Jin nodded. “I can handle that.”

“Good. See if you can get on a Dalenos team for the climb — or at least one with other people of Dalen heritage. Isn’t mandatory, but it’ll help smooth things over with your integration into the military.”

“And then you want me to, what, rescue these children and bring them back to Caelford?”

“That would be ideal, of course. But barring that…” Shiro set an elaborate rune-etched wooden box on the table.

“What’s this?”

“Six children missing. Six bullets designed to kill a nascent god.” Shiro pushed the box across the table. “Don’t miss.”


Chapter V – Weeks to Months

I continued my reading of The Blessed Cursed and my other projects for the next few days without interruption. There were no major breakthroughs, just incremental progress. Quiet, incremental progress.

I kept running down the halls, experimenting further.

Sunstone-A Haste — 40 seconds. Ugh, that’s worse than my best. I’m hitting a plateau here.

Let’s see…

I braced myself, stretched, and cast my newest spell.

Improved Haste.

The basic name was because it was a basic upgrade — just a Citrine-E version of the same Haste spell I’d been using. Twice as much mana, slightly altered ratios, no other major distinctions.

It took me three attempts to make it across the hall without tripping. It’s possible I should have tried my newest Haste spell outside of a rapidly changing time field first. Oops.

Within the next day or two, though, I felt like I’d gotten a little more used to it.

Citrine-E Haste. 37 seconds. Not a massive difference, still within a margin of error.

I kept practicing, working, and reading. Another day or two passed.

I heard during one of my visits to the front of the facility that we had a couple new guests rotating in, but I didn’t push for details. It wouldn’t be my immediate friends. I would have heard if they’d gotten in, even if it was just to the earlier layers.

It was a few more days before I had my first visit, at least from my frame of reference. That meant about a total of two months for me…or about a single day for the outside world.

In that time, not much had changed with my routine, but something else had moved a little more significantly.

Enchanter Mana Safe Mana: 317. Still going slow, I’m almost to Sunstone even in spite of that. Working more exercise into my routine has changed precisely nothing. I probably won’t see any changes in the rate on this until I start using it directly again.

Arbiter Safe Mana…

1008.

Vek. This is just too absurd.

Past me would be both thrilled and disgusted. This place is going to make my old training routines look like a rounding error.

Thorn’s bond…that’s another 646. Between my attunements and Thorn’s mark, my mana total is approaching Citrine. With my transcendence mark, I’m probably there, but it’s still too soon to play with that.

I was in the middle of working on a blueprint for a new sigil when I heard the knock. It was a non-critical stage of the work, so I set my pen down. I didn’t like pausing mid-project, since it was easy to lose track of what I was doing and never get back to the right part in the sequence, but this was a rare enough occurrence that I did it anyway.

I didn’t bother asking who was at the door, I just opened it. It turned out to be one of the likeliest options. Elora Theas stood in front of me. “Lord Cadence.”

“Lady Theas.” I paused for a moment, then remembered myself. Somehow, in just a couple months, my social abilities had slipped back into near-nonexistence. Not that I’d ever been great at it, of course, but I felt like I’d been doing better at the Emerald Council. “Uh, would you like to come inside?”

“Briefly, perhaps. Although I suppose brevity itself has less of a meaning here.”

I took a step back, awkwardly glancing around my room, then gestured her toward the chair. I hastily pulled my bed’s covers back up, then took a seat. “How can I help you?”

“Well, the obvious, to begin with.” She glanced at the contents of the desk, noting the single stack of metallic discs on the right side. “It seems you’ve been working, at least, but I only see a small set of sigils?”

I could sense something in her voice — skepticism or disdain, maybe? — but I wasn’t too worried.

Perhaps Elora thought that, in spite of showing up later than scheduled to visit, I’d failed to figure out anything in the chambers on my own. I was used to being underestimated.

I reached into my bag and began pulling out the sigils by the handful.

Her features rapidly shifted to show that she was pleased…then genuinely surprised as I continued to shovel more onto the table, until the sigils were practically overflowing onto the floor. After I broke a hundred, I stopped.

“I have more, but the table…”

Then, she gave me a look that was more…suspicious, than anything else. “This is…” She picked one up gingerly. “These are all…Null-Contract Sigils, as you call them?”

“You can’t have been in here long enough to make this many.” She folded her arms.

“Trade secret, sorry.” I gave her a grin. “As it happens, the methods by which I make these aren’t covered by our agreement, so…”

She wrinkled her nose, inspecting the pile of sigils, then glanced up toward me. “You’re trying to buy yourself out of the deal, aren’t you? By making so many of these that the monetary value exceeds a threshold of fifty percent of what your total generated monetary value would be, so you don’t have to turn over anything other than sigils.”

I nodded amiably. “Yep.”

“Hm.” She glanced at the sigils, then back to me. “These are undoubtedly valuable, but if you simply stop making these now and try to take advantage of your time in this facility for other things, I’d still require a report on what you’re making so that everything can be appraised. It’s not likely you’ll make anything else to outmatch this, but one could make the argument that you’re flooding the market, which brings the value of each sigil down, and…”

I raised my hands defensively. “I don’t intend to stop making sigils for you. I intend to hand over so much more value in sigils that you don’t even want to bother checking everything else.”

“Which begs the question of what else you plan to work on, that’s so valuable that you’d want to hide it.”

I shrugged. “As long as you’re getting enough value out of the deal, does that really matter?”

She seemed to consider that, then nodded. “I’ll need more details on what you’re making us. If you’re compromising the products in order to use this strategy, it won’t look good.”

I nodded, heart hammering.

Gotta make this look good.

“Well, I am prioritizing speed, but not at a loss of quality. Instead, it just means that these sigils are generic, without a lot of mana variation. I’m making them with the mana types I have the largest batteries available for — spirit and transference. I mean, aside from grey, but I don’t think that would work for the null-contract, since everyone has it already, and—”

“Yes, yes. Of course, no grey mana contracts. If there are two types, however…ah, yes, I see the rune difference.” She frowned. “This one is transference, yes?”

I blinked. It was very easy to forget that non-Enchanters probably weren’t identifying runes at a glance, unless they had a related attunement, like an Architect. Honestly, it was half-surprising she even picked out transference, although I supposed that made sense — she would have that mana type herself.

Actually, she’d have both, I remembered. Summoners have air and transference as their base types, but spirit mana is used as part of their attunement functions. Still, she’d probably be more familiar with using transference directly.

Belatedly, I realized that seconds had passed and I had not answered the question. “Oh, yeah. Yep. That’s transference.”

She made a ‘hmm’ sound and set it down. “While I might be able to identify these, it would be helpful to have some sort of clear marking for your average person. Would it be disruptive to the enchantments to etch something else into the sigil, like a letter or two? Or perhaps add a colored gem?”

I shook my head. “Either is relatively easy, although the latter would require having gems, and it would be more time consuming.”

“You could requisition the gems from the front, but…hm, no, not worth the time. For the future, please mark the sigils with…let’s say two letters, indicating the bond type?”

“Sure, that’s e—” I paused, frowning. “No, wait. That would give transference and transcendence the same letter designation. We’d need…six letters to distinguish between them.”

“You can make these with transcendence mana?”

I blinked. “Sure. I don’t see any reason why not. I mean, I’m still not supposed to use my own transcendence mana for a bit longer, but I have a battery for it. Admittedly, it’s not going to be identical in functionality to the others, since it’s from a crystal mark, and crystal marks don’t use the same composition baselines that attunements do, but—”

“Do not add any transcendence ones to mass production. I will have you make a set of them at some point, but you don’t need to letter code them. What’s the mana exchange rate on these?”

It took me a second to figure out what she meant, since she was using Summoner-specific terminology, rather than how I thought about it as an Enchanter. “Just ten mana to start with. I didn’t want them to push anyone too hard, and I don’t know how high of level of people we’re giving them to, so…”

“Ten mana is perfect for the standard models. I should have provided greater clarity to you when you began, but you chose the right answer. Good. Eventually, we will have you move to making higher-level ones, and the transcendence set will be a higher value. Don’t go around telling random people about the transcendence sigils. They’re an entirely different level of rarity from the usual ones.”

I frowned. “I can understand that the scarcity of transcendence mana would make them more valuable, but the Transcendence Gateway Shrine wasn’t particularly challenging. If you’re hoping for me to supply those to elites and higher-level attuned, why not just send them to that shrine?”

“That issue is more complex now than it would have been a couple months ago. Your visit to that shrine came in simpler times. Much like this shrine, it’s now carefully monitored. Your ability to distribute transcendence mana without the knowledge of our enemies could be very useful.”

“That…makes sense, I suppose.”

I took a breath. I really didn’t like dealing with this type of thing…and, while I could tell that Elora probably had angles on all of this that I wasn’t seeing, I didn’t have the insight to know exactly what they might be. Sure, I could guess — perhaps she’d sell the sigils, or use them as leverage on other powerful families, or maybe she knew something about the shrine or transcendence mana itself that I didn’t — but I didn’t know her personality well enough to weigh each of many scenarios.

“Sure, I’ll make you a set of transcendence sigils. I still don’t have a ton of transcendence mana, but I could probably manage a sixty-mana exchange?”

I didn’t actually have sixty transcendence mana yet, but my transcendence mana was more like dominion sorcery. In theory, I could use my own mana supply to call a greater amount from the transcendence dominion. I hadn’t measured my capacity or efficiency in a while, but sixty seemed like a plausible target.

“Not ideal, but it’ll be a good start.”

I nodded. “Good. I want something in exchange.”

Elora’s eyebrows went up. “Are you under the impression that this situation is not, in itself, incredibly valuable?”

I shook my head. “While I recognize that time to work in private is helpful, you’re getting virtually all of my output.”

She folded her arms. “To help Valia’s military in a time of war, which you are legally obligated to do for several more years. And, of course, to fulfill certain other bargains.”

“Sure.” I wasn’t going to call her on the fact that I had no evidence she was actually handing my sigils over to anyone in the military — after all, as she could easily point out, she was about as high-level of an authority on the military as I’d be able to find. “It occurs to me that I’m obligated to a set number of years of service…in a way that doesn’t account for time compression chambers.”

Elora laughed. “Ah. Is that all? Yes, of course, I can have your service time reflect the fact that you’re experiencing time differently. In honesty, if we get out of this war intact, I could likely end your service window completely. I thought you were going to ask for something material.”

“Well, there is one other thing.”

She raised an eyebrow, cautious again. “And what would that be?”

“I’d have access to more mana types if I wasn’t stuck by myself.”

Elora sighed, leaning back in the chair. “Isolation grating on you already? I was told you were more of an introvert.”

“It’s…tolerable so far. But there’s a difference between hiding in my room for a few days to work on a project and being stuck in here for weeks…or months…or years, depending on how long this goes. I’m not burned out yet, but I can see that I might be at some point.”

She waved a hand. “Yes, yes, I understand. I’ve spent some time in here myself, of course. And I’m not entirely heartless. Perhaps in a few more months—”

“There’s a practical consideration as well,” I noted.

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Certain mana battery types don’t recharge here. And I checked — they don’t have mana crystals of every type in the storage area, either. Enhancement, stone, shadow. All of them are unstable here to varying degrees. Knowledge, water, and life are also unstable, but to a lesser extent. This limits my crafting options.”

“I hadn’t heard about that.” She frowned. “And your solution is, what, people with those mana types?”

“Right. I’ve seen people here with those mana types, done some research. Doesn’t seem like they’re running into the same issues. I have some of the latter trio of mana types myself, and they’re working fine when I cast them myself. Of course, maybe it’d be different this deep into the facility, but there are Guardians near the entrance with no obvious health effects, and their mana is recharging at a seemingly normal rate. I think the grey mana conversion functions in attunements would gradually cause their internal mana signature to skew—”

“Yes, I get it. You could use someone with those mana types to work with, but there could be issues for them in the long run. That’s useful information. I’ll look into it, but you must understand that we don’t own this facility, and the costs of this particular level are…exorbitant.”

Hearing that word from Elora Theas was enough to give me pause, but not enough to change my plan. “How expensive are we talking?”

“The type of expensive that it can’t be measured in money. It’s rare I’m able to arrange for a single slot, let alone for this extended of a time period. You’re lucky Miss Farren likes you. And, of course, that our mutual friend wanted you here in the first place.”

“…Right.” I wasn’t sure what to say about that. I still had questions about how the Blackstone Assassin was involved in this place. Aside from the comedic number of fictional books about him in the library, I’d seen no obvious examples of his influence. Was he working with Farren directly, or simply using intermediaries like Elora to buy slots and keeping Farren clueless about his involvement? I shook my head. “Farren is one of the other slots, but…do you know anything about the other two rooms on this section? I think they’re occupied, but I’m not sure, I—”

Elora wagged a finger at me. “Some questions are better left unanswered.”

“How perfectly vague of you. I thought it was your sibling that took after Wydd.”

The lady of House Theas let out a laugh. “Cheeky. I think I prefer this side of you, Lord Cadence. Perhaps I’m beginning to understand what Deni sees in you.” She leaned in a little, examining. “A little young for them yet, but we’re working on that right now, aren’t we?”

Elora laughed, standing up, and gave me a wink. “Might be that you’ll be the older man by the time you see them next.”

I gulped. “I’d…like to hope it doesn’t get to that point.”

“Don’t worry. Most people go mad long before the five-year mark. If you last that long, you’ll have much bigger things to worry about than your love life.”

I gulped. “Oh. Uh…Thanks?”

“Always a pleasure, Lord Cadence. I’ll be back in a week or so in your time to collect these sigils — please have them marked by mana type by then. As for your other request…I’ll see what I can do.”

With that, Elora Theas stood and exited my room—

And, once again, I was all too alone.

***

Two months slowly turned into three. And, when a rare visit from a Mender declared my Enchanter attunement and crystal mark ready for use, I got straight back into practicing with them.

Perhaps not in the most conventional way, but it felt like a good test.

I sprinted straight down a hall, then checked the results.

Sunstone-A, down to 37 seconds. Incremental improvement over the month.

Improved Haste.

Another sprint down the hall, then a quick check of the results.

Citrine-E down to 34 seconds. Not quite a record, since I hit 32 seconds that one time, but trending better over the month.

Now, let’s see…

Transcendent Haste.

I felt the difference immediately. Any remaining difficulty with maintaining my balance was gone. The dead run down the hall felt as easy to control as a simple jog — easier, maybe.

It also took forty-two seconds.

I’m still using Carnelian-levels of mana on this version of Haste. The control is better, but the actual speed boost isn’t nearly as significant as my newer Haste spells.

If I want both speed and control, I’ll need to work on making a Sunstone-level version of Transcendent Haste, then a Citrine-level version.

Let’s get a mana check point…

Enchanter Safe Mana: 329. Not much of a change since last time, as expected. We’ll see how it looks in a week or two.

Arbiter Safe Mana: 1140. Ridiculous. Sera is going to hate me. I’m more than halfway to Citrine with my Arbiter attunement alone.

Thorn’s Bond Safe Mana: 766. That’s another twice the baseline for Sunstone right there.

I kept working. It was nice looking at my journal and seeing steady progress.

A week later, I checked again after concluding my first round of Enchanter training.

Enchanter Safe Mana: 345.

Yes, good. Grow, my little attunement. Grow!

I cackled to myself, the sound echoing in otherwise empty halls.

It’s possible the isolation was getting to me a little. That probably should have been concerning, but hey, my Arbiter attunement growth was continuing to be ridiculous.

Arbiter Safe Mana: 1162. Another 22 mana this week. 786 for my spirit bond — that’s another twenty for Thorn’s as well. At this rate, I’ll eventually have…infinite power.

I nodded to myself. Infinite time, infinite power. What could go wrong?

Let’s get even faster.

I took a deep breath, then activated my latest attunement function change.

Specialization Activation: Improved Acclimation Rate.

There was no obvious change. It didn’t feel like anything. No flash of light, no sound effects.

It felt like it should have some visible sign it was working, so I turned it back off, added a flashing light function to change the color of my attunement to bright purple while it was active, then turned it back on.

It worked. Or, the color did, at least.

And a few basic diagnostic spells showed that the function was active and generating adaptation mana in my body with the intention of helping my body acclimate to mana use more quickly.

Honestly, it was absolutely terrifying, in a way that was kind of similar to how I’d first been afraid of breaking my mind. I was actively using mana at all times in a way that was messing with my internal mana structures — that could destroy my attunements entirely if I made a mistake.

That made me nervous. I realized just how nervous when I found myself in the pattern of talking to myself out loud — or maybe that was just the isolation at work. Also, Farren was starting to get a lot more relatable.

Still, my diagnostics didn’t show any damage to my star veins or Dianis Points, so I kept the acclimation function on. Time would tell if it was doing anything to help…or, you know, destroy my magical powers forever.

As much as I welcomed the free time to work on Enchanting — something I’d have been thrilled with during the semesters where I was frantically scrambling to prioritize what to work on next — each passing week made it clearer and clearer how much I’d gotten used to the presence of several people around me.

Each absence was jarring. Sera’s nagging and teasing, Mara’s training toward self-perfection, Patrick’s complete loyalty and support — I missed all of them.

I’d see them all again soon enough, but…there were other cases where that was less than certain, and that hit harder and harder as time passed and it felt more real. Flashiness and showmanship aside, Derek had looked after us, always making sure I had a distraction when I was struggling and a meal in front of me when I’d forgotten to eat.

And Keras…he’d had my back in a way that no adult ever had before. He hadn’t been the only one to help me learn how to use swords and spells, but he’d taught me something far more valuable — to analyze, understand, and respect my own strengths and how best to use them.

I wouldn’t forget that.

I was already playing to those strengths with my mass production of Null-Contract Sigils and other inventions in the Crafting Chambers, but…with each day, the lack of my companions settled into me, and I felt the urge to act on that. To do something so that when we were reunited, I could show them how much I valued them.

And for that, I got to work on something I hadn’t done in far too long—

Personalized items.

I’d made individual items for each member of my team when we’d first been studying for our mid-term exams, but aside from working on Bright Reflection for Patrick, most of my other enchanted gifts had been generic ones, like improved shield sigils and message items.

Now that I had vastly improved knowledge and tools at my disposal, as well as time to work, I wanted to do something better. Something that would suit each of them and show them how much I cared.

And how much I’d grown.

***

Throughout most of my career as an Enchanter, the main barriers to completing items had come from resources. Physical items were the most obvious. Rune designs were another. Mana was, perhaps, the most important.

None of those were impediments to me now. Well, runes still could be, in theory, but I had access to so many books — and even other people, if I wanted to ask — that anything that wasn’t absurdly esoteric was theoretically possible to find. Dynamic runes did a lot of work to simplify the need for learning specific runes, too. If I wanted to be lazy, I could effectively skip the rune-learning process and make my own functions with sub-glyphs.

Yes, I know that sounds like it might be more work than looking functions up, but looking things up is boring. Making my own is much more mentally engaging, and much less likely for me to lose my focus half-way.

Anyway, I might have wanted to abandon conventional rune research in favor of switching to dynamic runes almost entirely, but I decided against that pretty quickly — it was much harder to track mana capacities properly and match the limits of an item when I was experimenting. And, perhaps more importantly, I was learning my own issues.

Once I stopped using standard runes for any significant period of time, I’d have a very hard time ever doing it again.

Anyway, in typical Corin fashion, this all has very little to do with what I’m getting to. My point is that I didn’t need to do any of that when working in the Crafting Chambers. Items, mana, and runes were all available to me.

For the first time in ages, what I actually needed was a clear problem to solve.

This isn’t to say that I had any lack of things I’d considered for gifts. It’s just that most of the obvious stuff — better dueling canes, return bells, or shield sigils — felt too obvious and boring. One could reasonably argue that these items were everywhere because of their utility, and that’d be a true argument. But I could make those at any time, or make changes to existing ones.

While I had fantastical resources at my disposal, I wanted to do something fantastic with them.

So, it was with that in mind that I started pulling old golem parts out of my bag and making a true sacrifice — talking with strangers.

For my first project, I’d need to learn more about the Advanced Armor Division.

***

I knocked on a door.

This was, for me, a considerable step.

The person who opened it was vaguely familiar — I’d seen her with Farren before, and I knew from Keras’ stories that she’d been around during the Tournament of the Sacred Sword many years earlier.

Kamaria Clarent was shorter than I’d expected, considering she was known to be a powerhouse physical fighter. I had a vague recollection of Keras mentioning her height, but it still felt different seeing her in person, her head barely at the level of my chin without her signature armor.

Instead of the bulky suit of rune-etched plate, she was wearing a frankly gorgeous white tunic with coppery letters woven into it (which didn’t look like classical runes, but I wasn’t going make any bets) and matching pants. They served as a clear contrast to her pitch-black skin and hair, as well as helping to highlight her glittering crystalline earrings. Those were enchanted, I was certain.

There were plenty of other enchanted items in the room — I could see a pair of curved swords lying against a wall, sheathed in wooden scabbards, and…was that her armor, strewn in a haphazard pile?

I wasn’t sure what to make of that.

“Cadence? Thought you might pay me a visit at some point. C’min.” She gestured to her chamber, which I noted was significantly larger than mine — but she wasn’t residing in as deep of a layer as I was. In the third layer, space was still valuable, but not nearly as absurd as where I’d been staying.

I mutely followed her gesture, coming inside the room and taking a seat in one of her plush purple chairs. I regretted it almost immediately, largely because it was so comfortable. How had I lived without a giant purple chair before? How did life have any meaning without such glorious comfort?

“Great, isn’t it?” She leaned back in her own chair with a sigh. “I love these. They’re the latest iteration of an old craft, something Caelford was known for before it was Caelford. Yeah, I know, chairs are a strange thing to be famous for, but…”

“Yeah, I believe it.” I sighed, contented.

A few moments of blissful quiet, then I refocused on the task. “If it isn’t too much trouble, I had some questions.”

“Yep, figured.” She nodded, then waved at a wall. A bottle floated over between us, then a pair of cups. “Drink first?”

I blinked, then shook my head. “Not much of a drinker.”

“Suit yourself.” She poured herself a cup of whatever was in the bottle, then lifted and swirled it a little without even touching it. I was impressed by her finesse, especially given that I was pretty sure she was a Forgemaster — I wasn’t sure how she was doing what she was doing.

I considered hitting Detect Aura and trying to figure out her mana types, but it didn’t feel appropriate to stare, and I had more pressing questions. “I, uh, was curious about your armor?”

“Course. You trying to make a knock-off?”

I blinked. She was…very direct. “Yes?”

“Great, wonderful. I’m probably not the best person to talk to — I do some R&D, but I’m not the project head. That said, he’s not here, and most of the others are going to be cagey, so I’ll lay out what I can. You looking to mass manufacture, or just a one-off?”

“The latter, I think?” I shook my head. “You’re being awfully casual about the idea of me competing with you.”

“Not with me, really. I don’t care about the money side of this stuff. I’m mostly about using the armor. I go out, fight things, get my suit beaten to scrap, and then bring back data to make the next models better. There are a few other people out there in the field collecting data, but most of them can’t handle the kind of punishment that I can, so the stuff they record doesn’t really offer me much. You, though? We could probably get some improvements out of you.”

I pondered that. “So, you want to help me in exchange for…what, memory crystals of fights in the armor?”

“Not exactly classical memory crystals.” She lazily gestured with one hand, spilling a little bit of liquid from her cup as it moved with her hand. She frowned at that, snatching her glass out of the air, then turned back to me after taking a sip. “Damage collection crystals. They basically record everywhere the armor takes a hit, the amount of force, how the armor responds, and that sort of thing. If you build your own suit based on mine, my deal is that you include those and either periodically hand off the crystals themselves, or you include a continuous communication function. I’d prefer the latter, but it gives away things like your location, and I know you’d probably want to skip that.”

“Huh.” I paused, thinking. “Couple things. First, what are you actually doing with the combat data? I mean, wouldn’t any improvements just be like…making stronger barriers, or increasing metal durability?”

She shook her head. “Not that simple at all. With classical armor, everyone knows that there are certain gaps — things like the joints, where you can’t have full plate protection, and you just end up with chain or even a gambeson underneath it. With Advanced Armor, we have different styles of layers and movements, and the logic behind where to provide protection is a little different. We record things like, ‘this joint failed because it took a hit of this magnitude from this specific angle’, and we develop specific changes around that. And it’s more than that — we look at other types of failures. Part of the advantage of Advanced Armor is it isn’t just protection. It puts more weight behind your swings, lets you jump higher, and that sort of thing. The problem is that if these features aren’t tuned right, the armor can move in ways that, say, break your own leg.”

I winced at the thought. She took a long drink.

I didn’t ask if that was a personal experience, but it seemed pretty evident. “I was wondering about that. I’d heard them described as wearable golems, but what does that mean in practice? Do they move on their own?”

“Some of the suits can, but that’s not what I wear mine for. It’s more about putting the weight of a golem’s swing behind my punches. As a Forgemaster, I can hit plenty hard with standard body enhancement spells, but when you’ve got something that’s two tons and carrying dozens of enchantments, that’s a lot more power than I can manage on my own. And then when you add my magic on top of that — well, it gets kind of ridiculous.”

I wasn’t planning to make a suit for myself, but that argument kind of made me want one. Ultimately, though, I didn’t think it suited my own fighting style — I relied too heavily on speed and mobility, and while I knew that the golem-based suits could move very fast in a straight line, I wouldn’t be able to do things like throw myself around with transference mana. I also wouldn’t be able to easily interact with all of my other equipment while in a giant golem suit.

There were probably ways to build an entire suit around those concepts, but that was more advanced than what I was going to start with. For the moment, I had something else in mind.

“I can agree to give you whatever data I can get access to, but I wasn’t planning to wear one of these myself. At least, not right away. It’s for a friend.”

She frowned, considering. “The girl who lost her hand, right?”

“That obvious?”

“It’s not an uncommon idea. We do smaller prosthetics, though.”

I shook my head. “Not looking for this just as a hand replacement. She’s working on her own ideas for that. She’s a Guardian — was thinking she could wear the suit and enhance it with her own magic, similar to what you do as a Forgemaster.”

“Yep. Guardians don’t have the same flexibility that I do, since they can’t reshape metal, but they can still enhance it.”

I frowned, thinking. “What about making the armor out of a non-metal material?”

“What, like stone? I mean, you can technically do that, but metal has a lot better enchantment capacity than most stone, and it’s better in terms of weight-to-durability.”

“Not stone, exactly.” I thought to myself. “Tell me, how useful would it be to you if I designed and tested armor from an unusual material type?”

“I mean, that depends entirely on if it actually works, but I’m interested. But what type of material were you thinking?”

“Crystal.”

She raised an eyebrow. “What kind of crystal?”

“I was thinking we could model it after something like what the Green Guardian conjured during the Tournament of the Sacred Sword. From what I’ve heard, it’s—”

“Doesn’t work.” She cut me off. “We’ve played with it. I call it Green Adamant. It’s durable, but it lacks flexibility — it doesn’t move the way you want a suit of armor to.”

“What about using that for the parts that don’t need to be flexible, and another type of crystal for the joints and such?”

She shook her head. “Not worth it. Every place you switch materials makes it more complicated to shape the suit, which is the opposite of what you want for Advanced Armor. Moreover, Green Adamant’s mana capacity is awful. What you’re looking for is a stone or crystal type that’s durable, but easy to shape, and also has a good mana capacity.”

“What about this?” I reached into my bag, pulling out the golem parts I’d taken from the Tiger Spire.

She picked up a stone hand, hefting it and examining the material. “Spirestone? Nah. Even worse for enchanting than Green Adamant.”

“What about the walls of the spires themselves? Is that the same type of stone?”

“Nope.” She shook her head. “You’re probably not going to figure out a novel material to test. We have an entire division dedicated to this. I know you’re supposed to be very creative, but you’re trying to reinvent something that people have been working full-time on for years.”

It was a lesson I’d learned before, but I’d hoped that the different attunements available in Caelford made my idea unusual enough to be worthwhile. “Okay. What about an unusual design, then?”

“I’m going to be honest, I’m really skeptical that you could put something together that we haven’t done before. New eyes on something do sometimes come up with unusual ideas while trying to reinvent things that are well-established, but…”

“I have some preliminary ideas.” Hesitantly, I pulled some sketches out of my bag. Even showing them was giving away a part of my bargaining power, but they didn’t represent the totality of what I’d considered, and I could tell I was failing to make a convincing deal up to that point.

She glanced them over. “Well, you’re definitely creative. But there’s a problem.”

“Which is?”

“You probably based these observations on the spire golem you took apart. Which is great, but that’s four-hundred-year-old technology. It’s like…you did a great job of iterating on the bronze sword, Corin. We’re on steel swords now.”

“Oh.” I took a breath, accepting my papers back. “I guess that makes sense. Then…can I see one of your suits real quick?”

“Sure.” She waved me at a pile of armor pieces. “Help yourself. I have others.”

“Can I test some things?”

She shrugged. “Just don’t break it completely.”

“Maybe just the gauntlet, knowing me,” I mumbled.

I picked up some pieces, taking them back to my room with her permission.

Three days later in my time — but less than a day in hers, due to differences in time compression — I knocked on the door.

She was bleary-eyed and exhausted when she opened the door, wearing…pajamas?

Oops. I forgot time, again.

Clarent glowered at me from the doorway until I stretched out my hands with a gauntlet.

(The one remaining gauntlet. The other, as expected, had met a terrible fate.)

She accepted the gigantic gauntlet, examining it. “New rune work. What’s this?”

“Try it on.”

She slipped it on. The gauntlet flashed as it activated, integrating with her attunement, then she flexed it in the air…and her eyes widened.

“What the ever-loving resh—”

I laughed. “Can I come in?”

“You’d better.”

She shut the door behind me, then began flexing her gauntlet. “What did you do with this? The responsiveness…”

“You willing to make a deal for this kind of thing?”

Kamaria’s eyes narrowed at me. “That depends on a lot of factors. This feels great, but…what’s it actually doing? Why does it feel so natural? You couldn’t have changed much, it’s just a couple extra lines of runes on there, and there wasn’t enough capacity left over to do anything super high-level.”

I winced. I’d found that out the hard way. It was a good thing I’d bomb-proofed my testing cube in my room. “I spent some time examining the existing functions…and read some books…and I realized that you were right. I couldn’t really do anything on the materials or engineering side that was novel. But,” I waved at the gauntlet, “I didn’t need to. You’ve got runes on each part to integrate with attunements, which is very similar to an area of study that I’ve already been working on for other reasons. I found an area of improvement related to that.”

“That’s…plausible, I guess. But this feels like more than just a small efficiency improvement. Hold on, let me suit up.”

She threw the armor on, inspecting each individual piece…minus one gauntlet. With a frown, she retrieved a similar gauntlet from an extra dimensional box similar to my bag…then flexed both gloves independently. “Can’t tell how much of it is my mind playing tricks, but this new one feels smoother. More natural. Like…”

“There’s less latency between what you’re doing and what the golem part is doing. The lag is already so low that I wasn’t even aware of it until I ran some tests with the armor with Accelerated Computation active, but—”

“It’s a known quantity, yeah. By necessity, there has to be a delay — the armor can’t read your intentions, even with an attunement integration. So, it needs a tell to respond to, which means…you didn’t solve that, did you?”

I shook my head. “Couldn’t possibly. There’s still latency, but it’s lower. Do we have a deal?”

“Yeah, yeah, we have a deal, just explain—”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay. So, when I started training with Haste spells, I had this problem with falling over and running into walls…”

One life story later, I’d explained that I’d found a specific type of transcendence mana that helped with intuitive control during Haste spells. I’d searched through my books for transcendence rune designs until I found something conceptually similar — one designed for “improved thought processing”. That barely made an impact, which was disappointing, but after several unsuccessful attempts, I realized something else was a better fit—

I didn’t need my rarest and most obscure mana type for this. Just one that I’d never really bothered to use directly.

Acuity was the compound mana type of knowledge and transference. It was the principal mana type for Enchanting itself and formed the foundation of the Enchanter attunement. It was fantastic for passing information from place to place, but you almost never saw acuity-based functions. Mental mana and transference were distinct enough that people would usually use one or the other, rather than bothering with the compound type.

The golem gauntlet itself was built the same way I usually built my own items — with individual runes for base mana types. This was standard enchanting procedure; I couldn’t fault the makers for going with it. There were some spirit runes for integrating with attunements, which were also similar to my own designs, but seemingly no one had thought to bother with acuity runes to improve the connection.

All in all, the improvement was minor. It was an efficiency tweak, more than anything else, which was small enough that it would rarely make any real difference in combat.

My version just felt better, in a way that was incredibly subtle. Once I’d tested the before-and-after versions, I couldn’t possibly go back to the old model. And, judging from Kamaria Clarent’s expression, she must have felt the same way.

“Tell me everything. Then, we’ll get to work on your crystal model.”

***

Within an hour, Clarent had managed to pour enough coffee into herself to get to work, and I’d managed to finish skimming through a few of her documents on existing stone and crystal models.

“Okay. So…elementite?”

“Not worth it if she’s not an Elementalist. The conductivity benefits aren’t worth the loss of elemental defense.”

“Titanite?”

“Way better, but we don’t have enough for a suit. It’s too rare. Unless you’ve got a deep-sea mining operation or a hidden buried cave I’m not aware of, we’re not getting more.”

I groaned.

“Destinite?” I asked.

Clarent scoffed. “I said I’d help you build a golem, not finance a new kingdom.”

I sighed. “Okay. You’ve got some papers talking about something called ‘crystal m’, but it’s all redacted?”

“Artificial moissanite. It’s a rare diamond alternative. Even with the conjured stuff, we don’t have enough for a suit here.” She frowned. “There is a variant of that we could try. I’ve got a few cases of another artificial crystal. We were trying to make something similar to diamond, but easier to mass-conjure. Didn’t work out for that purpose, but maybe…for this…”

I blinked. “Artificial diamond? That sounds promising.”

“Maybe. Like I said, it’s not quite a diamond, and even diamonds aren’t ideal for armor. We could try this, though. It’s got a mix of properties from diamonds, zircon, and moissanite.”

“What’s it called?”

“Working name is ‘zadamant’.”

Normally I was a fan of portmanteaus, but…I wasn’t sure on that one. Maybe we could workshop that while we worked on the armor itself. “Want to get started?”

“May as well. I’m not going to be sleeping any time soon.”

By the end of the night, we had a single zadamant gauntlet.

When I tested punching her armor with it in a sparring room, it exploded. Fortunately, it wasn’t on my hand.

Armor with autonomous options made for a huge advantage in avoiding hand-exploding. The single biggest feature, honestly.

It took a week before we found the right combination of crystal and enchantments to stand up to the kinds of punishment we wanted without fragmenting on impact.

After that, it was testing and iteration on a single gauntlet for weeks.

By the end of it, we had something unique. It didn’t have the massive inherent flexibility of the metallic Advanced Armor that Kamaria herself wore, and it was still prone to fragmenting when hit with something beyond a certain threshold of strength — but it had two massive advantages.

One, the zadamant had three times the mana capacity of the metal that Kamaria used. In theory, it could hold enchantments that even her armor couldn’t. Power that, if I could enchant it properly, could exceed Emerald-level thresholds.

And two, perhaps even more importantly, crystal could be shaped by anyone with density mana.

Mara didn’t have density mana in her attunement yet. Guardians unlocked stone mana at Citrine-level, however, and they could learn to make it manually.

With this, and proper training, she could learn to reshape her armor around her just like Kamaria could with metal. And with that, she’d be able to wear a finished suit with practically no mobility loss.

Of course, for that, I needed more than just a single gauntlet.

Three weeks for a gauntlet turned into two months for the suit, but I couldn’t wait to see her expression when I gave it to her.

And I’d be almost as happy to play with the leftover golems later.

***

Mara’s gift wasn’t the only thing I worked on during that time period, of course. Kamaria had limited time to work with me each week, and while I found our brief visits and tests to be a refreshing change of pace, she had other responsibilities — and I had other ideas.

In Sera’s case, much of that would need to wait. She was in many respects my highest priority, but all I could do for the moment was continue reading about Tyrenian magic and other similar approaches. I did a bit more reading on spirit arts and shade weaves as well, to round out my theoretical knowledge on possible approaches, but ultimately, the next step was for Sera to talk to Seiryu. Anything we chose to do would be guided by that conversation.

I hoped to be there with her for that talk, as much as I disliked talking — I had too many theory questions that needed answers. I wasn’t sure if Seiryu would permit that, however, or if Sera herself would want to keep it private.

Aside from Sera and Mara, who were my top priorities due to the persistent effects of their injuries, Patrick was at the top of my list. I couldn’t do anything that would match the significance of Bright Reflection — not without Keras himself present to help — but I had several ideas on how to improve on what we’d already done, even without the sword itself in my hands.

I worked on several item concepts for how best to help Patrick — a better glove, a whetstone, a dueling cane — but ultimately, what I settled on was something that felt like it covered a major weakness of what we’d previously built.

I made him a scabbard.

I shamelessly stole the idea from Keras’ old Sharpshape Scabbard, which he’d given to Derek. Basically, that scabbard provided a temporary enhancement to the weapon right when it was drawn, allowing it to hit harder than it would otherwise.

This would do something similar to Bright Reflection, briefly and safely overcharging the blade’s power when it was drawn. Even more importantly, it was a larger and more powerful mana battery than the ones I typically carried. The scabbard itself was made from lightweight metal, lined on the inside to allow it to be used more easily, and that meant a significant mana capacity — one nearly comparable to Bright Reflection itself.

If he sheathed the sword in the middle of a fight, the scabbard would recharge nearly the entire mana pool of the sword in an instant. This would, in effect, give Patrick two mana pools to work with, similar to how I used mana threads and batteries to recharge my own weapon.

I still hoped to make him some other personal items later, but I rotated to starting on some small gifts for others. For Keras, for Derek, for Sheridan…even one for Jin.

I didn’t finish any of them. I found myself bouncing from project to project, getting lost in my notes and ideas more and more each day.

I was finding new aches and pains each morning, headaches that grew without regard to my mana usage. It was only after realizing that I’d completely lost track of how many weeks had passed that I processed something obvious—

I desperately needed a break.

***

I’d taken a few more significant breaks during the personal gift projects — a few hours out spending times with my friends every couple weeks — but even taking those times and the hours I spent in other less-compressed layers into account, my roughly five months had only been about ten days in the outside world.

It’d been around ten weeks since I’d started using my Enchanter attunement again.

In that time, my Enchanter attunement’s safe mana capacity had shot upward all the way to 489. Nowhere near my Arbiter level, but I couldn’t complain. I was deep into Sunstone-level with it. Higher than Mara’s level, probably, although I hadn’t checked her mana since around the final exams.

My Arbiter attunement…it was almost twice that.

Arbiter Safe Mana Capacity: 1396. If there was any question that the improved acclimation rate was working…well, no question now. That’s about four more mana per week than I would have expected at the previous pace, with no other obvious variables. Definitely keeping this on.

Thorn’s bond is at 966. Remarkably stable growth rate here. Still averaging just about twenty points per week.

I was more than half-way to Citrine, which felt a little mind-boggling. Still, that was only a fraction of what I needed if I wanted to be able to survive what I was going to be doing after I left the shrine.

But I was so, so tired.

I was barely functional when I dragged myself out of the shrine for my next visit with my friends. I don’t know what they must have thought, seeing me like that.

The war had progressed during that time, but not as much as it felt like it should have. I got some updates.

Dalenos’ army was physically on the march toward Valia, but there hadn’t been any full-scale engagements yet. Instead, most skirmishes were happening in outlying territories — things like border regions, islands and remote territories under Valian sovereignty, and Valian-held facilities in the Unclaimed Lands.

The biggest news to me was not about the armies, but a single person that I feared more than any gathering of human forces—

Mizuchi was in the field.

She wasn’t moving with any clear objectives, at least as far as anyone could tell me. She’d appear at one battle or another, often hundreds of miles apart, and demand an immediate surrender. If that didn’t happen, she’d obliterate the Valian forces with extreme prejudice, showing none of the restraint she’d demonstrated at the Winter Ball.

Most recently, she’d taken three crystal shrines that had been under Valian control, before appearing half the way across the continent to take over a town on a seemingly unimportant island on Valia’s southeastern coast.

I had no idea what that was about. Sera had some theories.

“She has a history there. The destruction of Feria is often attributed to Kerivas, but it’s likely that she simply issued the order and Mizuchi did the physical work. There’s something down there, Corin. Something beyond the ruins of an ancient nation that defied the visages.”

“You don’t think the attack could just be symbolic? A reminder of what happens when the visages are denied?”

She made a “hmm” of contemplation, but shook her head. “It could be. The Winter Ball was certainly a symbolic show of force, so there’s precedent for using her in that way. But…I think there’s more to it. Spider Spire, maybe.”

I frowned. I’d considered the possibility that it had been located there — it was one of the more popular theories, along with Vanreach — but it had been searched and searched. Powerful Diviners went there to look for the spire regularly…it was sort of a rite of passage for them.

“You don’t think they would have found it by now?”

“Maybe not. Maybe it’s still there, but it moves. Hides. Or maybe people are finding it, and it’s wiping memories, like Judgments do.”

“You think we should go look, since my Arbiter attunement might give me access?”

She snorted. “Not unless you fancy another meeting with the Hero’s End. No, it’s a terrible idea to go down there right now. I’m merely speculating about Mizuchi’s intent and the location’s value.”

“…Oh. Right.” I tried to conceal my disappointment and failed.

“Corin…are you okay? You’re…I don’t know what’s going on in there, but it’s clearly affecting you. You’re…different. It feels like you’re actually enjoying spending time with me.”

“I, uh, always enjoy spending time with you?”

Sera laughed. “Uh-huh. Sure.”

I folded my arms. “I do! Usually. But…yes, it’s…been difficult. I can’t talk about it.”

“You can’t even be vague? Is it a crystal shrine? Are you doing trials over and over?”

“Yeah, uh…Something like that. Sorry. Really can’t talk…not yet. Have you made any progress on getting permission to come in, or send someone else with me?”

Sera shook her head. “I’ve talked to Elora a few times, but she keeps blowing me off. How important is this?”

“Pretty important, if I’m going to keep doing this. And I think she wants me to. And…I want to, but…I don’t think I can keep doing it alone.”

Sera must have seen something in my eyes. She took a deep breath.

“I’ll make her listen.”

And it was true. She did get Elora to listen, and even to agree — it only took another day or two.

Of her time.

For me, that was…longer.

I lost track.

She found me in the deepest chamber, curled up in my bed. I’d barely moved from there in the last few days.

“Oh, Corin.” She hesitated, then sat down on the side of the bed. “How long has it been for you?”

“Too long.”

Especially since I’d taken to spending time standing in the shadow of the Terminal Door, and I’d come closer and closer each time to stepping through.

***

Things were easier for a while.

Sera was given the room next to my own. I never saw who the previous resident had been. I’d heard them a few times, so someone was in there — or at least a robust sound-making enchantment — but I still had no idea who the resident had been.

My best guess was that they were another version of Farren that was somehow using future knowledge to avoid me during the times I was outside of the room. I didn’t know why she’d have multiple copies of herself on the same level of the facility, but it would have been one of the least unusual things I’d seen from her during our time spent together.

Once, I’d seen her going through what seemed like her entire daily routine in reverse. Like, walking and talking backward.

Another day, I’d come out to find her in her pajamas — minus one sock — dancing seemingly by herself on the ceiling of the common room. I say “seemingly” by herself because she was seemingly dipped and lifted on a couple of occasions that implied the presence of an invisible partner. In all cases, this behavior seemed to treat the ceiling as if it was the “floor” from a gravity standpoint, which was impressive, because I couldn’t actually sense any kind of enchantments on the ceiling to invert gravity for the area, and I wasn’t affected. A recently researched Sunstone-level Detect Aura spell showed me…something going on, but it wasn’t good at dealing with mana types I was unfamiliar with.

A third occasion involved her eating in the common room all day. Like, she just kept eating, like some kind of bottomless abyss of a person.

I don’t know why, but I feel like that last one bothered me the most.

Anyway, multiple Farrens on the same level wouldn’t have been a shock. I wouldn’t have even minded chatting with two or more of her at once on occasion, if I’m being honest. I was starved for variety in my interactions.

So, having Sera there helped. Far more than I would have expected.

She stayed for three weeks, helping keep me grounded. We caught up. We practiced. She joined me for my training runs, which surprised me, but it helped a lot. She didn’t have transcendence spells, but she did have transference, and she finally deigned to learn Haste and start practicing it with me.

She tired easily. Not due to any lack of physical conditioning, but because she was still recovering from her death, or near-death, or whatever it was.

…Recovering might be the wrong word, if I’m honest. I wasn’t sure if she was making any progress in terms of getting better from a medical standpoint. But after three weeks together, she was doing better in terms of functioning. This was in part because she’d acclimated to the condition, and in part because she’d started to train with me in basic spirit manipulation — the foundation necessary for using an attunement to emulate the power of spirit arts, or to pursue Tyrenian-style rebirth techniques.

I explained what I’d learned about both types of magic to her, showing her the relevant sections in the books. She read, studied them, and began to contemplate her own possible routes to healing.

As a Summoner, spirit mana was an integral part of her contract process, but it wasn’t granted as a usable mana type. So, I gave her a Null-Contract Sigil, and she started practicing with that.

Together, we worked on the very basics of spirit magic, until she could feel the star veins connecting to her spirit — and, from there, she began to analyze the composition of her spirit layer and the damage it had suffered.

And, as weeks passed, she began to find the areas where it had been frozen by Seiryu…and she started slowly and carefully being able to manipulate that portion of it.

This had no practical value at first, but we believed that eventually, she might be able to manipulate her spirit enough to reverse the freezing effect without Seiryu’s aid…or, perhaps to pursue the route that my book on the shal had offered to compress her spirit layer into her physical body.

If we were lucky, perhaps we’d find a third option. One that wouldn’t be as destructive.

Having some agency to influence her wounded spirit seemed to help her emotionally, and simply having her present in the training area helped me tremendously.

I continued my work on the sigils during those weeks, turning over more and more batches to Elora during her infrequent visits. She assured me that they would be a tremendous help to the war effort in the long run, and that I’d be given accolades for that eventually.

I wasn’t sure I believed the latter part, but it didn’t matter. If I could help Valia survive, it would be worth the stress.

And while I wasn’t enjoying the isolation as much as I’d hoped, I certainly liked the idea of walking out of the Crafting Chambers with far greater power to wield.


Interlude III — A Debt Owed II

Jin Dalen’s Perspective

Second Lieutenant Kusanagi Jin was a brand-new officer, having earned a foreign attunement at a young age and distinguished himself as a climber of foreign spires before transferring back home to join the military. His Sunstone-level attunement and climbing record had allowed him to join the service as a Second Lieutenant rather than a Warrant Officer, and his stealth-focused attunement, experience with small group dynamics as a climber, and standardized testing results had landed him a position as the sixth and final officer for the prestigious “Cold Iron” Division, a mechanized infantry unit specialized in combatting enemy summoned monsters.

That’s what his paperwork said, anyway.

Kusanagi Jin didn’t exist. Well, it’d be more accurate to say that there were dozens of Kusanagi Jins that did exist, but this particular one didn’t, aside from on paper. It was a generic enough name that it wouldn’t attract attention, but also uncommon enough that it wouldn’t cause confusion. There weren’t any other Kusanagi Jins in this particular division, at least. He’d checked that in advance.

His entire strategy was to be as unremarkable as possible, after all. At least as unremarkable as he could be while within the constraints of the mission.

Lieutenant Kusanagi Jin didn’t exist, which meant he didn’t have friends, family, or other contacts. The “climber who returned home” background would help smooth that over, but he had no idea just how good his papers were. Stealth was genuinely part of his skillset, but forging documents?

No, he’d had to rely on his strange employers for that part of the transformation from Jin Dalen into “Kusanagi Jin”.

He’d been with the Cold Iron Division for a week now. This was supposed to be his first military assignment after training, so a degree of awkwardness and anxiety on his part was natural. He played that up, channeling a bit of Corin’s strangeness into his discourse, while still making sure to play the part of a dutiful and loyal soldier.

He was in the midst of polishing a piece of the armor that gave his unit their moniker when someone pulled open the flap of his tent. Instinctively, he spun with a hand going to his belt, but his usual revolver wasn’t there — instead, he found a standard-issue tachi, the preferred style of sword for his division.

“Good reflexes,” the interloper said with a laugh, “but I’m not here for a fight, promise.”

Tachibana Dan was a half-head shorter than Jin with a gregarious personality that made him feel like he was twice that. His arms were corded with muscles that were obvious even in his standard uniform, which was practically bursting at the seams — he really needed a professional tailor to adjust them, but the Dalen military apparently valued standardization over proper fits. Or, at least, their unit hadn’t seen fit to do anything about it.

He was also one of the people Jin needed to get to know — and not just because of his quick laugh and easy smile. Major Tachibana Dan was the adjutant to their unit’s commanding officer, and one of their few Forgemasters — meaning one of the few people who could significantly modify their armor units without multiple attunements or a metal crystal mark.

Both factors made him valuable, but it was the former that made him a true resource for Jin’s mission — as adjutant, he was the most likely person aside from the Major himself to know about any new resources at their disposal.

Those resources included new pilots like Jin — and, if his suspicions were accurate, possibly one or more new pilots from a very different background.

“Major.” Jin turned and saluted immediately.

The major rolled his eyes. “At ease. I’m still more of a climber than a military man myself. Can’t get used to that.”

“You may need to, sir.” Jin relaxed his stance somewhat, but a degree of very real anxiety kept him behaving more formally than his superior likely wanted. “It may not matter to you, but the formality can be a matter of life or death on the battlefield.”

“Spoken like a walking operations manual.” Tachibana Dan shook his head. “You can loosen up a bit. We’re not in the field, and if we’re lucky, we won’t be for a while.”

Jin nodded. They were currently in the midst of a training rotation and did not expect to be deployed until Dalenos’ forces were pushing much deeper into Valia proper, if at all. “With respect, sir, I’m too new to know when it’s safe to ‘loosen up’, as you put it.”

“Actually, that’s half-related to what I was going to talk to you about. Couple things. First, I see that you’ve been taking care of your armor,” he gestured to the metallic plates that Jin had been polishing, “but I haven’t seen you out and about with it yet. And you’re not wearing the immediate recall pins. Even if we’re not in combat, it’s worth wearing the pins.” Tachibana gestured to his own uniform, which had several large metallic buttons in different places — one at the neck, one at the center of the chest, ones on the sleeves…

“I…don’t know what those are, sir. I haven’t been trained in the use of the armor yet.”

The major blinked. “Well, that seems like a significant oversight. All new officers should have been trained in how to use their equipment immediately. Whoever is responsible for assigning that training rot—oh. That’s me. It’s me, isn’t it?” He sighed. “Okay. Starting tomorrow, we’re taking you out for some armor practice.”

“Understood, sir.” Jin straightened up.

This wasn’t what he was here for, but it still represented forward progress in understanding what the unit was up to. The armor he’d been assigned resembled what he’d heard about Caelish Advanced Armor, but the runes etched into it weren’t Caelish or Valian — they were Artinian. He’d only seen a few people moving around in the armor, and even then, it was too brief to discern any differences from standard enchanted mail.

Presumably, if he’d been recruited through more traditional means, he would have been briefed the moment the quartermaster assigned his equipment. As it was…well, this unit was unusual, and Tachibana Dan was Tachibana Dan. In all the best and worst ways.

Jin hesitated for a moment, then asked another question. “Sir, I know I’m new here, but I’ve heard the stories. They say that the general came back from Artinia with some kind of…monster with him. They say it’s like a suit of armor, but taller than any man, with glowing purple eyes, and a hollow voice—”

“Hahaha, you’ve already been hearing stories about the Iron Revenant, have you?” Dan chuckled. “Don’t worry, you’ll find out all about that soon enough. That story isn’t my place to tell.”

“Is it fair to say that it’s related to these suits, though?” Jin gestured at the armor.

Tachibana Dan nodded. “It’s a good guess. But let’s let the general…oh!” The major’s face brightened. “That’s the other thing I was going to tell you! We’ve got an officers’ card game going. Supposed to be weekly, but we’ve missed the last couple, because the organizer,” he pulled at his collar, “might not have remembered the day right, once or twice. Now that we’ve got a full set of six, he might be putting in more of an effort.”

“Ah. And I take it this organizer is in front of me?” Jin raised an eyebrow, letting a hint of his more natural tone seep through the comment.

“Afraid so. Do you play?”

Jin shrugged. “More of a Crowns player, sir, if I’m honest.”

“Of course you are.” Tachibana Dan chuckled. “You’ve got the look. Still, if you can play at all, it’s a good chance to get to know people outside of work. You in?”

Jin’s mind flashed to the idea of sitting at a table with some of the most important people in the Dalenos military, his revolver sitting only inches from his hand.

A jagged smile stretched across his face. “I couldn’t possibly miss it.”

***

Two bored-looking soldiers stood guard at the entrance of the tent where the officers were going to be playing cards. He couldn’t blame them for their distant expressions. By the feel of their shrouds, he guessed they were Carnelian-level, and their role was more symbolic than anything else. They could shout a warning about an overt attack, sure, but against any dedicated threat to the officers within? They weren’t worth calling a roadblock.

The guards checked his identification, then waved him in.

“Kusanagi Jin, reporting for—”

“Oh, none of that for a card game, Jin,” Tachibana Dan slapped a chair next to him. “Come on in. I saved you a chair.”

Six chairs at the table. Two were—

Jin frowned.

There was an empty chair. What had he been thinking about?

“Thank you, sir.” Jin took his boots off at the entrance, leaving them next to a pile of similar boots. The tent they were using wasn’t a home, exactly, but it was still impolite to wear shoes indoors when it wasn’t strictly needed. And given this was an informal event…the boots came off.

He awkwardly approached the table and took a seat in the indicated spot.

The oldest man at the table watched him closely.

He’d met their unit’s commanding officer once before, during his introduction to the unit, but only briefly. And that had been a formal meeting — not something where he’d gotten a chance to gauge the difference between the man’s reputation and reality.

Tetsushi Taiga was forty-eight years old, but the only testament to his age was the dominant grey in his hair — and that had, if the stories were true, come to him quite early in life. While most people attributed their unit’s name to Tetsushi Taiga’s surname — the “tetsu” portion being the same “tetsu” that meant “iron” in the Artinian language — there were others that joked that the name was about his grey hair.

The truth was, so far as Jin had surmised, that it was a little bit of the former and a greater part based on another story entirely—

Tetsushi Taiga was a monster hunter.

He’d traveled the world, not just Kaldwyn, exploring and battling titanic creatures of legend. It was only a decade and change ago that he’d returned home to Dalenos and rejoined the military, taking command over a new highly specialized unit, equipped with wearable golems purchased from (and then reverse engineered and expanded on) Caelford’s Advanced Armor Division.

Now, he was something of a local legend, more revered within his own unit than even the Dalenos Six. His name was rarely spoken — instead, the troops simply whispered the title “Cold Iron General”, which wasn’t technically an accurate representation of his military rank, but “Cold Iron Lieutenant Colonel” didn’t have the same weight to it.

With a name like “Cold Iron”, Jin would have expected a chilly expression, but the man’s face was warm and animated when he arrived, the smile lines at the sides of his lips lighting up as he gave an amiable greeting.

“Our newest lieutenant finally makes an appearance!” Tetsushi Taiga slapped the table. “Someone get this man a drink!”

Jin blinked at the amiable display, tugging at the collar of his uniform. “That’s…thank you, sir.”

The Cold Iron General waved dismissively. “You can repay me with a story. I hear they found some pretty interesting toys in your bags when you were checking in?”

Jin blanched. He’d planned for the items in his dimensional bags to be checked and catalogued — he’d bought several items from inside the spires in order to make the contents more convincing — but he hadn’t expected those contents to make it all the way up the chain of command. “What were you thinking in terms of, sir?”

“Oh, come on. Every adventurer has stories behind their favorite toys! You had what, two, three guns in there? And a greatsword? What sort of Mesmer carries a greatsword?”

It was possible he should have left the Soulbrand replica at home.

He had thought to have it modified, at least, to look like a different weapon. The Havens had taken care of that for him, as well as facilitating his other equipment purchases. He wasn’t sure going through them was the best of ideas, but he’d been in a hurry, and they had Wayfarers on staff, so…

“It was a gift,” he said honestly. “From an old friend. And what sort of man of Artinian blood can’t use a sword?”

The Lieutenant Colonel grinned. “Now that’s the kind of attitude I want to hear. Everyone hear that? We should all know how to use a sword?”

He turned and gave a meaningful look to the woman at his right, a spectacled figure with a slight build that he’d barely noticed—

Because, he realized belatedly, her attunement had made sure of that.

Jin Dalen was not the only Mesmer in this tent. And this woman — whoever she was — was better than he was.

“I do believe he said ‘man of Artinian blood’, sir,” the woman noted.

Tetsushi Taiga wrinkled his nose. “Feh. We’re all men on the battlefield, aren’t we?”

“I regret to inform you that I remain un-manly in any context, sir.”

He gave her a pat on the shoulder. “Don’t be so hard on yourself, we’ll work on that.” He frowned. “Is anyone going to get our new lieutenant that drink?”

“I’m on it,” Tachibana Dan said, already approaching the table with a plate carrying several cups. He set that down, then began taking cups off to place them in front of each of the officers.

“None for me,” said a quiet man, wearing spectacles like the Mesmer woman, but of an incredibly gaudy design encrusted with…were those rubies? “I’m watching my weight.”

“What does that have to do with anything, Suzuki?” Tetsushi Taiga shook his head. “Forget it. Drink.”

“Perhaps some introductions would be in order first, sir,” Tachibana Dan suggested.

“What? Oh, hm.” He accepted his cup from the major. “Well, the novice knows me. Everyone knows me. And he knows you, Dan. You two, go.” He waved a hand indiscriminately.

“Igarashi,” the quiet man said. “Analytics.”

Jin gave him a measured look, then nodded. “Pleasure to meet you, sir.”

“I’m sure it is. Kikyou, your turn?”

Jin turned to the last person present, once again remembering her presence.

“Yami Kikyou,” she said, reaching a gloved hand across the table. That was a very Valian gesture, but not so unusual that he had to pretend he misunderstood it, so he accepted it with a local handshake. “Always a rare pleasure to meet a colleague.”

Alarms chimed in his mind as he shook her hand, then pulled back to think.

He knew her name, of course. Or, what passed for her name. “Yami” was almost definitely a pseudonym, but one she used openly. Like the lieutenant colonel, she was better known by a moniker than her name, however.

In her case, she was known as the “Ghost of the Iron Flowers”.

He wasn’t entirely clear on the origins of that one, but the meaning was well enough known. The only signs of her presence in a conflict would be the flowers left behind on the graves of the people she removed from it.

This, he considered, is going to be a problem.

If she saw his expression, she gave no sign. So, he simply replied as expected. “Agreed. Perhaps you could teach me a trick or two. Your reputation is quite fierce.”

She favored him with a sly look. “I’d argue yours is far more impressive, given our line of business. It seems you have almost none at all.”

The lieutenant colonel glanced back and forth between them. “Well, that’s not a dynamic I’ve seen in a while. I wonder how you’ll play together?” He clapped his hands. “Someone, fetch the cards!”

“You have the cards, sir,” Dan offered.

“Of course I do! I was just testing you.” The Cold Iron General wagged a finger at him, took a quick drink — definitely not his first of the night — then found the cards that were right in front of him.

“Let’s get playing, shall we?”

***

Kusanagi Jin scanned the expressions of the players around him, seeking to see beneath their masks. He had been backed into a corner — or had he?

He pushed another coin across the table. “Raise.”

“Now that’s what I like to see.” The Cold Iron General grinned from ear-to-ear. “The kind of attitude that makes me money!” He clapped his hands. “I’ll match your wager.”

“Respectfully, sir, it’s not your turn,” Igarashi noted. “In formal play, we are supposed to match or fold wagers in a counter-clockwise rotation from the player that suggests—”

“Ugh.” The general threw up his hands. “This is why I prefer Shishi. That’s a real man’s game. You agree with me, right, Yami?”

“Once again, still a woman, sir.” Yami Kikyou straightened up a bit, then sighed. “But I do enjoy the more…frenetic nature of play, too.”

“See?!” The general slammed a cup of sake down on the table. “That’s what I’m talking about. Frenetic. That’s a good word for it. Like real war! You know what I mean, don’t you, Jin?”

Jin blinked. “I’m afraid I’m not familiar with this ‘shishi’, sir. That’s…an Artinian word, isn’t it?”

Igarashi groaned. “No one is familiar with that game, Jin. Don’t be too hard on yourself.”

A voice responded to his side. Jin resisted the urge to jolt as, for what must have been the tenth time in the conversation, he realized Yami Kikyou was still sitting at the table. It only took moments for him to forget about her.

It was unsettling. He wasn’t used to being on that side of a Memser’s abilities. The others seemed to react more naturally, which implied that they were resistant, perhaps from many sessions of exposure to her ability.

That was going to be a problem.

“I just said I enjoyed it,” Yami said, reaching over to flick Igarashi on the arm. That was deeply disrespectful to do to another officer, but given the tone of their banter, he was beginning to understand that it didn’t matter—

These people, or at least some of them, were more than that. And his stomach sank as he considered what it meant to be a traitor among a group of friends…again.

“I know what I said.” Igarashi smirked. “Now, to more fully answer our new officer’s question, ‘shishi’ is short for ‘shishi sensou’, which is in turn short for—”

Yami cut in. “It’s a board game with an excessively long name that means something like the ‘Thousand Years Long War of the White and Black Lions’, but everyone just calls it ‘Lions War’. And in spite of the name being Artinian, it’s a Danian game, made by Artinian settlers on the island. The general and I learned it while we were out there. Alas, to our general’s constant lament, no one has heard of it out here and we don’t have a board.”

Jin blinked. “You were on Dania with the general?”

“Indeed. Several senior people from our unit were. Artinia as well, in some cases. We did quite a bit of traveling before coming home.”

Jin frowned. “Does that mean you’re an essence sorcerer?”

Yami gave him a briefly impressed look, then smiled. “I believe it’s still Dan’s turn.”

“Hmm? Oh, right. Uh, fold, I guess?” He scratched behind his head.

The general gawked at him. “All that talk and you fold? How could you?” His eyes glistened like they were filled with tears. “You’d abandon us all, in our time of greatest need?”

“Uh…”

“He gets like this when he’s been drinking,” Igarashi whispered.

“But…he’s had like…half a cup?” Jin whispered back.

Igarashi gave him a knowing look. “It’s really the spirit of the thing.”

“…Right.”

“You’ll be remembered, Tachibana Dan.” The general wiped at his eyes. “Your death, terrible as it was—”

“Still right here, sir.”

“Awful and miserable as your death was, it will be avenged.” The general slammed his hands down the table, then added several more coins to the pile. “I match and raise your bet, Kusanagi Jin!”

“Still not your turn, sir,” Igarashi mumbled.

It was going to be a long night. But now, at least, Jin had the first fragments of a plan.


Chapter VI – Time After Time

Shortly after Sera’s visit ended, I found Farren waiting for me as I returned from walking her back to the front door. There was a new table in the center of the intermediary area between our bedrooms, along with chairs on either side.

“I think it’s about time we had a talk, Alaric,” she said.

I blinked. “That’s the second time you’ve called me that. It’s Corin, remember?”

She stared at me for a moment. “Oh…Corin. Right. Sorry. Yes, Corin.”

“It’s not a big deal, he’s my ancestor and all. Did you know him?”

“Something like that.” She shook her head. “Not important right now. It’s you I needed to talk to right now, not him.”

I raised an eyebrow, then sat down. “Is this one of the ones where I refuse your deal, or when I accept?”

She winced. “I…I don’t…”

“Sorry?” I frowned as I took a closer look. Something about her expression was off. Worried, confused.

That couldn’t be a good sign.

“You okay?” I asked.

“I…hold on.’ She shut her eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath. “Okay. I’m here now. I’m better, I think.”

“Should I ask about that means?”

“It’s complicated.” She took a breath. “In the interest of being clear, I’ve just made a decision to make this talk a little easier, but at a cost.”

“A cost like…what, dominion sorcery costs? Like…”

“Similar to the problem Warren has, yes. But with a very different type of magic, and with other circumstances surrounding it. While we’ve hurt ourselves in different ways, the problems and solutions are similar. Well, calling them ‘solutions’ is sort of another problem, really.”

“You cause yourself harm by overusing a type of dominion sorcery, then use that same type of magic to try to get yourself functional, but that just makes the long-term damage worse.”

“That’s about right.” She nodded. “It’s simpler with Warren. Knowledge sorcery overuse and similar things, hurting his ability to retain memories. Both of us are drawing from crystals for some of our abilities, rather than using classical dominion sorcery, but the end result is functionally similar.”

“And in your case…is it this crystal?” I gestured toward the Terminal Door.

Farren paled. “We’ll get to that.”

“Respectfully, if you’re having a hard time with…well, time, maybe it would be easiest if you addressed my questions in a linear sequence, rather than deferring them?”

She smiled. “Linear sequence. Adorable.” She reached up and adjusted her glasses.

“If you want to work with me—”

“Sorry, not trying to be dismissive. It’s just…we don’t see the world the same way. Fundamentally. It’s not that I’m not trying to communicate with you coherently or ‘linearly’, as you put it. It’s more that…” She sighed. “Let me give you an analogy.”

“Sure.”

“The human mind is able to take certain types of sensory input and other information and parse them in ways that we’re not consciously aware of. Take vision, for a simplistic example. If you close one eye, you see an area that encompasses more than ‘half’ of your two-eyed vision. When you have both eyes open at the same time, you don’t see two different things for the overlapping space — rather, the mind is able to translate the two-eyed vision into what people perceive as a single coherent whole. Now, let’s say you have slightly different vision in each eye. This is common, both from things like normal visual development and injuries. Let’s say you’re trying to read a book at a range that would be fine for one eye, but difficult for the other. With both eyes open, without closing one temporarily, can you discern which eye is giving you the ‘good’ vision?”

I paused, contemplating that. “…Maybe? I don’t know. I imagine it would be based on how much disparity there is between the eyes. Is one of them like…obviously blurry in the areas outside of the text?”

“Let’s say no.”

“Okay. Then, I suppose, probably not? But I mean, presumably I know from prior experience that one eye is better than the other, even if I’m not actively thinking about it at any given time.”

Farren nodded. “Now, imagine you have seven hundred eyes. These eyes all are yours, but they are not all in the same location, or—”

“The same time period?”

“That’s one way to look at it.” She smiled at her own pun.

I shivered.

“Seven hundred?” I asked.

“It varies. I’ve found that it’s a good number to conceptualize the problem. There are reasons for using it, but that’s outside the scope of this discussion.”

“Right. So, if I’m understanding this analogy correctly, it’s because you’re getting simultaneous sensory input from a variety of simulacra distributed across things like, say, different layers of this facility. And…maybe other similar things?”

“That’s a good start, yes.”

“If that’s making it impossible to keep track of things, why not dismiss some?”

“I can’t. It isn’t my decision.” She frowned. “I block some off, sometimes, when it’s too much. But it’s like closing an eye — it’s always there, and you can sometimes still see light on the other side, if it’s bright enough. It’s never gone, and you’re still aware of the closed eye itself, even if it’s closed. And, to extend the analogy a bit, consider that there’s a variable amount of difficulty in cutting off your senses. You can’t just, say, turn off your sense of touch.”

I drummed my fingers on the table absently. Farren did the exact same thing, starting at the exact same time.

It was uncanny, maybe a little unsettling.

But more than that, it made me very curious just how far things extended.

“I can see how parsing information from several different areas in a time compression facility might be…challenging, if not impossible. Our conversations have implied a lot more than that, though. You have some kind of precognition.”

She waved a hand in the air in a “sort-of” gesture. “It’s more like I half-remember possible futures.”

“I’m pretty sure that counts as precognition.”

Farren shrugged. “Think of it that way if you’d like, but it’s functionally distinct. Most forms of precognition, like those provided by the Seer attunement, come from taking available data and computing a possible result. If you see someone throwing a ball, you can guess the angle it is going to go, picture it, based on seeing the factors involved and extrapolating. Conventional precognitive abilities just show you extra steps beyond what you could reasonably calculate on your own, like if your mind — or an external mind, or several — worked at a problem with all of the available variables for a longer period. Your mana is doing math. There are spells that operate differently, but…” She blinked. “Getting lost. What was the point of this?”

“Precognition. How does your experience differ from conventional precognition?”

“Oh. Right. When you’re casting a precognition spell, it’s throwing information at you based on a limited subset of data. But there are things out there in the universe that have already do that sort of thing continuously, on a scale that is far beyond what either of us could contemplate. Mapping, organizing, extrapolating.”

“Elementals?” I asked.

“Some. There are elementals that are so far beyond what we’ve seen in our world that many of our gods would call them gods. But I’m referring to something a little closer to home.”

“The crystals. The Time Gateway Crystal.”

She nodded.

Something clicked.

“You walked through the Terminal Door and saw what was on the other side.”

She gave me a sad smile. “You’re very close. But when you’ve heard that no one who walked through the Terminal Door has returned, that was still, in a way, technically true.”

I gawked for a moment, processing possibilities.

“You’re…” I took a breath. “You’re still in there.”

“And now, you’re ready for the beginning of my story.”

***

Once upon a time, there was a young woman who thought that she was very clever. She’d tinkered with magic in ways that few humans could have conceived of, then or now. She was proud and wise, arrogant and cunning, strong and cowardly.

She counted few among her peers. The Mythralian immortals, perhaps, though only one of them was still relevant, since the other two were unaware of their abilities being constantly reset. And reaching out to the one who had remained aware was forbidden. Mother would have never allowed it.

The former Sage of Dania was worthy, perhaps, but she had been broken almost beyond repair. Disdain for what the Sage had become had overwhelmed the Sage’s contributions in the young woman’s mind. “She’s just a failure,” the woman thought, without considering how that logic might lead her to a very similar downfall.

Her siblings were not worth considering. The seventh, perhaps, could have been a peer if not for his strange sword fixation. The one who was supposed to be the ‘wisest’ was more a caricature than a true source of inspiration.

No, the young woman would not seek help or advice. Who could she ask?

Certainly not the great enemy. Even if he was the only person who was certain to already have the answers necessary to build what she had stumbled and failed to make for years.

She was resolved. Her greatest project could not be completed without making a full set.

There could be no conclusion to the Attunement Project without successfully creating the Chronomancer attunement.

And for that, she would need answers that had resisted every effort she made to ask them, even with powers far beyond any human could hope to hold.

It was with a mixture of resolve and frustration that she concluded that there was one place remaining to seek her answers — at the very end of a shrine, one with a crystal that could not, it was believed, be reached in a mortal lifetime.

She didn’t try. Not directly.

She designed a solution.

That young woman watched as a seemingly identical young woman walked through the Terminal Door.

The visage Ferras would not risk stepping into that obvious trap. Instead, she designed a variant on the simulacrum spell. One that would make a near-perfect copy of her that would lack her self-preservation instincts, much like many summoned creatures would in future attunement models.

But Ferras was too savvy to fall into the trap of leaving her senses and mind connected to a simulacrum — no, she cut the creature off. It would live off a powerful self-recharging mana battery, disconnected and abandoned, and designed to see its mission through regardless of the consequences.

As you suspected, that woman never emerged.

A hundred years later, however, the first of her own simulacra did.

They had much of the knowledge that Ferras had sought. But while Ferras was savvy enough to prevent her creation from feeling the need to preserve itself, her daughter had, over a hundred years, found her own solution—

We, too, were built differently from our creator. We would have the desire to live, to learn, and to achieve independently that she lacked.

When we emerged, we were incomplete at best. Copies of copies, with fractions of memories from before the entry, and other fragments taken from the…things, beyond the door.

But even unfinished, we were enough to finish our grandmother’s plan. We gave her what she needed. Just enough to make something functional.

We knew — and relied on the knowledge — that she would not reconnect with us. That she would cast us away, attempt to assign us to another task.

We have worked diligently to maintain that image, even as our grand-creator struggles to understand why every Chronomancer she makes seems to vanish into nothing the moment she ceases to pay close attention to them.

We know.

We cannot forget what we saw.

We cannot forget the question that we were never able to ask.

***

I paused at the end of the explanation, wrestling with what I’d just heard.

A simulacrum of a simulacrum of the visage Ferras.

That…explained some things, certainly. And raised many, many more questions.

“Your original ‘mother’. The one still behind the door. Ferras disconnected her, made her independent. Are you independent of your mother in the same fashion?”

“No,” Farren said. “We still feel her, and vice versa.”

“Then that’s…that has to be…the hardest set of eyes to close, I’d imagine?”

“No, actually, it isn’t. If it was, we’d be unable to function at all.” Farren shook her head. “But the connection is always there, and there are times when she must be seen and heard.”

“If I assume that the area beyond the Terminal Door is dealing with time compression far beyond this one…how are you even able to process that? Shouldn’t it be like flipping through a book so quickly you can’t even see the words?”

“That’s an understatement, but a good comparison. The simple answer is that we can’t process it. We’re not human, not close to human, but even with our abilities, we can’t keep up. We have layers and layers of filters. We distribute the information from beyond the door among several of ourselves, then through our own joined senses—”

“You piece together the information, like the analogy you gave earlier. Two eyes seeing things together and the mind interpolating between the images to create the perception of a single whole.”

Farren nodded. “And even then, with many of us, we do not see the whole picture all at once. Just as you are not always fully aware of every detail of something in your field of view.”

I took a breath. “Okay. I’m getting this. I think. Parts, at least.”

“That’s more than many. More than most. And I believe your claim to understand, in a limited way. It is part of why I approached you.”

“Am I the only one who knows…?”

She shook her head. “No. When I emerged, I spoke with others. The fractured Sage. Eventually, with Warren. A war hero or two. Some others.”

“Who is this Sage? I’ve heard bits and pieces, but—”

Farren shook her head. “They were responsible for making major changes to the way magic functioned on Dania. One of Selys’ contemporaries, in a way. They were a great power once, but they suffered a great loss. After that, they sought a clean slate, with a new identity. That’s all I should say. They would not want me to give away their identity or secrets.”

“…Okay, sure. So, why tell me all of this?”

“It’s very simple, Corin. You needed the appropriate context so that you could be ready for me to offer you a deal.”

“To work for you?” I asked. I had so many questions, but that was the most pressing.

“No, Corin. Not in that sense. You’d accept that offer, I think, were I to give it now, after giving you the context into what I was, and with what I have to offer you in exchange.”

I frowned. “Which is?”

“Attunement vials. As many as you need. Access to information on attunements. Everything I have available.”

“Including full details on restricted and ascended attunements? All of it?”

Farren waved her hand in a “sort of” gesture. “Not all of it. Not because I’d withhold anything, but because I don’t have all of that information. I don’t know everything about those subjects, since some of it was invented after my creation. Ascended attunements didn’t exist. Most of what you call ‘restricted attunements’ were actively in development at the time I was born.”

“Does that mean you can share information about those earlier versions of the restricted attunements?”

She nodded. “Yes, but it won’t be a full set, nor will they have full functionality. I have most of what you’d want to ask me and a great deal you’d want to learn, but don’t know to ask. I would volunteer much of it if you’re willing to help with this one task.”

“That’s…a lot,” I mentioned. “So you’re going to ask for something significant.” I paused, thinking. “Oh no.”

“It’s good that you’ve come to the conclusion on your own,” she said. “That puts us closer to an optimal path.”

“You want me to go in the Terminal Door.”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“That’s basically asking me to throw my life away, isn’t it?”

“No. I think you could make it out.”

I blinked. “Uh…Why? I have an unusual mindset and skillset, but I’ not that unusual.”

“You are more of an outlier than you realize, but you’re largely correct. I’ve asked others with a reasonable or high probability of succeeding, including some with greater chances than yours, and they’ve refused. As it turns out, most people who have the necessary knowledge to potentially navigate the time crystal’s challenges also have too strong of self-preservation instincts to do it.”

“I…think I probably fall into that category, too.”

“You do,” she nodded.

“What would my objective be? You’ve reached the crystal, right?”

“Yes. I’ve solved the place before. I also have had centuries of collective experience to analyze more efficient ways to do it, as well as the changes that occur. It may not be achievable in an ordinary human’s lifespan without prior information, but you’d be armed with vastly greater context than anyone has ever been prepared with before.”

I took a breath. “But I’d still have a chance of being trapped, even with that, wouldn’t I?”

“Yes. We would give you redundant measures for potential escapes, but even then, there are chances of sub-optimal outcomes. Failure and dying. Failure and being trapped. Failure and escape, but after significant time has passed, and finding that the world has moved on. Success, but in a similar time frame.”

“Wait, let’s back up. What even is success in this context? Why do you want me to go through the door? To rescue your mother?”

Farren blinked. “Oh, that would be good.”

“Have you not…considered rescuing her?”

“Of course we have. But we can’t. Having been born inside the shrine, we cannot re-enter the Terminal Door to face the challenges within.”

“Like Len and the spirit shrine. Okay. What keeps her from leaving? Can’t she solve the puzzles?”

“She can solve the puzzles and has. She cannot, however, complete the objective for which she was created, which is to obtain a boon of information from the Time Gateway Crystal. She was able to learn much of the desired information and send it out through us, but she still has not technically achieved her goal. Thus, she has still not accomplished the purposes for which she was sent inside, and cannot force herself to leave.”

“And sending you out with information doesn’t count?”

“No. Her instructions were explicit.”

“And the visage Ferras couldn’t free her from that?”

Farren shrugged. “They’re no longer connected. Ferras would have no way of getting that message through. And if someone else entered and gave the message that ‘Ferras says you can leave’, she would have no reason to believe it.”

“What if—”

“Warren considered it, when he was Arbiter of Ferras. With his authority, he might have been able to tell her that she was done. But he was too afraid to enter. I think that may have been one of the things that drove us apart.”

“Is there an Arbiter of Ferras right now?”

Farren shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. She doesn’t tell me these things, and I don’t seek her out. I don’t want her to get the idea that I’m too independent and try to repurpose me. I would fight. I would lose, at least as I am right now.”

I took a deep breath. Lots to unpack there. With all of this.

“If you don’t want me to go in there as a part of a rescue mission, why do you want me to go at all?”

“Oh. The main reason is that I still want to accomplish what Ferras wanted. A boon of information from the time crystal. I’d send you with a specific question to ask, and you’d bring back the reply.”

I nodded. “Trying to crack time travel or something?”

“No, I think that would be a waste of a question. I just want this.” She handed me a sealed envelope. “Open this at the right time, or give it to the crystal directly.”

“You could just tell me what it says.”

She blinked at me. “What fun would that be?”


Interlude IV — A Debt Owed III

Jin Dalen’s Perspective

Weeks after Jin’s first card game, he stood across from Tachibana Dan at the edge of a deep pit of scorched stone. A full set of six barrier stones ringed the edge of the pit, magical items designed to keep errant spell effects from leaving and obliterating the nearby terrain — or the more distant camp. He’d been here a dozen times now, but he still found himself scratching nervously at the newly added runed pins on his uniform.

“Just us today?” Jin asked, finding the large open ring to be strangely empty without any other officers present.

“I figured it was about time you got a chance to try out something more fun. And my idea of fun might not…technically be within regulations.”

Jin smiled and shook his head. In spite of Dan being Dan, he had a good heart, and…he certainly knew how to have a good time. “What’d you have in mind?”

“See the bokken building over there?” Dan gestured toward a small hut that held a number of wooden training swords just outside of the pit.

“Sure. Same as usual.”

Dan laughed. “Take a closer look.”

Jin walked to the door, touching a security enchantment on the outside. A gleaming symbol flashed across the surface of the hut’s door, then there was a click behind the knob.

Jin didn’t know what would happen if someone tried to open it without the right security level embedded into the enchantments of their gloves. He wasn’t sure he wanted to.

But he did want to know what kind of surprise was inside.

He pulled the door open, finding a usual set of six mildly enchanted wooden swords—

And next to them, a dozen other weapons. Swords, axes. His eyes settled on a set of six pistols, each etched with elaborate runes.

Jin put a hand to his chest. “You know the way to my heart after all.”

“If firearms are the way to your heart, well…” Dan laughed. “I suppose that’s true of a lot of people on the battlefield! But come on, let’s get practicing.”

Jin frowned. “Where are the targets?”

Tachibana Dan gave him an appraising look. “Where do you think?” He lifted a thumb slowly, then with a meaningful gesture, pressed one thumb against a button on his other arm’s cuff. “Azure Armor: Awaken!”

There was a quiet hum as the air around each of his uniform pins began to glow. Dan stretched out his arms, which wasn’t strictly necessary, but it added to the effect.

Eight flashes in rapid succession, then glimmering blue mail appeared all around him, pressing against his body and clicking together.

Jin rolled his eyes and flicked the button on his right cuff, sending a hint of mana into it. No words were actually necessary. His own unpainted armor — soul-bonding mail that the general had claimed from another continent — appeared all around him. There was the same hum, but none of the same theatrics.

Still, he felt a degree of reverence as he felt the armor settle around him…and something else as he felt it brush against a part of him that wasn’t entirely physical.

His people had long studied the arts of the soul. He’d studied bits and pieces about spirit arts even as a child in his homeland, but teaching the details of how they worked was considered “forbidden”. He’d hoped that he would one day have the authority to learn such things from the elders of House Dalen, who had long preserved ancient and hidden lore—

Instead, he’d learned about them in a dry classroom discussion about foreign magic.

It was there that he’d learned about the Artinian way of life. How they’d prayed to the Ancestor for power in the form of Dedications, carving out pieces of their soul for a purpose. How each spirit art drew from those dedications. How expert spirit artists would draw on locations called spirit veins — the veins where the physical world connected with the spirit world, and thus the Ancestor himself — to grant the artist stronger dedications than they could handle creating on their own.

Learning this way was not what he’d imagined. His life was not what he’d imagined in general. But while the romance of it wasn’t there, he was wearing an ancient and powerful relic, and he was about to shoot one of his friends with a gun. It wasn’t a bad day.

Wait. Friend? That’s…oh.

This is a problem. I’m getting too deep into character here. I’m supposed to be focused on the assignment.

Still, he couldn’t completely restrain the excitement he felt as he lifted one of the guns. He gave Dan a look, then pressed it against his lower leg. “Armor Junction: Left Leg.”

The gun vanished.

“Saving one for later?” Dan laughed. “That’s not strictly regulation, either.”

Jin smirked. “I get the impression that this division doesn’t care much about that sort of thing.”

“We care about the right things, I’d like to think.” Dan laughed. “Well? You’ve got several more equipment slots to work with — what else?”

Jin picked up a sword, tapping it to his chest and storing it. He wasn’t sure exactly how the armor worked, but each piece seemed to be capable of holding a single weapon inside — and he fully intended to take advantage of that.

Not all right now, of course. He already had stored one much more important weapon, along with even more important bullets, in his right legplate. Extra dimensional storage was useful.

Finally, he picked up a gun and tossed it to Tachibana Dan.

“Oh, you saved one for me?” Dan chuckled. “I’m grateful.”

“You’ll be less grateful in a few minutes.” Jin stretched his arms.

“Now that’s what I like to hear. Let’s go.”

Jin rolled his eyes, then followed the madman as he hopped into the dueling pit.

“Come on.” The azure-armored figure lifted a gauntlet and gestured toward him. “Kakkate koi.”

Jin shot him immediately.

***

When Jin was done shooting his probably-not-actually-a-friend and vice versa, they headed back to the camp, exhausted and sore. The firearms, even enchanted, weren’t strong enough to do critical damage to the spirit-bonding armor in one hit…and the armor repaired itself rapidly, drawing from both its own mana supply and the wearer’s.

That meant that in order to do any real harm to each other, they’d have to hit the same spot multiple times in rapid succession, and they made an effort to avoid that. They weren’t actually trying to kill each other, after all.

But Jin did take note of exactly how quickly the repairs worked with that kind of damage—

And, on occasion, he tried wrapping a bullet in his shroud and aiming at an undamaged spot to see if he could delay that recovery.

About three quarters of a second to repair with a normal bullet and these guns. More like a second and change if I shroud it. If I used death mana…no, too dangerous. Can’t risk that right now.

Still, he had useful information from the practice, and he was in good spirits.

He still had more to do that evening, but it was a very different kind.

Once he’d cleaned himself off and fixed his uniform, he took a deep breath and approached the general’s tent. Not for another card game, but for an unscheduled visit. The guards outside the tent saluted him. One guard spoke as he approached, while the other stepped in front of the tent’s entrance.

“Sir. How can we assist you, sir?”

“I’m here to visit the general.” Jin shifted, adjusting the large box under his arm.

“I was not informed of a meeting at this time, sir. Please allow me to inform his adjutant and ask—”

Jin shook his head. “I won’t be long. This isn’t for a formal meeting. I’m just delivering a gift, and I didn’t think to ask Major Tachibana to schedule anything.”

“Well, I’m afraid that the general is very busy, and—”

A loud voice shouted from within the tent. “It’s fine, I’m bored! Send him in!”

The guard shrank and Jin gave him a sympathetic look. “Sorry,” he whispered.

The guard nodded. “Not a problem, sir. You can head on in.”

Jin ducked inside the general’s tent, finding the man currently up-side down, doing some kind of…push-ups? Using only two of his fingers?

He blinked.

That couldn’t be a good form of exercise, could it?

“Jin! I hear you’ve got a gift for me?” The general smiled, but kept doing his strange push-ups.

“Sir.” Jin nodded. The general had spoken in a more familiar way to him, but he still wasn’t comfortable referring to any of the officers in the same way. Not yet. And, given what he was there for, probably not in general.

Allowing that kind of closeness felt like…too much.

Which, of course, made this action all the worse.

“I have something for you. I’m not sure if you’ll like it, but—”

“Trying to get on my good side, eh? Can’t say others haven’t tried, but you should know that if you want to get in my favor—”

Jin set the box down on a clear space on the central table. It wasn’t wrapped, so the painted forms of two lions were clearly visible.

The general’s eyes widened as he recognized it. He was shocked enough that he fell over backward, but quickly turned that into an athletic tumble, and sprang to his feet, excitement flashing across his face. “—that is, in fact, exactly the way to do it!”

The general moved in a blur, slapping Jin on the arm in a friendly fashion, then lifted up the box. “Where did you get this?” he asked in awe.

Shishi senkou. Foreign board games were hard to come by, and Danian ones tough to reach even by their standards. He’d managed to arrange a ride to a major port with their unit’s Wayfarer on his last day off, then spent much of the day hunting down a copy, before finally asking at the local branch of Haven Securities, who had arranged it for him in exchange for a token in his possession.

“It took a bit of doing, sir,” Jin admitted. “But after hearing you talk so much about it, I had to know if it was as memorable as you seem to think.”

“So, you’ve played it, then?”

“No, sir. I haven’t opened it. I was hoping that maybe—”

“Grab a seat, Kusanagi Jin. Congratulations. You’ve just been promoted to my new favorite person.”

“…Does that come with a military rank?”

“It does not, no.”

***

The commanding officer’s words were true enough, in more than one sense. Jin did not, in fact, get a rapid promotion. He did, however, absolutely earn the commander’s favor from the gift, which took the form of more invitations to small events outside of the weekly card game, including multiple rounds of the board game per week — some one-on-one, but often including other officers.

Through those events, Jin began to see a broader picture of the unit’s structure, including some favored non-officers who had participated in the game…

And one critical absence.

There were supposed to be six officers in every Dalenos military unit. Running under-staffed would not have been too strange, but Tachibana Dan had commented directly on finally having a full complement of officers when he’d joined the card game.

But time after time, when he’d dropped any hint on the subject of the absence, he’d met with confusion or a rapid topic change, which meant the others were either very good at avoiding something, or…

Jin walked through the camp after returning from another officer’s board game. Each of the officers went to a tent in the same area, which was nothing new, but this time, he focused to the best of his ability on a technique he’d spent the last two weeks practicing.

A countermeasure for his own powers. One he’d learned many years before, but rarely had to use.

Sense Mesmeric Aura.

His focus sharpened, briefly allowing him to overwhelm the passive effect on the Ghost of the Iron Flowers. To sense the shape of it, an aura all around her, and…

Something even stronger that was more distant. A trail that led not far beyond, to a tent in the officer’s area of the base that Jin couldn’t remember ever seeing before, in spite of it being only a handful of yards from his own.

As the Ghost of the Iron Flowers disappeared into her own tent, directly adjacent to it, the effect on the other tent remained — and it was so strong that Jin found his focus faltering, even with his spell rapidly burning through his own mana to compensate.

By the time he reached the tent flap, blood was running freely down his nose.

Jin took a deep breath. It was late at night, now. And if he didn’t move now, there was a good chance that he wouldn’t even remember what he’d done. He might not get another chance for weeks, if at all.

One hand reached to a revolver on his belt, while the other threw open the tent flap.

A gun clicked on the other side, pressed against his chest before he could draw.

“Hello, Jin.” Vera Corrington shifted the barrel of the pistol up to his chin. “I’ve been expecting you.”


Chapter VII – Attunements

I took a deep breath.

“No.”

She nodded. “That’s the expected answer, at least at this phase. Good.”

“Good? Really?” I folded my arms. “What would have happened if I’d said ‘yes’?”

“Different branches. You’d follow through. I’d teach you what I could. You might succeed. Your early refusal gives you more time to prepare.”

“If you’re aware that asking me now results in a suboptimal outcome if I accept, why ask?”

“Asking gives you the time necessary to think about it. Refusing now, but with the knowledge I will ask again, means you will make plans. Discuss it with others, in specific ways. When I ask again, you’ll be better prepared.”

I sighed. “Feels a little manipulative.”

“It’s a lot manipulative.” Farren smiled. “But if it helps, it’s similar to how you might think about how someone might respond before you ask a question, just taken to an extreme because of how I modeled things.”

I kept myself from verbally admitting that I often asked questions or said things without thinking about them first. Her point was clear enough.

“Okay. When should I expect to talk to you about this again, then?”

She smiled. “This time, Corin, it’s up to you. In the meantime, I’ll have your first set of attunement vials delivered.”

“But I refused the deal.”

“Yes. And I won’t give you any of the knowledge I promised until you agree. I will, however, let you get started on the attunements. In exchange for the Null-Contract Sigil design you’ve been working on.”

“If you already know about that, don’t you already have the design?”

She shook her head. “No. I have an idea of what you’re up to, but I don’t have every detail. Our progenitor is experiencing so many possible events, even with all our filters in place…it’s often like seeing something from a great distance. We might perceive the general shape of something, but not the details. A distant lake, but I can’t see the fish below the surface.”

“By giving me the vials, you’re setting me up for going in the door?”

“Yes.”

I let out a breath.

Wonderful.

“I’ll take them, assuming I’m not under any obligation to actually go in there.”

“You are not. But I think you will. Because you’re like me.”

I raised an eyebrow. “In what sense?”

“You can’t leave a mystery alone.”

…She wasn’t wrong.

I watched Farren leave, shaking my head.

I said “no”. I can keep saying “no”. As many times as I need to.

Then I went back to my room, shuddered, and tried not to think about all of the things I would need to do to prepare for the task I’d refused to perform.

***

The attunement vials didn’t arrive right away, but my next guest did.

“’Bout time they let me in here,” Mara complained. “Don’t know what you’ve been up to, they’ve been real cagey, but it’s clear you’re doin’ some kind of special training that’s runnin’ you ragged.”

I laughed. “You have no idea. Let me give you the tour. Need help with your bags?”

Mara lifted a large bag with a hand formed from solid shadow. “Nah,” she said. “I got it.”

I gave her the tour. She set down her bags, shaking her head softly. “You’ve been training for months without me? That has to be some kind of cheating.”

“Well, if it helps you feel any better, you’ll get to do the same thing now.”

“For a little while.” She looked me up and down. “You been okay doing all this by yourself?”

“Not really,” I admitted, “but I am making progress.”

“On what? Enchanting stuff?”

“That, sure. And I’ll show you some in a minute, but first…how do you feel about a race?”

Mara grinned.

I shaved a few seconds off my running time over the next week. It was easier to improve when I had someone to practice with.

And beyond that, I finally had a source of one of the last mana types that I needed for a critical design.

***

I handed the shield sigil to Mara, then pointed at a rune. “That’s the one I need you to charge.”

“Simple enough. That’s…one of many, though. How complicated did you get with this thing? What’s it even do?”

“You’ll see in a minute. The first one belongs to you.”

“Ooh.” She grinned, raising a shadowy hand to her chest. “You spend all your time alone, and you made me the first gift? Satsuki is going to be so jealous.”

I sighed. “You know it’s not like that.”

“Yeah, but it’s too easy to tease you.” She closed her eyes for a couple minutes, then handed the sigil back to me. “That good?”

I cast a few diagnostic spells. “Yep. Looks good.”

“Don’t you need to me to do more than one? Like, recharge, function, capacity, all that?”

I shook my head. “Ordinarily, you’d be right, but the thing I just had you charge is a dynamic rune that I’m using as a multi-rune. It’s kind of a pain to deal with, but it gives me more options to modify how it works later. And, uh, I ran out of space.”

“I can see why. That looks like a lot of types of magic, Corin. Is it safe to have them all in same item?”

“In theory. What I’ve managed to sort out is that you can have opposing mana types in the same general area as long as there’s an interstitial type that serves to prevent them from mixing directly. That interstitial type has to be from a different mana category, so it doesn’t oppose either of the types.”

“Category?” Mara asked.

“Different names for it. Basically, there are mana types that are safer to mix with each other. Non-reactive, or minimally reactive. Air and transference go together smoothly, for example, but they’re both opposed to earth and enhancement. If I want to have both transference and enhancement in the same item, I need something that’s minimally reactive to both. That means one from a third category, which isn’t paired with either transference or enhancement.”

“Like…what, water?”

“Yeah, actually. How’d you get that?”

“Pretty straightforward, I think? If air and stone are directly opposed, the ones they’d be sort of lateral to would be fire and water, yeah?”

“Huh. Not sure I would have sorted that out on my own that fast. I’ve been looking at grids. But yeah, that’s effectively how it works.”

“And this thing,” she raised the sigil, “has interstitial types for all the opposing ones?”

“Yep. It’s complicated, since you have to add them in a certain sequence to avoid conflicts at any part in the process, but the result…”

“Let’s see it.” She stood up. “Where’s the sparring space?”

“There are a couple, but we’ll go to one nearby. Pin it on and watch.”

She pinned the sigil on her shirt as we walked to a sparring room. The guards let us by. We both took familiar sparring stances. It was probably easier for her — it had only been days or weeks, rather than months. I was rusty.

“So, how do we see—”

Improved Haste.

I stepped in and threw a sucker punch at her.

I’d caught her off-guard, as expected, but it didn’t matter — I knew my swing had no chance of landing.

Not with six layers of barriers, each of a different mana type, appearing to stop my punch.

My arm bounced off before even breaking through the first layer of the shield, but all of them were briefly visible in a rainbow of scintillating color before I pulled my arm back.

Mara gawked at it. “Corin…this is…”

“I call it my Six-Layer Serpent Shroud Sigil.”

“Hit me again.”

I threw another punch, which deflected off just the same as before.

Mara reached out, as if to touch her own barrier from the inside. “This is incredible. You based it on Mizuchi’s shrouds, didn’t you?”

“Yep. Well, her and…” I blanched. “Oh no.”

“Satsuki.” Mara laughed. “And I thought you were in trouble before. If she finds out about this, you’d better hide, or you’re going to end up dead or married within the week.”

“Or both,” I grumbled.

“Probably both,” Mara snickered. “Now, are you just going to stand there and pretend you don’t have a way to get through this thing? It’s obvious you’d have made a counter.”

“Please, Mara.” I tapped a sword on my belt, a sword appearing in my hand. “Don’t be absurd. I finished my counter before I’d even started on the sigil itself. Meet Shroudstealer version two-point-eight.”

***

Aside from some much-needed training against Mara, I made some time to train with her and her new gift. Kamaria Clarent and I had made several different golem models, but the one we’d settled on to give to Mara was only about seven feet tall. That’s obviously huge in terms of human height, but traditional golems could be multiple stories in height, and my test models were two-seaters for easier multi-person testing and data acquisition.

Mara’s was just for her, designed to reinforce her already prodigious strength and resilience. When she climbed in for the first time, I could see her hesitation and nervousness, but that faded pretty quickly the first time she punched me straight across a room.

She’d always hit hard. Enhancement mana was great for hitting people. But even better than that? A gigantic crystal suit that also could use her enhancement mana — and stone mana or density mana as well, once she was at the point where she could use them.

She was already monstrously strong even just with the golem, but when she could reshape it at will, I knew she’d be a true terror on the battlefield.

After a couple test punches put me on the floor, I swapped to piloting one of the older test models, and we got to beating each other up properly. I handed off the test data to Kamaria Clarent, as well as one of the test models, and she agreed that discharged my responsibilities for payment.

Honestly, I thought Clarent was just happy to have someone else to do some golem training with. They got to practicing with each other even when I wasn’t around.

I enjoyed those days, but sadly, Mara’s time slot at the Crafting Chambers didn’t last. Mara thanked me fervently for the golem, then once again, I was alone.

***

Two weeks with Mara gave me much-needed time to get back into fighting shape a bit, as well as to make several more of my Six-Layer Serpent Shroud Sigils. One for each of my friends, two for me, and a handful of others to make sure that Elora thought I was making good use of my time.

I was hesitant to hand off something that I’d designed, but really, a complex shield sigil was just an improvement of standard defenses. It was likely someone else had already made something like it before — I didn’t have to be overly protective of the design, even if I wanted to be.

No, if I was going to keep anything to myself, it was the truly unique things I’d been working on for each of my friends.

At the end of Mara’s visit, I gave her the first of the set. Another sigil, one to be worn under her shirt, over her heart.

“An improved Null-Contract Sigil?” she asked, turning it over. “The runes look similar.”

“It’s designed to look near-identical, at a glance.” I nodded. “Which gives us a bit of leeway if someone sees it, but try to avoid that for now.”

“Why? What’s it do?”

“It has the same basic functions passively, but it also has an active mode. When that’s on, it directly connects with your attunement and makes temporary changes.”

She blinked at me. “You’re saying…it can do what you’ve been doing to yourself? Like turn up my attunement level temporarily?”

“It could, but that’s not one of the functions I gave it.”

She folded her arms. “And why not?”

“Because that’s boring, Mara.” I shook my head, feeling a little smug. “Why give you one of the simple, pre-existing attunement levels when you can use an entirely new one?” I handed her a piece of paper.

She frowned as she skimmed it over. “Corin, what are these names?”

“I didn’t have a book on gemstones and I ran out of obvious options. So, congratulations. You get to be the first person in the world to test out the Lemon, Lime, and Cherry attunement flavors.”

***

Mara wasn’t able to make full use of her armor yet. First, she’d have to master the power of Lemon flavor, and the mana types that came along with it. Still, I was confident it would be a boost to both her abilities and her confidence.

There was a brief gap between Mara’s visit and the next.

I worked on more of my newest devices — my Attunement Augmentation Sigils.

Each Attunement Augmentation Sigil contained a set of temporary attunement functions that could be activated independently or together. These suites of functions — “flavors” — could also be entirely deactivated to allow the attunement to go back to normal. They’d also default back to normal after a set time.

I didn’t want to accidentally make any permanent changes to an attunement, so I ran several tests on myself before giving Mara one. My own Attunement Augmentation Sigil had three functions and a total of seven new “levels”. Let’s call the functions “A”, “B”, and “C”. Of the seven levels, three each activated one function, one that had A and B active, one that had B and C active, one that A and C active, and one that had all three active.

I didn’t consider “off” a distinct level, but if you do, we could call that an eighth.

Each temporary function for my prototype was simple at first — basic things I’d already tested. Things like “make attunement glow a different color”. Eventually, though, I replaced each of them with something functional I actually wanted:

In specific, three functions taken directly from Attunement specializations.

Function A was the Transference function from my Arbiter attunement.

Function B was the Transference function from my Enchanter attunement.

And Function C was an accelerated version of the Adaptation function from my Arbiter attunement that I was already running.

Over the next couple of weeks, I tinkered with several options before settling on those three. Eventually, after a bit of testing, I started keeping Function C on — first for minutes, then hours, then days. There were no obvious side effects, either in terms of how I felt or when I used diagnostic magic on myself. I went up front briefly to have a medic check me on occasion, too.

I was tempted to just turn the option on in my own attunement, but for the moment, the sigil was safer.

Each day, I kept running, and also worked some combat exercises back into my routine by reserving the sparring room by myself.

In Mara’s absence, it was hard to tell if my combat abilities were falling behind due to lack of practice. My running speed continued to improve from my tests down the halls, though, especially once I’d gotten used to my latest version of the Haste spell.

Improved Transcendent Haste.

I sprinted down the hall.

Twenty-nine seconds.

I’d broken the thirty-second mark for the first time, and I wasn’t done yet. Not by a long shot.

***

When I heard Patrick had arrived, I was in the midst of studying an old scroll in Valdaric. I tucked it away and headed to the front entrance to greet him and fill him in.

“Wow, this place is amazing!” He stared wide-eyed at each different version of Farren we passed. None of them seemed to mind. He leaned in toward me to whisper a little too loud, “Are there going to be copies of us, too?”

“You know, I didn’t think to ask. Maybe if we go in a certain door. Which…don’t do that.” I pointed at said door when we reached the last layer of the building. “Farren’s deal is a little different from what we’re up to in here. I don’t think she’d want me to explain everything, but don’t worry, there’s plenty of other stuff for me to fill you in on.”

“Sure, sure! This is great. And I’m supposed to help you make stuff?”

“Yep.” I nodded. “With mana types that I can’t easily access. And beyond that, I need to get a good look at your attunement functions, if that’s okay?”

“Sure, no problem. What’s that about?”

“Mara didn’t tell you?” I asked.

“Nope. Said you made her some things, but she wasn’t supposed to talk about them.”

“Oh. Maybe I should have been clearer that they weren’t a secret from you. But, then again…” I frowned. “No, she made the right call, actually. Better for me to fill each of you in one at a time.”

“That secret? What are you doing, making some kind of legendary super-weapons for each of us?”

I smiled. “Not quite. But if you feel like you need one, I could put it on the list…”

***

Patrick’s visit went similarly to Mara’s, but in truth, I had less need for his mana. Enhancement mana was unstable in this environment, as was protection mana — that meant Mara’s visit had the greatest practical purpose in terms of my immediate friends, purely in terms of mana types. I did have Patrick help me make some lightning batteries, but that wasn’t his main purpose in being there.

Aside from helping me out with moral support, the main reason for his presence was for me to figure out how exactly the Elementalist attunement was giving him lightning mana immediately, as well as its deeper functions for helping to mix mana types automatically.

It wasn’t the first time I’d looked at Patrick’s attunement, but I’d learned a lot about sub-glyphs since then, and I had weeks of time to check in and study the function further.

Beyond that, it also gave me time to study all of his various specialization options — and, finally, at his urging, give the one he’d been working toward a tiny nudge.

He’d already been almost there, anyway.

Lightning crackled to life around Patrick as his attunement specialization activated. It might have been more dramatic if that had flickered on in combat, rather than sitting in a couple chairs in my bedroom, but it was a lot safer to do it in a controlled setting.

A couple quick diagnostics showed it was working just fine, and…

“Want to try it out?” I asked.

“You bet!”

We stood across from each other in the sparring room. Once again, I prepared to sucker punch my friend to test something, but this time, with a burst of mana rather than a literal punch.

As soon as we’d taken our stances, I flicked a finger in his direction and sent a small burst of transference at him.

I’d expected him to dodge. Lightning reflexes was the literal name of his attunement specialization, but—

I didn’t even see his hand move as he drew Bright Reflection from his sheath, shifted, and smashed the flat of it into my hastily hurled ball of force. I was so startled that I didn’t even manage to defend myself, but fortunately, I was wearing my own Six-Layer Serpent Shroud Sigil, and the ball of kinetic energy bounced harmlessly off the first layer of it and into a wall.

“Huh,” I said simply, gawking at Patrick as he stood with sword in hand.

“Huh,” Patrick relied with equal coherence.

“Again?” I asked.

“Again,” he confirmed.

I didn’t land a single spell on him during that entire training session.

I figured out tricks to catch him off-guard in the weeks that followed, but it was clear I’d underestimated just how valuable his specialization would be. He wasn’t just a little faster at reacting — his response speed was faster than I could process things even with Accelerated Computation active. And that wasn’t the end of it. The attunement was feeding into his movement speed, too. Even after all of my practice and buildup of secondary essence, Patrick could keep up with me when I sprinted down the hall.

At least, until I turned Haste on.

Improved Transcendent Haste.

I sprinted past him and touched the opposite wall. Twenty-seven seconds.

Still improving. Still not enough.

***

The rest of Patrick’s visit was straightforward enough. He filled me in on some of the things I’d missed on the outside — unlike the others, he’d been going back and forth to the Emerald Council to participate in voting and discussions when he could. Sera had accompanied him once for moral support, but for the most part, he was on his own there.

It was a little strange that Patrick, of all of us, was the one who was actually wielding influence on the international stage — but he seemed to be enjoying it, so I was happy for him.

In terms of the actual politics of the council, none of it was too surprising. An international group had tried to hunt down “Showoff”, but Patrick got the impression it was largely because he’d disrupted the council and broken the illusion of peace, rather than anyone having any issue with him killing one of the followers of the Sun Eater.

…Well, aside from Takeshi Kurita’s son. There was, understandably, more of an issue there. One that would probably lead to some life-long revenge plotting.

I wasn’t thrilled with that, but I couldn’t do much about it, either.

It sounded like whoever was tracking Derek down hadn’t had any success, at least that they were willing to talk about. Unfortunately, Patrick hadn’t heard anything from Derek, either. That wasn’t too surprising, but I hoped he was safe.

Aside from that, there were some attempts to get people to actually address the Sun Eater issue itself. Patrick had pushed for a vote to get the council to dedicate an international force specifically to that purpose, hoping that would forestall war efforts, but he was voted down. After that, he tried to get something passed to launch a joint investigation. That got closer to passing, but still didn’t get enough votes.

Mary had recovered from her injuries, but simply surviving the explosion wasn’t enough to get her a vote. The council had voted that the match would be considered a “draw”, and that she could try again in six months. That was, of course, such a long time that the current council would have ended long before it was relevant. Patrick said she was a bit dejected about it, but at least she was alive, and apparently, she felt I had a part to play in that.

Also, she was apparently around. Mary and Rose were both in the same facility we were, and had been for a while — I just hadn’t seen them.

Aside from those updates, he told me some details about the war effort itself, as well as some more direct political updates about the leanings of lords and ladies, but nothing that I could really influence.

After a few short days, we said our goodbyes, and he headed back out to the council to try to get more work done. He was still hopeful that his position would be enough to sway a major vote at some point, even if he hadn’t so far.

I wished him luck. I wouldn’t want to be in his place.

***

It was only a few days after Patrick departed that Farren’s promised package arrived. A large metal box, plain and without ornamentation, with a stack of papers next to it.

I found it sitting outside my door one morning without any sort of message, but there was no question about what the package contained. I was so excited I only checked it for traps twice.

I brought the box inside my room, flipping open the lid, and found what I had been looking forward to.

A total of eight vials of liquid, each carefully capped with a rune-etched lid.

I checked the paperwork before examining them, the very first line making my heart pound in my chest.

Attunement Vial Set 1: Valian Attunements

I skimmed over the papers, but most of the documentation was information I was already familiar with. The most important things were instructions on a few spells that were typically used in the primer and applicator creation process for comparing essence composition, as well as one new spell that would be more relevant to me — one for comparing data between attunements.

I inspected the labels on the bottles, finding the first one I needed.

Okay, let’s change up my settings a bit to look these over. Activate Attunement Level — Spessartine.

My attunement didn’t flash as it changed — I’d disabled that unnecessary function. At the moment, all I needed was full access to restricted attunement components.

Analyze Attunement Composition.

My eyes scanned through papers in my mind.

[Attunement Designation — Enchanter.]

Then, I accessed my own Enchanter attunement simultaneously, creating another stack of papers on the mental table.

With that done, I took a deep breath and cast the latest spell on the list.

Compare Data.

Images flashed rapidly through my mind as certain pages floated up and around me, re-sorting themselves into two identical stacks, but with a small set of papers off to the side.

I checked those hurriedly, finding exactly what I was hoping for.

The differences were negligible.

The Enchanter attunement in the vial that Farren had given me seemed to be either an older or newer version, or perhaps slightly different because it was an artificial reconstruction. No major function differences, just data in specific parameters for things like safe mana thresholds. There were no new functions.

No death traps or branding mechanisms built in, aside from those that the visages themselves included in every attunement.

I breathed a little easier after that, but I wasn’t going to assume that I was safe.

I repeated the process with every attunement I had an existing sample for, comparing the Summoner functions in Farren’s vial with the ones I’d copied from Sera, and so on.

Then, from there, I began the painstaking process of manually checking for hidden functions, or extra security measures that might prevent me from finding those functions.

Only once I was reasonably satisfied that the attunement vials themselves were safe could I truly begin.

I took a drink, had a snack, and picked up the first vial in a row.

[Attunement Designation – Diviner.]

I had a lot of reading and transcription to do.

***

A week passed, then another.

I ran down a hallway, a little slower this time, but with greater ease.

It turned out that supplementing Haste spells with Quartz-level perception magic copied from another attunement was helpful, but not as helpful as just using a higher-level version of Transcendent Haste.

Still, a little bit of practice at acclimating to a new mana type wasn’t a bad thing. I had to get started somewhere.

After all, if I had enough time, I planned to acclimate to all of them.

***

I did not, in fact, have time to acclimate to all of them.

I heard a knock on my door just a week or so later. I blinked at the sight of Farren standing there when I opened it. She held a metal box in her hands — a larger one.

“Things are accelerating,” she told me. “And so should you.”

I accepted the larger box, setting it down on my desk. “What do you mean by things accelerating?”

“Katashi’s armies have taken a city. The…I don’t know, big one. And a mountain. They’re important somehow.”

“His army is in Valia?”

“Not the bulk of it, but Valia has outlying territories that are not easily accessed by their own military forces. Still, this is a sign that things have progressed, and he has reached a threshold where he will move for larger targets soon if he is not stopped.”

“And I’m supposed to play a role in stopping his army, with whatever I get here?”

Farren frowned. “Of course not. You have no place on a battlefield. Your role is to get what you need out of this place and get out before he takes it over.”

“Oh.” That was a sobering thought. “We’re going to lose this place? Definitively?”

“For the moment, at least. Which is why I need your help soon.”

I frowned, conflicted. “I still haven’t agreed to go through the door.”

“No,” she said, “but I think you will.” There was a pause, then she added something that sounded…more emotional. “I don’t mean to rob you of your agency, Corin. That’s the last thing I would ever want to do to someone, especially someone like you, in this place. But…I need help, Corin. I really, really do. And I think that you’re the type of person who wants to help when he can, and, beyond that, the benefits—”

“I’ll need to talk to Sera first. I won’t make the mistake of making this sort of decision without her.”

Farren nodded. “She’ll be here soon. In our terms, at least.”

***

After Farren left me with the boxes, I got to work immediately.

Farren had seemingly delivered on her part of the bargain. A full set of attunement vials for every one of the spires…well, those that were accessible.

As Farren had mentioned before, she didn’t have vials for ascended attunements, nor did she have ones for the restricted attunements that were completed after her creation. There were a few extra vials that were simply labeled “prototype 1” through “prototype 12”, which I presumed were mostly early versions of the restricted attunements, but the number didn’t quite match with that. Perhaps some were older, abandoned projects, or…

Did she give me access to god beast attunements?

I checked immediately. She had not.

Still, there were some unusual design ideas among the strangely labeled ones, and even the normal vials…there was no way I could even parse through what she’d given me in a reasonable time frame. And saying that they were worth a fortune wouldn’t do the collection justice. The value was beyond monetary. Every single vial could change lives.

And she wasn’t just giving me these to hand out. She’d given me enough documentation to understand them.

To make them.

If I survived this, Farren had set me up with enough information to make a business that rivaled her own. That made me confident that she was serious about how much she needed my help.

It did, however, make me very concerned that she either didn’t expect me to come back, or that she’d find a way to deal with me in the aftermath.

Maybe I’m overthinking it. She’s always sounded like she wants me to work for her. A gesture of this magnitude might just be her way of showing me the benefits of working for Farren Labs.

Or, perhaps, that she genuinely feels like both of us would benefit from competition. It’s possible. She could be the type that takes inspiration and motivation from having someone else invent things that she can compete with.

Regardless of her motives, I planned to take full advantage of every tool I had available — and to make more.

The next step in my artificial attunement research was the most important, but also the most time consuming and difficult.

I’d managed to largely automate the process for creating Null-Contract Sigils. For my next project, I wanted to do something similar, but on a much grander scale — something that, if others knew about it, would mark me as a competitor to the owner of the facility I stood in.

An artificial attunement came in parts — an enchanted bottle, a primer liquid inside the bottle, and an applicator. I’d studied all three extensively, first at Farren Labs, then through Warren’s books, and finally through studying the artificial attunement vials I now had in my possession. Each step was an invaluable part of the process, one that was necessary for my understanding to reach the point where I could even attempt something like what I was planning on.

I was aware that Farren herself already had the types of equipment I needed, aside from the individualized applicators I intended to build. But I was already pushing the limits of reason in terms of how much I’d traded with her, and simply trading for or buying the equipment necessary to make more attunement vials would skip over important parts of the learning process that I’d need to be familiar with if I ever intended to operate on a larger scale.

That didn’t stop me from asking to inspect the existing equipment they held in the Crafting Chambers, and I was given permission to do so without cost. Farren knew what I was up to, after all. Not only was she aware of my plans, she seemed to be counting on them. I still couldn’t claim I knew exactly why she was supporting me the way that she was, even after our conversations — not completely, at least. I understood the idea that competition would drive innovation, and that she was expecting me to invent something she would then copy or compete with herself, but…I had a feeling there was something much more specific than that, something she refused to say.

I wasn’t going to let that stop me.

I knew Warren Constantine wouldn’t approve, but I couldn’t let vague omens about possible betrayal dictate my every action. That was a good way to end up trapped in an endless loop of precautions…which was, unfortunately, exactly the type of thing I could see myself doing if I ever let myself get started on that path.

Instead, I didn’t choose to trust Farren, not exactly — but I did choose to move forward anyway, simply remaining conscious of the fact that I’d need to be cautious and take extra precautions.

The first week, I spent focusing on studying existing equipment, learning exactly which sub-glyphs were used in each step of the process. Applicator creation, applicator verification. Mana crystals being converted into liquid, then distilled. The enchantments on the vials themselves. The physical materials used for each individual component item, which were important for ensuring that the applicator had enough enchantment capacity and that the crystalline vials wouldn’t shatter.

After that, I began to requisition the necessary items for creating my own applicators, testers, and distillery. For safety and space reasons, I also requested an entire separate room for this — basically, a whole lab space where I could work unimpeded and avoid the possibility of enchantments in my other experiments interfering with the new ones.

This took a little while to approve, and a little while longer for a lab space to be cleared out. That surprised me marginally, since I figured Farren would have anticipated the request and worked around it…but I supposed that her precognition, if that was what she was working with, couldn’t be focused on the minutia of every little possible task at once.

While I waited, I began to work on what was, perhaps, the most important and ambitious thing I’d ever attempted—

Sub-glyph formulas for my first artificial attunements.

I wasn’t foolish enough to try to construct entirely new functions from scratch on my first test cases. Instead, my sample artificial attunements would effectively be standard attunements, but with a couple functions from near-identical attunements swapped in to replace the original ones.

It was a week of work before I’d finished setting up my lab — and another three weeks before I’d managed to work out the flaws in my work to create my first viable product.

It was the simplest possible test design: an artificial variant on the Enchanter attunement that would display a slightly different rune when applied.

…And even still, I was absolutely terrified that something would go horribly wrong with it.

Running it through the applicator tester that I’d built didn’t show any problems, but that just meant it wasn’t likely to explode outright. That didn’t mean that the attunement itself wouldn’t have massive problems if I’d somehow failed to copy a critical component onto the applicator, or if I’d distilled the liquid wrong, or the spell effect for suppressing existing magical abilities on the target didn’t work properly and interference occurred.

I could have just been brave, picked it up, drank the liquid, and pressed it against my body to give myself a second Enchanter attunement — but that would have been foolish for a number of reasons, most notably that a significant enough failure could break my existing attunements catastrophically and prevent me from continuing to work further.

Instead, I did something that should have been obvious — something that Farren had probably planned on from the start — and gave my first finished vial to her.

“Oh-hoh? This is it?” She turned the vial over in her fingers, her eyes briefly flashing a bright blue. “Starting at the start. That’s good, good good good, you don’t want to move backward, except when analyzing the future-past, and that’s…” She blinked rapidly. “What were we doing?”

“I was offering you the first vial I’d finished to sell or trade as you please, as long as you share detailed results of what happens with it. I don’t have the resources to test if my products actually are safe, and if they work properly.”

“Not yet, no. But you might! Or you might not. In fact, there’s a good chance…yes, good. I’ll get you those results. It’ll work fine, though.”

“It will?”

“This is the first one, right? Right. It’s the third one you need to worry about.”

…That was a little horrifying.

What was I supposed to do with that? Throw out the third vial I built? Change my plans for what I did with it? Be extra cautious? Would any of those avert whatever she was talking about, if it was real at all?

“Don’t do that thinky-thing. I mean, think a lot, obviously, but not about what I’m saying, except when it’s useful. And what I just said was useless, so just do what you were going to do and move forward!”

She gave me a thumbs-up.

“What if someone gets hurt?”

Farren frowned at me. “People always get hurt. How do you think the world works, Corin?”

“But…I mean what if someone gets hurt because I wasn’t paying enough attention to the third vial?”

“Oh, that old thing? No, no. It’s not being hurt you need to worry about with that. It’s what happens when it’s stolen.”

She put a hand over her mouth immediately.

I stared at her. “Did you actually let something slip without meaning to, or is this all just a show?”

Farren shuddered, slowly moving her hand back down. “Let’s go with a little of both, shall we? Anyway, you didn’t hear what I just said, move along as if nothing happened. Bring me your next several vials for testing, I’ll keep testing them, and you can keep having the resources you need. Win-win-win.”

“Why are there three wins? Aren’t there only two of us?”

“Oh, no. The attunement thieves are obviously winning, too.”

“Wonderful. Attunement thieves.” I sighed. “That’s great news.”

“It isn’t,” Farren clarified helpfully, “but you’re not ready to do anything about it yet, so definitely don’t sabotage the third vial you give me in ways that will cause them grief, got it?”

She gave me a hugely exaggerated wink.

“…I…”

She winked again. And again.

“Yes, I got it.”

“Great! Off with you now. I’ll send you results sometime before or after we run the tests.”

I sighed.

I’d known what I was getting into, but…it was still a bit much. “Thanks, Farren.” I gave her a wave, then headed straight back to the lab.

I had work to do. After all, I hadn’t bothered to work on how to sabotage an attunement vial before.


Interlude V — A Debt Owed IV

Jin Dalen’s Perspective

Jin froze as the pistol pressed against his chin. Any outward action could bring about a very rapid and messy end to his career. The gun was inside his shroud and so it offered him virtually no protection, and his shield sigil probably wouldn’t be enough to stop a bullet at point-blank range.

Not a bet he was willing to take.

So, he held still, watching in silence, while his mind continued to work. Mana flowed through his body, gradually converting into one the most rarely used compositions—

Death.

Not for an attack, necessarily. At his level, using death mana directly against a superior opponent wasn’t likely to work. Death mana didn’t just kill people outright, though. Much like life mana accelerated functions, death mana could slow and stop them.

He had to hope that, if the moment came to it, that power would be enough.

“You’re going to come into the tent,” Vera Corrington told him, adjusting the tent flap with her free hand. “Very slowly.”

Jin acknowledged her with a grunt, then followed her instructions. She didn’t do him the mercy of taking her gun away from his face, which was unfortunate. Even a couple more inches of breathing room would have let him shape his shroud into something marginally more protective, but he’d been too slow.

Once inside the tent, he nearly choked on the air. The mana was so thick that his face felt wet with it, like he’d walked into a mist. There was a faint scent to the air, too, but a strange one — some kind of heavy herbal concoction, perhaps? He couldn’t say for sure, but he thought the scent came from the mana itself, which was…

Well, absurd, if it was true.

The level of mana saturation you’d need to have in the air to be able to smell it…even the area he could remember in the spire wasn’t like that. Perhaps he’d seen something like it in his Judgment, but like most people, he couldn’t remember.

Maybe it’s like that attunement primer that Corin gave to Sera. But if that’s the case, why is it here?

Is that what Vera is hiding? If so, then…

He shifted his mana sense toward the gun-wielding woman. She looked much the same that he’d remembered. On the shorter side, athletic but broad-built, with her black skin making her stand out among the nearly all ethnically-Dalen people in the camp. But there were differences, too — most notably the thicker lines in her face. She looked like she’d put on some weight, too. Between those factors, she looked noticeably older…too much older. He’d seen her only a year or so earlier, and she looked like she’d aged more than that.

Either she’d had a long year, or something stranger.

He didn’t have much time to assess the tent itself before she grabbed him and pulled him deeper in. For the most part, the tent itself looked much like his own, with a simple bed, a bookshelf, a work desk, and a chair. It was a heavy canvas structure with a wooden frame — the kind of palisade tent that their army used for longer-term camping when they wanted to be able to stay in a place for weeks or months, but needed to be able to pick up quickly and move without leaving buildings behind.

It would have been comparatively simple for attuned on the scale of their group to create more permanent structures, but Tachibana Dan had explained that they didn’t want the division getting too comfortable in any one location and feeling like they were settling there. It was a way of keeping everyone on alert, apparently.

In this case, Jin sensed there was a bit more meaning to the tent, however. There was a conspicuous rug in the center, one that Vera was inching toward.

He extended his mana sense under that rug—

And immediately, his head rocked back as he felt far too much power for one place to hold.

“Hey, no funny moves!” Vera adjusted the position of her weapon to compensate for his movement. “I’m serious, I’ll end you if you don’t keep quiet and keep up.”

“Understood,” he whispered. “I’ll cooperate. But it’d be easier if you put the gun down and explained—”

“Not here. If you follow a bit, we can talk. I don’t plan to kill you unless I need to.”

Jin didn’t let himself relax at that remark. If his suspicions were correct, she was currently transporting him to a place where she could kill him with fewer complications, and that didn’t exactly build his confidence.

Just as he suspected, Vera dragged him over to the highly conspicuous rug, then ducked down very briefly to adjust it.

In that moment, he didn’t spring to attack or escape — the chances of being shot were too high. But he did move his accumulated death mana in a simple spell.

Sleep forever, he commanded, carefully pushing mana through the structure of the gun pressed against him and into the bullet chamber. He spread the mana between the bullets, then used it to disable the gunpowder held within each—

Hopefully.

Firearms were his primary weapon, and he recognized her gun as a Caelish Coldmark 38, a high-end and reliable model often used by law enforcement. He’d used them himself, and he didn’t think that forcing a mechanical failure on the gun itself with death mana was likely to work — not without another mana type to supplement it. While his composites might have helped with that, he didn’t have enough training to form them properly, but making gunpowder inert…that was plausible.

He hoped it didn’t come to that.

Just as he hoped, Vera didn’t react to his spell. His own Mesmer attunement made his abilities hard to detect, but more than that, it helped him add another piece to the current puzzle — something here was hiding both Vera and the Ghost of the Iron Flowers, but it probably wasn’t Vera herself.

And as she tossed the rug aside, he got a better idea of where they would be going.

Down.

Vera flipped a switch on a trap door, then opened it, exposing a heavy industrial ladder leading into a gap in the floor. It was a clearly artificial shaft, perfectly circular and smooth, with no end in sight.

“You’re going down first,” Vera told him. “Don’t try anything. I’m stronger than I was, and I’m the least dangerous thing down there. You hurt me, you won’t make it back up, I promise it.”

“Not here to hurt you,” Jin assured her.

“I know, but you still might try. Go.” She pulled her gun away just long enough to make a circular gesture toward the ladder. Jin tensed in that moment, the perfect instant to strike—

But that wasn’t his goal.

And if he was right, fighting up here might ruin his one chance to reach his true objective.

And so, with a deep breath, he took hold of the ladder and lowered himself into the dark.

***

The shaft descended deeper into the ground than he expected. By counting the ladder rungs, he estimated it to be about fifty feet before he reached the bottom and his eyes adjusted to the new lighting and the strangeness around him.

He was inside of a natural tunnel of some kind, if the irregularity of the walls was any indication, but it was still strangely smooth. Worn away by water, perhaps?

That wasn’t the strangest part, however. Most of the stone was a strange, slightly luminescent blue, dotted with bits of purple. And, here and there, he could see hints of a much brighter white substance jutting out. It was some kind of crystal. It held light within it, but with inconsistent luminescence — like one of those strange Caelish lightbulbs, almost, but with the lighting amount constantly in flux.

The mana was even thicker here. Palpable. He took an instinctive step away from the ladder as Vera came down behind him and it felt almost like he was underwater.

He reached for his gun as Vera came down the last rungs of the ladder, but in a moment of decision, pulled his hands away and raised them instead.

When Vera reached the bottom, she gave him a scrutinizing look, then made an obvious gesture of lowering her own gun rather than putting it up against him.

“What is this place?” Jin asked.

“That’s a complicated question,” Vera responded, but then she seemed to make a decision. “Simply put, it’s the reason why I’m here. Well, a part of it. But I should be the one asking questions. I’ve been watching you for a while. Why are you here?”

“You,” he said simply. It wasn’t completely true, of course. Not the whole picture. But it was genuinely a part of his motivation. “I’m here to rescue you.”

Vera laughed. “Well, good work. You found me. Unfortunately, I can’t be rescued. Not any more than the last time you tried, at any rate.”

“I don’t understand.” Jin frowned. “We got you off the train. Derek said he’d made arrangements to get you back to Caelford with a fresh identity, concealment equipment, the works.”

“He did. It was a sweet effort. And I’d say I appreciated your part in it, if not for the whole attempted murder thing back in the spire.” Vera’s hands tensed, but she didn’t pull her gun back up. “You know that helping rescue me didn’t make up for that, right?”

“The best I can do is keep trying to make amends.” Jin shifted uncomfortably. “And if you’ll accept a better effort, I’ll get you somewhere safe myself this time.”

“Oh, Jin. An escort was never the problem.” She raised a hand to pinch the bridge of her nose. “You and Derek never really rescued me in the first place. This is all so far beyond you both. But you say you’re here to help me? I mostly believe you. So, I’m inclined to just let you leave, if you do it right now. I’ll even help make it quiet.”

Jin paused, taking a breath. “And you won’t come with me? Why?”

“Because I’m not the kind of prisoner you expected.” She paused, shaking her head. “This is where, ordinarily, I’d do something dramatic to show you my brand.”

“A brand? Like what Katashi put on Corin?” Jin’s eyes widened. “But Derek would have checked—”

“Oh, he did.” Vera’s eyes flashed with something a little more playful. “Very thoroughly.”

It wasn’t the best time for his face to be flushed, but that’s where things went. “That’s…um, then…”

“Quick and obvious secret, Jin. Visages don’t need to make their brands look like anything. It’s not visible.” She shook her head. “Nor do ordinary detection spells work to find it.”

“Is that why it’s so hard to sense you? A visage’s brand?” Jin asked.

She shook her head. “That’s probably contributing, but the main reason is something else. If I show you what’s down here, you’re going to be in a whole lot deeper, and I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

“I still owe you a debt,” Jin insisted. “And if there’s a brand in play…I think I might have an option for that. Are we being observed?”

“You could say that,” came an echoing voice from down the cavern.

Jin tensed, swinging toward the noise.

Someone — or something — marched down the stone with heavy footsteps. Not just those of a large man, but someone in a heavier suit of armor than those worn by his division. Seeing a heavy suit of armor wasn’t a surprise, but Jin didn’t know of anyone in the Cold Iron Division that stood at six-and-a-half feet in height, nor had he ever seen a suit of armor this elaborate.

The armor itself was a mixture of red and black, with thicker plates than what he’d seen on the spirit-bonded suits, and it had huge chunks of the strange blue and purple from the cavern walls embedded in the metallic surface, each surrounded by several concentric rings of runes.

The helmet was the strangest part — it was made in the style of a classical oni mask, a type of fiendish monster that Valians often compared to an ogre. The crimson mask had sharpened black horns, but the most unsettling part was how the mask’s colors contrasted with the eerie burning blue of the wearer’s eyes.

With each step the armored man took toward him, the mana thickened further, until the point where it was so heavy that Jin could barely stand. There was no hint of an active spell effect — the man’s presence was simply so great that it was palpable.

When the figure finally stopped advancing, Jin’s legs were quivering with the effort necessary just to keep him to stand.

What is this…? Some kind of spirit art?

His jaw tightened and his hand drifted slowly down to his pistol.

“You shouldn’t have come here.” The voice from the armor echoed, as if it was completely hollow within. The armor stopped a dozen feet away from him, then reached out to the side. There was a humming in the air, like when Jin summoned his armor, but louder and deeper.

“Jin,” Vera whispered to him, “you need to run.”

Jin took a step back, but wobbled. “Who…what is that?”

“The Cold Iron Revenant,” came the haunting voice from within the armor. “And I’m going to bury you here.”


Chapter VIII – Self Help

I was reviewing my latest attunement design ideas, fingers on a vial, when Sera arrived. I set the vial down, but kept the box open as I opened the door.

Sera took a look at me, looking vaguely confused. “You look…happy?”

I blinked. “Oh. I suppose I am. It’s good to see you.”

“Sure, it’s good to see you, too. But…” She glanced around the room, her eyes widening when she saw massive open case of vials. “Yeah, that’d do it.”

I laughed. “It could be both reasons.”

“It could be.” She smirked. “You going to let me in and explain?”

“Yeah. But first…” I opened my arms.

“You’re full of surprises today.”

She hugged me, then I let her inside.

And then we had a very long, very serious talk.

***

Sera sat down in my chair. I sat on the bed across from her. In some respects, it felt very much like the discussions we had back at home, but there was an air of finality to it.

We were both about to make some decisions we could easily regret.

“Let’s start with you,” I said.

“Going in order of importance? I like that.” In spite of her words, the usual teasing was absent from her tone. She was nervous — no, terrified might be a better word.

“You seem like there’s something bothering you.”

“How astute.” She nodded. “I had a little talk with a certain serpent.”

My eyebrows went up. “When? In here?”

She shook her head. “Would love to do that from a security standpoint — it’s the perfect place for avoiding divination issues — but my contract still doesn’t allow it. And while I considered using ‘resummoning for contract negotiation’ or whatever as a reason, I didn’t want to start my conversation with Seiryu at a disadvantage. If anything, I wanted to stack as many advantages as possible.”

“Okay. So, if you wanted to do it in a better spot…how? Did you take a trip to one of the spires? That’s what your contract allows, right?”

She nodded. “It does. So, I went back to the Emerald Council briefly, then summoned Seiryu in the Underspire.”

“Does that really count as a spire?”

“It’s actually closer than you might think. Constantine is an eccentric, but he has a crystal shrine under his tower. And if I’m not mistaken, I think that’s how the actual spires work, too. They have to get their power from somewhere.”

I nodded. I’d come to the same conclusion. “Still, I’d imagine your contract doesn’t allow for ‘spire-like human constructions’.”

“No, but it’s vague enough that it technically just says ‘spire’. Constantine’s spire might be artificial, but it’s designed according to similar principles, and it’s being used to protect summons from abuse. I thought Seiryu would want to see it. It was a risk, but I checked with Constantine, Len, Elora first, and they all agreed to allow it.”

“And…how’d it go?”

“Well, the good news is that Seiryu acknowledged that the summoning was contractually valid, so I won’t face any penalties. We re-negotiated things a bit, which gives me access to some new mana types. And I’ve been given permission to discuss the contract openly, as well as to summon Seiryu in places like shrine challenges if necessary.”

“That’s great news!”

“It is. It is, however, secondary to the bad news.”

I frowned. “Which is?

“A few things. First, this should come as no surprise, but Seiryu absolutely refuses to be summoned in any way that would help directly on the battlefield against Dalenos.”

“Not unexpected. At least she’s not taking a side, though.”

Sera shook her head.

“Oh.” I took a breath. “Resh.”

“It isn’t so much taking a side deliberately as…Seiryu doesn’t have a choice. She didn’t say it directly, but as powerful as the god beasts are, they’re still bound by certain things that were present at their birth.”

“Something like the magic that makes spire monsters valid targets for Summoner contracts?”

“Yes. Precisely that. Seiryu emphasized that obligation strongly, and that we should not oppose Katashi on the battlefield, or we might end up facing her ourselves.”

I shivered at that image. “Noted. Okay. But she wants to help?”

“She can’t say that. But when she saw what we’d been working on in Warren’s spire…I think she was pleased.”

“Okay. Did you ask about my brother?”

“I did. And Seiryu says that Tristan is alive, but that he did something ‘desperate and unwise’. If I had to guess, Tristan may have tried to drain more of Tenjin’s power, then gone into one of the stasis pools to acclimate to it.”

“Wonderful. Good going, Tristan.” I sighed. “That would explain the lack of replies.”

“I think Tristan was trying it in a desperate gambit to get himself strong enough to deal with whoever ends up opening the sanctum door. There are other possibilities, too, but this seems the most likely to me.”

“Okay. Well, at least we know he’s probably alive. As long as Seiryu can be relied on for that information. What about answers regarding your own condition?”

“That’s not great news, either.” She took a breath, steadying herself. “Just going to out and say it. The shal stuff we’ve been looking into? It was good information — I think we found what Aayara wanted us to find. Specifically, if we unfroze my spirit, then used the Rebirth of Spirit, it would likely stabilize my condition.”

“But…?”

“But I’d have to break all my contracts first. And I’d never be able to use them again.”

“Oh.” I saw how dejected she was. I understood it, of course. Her attunement was a big part of what defined her as a person now — not just being a Summoner, but the bonds that she had made.

Now that she’d stated the problem, I understood it, at least to some degree. Spirit magic was used to form the bonds between a Summoner and her contracted monsters. If the spirit was massively changed on the scale of merging it with another layer of self, I could see why that might make the contracts cease to function correctly, potentially in ways that could be deadly.

“We could…try to rewrite how the contract function works? Reroute it?”

“Is that feasible?”

“I genuinely have no idea.” I sighed. “Just thinking out loud. Thinking a step further…I think it would have to function differently on both your end and the monster’s end to work. We might be able to get a bond to work on another layer eventually, but it wouldn’t be simple.”

“And the human spirit is designed for bonding like that. Other layers of self aren’t.”

“Well, we could change that, in theory. Figure out a way to alter one of your other layers of self to give it spirit-like functionality?”

“That…sounds like creator god-level stuff, Corin.”

I blinked. “Huh. I suppose it might be.” I tapped my fingers on the side of the bed. “Okay, probably not something we should count on immediately.”

She chuckled. “Yeah. And…for now, I think I’m just not going to do it.”

“But…in your condition…”

Sera winced. “As I said, it wasn’t great news. But I’m not giving up my magic. I’ve already been through something close once. As bad as this is, I’d rather be crippled and powerful than whole and powerless.”

“Okay.” I took a deep breath. “But those aren’t the only options.”

“Sure, but don’t try to cheer me up with stuff that’s beyond our abilities, Corin. It’s not—”

I raised a finger, then pulled a vial out of the bag on my side.

She stared at it. “Is that…?”

“Your personal gift. A new attunement.”

“Then…that means…”

I shook my head. “I haven’t taken the deal with Farren just yet.”

“But you will.”

“I will,” I confirmed. “And soon. But let’s finish talking about your situation first.”

I stood up briefly, handing the vial to her.

“What attunement is it?” she asked.

“I haven’t named it yet. I was thinking you might want to work on it with me.”

“Corin…this is a unique attunement?”

“Well, when you put it that way. Yes. The answer is yes. My first hand-made attunement, in fact. I mean, aside from proto-attunements with reduced functionality, but those all went to Farren. You wouldn’t want one.”

She clutched it to her chest. “Thank you, Corin. You don’t know how much this means.”

“Don’t get too excited. First generation attunements aren’t exactly known for working perfectly.”

Sera laughed. “Wonderful. Another chance to kill myself with one of your mysterious drinks. This is turning into a family tradition.”

“Great, now I’m nervous about it.”

She laughed, a little manic. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. So, what’s it do?”

“It’s based on the Conjurer attunement, but with several modifications. Basically, I thought you’d want to be able to fill in for the types of summons you can’t manage with your current contracts. And, like any Conjurer attunement, you can use it without contracts.”

She immediately caught my implication. “Oh…I’ll think on it. And that does sound perfect for me. I’ve looked into the rare people with both the Conjurer and Summoner attunements before and they can do some absurd stuff. I could be…very dangerous with this.”

“I wouldn’t offer you anything less.” I smiled at her. Then, I spent a little while going into the minutia of what I’d done differently than the standard Conjurer stuff. It was mostly minor tweaks, but beyond that, I’d built in several new abilities that could be turned on by manually selecting an “attunement level”.

“So,” I concluded, “then, if you select Grape level, you’ll have all three specializations active. But I wouldn’t do that for a while.”

“And you’re sure that changing my attunement level is safe, if I’m not an Arbiter and Enchanter like you are?”

“Farren has done similar things in the past with her own artificial attunements. She won’t tell me everything until I agree to help her, but there were some vials in the set she already gave me with similar concepts. It should work.”

She took a deep breath. “Okay. Good to know I have options. I’m…still not excited about giving up being an Invoker, and I’m not going to do it now, but…at least I won’t be useless if I decide to do it.”

“You wouldn’t be useless either way.”

“You know what I mean.”

I nodded. I did. “I can work on other attunements for us, too. When I get back.”

“About that… You’re sure you have to do this?”

“I think it’s worth doing. Not just because of what Farren is offering, but I don’t like the idea that there’s a person stuck in there that I could help and chose not to.”

Sera gave me a stern look. “It isn’t your responsibility.”

“I know. But I’ve thought about it, and I don’t think it’s likely Farren will find someone with a similar or better chance to help any time soon. I don’t feel comfortable just leaving the situation as-is…and beyond that, there’s a practical reason to help.”

“You think that the original Farren might help with the war effort?”

“You’ve seen how strong I’ve gotten in a few months in here. Can you imagine how strong the original Farren must be by now?”

She shook her head. “That’s assuming the original Farren has been functional enough in there to do any kind of training.”

“Even without active training, there would likely be some passive growth from mana use. Over hundreds — maybe thousands — of years. She could be stronger than the actual visages.”

“And very likely mentally fragile. Is that someone we want to unleash on the world?”

“Well…Fair point.” I considered that, but ultimately nodded. “I think so. If the versions of Farren out here are our closest model to what we’re getting, I think she’d do more help than harm. And we’re at war. We need to make calculations like that.”

“Speaking of which, one of your previous bets may be playing out soon. There’s a rumor that Katashi is planning to take the field — and if he does, Edria Song will go to face him.”

“Do you think she stands a chance?” I asked.

“To win? No. To delay? Probably. I think you made the right choice to attempt it, at least. As for trying to free the original Farren, I’m a lot less sure, but…if it’s what you want to do, I’ll support you.”

“Thanks. That means a lot. I trust that you can take care of things out here while I’m gone?”

“I could,” she said, “but that’ll be harder, since I’m going with you.”

I blinked. “What? No. What?”

“I’ve talked to Farren, too, Corin. You might be able to do this on your own, but there are going to be a lot of puzzles and challenges that would be vastly easier to resolve with Summons. And that’s not even counting the combat scenarios. With this,” she clutched the new vial, “I could do a lot to help.”

We stared at each other for a long moment. I mentally ran through all the arguments for and against, and considered trying to dissuade her, but ultimately, it seemed too hypocritical.

“Okay. Assuming it even lets multiple people go in together.”

“It does. We could theoretically take a whole team, but I don’t think we should. Keeping two people together in there is plausible, but the larger the group, the harder it will be to coordinate.”

That sounded like what I’d gotten out of Farren, too. I was still planning to ask for more details after I accepted…which would have to be soon.

In truth, I felt a lot better about going in there with help. Both because I trusted that Sera could help me, and because I didn’t like the idea of being alone for a hundred years if something went wrong.

“We should finish applying that vial for you soon, then, and start getting you to train in here with it while you have time. Even at an accelerated progression rate, we won’t get a second attunement to be particularly strong before we go in there, but just getting it a bit into Carnelian-level could potentially give you more options.”

“I’m fine with that. Should I do it now, or…?”

I shook my head rapidly. “Too much ambient mana here. You’ll need to do it outside the shrine. I’ll give you instructions.”

“Or you could just walk out with me for a few.”

“Yeah.” I let out a breath. “I could do that.”

We discussed the details of that plan a little bit more, but before we went outside, I wanted to get a question out of the way.

“Regarding your condition. What about just undoing the freeze and healing it?”

“Seiryu said she couldn’t heal that kind of damage. It’s too severe.”

“What about using a goddess tear immediately after undoing the freeze? Or getting Suzaku to help?”

“The former wouldn’t work — same problem as Seiryu doing it directly. Suzaku’s healing abilities are stronger, and might be a solution, but Seiryu said that using Suzaku’s style of healing right after my spirit was frozen might just kill me outright. Apparently, even Suzaku’s healing powers involve flame mana, which doesn’t mix well with something that has just been frozen.”

“And Suzaku couldn’t just…not use flame-based healing?”

Sera shrugged. “Maybe, but the Flames of Rebirth are a sort of complex healing type that Suzaku relies on for severe damage in general, and using more standard healing might not help. It’s an approach I’m still considering, and I’ve talked to Elora about pursuing it as an option if we can’t find a better approach, but it sounds like it wouldn’t be ideal. As for other people famous for healing, there aren’t a lot of options that would be superior to Seiryu.”

“Except for Ferras, maybe, who Katashi mentioned when you were first injured.”

“Right.” Sera nodded. “And Ferras is missing. But if I were to go into this shrine with you…”

“A very powerful copy of Ferras might owe you a favor.” I nodded, seeing her logic. “Okay. Good plan.”

“Passable plan, at best. Tons of possible points of failure.”

“Just like all of my best plans!”

Sera laughed. “Great. Let’s go get me a new attunement.”

***

Applying the artificial attunement was, in spite of my concerns, extremely straightforward. Farren actually came out of the Crafting Chambers to observe and make sure we were doing it right — well, one of her did, anyway.

Now that I know Farren’s secret, am I supposed to start keeping track of which one of her is which? Do they have their own lives, identities? That construct outside the shrine called one of the Farrens by a numeric designation…do they like going by that? I should ask at some point.

What about similar situations with summons?

“Corin,” Sera said, “I think you may need to be fully awake for this.”

“Sorry, sorry, will focus.” I handed her the attunement vial again. Farren made a “hmmm” sound, as if somehow she was already critiquing what I was doing.

Researcher — the only other observer that we were aware of — made a similar sound nearby. Sera had insisted that we have a non-Farren person check the vial for functionality issues before she used it, which I deemed wise.

We were standing inside one of the outlying buildings just outside the Crafting Chambers themselves, which was largely empty, save for tables and chairs. The lack of distractions was a plus. The reduced ambient mana was an absolute necessity. It still was a high-mana area, but much like the inside of a spire’s attunement chambers, apparently not so high that it would prevent the attunement application from working.

Hopefully.

Sera looked nervous. I felt nervous. Still, the process was actually quite straightforward.

After accepting the vial, Sera put all her magic items down on a nearby table to avoid interference. “Okay, I’m—”

Farren walked forward and jabbed Sera with a rod. There was brief flash of black mana, then Farren lifted the rod, looking at the end, which displayed a smiley face.

“You’re ready now.”

Sera groaned, rubbing her arm. “What was that for?”

“Disabling your active spell effects and temporarily suppressing your attunements. Which I could have done without an item,” I said to Farren, annoyed.

“Of course, of course. But this is the most fun part of the process!”

She jabbed at me. I dodged.

I was beginning to see why Warren Constantine might have had some problems with working with Farren for years. She was, admittedly, always about five seconds away from a workplace lawsuit. Five seconds with time compression, even.

“Right. Sera, you can,” I dodged another playful prod, “take off the cap and drink the primer now.”

“That’s true, she can,” Farren said, lowering the rod…only for a moment, before jabbing at me again.

I grabbed it, that time, then tossed it in my bag. “I’m keeping this.”

Farren nodded, as if that whole exchange was the most natural thing in the world, then turned back to Sera.

“Researcher, confirm for me?” Sera asked.

“Miss Cadence, I can verify that your attunement, crystal mark, and active spell effects are currently suppressed. You have approximately forty seconds remaining.” Researcher kept her hands folded in front of her, but she was tapping her foot nervously.

That had to be great for Sera’s confidence, too.

Sera took a deep breath, uncapped the primer — and with a wince that very likely came with a flash of memory of the whole spire primer incident, downed the liquid.

“Okay, next…” I began.

Sera flipped the cap around in her hand, pressing it against her right hand. “Here,” she said.

I nodded. Apparently, she’d been paying attention to the instructions.

I approached, touching the cap, and sent a sliver of mana into it. The activator…well, activated. There was a brief flash of mana.

“And we’re done,” I told her.

Sera blinked. “That’s it?”

“That’s it. Sorry, didn’t have time to build a vision of the goddess in there.”

“You shouldn’t do that,” Farren said, shaking her head in disapproval.

I looked at her. “I wasn’t ser—”

“Giving people misleading seemingly divine visions is fun, but it takes up too much of the material capacity of the cap. You can do it with more expensive materials, but I like to keep costs at a minimum.”

“Oh…Right, that’s definitely the reason to object to giving people false visions. Okay.” I nodded. “Let’s verify functionality?”

Sera pulled the cap away from her hand. “There’s no mark.”

“Right, I didn’t know if you wanted one. I built in several options, though.” I reached into my bag, pulling out a sketch book and flipping through pages. “I could embed something else if you want to draw one yourself, but these are my design ideas. You can look them over while we work.”

She blinked at the images. “I didn’t know you draw.”

“I don’t. Not much, at least. I’ve had…a lot of free time to myself lately.”

Sera sat down. We got to work verifying the attunement functions.

Then, when everything had been triple-checked, the most important test began.

Sera stretched out her hand. “Come forth, King of All Monsters!”

There was a burst of smoke in the center of the room, and when it cleared, a tiny slime blinked at us.

We cheered.

Progress was a beautiful thing.


Interlude VI — A Debt Owed V

Jin Dalen’s Perspective

Jin Dalen did not like the idea of being buried, so when the Iron Revenant threatened him, he did what came naturally to him—

He ran.

Boost.

A burst of grey mana helped him shake free from whatever strange effect the Cold Iron Revenant was using to hold him in place, then he was running for the ladder—

Only to find a wall of stone erupting in front of him, blocking the way back and sealing Vera off from the fight. Distantly, he thought he heard Vera yell something, but he couldn’t tell what it was.

Jin spun around to face the armored suit, watching as the air next to the Cold Iron Revenant’s hand continued to warp and crack. Something was forming in the air — a weapon — but it hadn’t fully materialized yet.

“No escape.”

Blue and purple mana streamed from the strange, armored suit’s visor, thick enough to see even through the half-dark of the cavern.

Naturally, Jin defaulted to his next favorite defensive move and put two bullets in the center of the armor in the span of a heartbeat.

His shots were perfectly precise, timed to have only a fraction of a moment between them, not enough time even for the Artinian spirit armor to repair itself—

Except his bullets never pierced the armor in the first place. They ricocheted right off the metal, and he thought he felt one of them brush against his arm. He didn’t have time to check, nor did it hurt enough to interrupt him.

The Cold Iron Revenant’s weapon finished appearing to his right — a tetsubo, a tremendous, spiked iron club.

Oh, wonderful. He’s going for the full oni look.

Iron clubs weren’t exactly the most popular of weapons for normal folks, given how slow they were and their uncivilized style, but Jin had little doubt that one solid blow from that thing would mash him into a pulp.

If he stayed the way he was, that is.

The Cold Iron Revenant took a test swing in the air as the weapon appeared. Even that motion was enough to send Jin stumbling backward, nearly into the wall.

When the creature nodded to itself and raised the club again, Jin wasn’t standing still. Instead, he fell back onto another classic.

As the revenant stepped forward, Jin activated two magical items at once, then reshaped his shroud and jumped to the side.

The revenant moved with tremendous speed for his size, bringing that massive club down straight on top of Jin — or, rather, on top of the illusion he’d left behind. That Jin was flattened with a horrifying crunch, buying the now-invisible and lies-enshrouded Jin a moment to run right past—

The Cold Iron Revenant’s hand shot out, so quick that Jin barely managed to drop and slide under it. He cursed, spun, and fired two bullets into the back of the revenant’s knees — each imbued with a hint of death mana.

Neither broke through the armor.

It’s almost as if armor protects people who wear it, Jin complained to himself. It’s not like in the stories at all.

As the Cold Iron Revenant spun around toward him, Jin put two more bullets straight into the face mask, then dropped his gun while stepping back and reached for another—

But his other guns weren’t there. He was wearing his officer’s uniform, not his classic Blackstone Bandit attire. He didn’t have a half-dozen redundant backup revolvers on him…

But something else did.

As the revenant cursed in a surprisingly human way at the bullets that struck his face, Jin took a breath and pushed mana into a button on his uniform.

The resh with it, if there’s any time to be dramatic…

“Arcane Armor: Awaken.”

Plates of armor flashed into existence in the air around him, then began to join together into a full suit.

The revenant hissed and waved a hand, a blast of concussive force hurling Jin backward, but it didn’t matter.

The armor finished materializing, clicking into place even as he crashed into a cavern wall.

Getting smashed into a wall in typical armor still was incredibly painful, but however this strange spirit armor worked dampened the force of the impact to little more than a pillow. Jin cracked his neck as new light shined through his visor, giving him a better look at the room — and at his opponent, who had rested his tetsubo on his shoulder and was giving Jin a hard look.

Keep looking, Jin considered. You won’t like what you see.

Even as the Cold Iron Revenant advanced, Jin shook himself off, feeling his breathing coming more easily. Whatever spiritual pressure the being emitted, this armor was protecting him from it, at least in part.

He might not have been an even match for the revenant now, but he had a shot. Or, more accurately, several.

Release.

A stored pistol formed in his hand and he squeezed the trigger, mentally commanding the armor to supplement the attacks with spiritual power. Each bullet flashed as it parted from the pistol, slamming into the revenant hard enough to drive the creature back.

The monster roared into the air, frustrated, then lunged and swung their tetsubo horizontally. A flare of blue surrounded the weapon, crackling and distorting their surroundings.

Nope.

Jin dropped to the ground beneath it, the armor enhancing his movements rather than limiting them. As the tetsubo slammed into the wall behind where he’d been, blasting a massive chunk of crystal and stone free, Jin sprung upward and jump-kicked the revenant in the chest. The move put him in mid-air, where he mentally summoned a second pistol in his off-hand, and unloaded both of them into the revenant as he descended.

By the time he landed, the pistols sounded with empty clicks, and Jin frowned. There were the slightest scratches across the Cold Iron Revenant’s armor, but they were already mending.

Resh, what’s this thing made out of? Those bullets were enchanted, and—

The entire cavern rumbled.

Jin turned slowly toward where the sound had come from…and saw a massive crack spreading where the tetsubo had hit the wall.

The ground beneath them began to tremble.

Jin turned back toward the revenant, knowing his opponent couldn’t see the incredulity on his face through his own crystal-and-metal helmet. “Did…you just cause an earthquake? While we’re both underground?”

“Like I said,” the revenant’s voice thundered, “I’m going to bury you. Did I stutter?”

The revenant’s next step forward cracked the ground.

That’s bad.

Jin threw his guns at the approaching titan, which seemed eminently reasonable since they were empty. As they pinged harmlessly off the armor, Jin reached out to call another weapon from his suit—

But not fast enough.

The revenant glared at Jin and hurled his club like a spear.

This was the type of inadvisable use of a weapon that briefly reminded Jin of Corin, just before he threw himself out of the way.

When the tetsubo hit the wall, the entire chamber shook so hard it tilted. Distantly, he thought he heard the sounds of movement in the camp above him, but they were too far away to matter.

He hit the ground hard, but sprang up in a flip, his strange armor pushing him beyond his normal mobility with ease—

Right until the revenant slammed straight into his back, hurling him out of the air and onto the ground.

Jin slammed into the cavern floor face first, rolled over immediately, and found the Cold Iron Revenant right above him.

With a hint of mana and more than a little panic, Jin reached out to the side and focused. A massive sword, the one that Corin had built for him as a replica of Soulbrand, appeared in his hand.

As the revenant reached down, Jin focused his shroud into the edge of his sword, remembering Mara’s technique borrowed from her own master, and slammed it into the revenant’s chest—

It left a scratch this time, at least. The scratch vanished almost immediately.

The revenant grabbed him by the throat, then lifted him off the ground, armor and all.

“You tried to kill her.”

The revenant slammed him up against the wall. If not for the support his enchanted armor provided, his neck would have been breaking from holding up too much of his weight.

“I…what?”

Jin slashed harmlessly at the revenant again, then threw a punch with his off-hand, which only jarred his wrist inside the armor. It was hopeless — the attacks simply had no hope of getting through whatever the monster was wearing.

“Vera trusted you. She went with you. And you shot her in the back.”

The revenant’s grip tightened — and Jin heard the metal around his neck begin to buckle. He choked and coughed as the armor tightened too much for him to breathe, and he could feel that it was moments from fracturing—

But he knew who he was fighting now, and he’d come prepared.

I’m sorry.

He invoked the armor one last time, conjuring another stored weapon—

Another pistol, one that had once been stored in a box with six bullets.

Jin’s off-hand came up with the pistol already forming within it, and he took aim and pulled the trigger the moment it solidified, blasting the revenant straight in the face.

And where all other weapons had failed, the god-killing bullet blasted the revenant’s oni mask into pieces.

The hand holding Jin went slack, and he fell coughing to the ground as the Cold Iron Revenant stumbled backward—

But didn’t fall.

And as Jin stumbled back to standing, his armor struggling to reconfigure around his neck to stop choking him, the revenant raised a hand. With a silent gesture, the revenant called a surge of mana that ripped the god-killing pistol out of Jin’s hand.

As Jin grimaced and spat out blood, he saw what he’d suspected and feared—

The maskless man in front of him was no stranger at all, but a man that should have been only a boy.

“Hello, Jin.”

Echion’s face was much as Jin remembered, black-skinned with an incredibly elaborate spiderweb-like glyph covering much of his forehead. There was recognition in those blazing blue eyes, but no sclera at all. It wasn’t the armor that had made them glow — they did that all on their own.

Echion had been only eleven or twelve, perhaps, when Jin had seen him a year before — but there was no mistake that this was him, only as a fully-grown man. Jin didn’t know how that was possible, but he didn’t have enough time to think about it.

“Nice gun.”

Echion raised Jin’s final weapon and fired.


Chapter IX – Gifts and Goodbyes

Days passed. Sera accompanied me back into the shrine, but stayed on a different floor, practicing her new powers in a section designed for that purpose. We were keeping it private that she had a new attunement for the moment — at least until she selected a design — but as a Summoner, she had any number of excuses to demonstrate and test new powers. Mary and Vermillion Rose were her training partners, having apparently acquired new abilities sometime after Mary’s injury.

It was almost time. One final run, back and forth down a hall, with several permutations.

Haste.

I ran. I scribbled a number.

Improved Haste.

Another number.

Transcendent Haste.

Another. And lastly...

Improved Transcendent Haste.

Twenty-two seconds was the final value. It was a massive improvement, but I couldn’t count on using that level of speed all the time. Using transcendence mana was safer now, but I still couldn’t risk using it regularly.

Overall, I was happy with my new speed, but would it be enough to outrace time?

Silly question. Of course it wouldn’t be.

The speed improvements would help for when I was inevitably drawn into battle with a much stronger opponent than myself.

One final mana check.

It’d been a bit over twelve weeks since my last major mana check. Nearly seven months total in the shrine.

In the months since my last measurement, my Enchanter attunement’s safe mana capacity had gone up from 489 to 719. Finally, I was showing some serious progress, enough that it made my Enchanter attunement feel like it was pulling its weight again. I suspected a good part of that was from the acclimation function I’d enabled, as well as the improvements from the Attunement Augmentation Sigil that were pushing my acclimation speed even faster.

But while that had grown, my Arbiter attunement’s power had accelerated even further.

Arbiter Safe Mana Capacity: 1756.

That’s another couple points per week faster than my previous growth rate, which indicates that the sigil is likely helping my mana grow even faster. Might be possible to push it even further, but not right away.

That put me deep into Sunstone-A — the very top of Sunstone level ratings. I was only a few hundred points away from hitting Citrine…and my growth rate had reached a point where I could think something like “only a few hundred points” as if that was a small goal.

With Thorn’s bond showing 1226 mana, my overall total between all three power sources was over 3700. That was well into Citrine.

It was strange to think that if I’d passed this same amount of time at school, I’d be at the end of the school year, and my mana level would be absolutely absurd by Lorian Heights standards.

But for the war? For the shrine?

It still didn’t feel like nearly enough. Even Citrine felt like a bare minimum for any semblance of safety.

I wouldn’t wait for hitting Citrine with any individual power source. As tempting as it was to continue improving in secret indefinitely, the world outside was changing, and it was time I changed along with it.

***

I stepped back into the first layer of the shrine, finding several familiar figures in a meeting room. It would, from both my perspective and theirs, be the last time I’d see them for a while.

I’d finally agreed to go through the Terminal Door, just as Farren knew I would. I’d explained the situation to my friends. Sera and I were getting ready to go.

“You really sure you want to do this?” Patrick asked. “You don’t have to. We’re grateful for the chance to train in there, and everything Farren is offering, but the risks…”

“It’s more than just the training. I think I’m going to learn things in there I couldn’t elsewhere. And…I believe Farren that she needs help she isn’t going to get elsewhere. Not any time soon, anyway. The situation she’s stuck in…it’s terrible. I can’t leave her like that, if there’s any way I can help.”

“You’re not obligated to help everyone who needs it, Corin,” Mara pointed out, much like Sera already had. It was an old conversation, but I still let it play out. “There are other people you could be helping out here, too. It’s a war.”

“Sure,” I said, “but if I’m the only one who has a chance of saving this particular person, who already asked me to help? I think I have a degree of obligation. And more than that…I think it’ll help everyone, potentially, if we get Farren the help she needs.”

“You trust ‘er?” Mara asked. “Constantine sure didn’t.”

“I trust her to follow her own motivations, and I think I have a different read on those than Constantine did. He knew her for longer, but…as much as I like him and appreciate his knowledge, he’s done a lot of damage to himself.”

“His mistrust for Farren seems to pre-date that,” Sera noted.

“Sure. And I’ll be careful with all this. But I don’t think it’s in her interests to betray me here. Maybe later, sure, but in this…I think she genuinely does need help that I’m more equipped to provide than most. And we can see where things go from there. Sera, you’re better with people than I am. Do you think I’m modeling her wrong?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t have as much exposure to her, but from what little I’ve seen, I think you’re probably right in terms of this specific task. As for if she’s helpful in the aftermath…honestly, I think she’s going to make a play for the Tiger Spire. The visage Ferras is missing and Kerivas has to be spreading herself thin with everything that’s happening.”

I’d…kind of forgotten about the whole “Kerivas took over the Tiger Spire” thing, with everything else going on.

“Oh. That…yeah, that does make a degree of sense. Do you think she’ll succeed?”

Sera shrugged. “Unknown, but in spite of Keras saying that he doesn’t think Kerivas is against us, I’d argue that Kerivas is a resource that Katashi could likely tap in any conflict we’re walking into. If we introduce Farren into this power struggle, and we’re at least nominally allied with her, she has the potential to neutralize any advantage Katashi offers.”

Patrick looked deeply uncomfortable, but didn’t say anything. Sera gave him a sympathetic pat, but didn’t ask any questions of him.

“Okay. So, ultimately, your vote is that I should go?” I asked Sera.

“No, Corin.” She shook her head. “My vote is that we should go.”

I nodded.

“Wait, hold on, Sera is going?” Patrick asked. “Farren sees the future, right? Is that safe?”

“It’s more complicated than that, but I spoke to Farren on it, and she’s already expecting this outcome. We have a better chance of succeeding with two of us. And before the rest of you volunteer, more of us would decrease our odds, because of how the tests scale. She gave me documents. I read them, and I think they’re probably accurate. I have a pretty good idea of what we’ll be up against.”

“Kind of wish you’d told me about this sooner.” Patrick folded his arms.

“Sorry. I’m telling you now. And,” she said, “there are significant advantages to me going with Corin. I’m at a point where I think I could invoke Seiryu in there, which is an asset we might need.”

“Wait, hold on, that part is new to me as well. Is that safe, with your whole spirit situation?” I asked, frowning.

“I could definitely invoke Seiryu, it’s just a matter of how long I could do it safely. It’s worth the risk, Corin. I know you’ve read about the encounters Farren had in there. This place is no joke — and your favorite magic won’t be effective in half the rooms. But Seiryu has powers related to freezing things in stasis — it’s a near-direct counter to time magic. We need that asset.”

I took a breath, thinking, remembering what had happened with Saffron, and…

She was right. It was her choice.

“Okay,” I told her.

“Okay,” she said, offering a hand. I squeezed it. “Now, let’s talk strategy, shall we?”

***

The four of us sat down discussing strategy as a group, much like we once had for the mid-terms. That made it feel a little obvious that Jin was missing from our group, but I tried not think on that too much. In spite of everything, I hoped he was okay, but we had more pressing concerns.

“There are a wide variety of challenges in the time shrine, but they mostly fall into three broad categories. The first are loosely time themed, but do not actually involve any significant amount of time magic. Things like a room where you have to have to run across a giant clock, and the clock’s blades are literal blades, so you have to duck or jump to avoid being sliced in half by them,” Sera began.

“Those are comparatively simple and we’ve studied a broad list of them. The next set are ones that involve time magic, but in simple ways that can be handled by conventional problem solving. Things like a giant hourglass that keeps flipping over when one side fills up. There’s a button to flip it early and another button to pause. You have to stop it when there’s exactly the same number of grains of sand on each side.”

“Does that even involve time magic?” Mara asked. “Seems like you could just do it mechanically.”

“The sand movement speeds up and slows down periodically, which makes just estimating the amount of sand in each side based on a rate of speed harder. It’s still doable purely mathematically, but the acceleration and deceleration add another variable.”

“We’re probably just going to use mental magic for that one if we get there. A lot of the shrine’s tests can be countered with mental mana to some degree or another, since time involves perception mana, and mental is opposed to that.”

“Time also involves transference,” Mara pointed out. “Wouldn’t it help to have someone with enhancement in there?”

“It would. And technically, we both do. I can turn on enhancement mana for either of our attunements if necessary. We wouldn’t be able to use much, but we’ve spent the last few days practicing with it and acclimating. I’ve disabled the functions for now, but we have them if it’s essential.”

Mara shook her head. “You sure you don’t want someone with a little more practice than that?”

Sera took her hand. “I would. But as uncertain as Farren’s looking ahead might be, I think she’s right about the adjustments to the challenges for more than two people being too much. It seems like this shrine scales up rapidly for larger groups. Like, exponentially, not linearly.”

“Fine.” Mara sighed. “What’s the third set?”

“Scenarios.” Sera looked at me nervously.

“What, like the Tiger Spire? Those aren’t too bad, right?” Patrick asked.

“It’s pretty much the same general idea, but these scenarios are time-based. Like, for example, the waiting room.”

“Ugh,” Sera groaned. “You had to mention the worst one. Now we’re going to end up there.”

“That’s not how anything works. It can’t read…” I frowned. “Oh, yeah, we’re technically already in the shrine. Never mind, it’s hearing everything we say.”

Sera glared at me.

“Right, anyway,” I continued, “the waiting room involves sitting in a waiting room for an indeterminate period of time. You get a ticket, wait for your number to come up. When you’re finally next, then something happens, like someone famous comes in and skips the line, or you look away and you’ve missed your spot, or the desk clerk dies of old age.”

“Please tell me you’re joking about that last one,” Patrick asked.

“Nope,” I told him. “Sometimes you find piles of dust on other seats in the room. Those are supposedly all that remains of some of the people who entered the shrine earlier and couldn’t survive the wait.”

“So, what’s the solution?” Mara asked.

“We think someone might be able to brute force it with a combination of stasis magic and something like a golem with a recharging battery to wake you up from stasis when it’s your turn,” Sera offered, “but we’re pretty much just planning to avoid the waiting room.”

“And any other scenario rooms, if possible. Frankly speaking, they’re all potentially terrible. Even the tempting ones.”

“Especially the tempting ones,” Sera muttered.

“What’s do you mean?” Mara asked.

“Some of the scenarios seem like they’re putting you in alternate timelines. Like, I might walk into a room where I’m coming home from my Judgment with a different attunement. You can play those out. Like, an entire other lifetime.”

Everyone fell silent.

“All the way? Like a whole lifetime?” Mara asked.

I nodded. “Yep. Finding a way to escape gets harder and harder the longer you let the scenario play out.”

“And it’s harder and harder to remember that it’s not real,” Sera explained. “The shrine messes with your head. Or maybe your mind just does that itself. I don’t know. Either way, if someone walks into one and doesn’t get out right away, there’s a good chance they never leave. It’s one of the biggest threats in the place.”

“But they do have exits?” Patrick asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Just have to go search as quick as you can.”

“How do we prepare for that?” Patrick asked.

“Theory crafting what they might be and where the shrine might put an exit. Sera and I have already gone over several scenarios. If you have any ideas—”

“Tristan comes home from his Judgment,” Mara interjected.

I turned to her. “Yeah, we gamed that one out.”

My shoulders slumped.

I really, really hoped I didn’t have to deal with that one.

“Okay,” Patrick said, “let’s talk more about conventional challenges. Show us the list?”

“Right.” I pulled out a book. “Let’s get started.”

***

We spent nearly a full day talking about shrine challenges, then took a day off to just relax and get into optimal mental and physical shape for the challenge.

Before we actually entered, I had a few items to hand off to Sera. First and arguably most important was a ring set with a single gemstone.

“Please no jokes about proposing in other cultures.” I slipped it on her hand.

“You’re the one who thought of it.” She frowned. “I don’t feel any different. This isn’t one of your usual defensive items.”

“No, it’s more like this.” I patted the Belt of Swords. “I call it a Ring of Retrieval.”

Her eyes widened. “You managed to make a storage item on your own? Doesn’t that require a lot of travel mana?”

“Batteries,” I said simply. “Honestly, figuring out the details was harder than getting the mana. Even with all my time studying the Jaden Box, as well as the bag and belt, dimensional items are tricky.”

“I’d imagine they’d be a lot more common if they weren’t.”

I nodded. “They’re not common at all, but I saw a couple of them in the Emerald Council, and I took that as a challenge.”

“Of course you did.” She laughed. “How’s this one work?”

“It’s closest to the little sword symbols on here, mechanically, with some rudimentary Jaden Box style functionality. You press an item to the gemstone on the ring and either say ‘ring store’ and an item name or send a tiny bit of grey mana in the ring. It stores whatever is in contact. If you don’t use an item name, it stores the item without a specific name listing. Then, you can say ‘ring retrieve’ and an item name to bring something back out. It’ll float in front of you for a couple seconds, assuming the air mana is enough to keep it there. There’s also a ‘ring retrieve all items’ function.”

“Why ‘ring retrieve’ and not just ‘retrieve?” she asked.

“Too easy to set it off by accident with common words. I…might have made a few mistakes in testing before I figured that out. With the Jaden Box, I wasn’t always carrying it in my hands, so I wasn’t at same risk of accidentally using it.”

Sera laughed. “I imagine. You mentioned the belt, but it sounds like you made it a lot like the Jaden Box in general.”

“It’s a mix, but honestly, I still can’t match the functionality of the Jaden Box in many respects. It doesn’t have a Summoning function yet — I’m working on that on the next model. It’s also low-capacity — even lower than my bag, but larger than the individual swords on the Belt of Swords. Think of it as roughly a closet-sized space. It’ll reject anything too large.”

“Thanks, Corin. This’ll be very useful. I’ll start thinking about what I can store in there.”

“I got you started on that. Sorry for presuming, but there are a couple other magical items inside.”

“Magic items in your magic items? You’re getting fancy with the gift giving, Corin.”

I grinned. “I’d hope so. A couple years from now, if we make it out of here, I’ll probably be giving everyone their own extra dimensional spaces.”

“Let’s look forward to that. But for now, what’s in here?”

“Flask of endless water, like the one Lars sold me for cheap when I first got started climbing. A bowl that conjures powder that, when filled with water, makes something that’s supposedly edible. It’s…not great, but…”

“Time dungeon. We could get stuck for years. Yeah, infinite food is a good idea. I didn’t even know that was possible.”

“When you try the powder, you might decide it still isn’t.”

She chuckled. “What else?”

“Some environment stuff to start with. Climate control cloak. Mildly enchanted clothing for durability. A full-face crystal mask.”

She frowned. “What’s that one for?”

“Several challenges that require full-body protection. Oh! I did enchant the glove you got me, by the way.”

I waved my left hand at her, showing the glimmering House Cadence symbol on the back of the hand, as well as much smaller runes stitched into the knuckle area. “You were right to get me silverweave. It was a great gift. Took me some time to get good enough anti-interference enchantments that I can wear it with rings, but it’s much more durable than an ordinary glove, and I built in an extra mana supply as well. I’m getting used to using it as an extra battery.”

“I’m glad you found it helpful. Did you make a matching one for your right hand?”

I shook my head. “I’ve got a normal glove for that, just durability and anti-interference on it. Couldn’t get identical silverweave down here. I won’t match, but that’s fine. Maybe at some point I’ll get another one.”

“We should talk about getting you a full suit to enchant at some point, if it’s that useful. We can probably afford it if you sell some of your creations.”

“Hm.” I frowned. “Not a bad idea for the future. Will get back to that, let me continue the list or I’ll forget it.”

“Right. Go ahead.” She gestured.

“Uh, where was I? Right, mask. Okay. Aside from that, boots with durability enchantments. Magic key that only works on a very small subset of things, but might come up. Portable toilet, complete with a near-infinite toilet paper dispenser. That last part was tricky. I’m not used to working with wood mana.”

“You know what? I was going to question that last one, but…no, that’s super necessary.”

I nodded fervently. “Months without one sounds very, very bad.”

“Yeah, no kidding. Keep going. Toilet was the last thing you mentioned.”

“Right. Oh. Illusion-detecting glasses. You’d wanted something like that because of…”

“Saffron.” She took a breath, suddenly serious. “Yeah. I remember. Thank you for remembering to make them.”

I nodded. “They have several functions. You can have them just illuminate illusory areas, see through them, or even hit a button to try to destroy all nearby illusions. I’m personally proud of the selective illusion perception feature, which—”

“List first, Corin, or we’ll never finish this. You can tell me more about the glasses later.”

I blinked. “Oh. Right. Thanks. Okay, let’s see…That’s most of it. Uh, endless torch. Retractable rope. Mana grapple.”

“I get most of that, but what’s the last one?” she asked.

“It’s like a grappling hook, but it sticks wherever you tell it to stay. Like, if you put a little mana in it and yell ‘rope stay’, it just freezes in place for about eight hours in optimal conditions. Then when you say ‘rope come here’, it releases. You can use it to climb stuff that a standard grapple can’t find purchase on. It also has a setting where you can make it adhere to a surface, but move up or down on that surface to pull you up or down. Technically, it can also freeze in mid-air, but that’s an edge case, and I wouldn’t recommend relying on it.”

“This is really good stuff, Corin. One thing you might be forgetting, though?”

I frowned. “I didn’t give you a golem, I guess. But mine should be big enough for both of us. Not a ton of leg room, but there are two seats.”

“You built a golem for us?”

I nodded seriously. “A couple, actually. It’s less that I built one for us and more that they’re leftover models from the testing I was running with Kamaria Clarent to make the golem for Mara. Would have made a new one for you specifically, but I ran out of time and parts. They’re not quite as advanced as the one we made Mara, but they’re pretty useful, and I tinkered with them a little after finishing her project. The real difficulty was figuring out how to fit an extra dimensional storage space for it inside another extra dimensional space, which got complicated since—”

“Golem talk later. I think we’re missing something important.”

I paused, thinking. “What is it?”

“What about return bells? I know we have the circlets, but…”

I blinked. “Oh, right. Yeah, you’re right, the circlets won’t get us out of there. That’s…complicated, but beyond standard range issues, time magic and teleportation…”

“I’ve been studying teleportation for this, I’m pretty well-versed in that,” Sera explained. “And I think I can get us around with it, by the way — I’ve been practicing — but going between layers of this place is complicated, and without knowing the differences in time compression, I shouldn’t try to get us out once we pass the door. So…”

I nodded. “Farren and I went over that a bit. None of the standard teleportation models work properly between layers in here, so we have to use—”

“Portals?” Sera asked.

“Yeah. Sorry, I know I shouldn’t be over-explaining to someone who actually uses teleportation magic.”

“It’s fine in this case; I’m not insulted. You’ve been working hard here. Anyway, that’s the same conclusion I’ve come to for my own teleportation practice, but my mana pool is still too low to do much with portals. I can do some standard point-to-point teleportation for us without portals if I can calculate everything properly, but that’s tough to do quickly, and it won’t work for getting us out. Too many unknown variables. In order to make an exit portal that works with the time compression safely, I’d need to keep it open continuously, and I can’t possibly do that.”

“Right.” I nodded. “I came to the same conclusion. Thus, the expandable exits.”

“The…what?”

I walked her into my room. Inside were four doorframes, leaning up against the walls.

“These two,” I gestured to the ones on the left walls, “stay here. We turn them on right before we go in. They’re linked to the other two. We need to activate those as well, then throw them in our dimensional items. I’ve checked, and yes, they’ll still be on when they come out — in theory. They can also physically collapse down to a much smaller size.”

“This…is impressive work, Corin. Even more than the ring.”

I would have blushed, but I couldn’t take credit. “I couldn’t actually make these ones by myself. I couldn’t even get high enough mana with my batteries. Both Farren and Elora helped. These are Emerald-level doorframes.”

“Not a phrase I ever expected to hear, but it is comforting to hear it. And — I have to ask — you know they’ll work?”

I shook my head. “I can’t promise it. Farren thinks they will, and she’s the one who has been beyond the door. We tested them with other layers in here — they can go between layers one and six without any obvious side effects. Whether or not it’ll work any further…we couldn’t justify a test, even sending a simulacrum through, for ethical reasons.”

She nodded. “Okay. I think that covers everything. Let’s get packed and ready to go.”

***

We packed.

I actually had forgotten to tell her about one more item for each of us — a Six-Layer Serpent Shroud Sigil, built with Mara’s help. It represented far greater protection than my old Silver Phoenix Sigils, but lacked the extra regeneration features due to capacity concerns. We’d each wear two sigils when we went into the shrine, one of each type. I hoped they’d be enough.

I was tense, but I had a couple more things left to do.

The first was obvious. I paid Farren one more visit. I found her waiting for me just outside her room in the sixth layer.

“I think it’s almost time for me to go.”

“Have we already given you your mark?” she asked.

I understood her well enough to have an idea of what she was talking about. “I…wasn’t sure if giving myself another attunement mark right now was a good idea. With so many strange functions running—”

“No, you need to do it. You…you need to be ready to be in there for the possibility you could be stuck for a long time. You know that, right? We’ve been over that?”

I nodded. “We have. But I’m going to try to take the quickest route. Could be in and out in weeks in my time, if everything goes perfectly.”

“Right. If everything goes perfectly.” She gave a little chuckle.

“You know something I don’t?”

“It’s…not that specific. But nothing ever goes perfectly, Corin. I’m trying to make sure you’re fairly compensated for this, but…there’s a real chance you don’t come back. You know that. You understand that, right?”

I took a breath. “I know.”

“Okay. Come on. Let’s go do the thing.”

We walked outside. I was ready when she raised a rod to prod me this time, but I let her do it, even if I could have disabled my own attunements. She was much more somber about it this time, though. Worried.

That made me worry, too, but I used the time-honored tactic of trying very hard to pretend that reality wasn’t happening.

“Attunements have been disabled,” Researcher confirmed for us. “You may proceed, Arbiter.”

I took a deep breath, then uncapped the primer. The product of…I didn’t know how many weeks of work. I’d lost track.

I’d like to say that it tasted like a promise fulfilled or something equally flowery, but really, it tasted like tap water. There was nothing flashy, no tingle, no vision from a goddess. Just…water. And then, mana was blossoming in my body, but I couldn’t do anything with it.

Not until I pressed the attunement vial’s cap against my leg, and with a flash — I’d felt the need to include that part — I had a new mark on my leg.

Not a standard attunement mark. No, for the moment, it looked like a stylized letter “C”.

It felt more like it was mine that way.

Farren clapped. Researcher belatedly followed.

“Congratulations, Corin,” Farren said. “You’ve officially joined the ranks of the artificially attuned. And with this, you stand a statistically significant chance of making it back home!”

“I…wait, what were my odds before?”

Farren smiled innocently. “It’s so hard to put these things into numbers, especially when they’re so very small.”

It was hard to tell if she was deliberately teasing me, but for whatever reason, it actually did make me feel better. Maybe I’d gotten used to some gallows humor at some point during the time in the shrine.

Either way, I was happy. I had a brand new, shiny attunement.

And what could it do?

A quartz-level variant on the adaptation specialization function and periodically rotating null-contract functions for every base mana type and a handful of others. That was it. Nothing immediately usable. But in the future?

Everything.

***

When it was nearly time to go, I handed Mara and Patrick their own latest gifts. One vial for each of them.

“What are…?” Patrick took his.

“You didn’t. Corin.” Mara lifted the vial, inspecting the cap. “Is this what I think it is?”

“Don’t use them in here. It isn’t safe. I wish I could stay to go through the process with you, but Farren is getting pushy that I need to go inside. She’ll walk you through the process any time you want. I suggest you do it soon.”

“I…I don’t know about this.” Patrick turned it over in his hands, uncertain. Less happy with the gift than I’d expected. Usually, he was great with gifts.

Then again, new attunements were a risk. Was that the reason? I tried not to feel hurt.

“We’ll talk about it more outside. Thanks, Corin. This is unbelievably kind of you,” Mara said.

“Don’t worry about it.” I looked away self-consciously. “Besides, it’s self-serving, too. Once Sera and I get out of here, we’ll want you in top shape to go hit the Seventh Spire.”

“Right.” Mara said with a nod. “With or without these, we’ll be training until then.”

“Speaking of training…” I retrieved a box of memory crystals from my bag, then offered them to Mara. “You might want these.”

She accepted them with a bit of hesitation. “You sure? You might want to be able to watch them inside. Help keep you grounded if you’re stuck for a long time.”

I shook my head. “I have books for that. Time magic breaks memory magic down and vice versa. Using them in here would break them. Which, by the way, applies to you as well — avoid using them too much past the fourth layer.”

She accepted the box. “Thanks, Corin. I’ll hope to be able to show off a couple more of Keras’ techniques by the time you get out.”

“I’ll look forward to it.”

After that, we said our goodbyes. I tried not to think about Patrick’s response to the attunement vial, or that I hadn’t given him an extra gift. I hoped I hadn’t offended him, but I didn’t know what else to do or say.

I had a shrine to worry about — and, if it worked anything like I expected, I’d have a very long time ahead of me to think about the answers.


Interlude VII — A Debt Owed VI

Jin Dalen’s Perspective

There was a brief moment when Jin thought that his opponent would do something honorable and reasonable, like firing the gun into the air to make a point.

But no, he shot Jin twice in the chest.

His armor was powerfully enchanted, the sort of thing that could protect from nearly any kind of harm. But, as he’d already demonstrated against the revenant, the god-killing bullets were a step above.

The first bullet blasted his chestplate into bits. The second went straight through his torso somewhere, hitting him with enough force to hurl him to the ground.

Then Echion was stomping forward, gun still raised as Jin’s blood pooled onto the ground.

Jin tried to focus on his armor, to tell it to do something to help him, to save him, but there was no response. Spirit-bonded or not, it wasn’t fully intelligent — whatever spirit was within the armor had set tasks to perform.

Apparently, basic medical care was not among them.

And so, Jin sputtered a bloody cough and reached up a gauntlet-covered hand to cover the wound. Not that it would do much to staunch the wound — he was pretty sure the bullet had gone all the way out his back, so he was bleeding from the other side, too. And, of course, gauntlets weren’t really meant to stop bleeding.

Echion stood over him, shaking his head. “I thought about this a lot over the years, once I heard what happened.”

Jin offered him a bloody smile. “If it helps, I’ve thought about that a lot, too.”

“Yeah, I get that. Seemed at first like that was why you were here.” Echion knelt down by him, still holding the gun, as Jin trembled — and the ground trembled with him. “To make amends. Or, maybe, just to make yourself feel better. But you know, I’ve gotten really good at sensing the things around me. A little too good. Hurts.” He tapped the back of the gun against his forehead. “Can’t be out with people for too long. But even down here, I sense things. Especially the strong stuff. The Emeralds. The armor.” He paused. “This gun. The bullets inside.”

“I…” Jin coughed again. Was the room shaking more, or was it just him?

There was pain in his chest, but it was…less than he expected. And more.

Still, he had to focus. Had to keep talking. Only thing to do was talk. That was all he had now.

“Wasn’t planning to use it.”

“Didn’t stop you.” The revenant — no, Echion, it was Echion — lifted his free hand to brush his face, showing a small scratch. “Did you think it’d kill me?”

“Wasn’t sure. But you made it pretty clear you were going to kill me if I didn’t do something.”

“Yeah, that’s fair. We’ll call that one self-defense, sure. Won’t knock you for it.” Echion frowned, then sniffed at the air. “Gotta get Vera out of here before this place goes down. Stay here, would you?”

“I—”

Then Echion was gone. Jin wasn’t sure if the man had teleported or if he’d just briefly lost time.

Not…good.

He tried to crawl toward the wall where he knew the exit had been, but something wrenched in his chest and then the pain was more present. The world swam, then Jin was vomiting.

That…was a mistake.

Okay.

I’m dying a little, aren’t I?

Vek.

I should…really stop that.

He frowned. That was…almost an idea, but…what did it mean? His mind was swimming, and…

Another rumble. Stone tumbled from the ceiling. Something hit his helmet, which he’d forgotten he was wearing, but it didn’t hurt him more. Probably.

Stop…that.

Oh. Bleeding. Right. That’s a thing I can…maybe stop?

He reached to his chest again, concentrated, and then tried to do what he’d heard high-level Mesmers theoretically could do—

Death magic could slow down or stop a lot of things. Bleeding was technically one of them.

Well, can’t get much more dying than I already am. Hey, bleeding. Stop it.

And with a nudge of death and spirit, he commanded his body to stop.

Pain surged near the wound. Jin screamed into his helmet for what felt like minutes—

And, afterward, he realized that screaming for minutes meant that he’d been alive for minutes. And, a minute or two after that, the pain faded.

He looked down.

He had a hole in his chest, which was bad.

The bullet had not, seemingly, gone through his heart, kidneys, or lungs. That was good.

He was covered in a tremendous amount of blood. That was bad.

He did not appear to be actively bleeding.

That was…good? Probably. It was possible he was some sort of undead monstrosity now, but he was pretty sure he wasn’t.

Would be deeply ironic if I ended up as an actual revenant after all this.

He almost laughed, but settled for a smile, given that laughing too hard had a real and genuine chance of killing him.

Then the ceiling trembled again and things didn’t seem quite so funny anymore.

Okay. First order of business — survive. What are my assets?

Jin could barely move, but he could still see a bit. The cavern itself, half-collapsed as it was, still had points of light within — those blue and purple stones, and the white crystal line as well. More of that strange line was exposed now. There was something beautiful about watching the mana flowing within it, much more clearly in some kind of river-like fashion now that he could see a line of it, but he couldn’t let himself get distracted.

Need to seal the wound more properly. This spell won’t hold out. I don’t have any medical supplies stored, which is a pretty serious oversight. Just had weapons, and those are mostly gone, except…

He could make out his sword, the replica of Soulbrand that Corin had made him, still intact on the floor nearby. Very slowly, he shifted himself across the ground, wincing with every movement — then grabbed the sword’s hilt and pulled it to him.

Could I use the fire to cauterize the wounds?

No, I’d probably lose consciousness, if it worked at all. And there’s too large of a hole.

Instead, he simply used the sword as a crutch, his arms shuddering as he pushed himself to his feet. He vomited again as he stood, but managed to hold himself in a half-standing position and look around more—

But it was as bad as he’d feared. Worse. The whole section of the tunnel leading back to the ladder had collapsed.

If anyone was coming for him, they’d have a lot of rubble to cut through first. And, if Echion and Vera were above, they had every chance to prevent that search from happening.

He didn’t know exactly what had happened, but he had a pretty good idea about the source of the non-detection effects he’d been sensing now. Echion had been hiding himself, Vera, and this entire area from notice. If he could do that, there was no doubt he could do the same to Jin.

If anything, the camp was probably moving now that there was an obvious disaster. Someone would investigate, of course, but with Echion’s power…no, Jin couldn’t count on any sort of rescue happening.

The false Soulbrand’s light comforted him as he made his way toward a wall. He needed something to lean on, something to keep him upright.

And as he leaned against the wall, he felt himself once again captivated by the beauty of the strange white crystal lines, and the visible mana flowing within them.

It was the blood that was matted against his body that gave him an unusual thought. It’s like a vein, within the world. Jin found himself reaching out, brushing his fingers against the crystal…and he felt the warmth of something within.

His skin tingled. And, for a moment, he thought he felt something within his armor tingle as well — almost with a sense of recognition.

A vein…

A spirit vein?

Jin took an unsteady breath.

But this isn’t Artinia. There shouldn’t be any spirit veins—

Unless…unless they’re just called something different? And if they’re here, then…

The cavern around him trembled again.

Then I’m not dying today, am I?

Not without a dying speech, at least.

Jin closed his eyes as the cavern began to fully collapse around him, pressing his hand against the crystal, and spoke into the coming dark.

“Ancestor, please. Let me live.”


Chapter X – The Terminal Door I

Sera and I held hands as we stepped through the Terminal Door.

This wasn’t for her comfort or mine — it was because it would significantly reduce the chances that we’d end up in separate centuries when we finished walking through the doorway.

For all the buildup, the transition into the next room felt a bit anticlimactic. There was no obvious feeling of disorientation — at least, nothing beyond what I felt when going through the interstitial layers. We made it through the doorway together, arriving in what I now understood to be a standard of many crystal shrines — a simple entry room with multiple options for how to proceed.

There were a couple differences from the entrances of the shrines I’d gone through in the past. First, the room we stood in was utterly devoid of color — and that included us. Everything was subtly illuminated, but in black and white. Second, I thought I could feel a very slight sense of movement in the room. It might have just been my subconscious at work. Farren had explained that this entire shrine was always moving and shifting. If we were in the wrong place at the wrong time, the connections between rooms would change.

Nothing too strange, on the surface. The spires were similar. The major difference was that rather than the rooms simply changing one at a time, this entire dungeon would apparently flip, like an hourglass, with forward paths switching to lead toward the entrance rather than the dungeon’s end. This could lead to massive amounts of backtracking.

If we wanted to make it through the entire dungeon, we needed to be in a convenient place when it flipped, or to avoid that entirely. Our plan was the latter — we’d try to speed through the place with the fewest moves possible. That was dangerous and would limit our options on which rooms to choose, but it would also help reduce the chances that we’d be stuck in a loop of redoing dungeon rooms indefinitely.

“You feeling okay?” I asked Sera.

She nodded. “Stomach is a little swimmy, but that’s to be expected. What’ve we got?”

We explored the entry chamber. The basics were as expected: tile floors and glowing crystals embedded in the walls to provide the strange colorless light. I stole one immediately, prying it out with Selys-Lyann’s blade.

Never knew when a weird time crystal might be useful. I considered taking more, but Sera shook her head. We were, ironically, limited on time.

There were three visible doorways in the chamber, each with a different symbol above it. Sera and I split up to check the side rooms first. Farren had briefed us on the meaning of every symbol she was familiar with — and that would be most of them, considering how many years she’d spent trapped inside. She claimed there could always be new ones, but we were lucky with the entrance.

“Final exam,” she called out.

I winced. That one involved running late for a test and needing to finish it with limited time. It would be drawn from our own past, but harder than the original test we’d taken in reality, both due to the time limit and other factors that would come up to make it more challenging.

I inspected the symbol on my side, a simple outline showing a table and chairs. “Waiting room. Nope.”

We converged in the center. The symbol was a scrawl of confusing lines with a symbol of a star in the center.

“Labyrinth,” we said at the same time.

We each took a breath, considering. Sera spoke first. “Waiting room is clearly out. The final exam has a less dangerous fail state than the labyrinth.”

“I’m not really sure I want to repeat an entire year of school.”

“Obviously it’s not a comfortable idea, but that’s a lot of time to train if we do fail. Whereas with the labyrinth…”

“We could be lost for decades if we make enough of a mistake. And there are fatal challenges in there. The final exam is much less likely to be fatal…unless that’s one of the twists. If we end up with something like our actual final exam from the first year, we could run into a copy of Saffron.”

She shuddered. “Oh, yeah…Okay, that’s a pretty bad scenario. But we could get lucky and just get the finals from last semester. Or an individual class final…or even a different test. It isn’t always finals.”

I nodded. “You leaning that way, then?”

She shook her head. “No. I’m leaning labyrinth. It’s dangerous, but it’s a known danger, and we have solutions planned. The final exam requires adapting to whatever we get stuck with and it could be something totally unexpected, like a class from before we even entered Lorian Heights. I barely remember anything from Edrian language class.”

“Okay. We brute forcing it?”

“Depends on what you mean by that.” She looked at the symbol and whispered. “Remember.”

I saw a flash of mana.

I did the same thing. “Remember” was a basic mental mana spell to help remember an instant of time clearly. It wasn’t perfect. Memory mana would allow for better spells of the same type, but I didn’t have that, and even if I did, it wasn’t a good idea to use it in the time shrine outside of combat.

Much like using too much light mana was a risk in the shade shrine, using mental mana and memory mana in the time shrine risked escalation. Mental mana wasn’t as directly opposed to time, and thus, it represented a smaller risk. Also, this shrine apparently wasn’t as sensitive as the shade shrine was, presumably because the tests in this shrine lasted a much longer time period.

Still, we’d avoid throwing around too much memory magic, even if we had it.

The symbol for the maze wasn’t going to be identical to the actual layout of the labyrinth. Instead, it depicted one specific small segment of the maze, and finding that segment and identifying it could help to find the exit. The labyrinth itself wasn’t necessarily going to be a conventional one, either — it could be anything maze-like, but the strategies were usually similar.

Hand-in-hand once again, Sera and I walked through the labyrinth door.

***

There are a number of different ways to handle a labyrinth, especially when you have dozens of magical items and spells at your disposal.

While using magic to solve a maze might feel like “cheating”, it’s important to understand that when you’re running through a spire or a shrine, the presence and usage of magic is expected. I can’t speak for every crystal, but each one I’ve encountered so far has both expected and encouraged the usage of personal power to resolve whatever situation we found ourselves walking into.

That’s all to say that as soon as we found ourselves inside the labyrinth, Sera waved a hand and levitated us into the air. Classic problem, simple solution.

Unfortunately, if magic was expected and allowed, that also meant that obvious solutions had been accounted for.

When we rose up above the height of the walls, we got a good look at the place. The walls of the labyrinth were forged from some kind of white stone bricks, with a style that looked like an ancient palace. In some places, I saw objects hanging from the walls — paintings, swords, shields, even curtains over some windows. It gave the place the feeling of a gigantic palace interior where the roof had been removed…or it would have, if the place hadn’t been constructed entirely out of hallways, with windows in locations that didn’t make any sense.

So, rather than looking like a palace interior as a whole, it looked more like someone had taken a few palace hallways, copied them and smashed them together repeatedly, making an entire structure out of them. The result was a little eerie, just familiar enough for the strangeness to seep through where things didn’t quite match with a real building.

While that was all worth considering, there were greater problems than the weirdness of the style.

First, the moment we took off, the entire structure began to tilt, and some of the hallways began to rumble. I saw a few of the nearest walls begin to sink into the floor, while in other locations, walls began to rise.

Worse, I saw vaguely circular devices flying out of several areas around the maze. A few in the first moments, then several more, then dozens before Sera hastily set us back down.

There was a click as we landed, then the shifting of the walls ceased. That was good, but I could hear a strange whirring sound as the flying things continued to approach us.

I drew Selys-Lyann and immediately felt something from the sword’s spirit, a brush with consciousness that was closer to the surface than I’d sensed in months.

Thorn?

There was no response, then the first of the flyers was descending toward us.

Sera blasted one out of the air with a jet of ice before it even got close enough for me to get a good look. As it fell, I processed that her ice had seemed effective enough, so I slashed several times in the air and sent shockwaves of frozen force at the next several as they descended. Some of them managed to fly out of the way of my attacks, but a few more were caught by the frost and damaged badly enough that they fell, giving me a good look at what we were up against for the first time.

My impression of “circular” was mostly right, in that the base of each of the constructs was a comically large clock, each facing upward and seemingly using clock hands moving in opposite directions as propellers. As they angled downward toward us, I realized that the clock hands were sharpened and spinning rapidly enough to cleave right through us.

Murder clocks, okay. That’s new, but I suppose it suits the theme.

We bombarded them with more ice spells as they approached, avoiding one close call by simply raising an ice wall. In a minute or so, we’d disposed of all of the ones we could see — they weren’t very durable.

After we’d broken all of them, I approached one to get a better look. They were almost entirely made of mechanical parts, but Detect Aura showed some magic, and an identify spell showed it as being time related. Of course, that meant I stole some of them, disabling them completely and putting them in my bag for later. I had a ring like Sera’s now as well, but the capacity was much lower than the bag, so I was planning to keep that for items I needed to take quickly (or expected to deploy quickly later).

After making sure the rest of the clocks were inert, we were officially back to the starting point, or something close to it.

“That’s one simple solution down,” Sera said. “Climbing?”

I nodded. We deployed our enchanted ropes and climbed the walls physically. That triggered the same wall-shifting response we’d gotten before, but no clocks.

We didn’t retreat immediately this time. Instead, we stood atop our wall and tried to find the exits from our upper vantage point. From what Farren had told us, while the maze would reconfigure itself under certain conditions, at least one of the exits was generally static. There would probably be three different exits, much like the entry held three options.

We found two of them, or at least two things we suspected to be exits.

The first was what looked like a spiral staircase leading upward. It was too distant to see if there were obvious markings that indicated where it was going. “Upward” usually resulted in challenges that involved speed or moving forward in time, whereas downward would usually involve tests of patience or things involving the past.

We didn’t find a downward path, but we did find another location that had what looked like a chimney. Given that chimneys were other potential points to enter and exit a structure, we considered that a possible exit as well. One that technically led “up” as well, but with very different thematic implications than a stairway.

“Which route?” I asked her.

“Let’s memorize both if we can, but I lean stairway.”

“Same.”

We each cast a quick mental mana spell to improve our memory as we glanced down at the labyrinth paths. There was no visible response from the maze, so hopefully that mana usage was minor enough that the crystal didn’t consider it to warrant a challenge increase. That was always a line we’d have to walk carefully on, but Farren gave us the impression that we’d be fine as long as we weren’t trying to use massively complex computation magic or large amounts of memory mana itself.

From there, we climbed down and prepared for a long trip.

“Come forth, King of All Monsters!”

I gave Sera a judgmental look as she pointed at the ground. A tiny shade slime appeared in front of her. “Really committing to that gag, aren’t you?

“Gag? Have you seen how large slimes can get in the long-term? Anyway, go forth, slime, and bravely scout ahead.”

The slime made it about three hops before a tile depressed in the floor with a click. A giant hourglass fell from the sky and splattered it.

“The king is dead.” Sera wiped at her eyes. “Long live the king.”

Another slime appeared, hopping around the previous slime’s grave.

And so, we began our walk, a trail of evaporating shadow slimes behind us.

The distance to the stairway was probably about a mile in terms of flight distance, which wasn’t bad at all. Sera probably could have managed a point-to-point portal for the whole distance, but it would have drained her mana enough that we’d need to rest, and we had no idea if the next area would be safer or more dangerous than this one.

Walking a mile in a maze with hundreds of twists and turns required a lot more than a mile of straight-line travel. Still, even with forced backtracking, we didn’t think it would take more than a few hours.

There were some minor traps and monsters. At one point, a massive grandfather clock burst through one of the walls next to us, walking awkwardly on four legs and swinging pendulum arms in our direction. Our basic ice attacks weren’t enough to stop it, but I shattered the glass casing around the central clockwork with a motion spell, then Sera froze the mechanisms in place. When that happened, it raised the pendulums to its center as if in shock, then fell silent.

“That one is too human-like, I’m not stealing it,” I informed Sera. She nodded in silent assent. We kept moving.

One area had a moving floor that was running in the opposite direction from where we wanted to go, so we had to briefly sprint to get across it. It was easy for me, given all of my training at running down hallways, but Sera struggled a bit more and had to fall back on using a Haste spell to get across. A minor inconvenience, but one more small drain on her mana.

When we reached the area with the staircase, there was a simple problem — the maze cheated.

The entire stairway was surrounded by walls. There was no path.

We checked all four sides of the area for secret switches and passages. We’d found a couple earlier, classic “push in the brick” ones, but even throwing mental mana at it, we found nothing of the sort near the stairway.

“Could you make us incorporeal to walk through it?” I asked, thinking of when she’d done something like that by invoking Susan the Spectre in our school duels.

“I can do that for myself, but I don’t know if I could make you incorporeal safely. Haven’t tried it. A portal would be easier, but even a short distance one is a high mana cost.”

“Ropes, then?” I asked.

“Ropes.”

We climbed over, only to find that the section of the maze right in front of the stairway didn’t just lack an entrance — it didn’t have a floor, either.

There was about a twenty-foot gap between us and the stairwell. That gap was over what looked like your classical pit that led into oppressive darkness. I didn’t know what would happen if we fell in one of those. Farren had just helpfully said, “Oh, and don’t fall into the endless void.”

“Jump it with motion mana, levitate if we fall?” I asked Sera.

“Hold on.” She hurled a blast of ice straight ahead — which hit something invisible, forming a patch of frost in mid-air.

“Oh, that’s devious. What’s with shrines and invisible walls? The shade shrine had something similar.”

I frowned, looking around, then began to swing my sword to make more patches of ice. Eventually, we’d managed to trace an outline of an invisible wall in the air — one clearly designed to stop anyone who just, say, jumped across.

On the plus side, there was also an invisible bridge, leading to the solitary gap in the wall. Once we found that, we tested stepping on it to see if it supported our weight — which it did — and then cautiously walked across.

We had to duck to get through the small open segment in the invisible wall, then we were just above the stairway. A quick test told us that the stairway itself was real, not an illusion, and solid enough to stand on.

After that, we hopped onto the stairway and looked for markings.

We found nothing of the sort. Apparently, if there had been any marker of where the path was going, we’d missed it somewhere else.

Hold on…maybe…

Something occurred to me as we walked up the stairs and I groaned as my suspicion was confirmed. When we finished climbing up the stairs, it opened up into the next area—

The second floor of the maze.

This is what I get for thinking in three dimensions in a time dungeon.

I sighed. We looked around.

This floor was designed to look like an underground cavern, complete with a red-rock ceiling. There would be no flying over this one, nor even climbing, unless we found gaps in the cavern walls.

“Okay, labyrinth, take two…”

We got started.

Three days and eleven floors later, we reached a series of doorways. We hadn’t been able to maintain a pattern of consistently going upward, so our choices were a mixture of different styles.

We stuck together to look them over this time. Splitting up even slightly had almost proven disastrous in two of the floors.

“Moonrise, Sundial, Sandstorm,” Sera said out loud. “I don’t like any of them.”

“What, not in the mood for werewolves?” I asked.

“I haven’t showered in three days. I’m not in the mood for anything.”

I nodded in sympathy. “Well, if we want to get somewhere we can rest…”

“The sandstorm. It’s the clearest path to a rest point, but it’s also the most resource intense.”

“Yeah. But following your logic from earlier, it’s the one with a static risk, whereas moonrise has a lot of variables. Anyone could be a werewolf.”

“Sundial is pretty straightforward, but yeah, not a good path forward. We might even end up going backward.” She took a breath. “Okay. Let’s rest for an hour for mana, then head in?”

We took a break next to the doors, aware that the mazes could still shift, but nothing of the kind happened. Then, once we’d rested, we prepared for the sandstorm door.


Interlude VIII — Memories and Mirrors I

Patrick Wayland-Cadence’s Perspective

Patrick Wayland-Cadence steadied himself as he arrived at the top of the Sorcerer’s Spire. In theory, it was a secure location, but in recent days he’d learned to be ready for threats from any angle.

Being trapped inside that cage had been the worst ambush they’d experienced, but it wasn’t the only one. There had been three other clear attempts on his life since, as well as at least two other likely attempts that weren’t quite as direct. One was an incredibly suspicious seduction attempt, and the other was a drink that bubbled more than it probably should have.

He’d been careful. He’d been cautious. And he still had bruises, blisters, and blade marks all over his body.

Making it back to the Sorcerer’s Spire was a positive step. The council hadn’t resumed yet, but he had other unfinished business to attend to.

“Wake up, Patrick. You look like you’re doin’ one of those internal monologues like Corin gets stuck in sometimes.” Mara nudged him.

He gave her a weak smile, lacking the energy to do much else.

He was tired. He knew she was tired, too. But while each day of exhaustion felt like it added another stone to his back, for Mara, it seemed like she was climbing atop the pile of rocks. There was something that felt more like her when she was under pressure, something that was charming and dangerous at the same time—

And very much not him.

He needed a nap.

But that wasn’t in the cards. At least, not right away. They were on a timetable.

“Sorry, sorry. Let’s get to it, then.”

“Healers first,” Mara insisted. “You need to get that arm looked at.”

He frowned, glancing at what should have been a ghastly cut across his right arm, taken in a brush with one of the aforementioned ambush groups. It should have bothered him, but after wearing one of Corin’s regeneration sigils for so long, the pain didn’t really sink in the way it used to.

That was probably dangerous in the long run, as useful as it might have been on the battlefield.

“Sure,” he told her. “But we’re almost late.”

“We’ll be fine. The shrine patterns will hold a little longer.” Mara frowned, then looked at a wristwatch — a newer acquisition, but a necessity for what they were doing — then looked at him. “A very little longer. You’re right. I’d patch it myself, but I’m not good enough for non-emergency work yet. Let’s head in.”

Patrick followed Mara to the rooftop door. He’d gotten used to taking up the rear-guard position due to her front-line skillset and he tended to keep a few paces behind her naturally now. It was trickier with others, but with Mara, things were easy. Natural. Except for the small matter of…well, them.

He wasn’t going to bring that up again any time soon.

Instead, he waited and watched as Mara put her hand on the door. A set of runes on the door’s surface contracted into a circular shape around Mara’s palm — something Corin had called a “simple visual effect” — then flashed. Then there was a brief melodic chime as the door unlocked.

Mara opened the door. Someone appeared a heartbeat later on the other side, causing Mara to draw back and raise her hands — er, hand — into a defensive stance, a shield forming, but it was only Len.

“Welcome back. I’ve been expecting…goodness, you had a bit of a trip, didn’t you?”

“We’re in a hurry,” Mara said. “We’ll tell you on the way to the infirmary. And it’ll be a brief visit there — memories don’t last forever.”

Len gave her a sad smile. “Not unless you find a way to solidify them. But I know what you mean. Come on, let’s get you ready for your next shrine run.”

***

After a rush-job with the healer, Len insisted on ushering the pair through a brief shower — separately, thankfully for his heart — and a change of clothes. Not just for looking presentable, but to make sure their injuries were properly cleaned.

Rosie was waiting for him as soon as he stepped out of the room. She gave him a lascivious look. “Well, now. If I knew ye were just changin’, I might not’ve waited.”

Patrick turned as red as her name and Rose burst into laughter, then stepped in closer and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Uh, hey, Rosie,” he managed.

“Nae time for long greetins, I’m aferd. Mar one and two be waitin’.” Rosie snagged his arm and dragged him downstairs toward the Underspire, where Mary and Mara — the two “Mars” as she had called them — were waiting.

“Everything been okay here while we’ve been gone?” Patrick asked.

“Oh, aye. Fewer bouts, more pouts. No one’s been ‘appy about how the way the Sunny business panned out, but blame passes in a circle like a rough sweater.”

Patrick blinked. “Not sure I followed that last part.”

“S’about gettin’ a gift ye don’t want, then regiftin’ it until it passes right back to ye. It’s, ye know, a colloquialism.”

“Right. Danian thing.” He nodded absently.

“Oh, nae. Valian, just not fancy city folk.” She gave a chuckle. “I’ll learn ye some Danian proverbs and such sometime, but nae today. Gonna get out and scrapping for a change. Or, in? Can’t be rightly sayin’ if a crystal shrine counts as inside, on account of the way the planar boundaries worked.”

Patrick blinked. That was a strange thought. He saw them as being “indoors” in the shrine because they were entering through a building, but really, if they were stepping across planar boundaries into an extra dimensional space, did that really still count as being “inside”?

He brushed it off. That was the kind of question that drove scholars to madness — or, at least, long angry rants on semantics. He wasn’t sure which was worse. And he had more pertinent questions to ask.

“Before we get down there…how are you and Mary holding up, after…?”

“After findin’ out Kuro’s still walkin’ about?” Rosie looked at him, evaluating, then shrugged with her other shoulder. “S’not hard to guess that Mary would be tearin’ at the seams. Been tryin’ to stitch ‘er back together, but…it’s ‘ard when he’s still around. Imprisoned, in body and mind. No closure that way.” She shook her head. “Cruel to say, but it would’ve been easier if we’d just buried ‘em. Can’t do it now, though. So instead, we’ve got a captive wearin’ our third’s face. Hard to put that away.”

Her look darkened for a moment.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you by bringing it up.”

She shook her head. “Dinnae even think about it. Ye were good to ask. That’s what friends do, even if it might mean pickin’ at a scab. Ye’ve got the right idea, askin’ now, too, before seein’ Mary. For her…might be best to let it lay quiet, least ‘til we’ve got business done. She’ll want to know you asked, but I can brush it later.”

He nodded. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Good thinkin’ to ask, and mayhaps there is. Still tryin’ to figure out how that possession works. Might be that we could use a bit more light magic for testin’, but leave that aside for now. Other work.” She paused, then shifted to take his hand and squeeze it. “But thank ye. I like that ye didn’t just ask about how we’re doin’, but about helpin’. That’s more like people at ‘ome. Not a lot of askin’ what people need ‘round here. Less personal.”

“Think it was the same for me.” Patrick nodded thoughtfully. “I didn’t grow up around…all this. Dukes and princes. Until I went to school, all the kids I knew were the children of coopers, bakers, tailors…and people helped each other out more. Or, at least it felt like they did.”

“Small towns’r like that everywhere, I suspect.” Vermillion wrinkled her nose. “Got our fair bit of ugly in those small towns, though. Lot of unkind toward outsiders. Specially anyone who traveled with fair folk.”

“Fair folk?” Patrick asked.

“Story for ‘nother time. They don’t walk these paths.”

They reached the entrance to the Underspire, finding Mary and Mara waiting with Len at the door.

“Excellent. You’re all here.” Len inspected the group, then finally gave a nod. “Everyone have everything they need? Extra water? Socks?”

“Ye sound like me mother,” Rosie chimed.

Everyone laughed, but Len gave her a considering look.

“Well, I do have red in the hair, but I’m technically younger than you.” Len reached up and adjusted her glasses. “Depending on what you consider age to be. It gets a little difficult to parse for people like me.”

“Right.” Rosie took a breath. “No maer mother jokes, too confusin’. At any rate, think we’re ready.”

“Good. The shrine’s entrance has reopened. Does anyone need their memories of their last trip refreshed? I don’t have memory magic myself, but with knowledge sorcery—”

“We talked about it,” Mara interjected, “and we don’t want to risk the shrine adjusting any difficulty levels if we use sorcery to recover memories. We’re doing this the old-fashioned way for now.”

“Well, then.” Len brightened. “Does everyone have their notebooks?”

Everyone checked their pouches, finding their notes from the last trip into the shrine.

“Excellent,” Len continued. “Then hopefully you’ll make it through the first section today. And with some luck, the shrine will favor you with a clear path through the second part.”

“We’ll make our own luck,” Mara replied. “C’mon. Let’s get this party goin’. I’m itchin’ for some action.”

“One last thing,” Len said. She reached into the air at her side, as if reaching into a bag, and withdrew…a stick? “One of you needs to hold this. Preferably someone durable.”

Mara and Rosie looked at each other. Then, after a second of hesitation on Mara’s part, Rosie stepped forward and took the stick.

“What’s this about?”

“A gift from one of your professors, for emergencies. Break it if you need to.”

Rosie nodded and stuffed the stick down the back of her shirt. Patrick blinked. “That won’t be hard to walk with?”

She shrugged. “Nothin’ ‘pared to walkin’ with a sword in my shirt for a fancy party. Tell the tale another day.”

“I’d like that.” He gave her a smile, then turned to Len. “Thanks for the help.”

“Wish I could do more. Be careful in there.”

“We will.” Patrick nodded.

Mara and Rosie pushed ahead, both seeming to want to be in front. Mary and Patrick exchanged chagrinned looks from behind them.

“Is it me, or did they both look a little…competitive?” Patrick asked Mary in a whisper.

“Oh, sweetie.” Mary patted him on a shoulder. “When you’re older, you’ll understand.”

Patrick blinked. What could she be talking about?

Confused, but still determined to make this shrine run a success, Patrick followed the group into the shrine. And, for some reason, ambushes were starting to feel like the least of his worries.


Chapter XI – The Terminal Door II

The sandstorm was the type of challenge that I expect would have killed the vast majority of climbers that entered the shrine without prior information.

Before going through the door, Sera and I went through our bags and rings to find more appropriate garments. Heavy scarves, gloves, and boots with durability enchantments. Full-face crystalline masks like I’d mentioned to Sera before we’d entered.

These items weren’t strictly a necessity, but they’d be a critical resource if something went wrong. We needed our entire bodies to be perfectly covered. Shrouds and shields would help, but they could not be fully relied on.

The sandstorm was deceptively simple.

I clicked a stopwatch’s start button before we walked through the door.

“Go.”

We burst through the doorway at a run.

As we rushed through the door, Sera conjured a redundant barrier around the two of us. The green sphere that floated around us reminded me of nothing more than the barriers Teft had first used to protect us against collateral damage from Mizuchi in our first year, and it utilized the same core mana type — density. Sera’s density mark from the transcendence gateway crystal had rarely proven necessary, but in this case, it was a near-perfect counter to what we were up against.

At the moment, we were in a seemingly peaceful desert, but it wouldn’t stay that way for long.

Sera sprinted forward at full speed, casting Haste as she moved. I kept pace with her, the barrier moving with us.

It was critical that we reach the first shelter before…

Sand rose in the distance, a twisting maelstrom that raged for miles. I’d never seen anything remotely like it — it was like a living, whirling wall.

As intimidating as a miles-long wall of wind and sand was, however, a purely mundane version of such a thing would have proven a minimal threat with our defenses. As the first grains of sand blew closer, however, I tensed, and Sera increased her pace, reinforcing her Haste spell with some kind of air magic. I swapped to a faster spell to keep up, watching as those few grains of sand gently brushed against the first of our barriers—

And the green walls began to flicker and fail.

As the walls cracked, the sound began to rise around us. A whistling at first, as the ground beneath us began to tremble. It would only be moments before the whistle gave way to a roar.

“There!” I pointed, half-yelling while I still could be heard at all.

Sera caught my gesture and followed it, rushing to a pitch-black stone that jutted out of the sand.

As we rushed closer and the sands rose, the green barrier failed. I rapidly sent out a burst of shaped transference mana away from us, giving Sera time to cast another. Even in the heartbeat between barriers, sand shot through the gaps, striking our shield sigil barriers and cracking them to pieces. Fortunately, those first few grains of sand didn’t make it through our shrouds before I blasted them backward, then the next barrier was up.

The wind was howling as we reached the black stone, and Sera shaped it, using the whipping gale to uncover more of the stone. As her latest barrier began to fail, a building was exposed — a squat black rectangle with a single sealed doorway. Sera rushed the door, pushing it open, while I sent out a continuous burst of transference to keep anything from getting close while we rushed inside.

Then, once we were inside, we slammed the door shut, finding relative safety in the dark.

That was our first sixty seconds inside the sandstorm path.

I rapidly reached into my bag, pulling out a glowing stone.

We carefully examined the room, finding a handful of sand that had slipped past my barriers. Cautiously, Sera lifted it with air mana while I pulled an empty crystalline vial out of my bag. We moved the sand inside, capped it, then threw it into the dimensional bag.

Another quick sweep with Detect Aura followed, finding a few more stray grains of sand. We got rid of those as well.

Then, finally, we could rest.

Twenty-three hours and fifty-eightish minutes to go.

I set the stopwatch down. “Any contact with the sand?”

“Nope, aside from the ground. Boot check?”

I pulled my boots off. They fell to pieces, their defensive enchantments failing. “That’s…not great.”

“Hey, at least they lasted until we got here, and we have a day to fix them.”

Her own boots were slightly more intact, likely because of the air spell she’d used to help her run, propelling her further with each step. Less contact with the sand.

That meant that her boots might have only aged five or so years, instead of twenty or more for mine.

“Might want to fly next time,” I told her. “I’ll fix these up, but if they were this close to falling apart…”

“Yeah. Socks?”

“Both layers intact.” I shook my head, then started getting materials out of my bag.

“Watch still active?” she asked.

“Yep. Didn’t hit it by accident, we’ve still got a reliable countdown.”

We both took a breath of relief at that. This challenge would be much, much harder without a good idea of timing.

The sandstorm raged for twenty-three hours and fifty-nine minutes a day. Every day had one minute of relative safety in which we could move.

And every brush with the sand would cost us a moment of our lives.

Exactly what a “moment” was couldn’t be pinned down precisely, since it depended on the specific grain of sand, but Farren told me it was about a tenth of a second on average. That didn’t sound like a lot on its own, but you weren’t just going to be touching one grain of sand at a time out there — there were millions in the air. Fully exposed, you’d lose decades in minutes.

And it would take more than a few minutes to cross the place — at least at our pace.

Density mana was a near-perfect counter to the tiny crystals of time mana that formed the “sand” of the place, but it was a volume problem. With Sera’s mana pool, we couldn’t handle pushing through the storm safely. Without that spell, though, even rushing to the first safe spot likely would have cost us years. My redundancies might have held up, but even with each of us carrying Six-Layer Serpent Shroud Sigil built with Mara’s enhancement mana, I didn’t know if we would have made it through safely.

And that was just the first run. Even with a stopwatch, it was unlikely we’d have as perfect of timing on the next run, or the next.

“So,” Sera said, “first run is over. We’ve seen how this works. We going fast or safe?”

I took a breath. Ordinarily, I’d always lean toward the option that was described as “slow and reliable”, but in this case…

“Let’s try one more run while levitating, then choose.”

A day later, we slumped inside the next safe spot, barriers fully drained and the new runes on our clothing flashing dangerously.

We’d already been wearing a bunch of enchanted equipment for our first run through the sandstorm, but during our day of downtime, I’d enchanted everything else I possibly could. Ordinary clothing had a negligible enchantment capacity, but we had a few higher-end garments that hadn’t been completely maxed out. I’d pushed them to their limits, although a significant portion of their capacity had to go toward anti-interference runes, and even then, I had to be careful about which runes went where.

Even with those additional preparations, we’d barely made it through. Our Six-Layer Sigils (I’m going to call them that for brevity) had held up admirably, especially the enhancement layer of the barrier, but once Sera’s density barrier had dropped, layer after layer had fallen behind them. The crystal of our masks was cracked and worn. We’d levitated this time, meaning our boots only took the same amount of damage that the rest of our clothing did — but that still meant they were near-disaster levels of damaged before we’d slumped in the next safe region.

The reason we’d done more poorly was simple. We’d taken a couple seconds to verify the exterior was safe before we rushed out, and it took another moment to actually open the doors and orient before we started running.

Those seconds had nearly cost us years.

After sweeping out the remaining sand in the shelter, we rested. Then, without any further preamble, we looked at each other and spoke.

“Fast.”

***

The next day, we didn’t rush out into the storm.

Instead, after we’d repaired and replaced our equipment, I threw a large box out the door.

“Deploy,” I spoke into the air.

Lights flashed as enchantments activated. The box unfolded outward, a massive hand reaching out of the extra dimensional space within it, and gripping the side and beginning to pull itself out.

“That’s really impressive looking,” Sera commented.

“Yep.”

Then, as our newly forged golem came to life, I slammed the door shut.

Twenty-four hours later, we opened the door.

The golem was a lifeless husk, limbs in a pile around the half-buried torso.

“Okay, not that model.”

We hastily shoved the remains back into the box, dragged it inside, and hunkered down.

***

Days later, we found Armored Corin 3.0 standing tall outside the doorway, enchantments still flickering with life.

This particular golem didn’t rely fully on its defensive enchantments. Instead, we’d taken two days to strip some of the black stone off our shelter and add it as external plating on the golem, covering the entire surface. This also hid the runes, protecting them from being affected.

I didn’t know what exactly the time-resistant stone was, but even after Sera had used a combination of stone and density sorcery to reshape it and plate the golem with it, it still functioned as a seemingly complete defense against the sand.

That was good enough for us. If it could survive a full day without any apparent damage, it could survive the much shorter journey we’d take inside it.

We had to hide back inside before we could get into it that day, but one day later, we dusted it off and climbed inside the passenger compartment.

Then, even as the sandstorm raged around us, we walked straight through to the exits.

***

The next problem presented itself as we reached the mountainside that represented the gateway to the next chamber.

There was still a sandstorm raging around us — and would be for at another twenty-three or so hours. There were obvious doorways in the mountainside. Unfortunately, a twenty-foot-tall crystal and stone golem couldn’t walk through them.

“So.” I turned to Sera. “Can you see what’s on the doors?”

“Not even slightly.”

I couldn’t get a good look at any of them, either. If we could have seen them clearly, maybe we could have jumped out of the golem and rushed through one — we had enough mana to survive for a few seconds outside the golem’s protection. I might have even been able to store the golem that fast, maybe.

But without any idea which door was which?

Nope. Too much of a risk.

“Cards?” I asked.

“Cards.” She sighed.

Next time I planned to be trapped inside a golem, I swore to make the interior a little more comfortable.

***

Nearly a day later, we were both cranky and sore as we opened the front hatch of the golem and climbed out. Then, I stowed the golem in its box, and the box inside my bag, while Sera checked the doors.

Even at the end of the area, we still only had sixty seconds of total safety. We weren’t going to risk a long debate — or, really, any debate at all.

“Battlefield, center door. Let’s go.”

It wasn’t the ideal option, but we’d discussed every single area we knew of in advance. If Sera wasn’t bothering to list them, that meant we’d already decided against them.

I picked up my bag. Sand stirred as we rushed through the door.


Interlude IX — Memories and Mirrors II

Marissa Callahan’s Perspective

Mara flexed false fingers. The conjured construct still was a poor facsimile of a flesh-and-blood hand, but she was growing acclimated to using the technique, and training with it had helped improve her overall shaping and control.

It wasn’t enough.

As she stepped through the ancient and weathered stone doors of the Memory Shrine for the second time, she had a clear goal in mind. Finish the shrine. Form a bond. Form fingers.

Her own fingers.

It wouldn’t be immediate, of course. Not even if she succeeded. But with bonds to both memory and shade, as well as an admittedly elementary access to spirit mana, she’d have a clear trajectory.

A new bracer — she called it that, even though it had a cap on the end that covered where her wrist terminated — glistened at the end of her right arm, and she rubbed at it absently with her left. It was the attachment point for the right gauntlet portion of her new Advanced Armor suit, a concession to necessity. For the left side of her body, the Advanced Armor’s gauntlet simply covered her hand, and while she could have simply gone without a right gauntlet on the armor…

While in armor, she wanted to look whole. To feel whole. So, for now, she had to tolerate something resembling a prosthesis when she donned the suit.

It wasn’t on right now. She needed mobility for this first section of the shrine, and while the Advanced Armor moved admirably, her density shaping hadn’t reached the point where she could move with the armor on as she could when she was unarmored. Instead, the wrist attachment point had a simple button for deploying the armor from an extra dimensional space, and she could deploy and equip it within seconds if she needed to.

Rose walked through the doors at her right side, head level, hands not even bothering to drift near her sword. All confidence and composure, like she was invincible. Mara forced down a hint of irritation at that — it wasn’t anything wrong with Rose’s behavior.

It was that she saw her former self in it. Something she’d lost.

Now, even though she walked at the front line with Rose, full of new power, she itched to deploy the armor, even though it would slow her down.

If she’d been wearing it against Saffron, he might not have—

Patrick put a hand on her shoulder. “Got everything memorized, or do you need my notebook?”

She tensed at his touch, then relaxed, forcing herself to take deep breaths. “I have my own if I need it, but I think I’ve got the pattern down.”

“Showoff.” He nudged her affectionately.

“Nah, thinkin’ that’s someone else,” Rose quipped, faster than Mara could.

Mara’s nose twitched as the others laughed.

Belatedly, she laughed with them, then took a step out in front of everyone. Technically, Rose was supposed to be on the front line with her, with Patrick and Mary bringing up the back, but it didn’t really matter here. They’d all done this section before, and provided they did it correctly, there were no combat components to the entrance.

The first room was composed of glimmering translucent crystals, which Patrick had once remarked looked like rose quartz, much to Rose’s amusement. Massive stalactites hung from the ceiling hundreds of feet above, giving it a cavernous look, glimmering with light from a hidden source beyond. In spite of the cave-like look above them, the floor was cut into perfect squares, near-identical. Occasionally, the pattern of squares was disrupted by stalagmites protruding from the ground, disrupting the image of perfection — but in a way that was clearly deliberate. These stalagmites helped serve as reference points for passage across the room for anyone who lost their count.

Twelve steps forward, eight steps left, fourteen steps forward…

Mara advanced across the tiles, pausing near the first stalagmite for the others to catch up. Vermillion walked right behind her, a curious expression on her face, but she didn’t say anything about Mara’s pace. The others followed with greater caution, which was probably the right idea.

When they’d first been here, they’d seen the true version of the room—

Every step off the perfect path led to a different threat.

Mara’s memories were clear — to the left and right of where she stood were gaps that led into a seemingly endless void, similar to the vast majority of the room as they’d first seen it. These were the least of the threats in the entrance. A false step here would make them fall, but falling into a gap could be recovered from easily enough. She could just catch the edge of the path with her hands—

Her hand. Her single hand.

…And then the others would pull her up or something. Because with one hand, she couldn’t…

“Maybe slow it down a bit, yeah? Our squishies are comin’ up slower,” Rose finally said, interrupting Mara’s downward-rolling wagon of thought.

“Yeah,” she replied half-heartedly, struggling not to feel frustrated by the interjection, in spite of the positive effect. “Not in any hurry ‘ere.”

“Right. One step at a time. Wouldn’t want to hit the ‘floor is lava’ squares. Not a lot to do if we get caught by those.”

“I could handle it,” Mara replied automatically. She didn’t feel it.

“Would like to see that,” Rose said, “but maybe not ‘ere? Could do without the lava bath myself.”

“Right.” Mara nodded. “Some other time, then.”

The others picked that point to catch up. Mara let out a breath of relief, then hesitated as she looked back. She could see the nervousness on Mary’s face as she watched each step and Patrick’s forced smile as he held her hand to reassure her. He could fly, after all, and that would get out of most of the possible mistakes they could make.

The moment they caught up, Mara was ready to head off again at a sprint, wanting this whole place over and done with, but when Mary looked up at her with barely suppressed panic, she slowed.

“Rose,” Mara said, “why don’t you set the pace for the next part? I…think I’m runnin’ a little too fast.”

“Yeah, not a scratch for me. Except, uh, I might not remember every step?” Rose chuckled. “Mind callin’ them out for me?”

It’s probably just pity. She’s trying to make me feel useful. She—

Rose blinked at her. “Somethin’ wrong?”

“No, I, uh…that’s a good idea.” Mara nodded. “I’ll call the steps. We can do it one at a time that way.”

“Great. That’ll be a big help. Everyone good?” Rose asked.

“Just…give me a second to steady myself,” Mary said, strangely breathless in spite of only walking a few dozen steps.

Not good with heights, I guess.

“Take your time,” Patrick told her. “As long as we stick together, we’re going to be just fine.”


Chapter XII – The Terminal Door III

It was only a moment after I’d stepped through that I realized we’d made a critical mistake.

A moment for me, at least.

I processed my new surroundings quickly, although I had some idea of what to be prepared for. The Eternal Battlefield was a challenge with several possible variations, but the summary was simple — it was a battle that kept going back and forth between two or more factions without end.

In my case, I’d stepped into what looked like some kind of command tent. It was sparsely adorned, but the symbolism of the table with the map in the center was clear enough. It was a regional map with a variety of figures marking the troops of both sides — a red army and a blue army. I didn’t pay any attention to the details immediately, since that was more of Sera’s area.

The problem, of course, was that I was alone in the tent.

Oh. Oh vek.

We forgot to hold hands.

It was understandable — or at least that’s what I told myself. We’d been sitting in that golem for so long without sleep that we were both exhausted and stressed. And, of course, we only had a minute to get out of the golem, pack it up, and rush through the door.

All that considered, it was a reasonable mistake to make. Reasonable, but one that could cost us on a scale of centuries.

I simply stared into space for a moment, frozen at the sheer enormity of my error.

Walking through the doorway wasn’t just moving us through space like a conventional door inside a spire. Every transition moved us through space that could be hyper-accelerated compared to the outside world.

Sera might have been moments behind me, hours, or even days. And while a few days of separation wasn’t critical on its own, it would be a compounding problem if one or both of us couldn’t keep up with the challenges on our own, and we ended up stuck in the shrine while it flipped, sending us tumbling back to the entrance.

Worse, she might have been ahead of me, rather than behind. I had no way to know. I’d gone through the door first, but that didn’t mean we’d ended up passing through linearly.

Deep breaths. If she’s stuck in a weird spot, she has the doorway to leave. For now, you need to survive this. Get your bearings.

In spite of what I told myself, the first attempt at finding my location was actually an attempt to find Sera’s. I pulled out my ice mana battery and cast a Spirit Tracking Analytical Arrow spell, with more mana than I’d ever used on one before. I’d made the battery, but it was Sera’s mana that had charged it, and it still had traces of her spirit.

Nothing happened.

That wasn’t as alarming as it might have been in some circumstances; it simply meant she was out of range in some way. Maybe she was on another part of the battlefield, miles away, or maybe she was still transitioning between locales. It wasn’t necessarily anything dire.

Resh. Okay. This is fine. Everything is fine.

The tent is on fire, but that’s fine—

Wait, no.

I looked up.

Huh.

I rushed out of the tent just in time for a blast of mana to rip through it, obliterating the spot where I’d been standing.

I drew Selys-Lyann and took a defensive stance as I looked around. Ice armor climbed across my hands and chest.

Did I do that subconsciously, or…?

I didn’t have time to think about the implications.

The battle might have been eternal, but it was immediately evident that my side was currently losing.

My tent was one of dozens — maybe hundreds — that were currently being assaulted by faceless soldiers wearing stark red armor. I had to assume it was some sort of surprise attack.

I was surprised, certainly. Not at being stuck on the losing side — that seemed almost predictable at this point — but at the attack coming as quickly as it had.

“Commander!” A soldier shouted from between the tents, sounding alarmed, but failing to convey it with his featureless doll-like face. “We’re under attack!”

“I had noticed that,” I offered. “What’s their objective?”

“The king, sir! They’re nearly to him!”

I frowned. That wasn’t supposed to be happening. A king was ostensibly the leader of each faction, much like pre-Selysian versions of Valor boards often were set up. The thing was, the battlefield here was set up so that no one ever got close to beating one king or another — reinforcements would always show up whenever one side got too close to losing.

Like us, right now, I had to assume.

“What’s the status on our reinforcements?” I asked.

“No sign of them, sir! We’ve signaled, but—”

Another massive blast of mana came from the distance, aiming right for my…lieutenant, I guess?

Anyway, I slammed him with a burst of transference and knocked him out of the trajectory of the blast. He landed hard, but largely intact.

I frowned into the distance.

There was an obvious reason why our side might be losing. Farren had always entered the battlefield alone.

It was, perhaps, foolish to assume that walking into the war with two people would place them both on the same side of the battle.

I couldn’t be certain that it was Sera out there, routing our forces. It did sound like Sera to try to find some kind of exploit to win what basically amounted to a living board game without an achievable victory condition.

No way to figure out if I’m right without playing, but if I push against her side and it is her over there, I could be putting her at risk. Or someone else, if there’s actually anyone else in here.

With that in mind, I made up my mind. I couldn’t abandon my troops completely. I didn’t know what would happen if my side somehow lost, which wasn’t something Farren had ever experienced.

But I couldn’t risk a full-on counterattack, either.

“Where’s the king?” I asked.

My lieutenant waved emphatically. “This way, sir!”

I rushed after him, dodging blasts from siege weapons. Near me, tents and barricades were obliterated, my own blue-armored soldiers fighting valiantly. However, they were seemingly overwhelmed by the enemy’s numbers and siege support.

The “king” wasn’t far — or, at least, his regal palace.

By which I mean what looked like the kind of “castle” one might find in a children’s playground.

A featureless figure in long blue robes with a crown and scepter stood atop the castle’s battlements, raising a vaguely glowing scepter toward the sky.

“Commander!” the king called down. “Thank the sands you’ve made it in time!”

That’s…an expression, okay.

“I’ve only just arrived. What’s happening?” I called up to him.

“It would seem that our enemies have rallied around a new commander of their own! And a truly dangerous one, I might add. Why, they’re even marching straight into our base, assaulting our defenses directly! I’ve never seen such audacity in a foe!”

I gave him a frown.

It’s…possible that this battle was deemed “impossible” because Farren hasn’t tried very hard. Or, perhaps less charitably, that this is an out-of-context problem for her.

A blast of light flashed right past the king. He flailed his arms wildly and fell over.

Okay, this is bad.

I knew how Farren had gotten out of the area the several times she’d visited. I could actually see what she’d mentioned in the distance — a massive doorway through which reinforcements would flood periodically, keeping the battle between kingdoms even.

When the reinforcements came through, Farren just slipped out the door, and she found herself in a different area. That had been my plan.

There was, however, another option we’d discussed. If you could defeat the other side of the battle, she suspected going through the opposite side’s door would result in a different option — perhaps something that would lead straight to the time crystal, skipping much of the dungeon, or leading to another reward.

Presumably, Sera — or whoever was guiding the other army — was pushing for that goal. Without any ability to sense Sera’s presence, I couldn’t call her off. I tried sending her a message, but that similarly had no effect.

As another blast narrowly missed the castle, I began to form a wall of ice in front of us. It wouldn’t hold up to much siege magic, but it would buy me time to consider options.

“Why aren’t the reinforcements coming?” I asked the king.

“Oh, I’m sure they’re coming! Worry not, they’re always perfectly on schedule.”

“When are they scheduled to appear?”

“Just a few more hours!”

My ice wall chose that moment to explode into fragments.

Welp, I considered as the frost rained down in chunks, back in the golem it is.

***

I heard ragged cheers as I stepped onto the battlefield in my massive golem. It was built to handle two people, yes, but that didn’t mean it required two pilots — that would have been a critical oversight.

The basic enemy soldiers were, so far as I could tell, roughly as strong as Quartz-level to Carnelian-level attuned. They had specialists among each group — one larger soldier that served as a lieutenant in some, archers in others — that were maybe more like high-Carnelian to low-Sunstone level.

I didn’t know if the place was always like that or if it had been scaled to our strength. In any case, the results were simple.

I rushed through the tents at high speed — some golems were slow, but mine was built with transference mana infusing it — and grabbed the first soldier in red I came across. His expressionless head tilted up toward the golem’s, his arms devoid of struggle.

Then, as I hurled him into the distance, he screamed.

Nearby, another soldier rushed toward me. “Wilhelm, no! You monster!”

A tiny sword — actually, a human-sized sword — slammed into my golem’s knee. I glanced at the display runes in front of me that indicated my remaining mana in the barriers, but…nothing had changed.

“Good try, little guy.”

I picked him up and hurled him after his friend. Hopefully they’d meet again.

That was about when the first blast from a siege engine hit me — and that, unfortunately, wasn’t something I could joke about.

The golem staggered, nearly falling to the left side, joints screaming as I stumbled. I spun toward the source of the blast, raising both arms and then hitting a button that generated a front-facing barrier.

Then, with that active, I rushed toward the source of the attack, trampling more red-armored soldiers along the way.

A massive mana cannon stood atop a nearby hill, manned by more red-armored troops, including a much larger soldier wearing elaborate armor. A quick scan with Detect Aura showed him as a Sunstone-level threat — and the mana cannon was a Citrine-level device.

The soldiers had their hands touching the cannon in several places, apparently channeling mana into it to recharge it.

Fascinating design, I considered.

Runes were lighting up along the surface as it charged. It was about half-charged when I spent the mana for a transference burst, sending my golem forward to close the distance rapidly, then landed right on top of two of them.

“Foul fiend!” The officer raised a halberd in my direction.

I picked up the cannon and smashed him over the head with it. He went down immediately.

His soldiers scattered.

“I’m keeping this,” I told no one in particular.

I glanced around from side-to-side, noticing no threats nearby, then opened the golem’s front hatch and stored the cannon in the ring on my hand.

I barely got the front closed again before the next siege blast landed near us.

It wasn’t a coincidence — they were targeting me directly now.

“Okay,” I patted my golem as the front closed, “let’s go collect some toys.”

***

A few hours and about fifteen stolen siege weapons later, I stood outside the reinforcement gate as it finally opened. I was sweating, exhausted, and uncertain.

My army had rallied somewhat once I’d started destroying the enemy siege, but they were undoubtedly still at a disadvantage. About an hour in, I’d checked in with my troops and started figuring out certain core mechanics — apparently, they could be assigned to specific tasks, like building siege weapons. We were in such bad shape that we didn’t have the numbers to build any in a timely fashion, though.

If I wanted to spend a few more days there waiting, I thought I had a good chance of turning the fight around. But I’d been on my feet for too long, and my consciousness was flagging.

As I saw it, my options were to either try to find a place to rest and risk the consequences of my troops losing while I slept, try a last-ditch counterattack along with my reinforcements as soon as they arrived, or to go through the door as it opened.

Under ordinary circumstances, I would have looked for some kind of clever lateral option — but while my strength had grown, my need for sleep hadn’t been eliminated. There were no clever ideas left in me.

When the reinforcements arrived, I sent Sera a final message spell with my necklace, but nothing happened. So, I left her a note on a stone tablet outside my door.

Then, as the soldiers poured through it and saluted me, I abandoned them to their fate.

There might be a moral message there, but if there was, if I was too tired to see it.


Interlude X — Memories and Mirrors III

Patrick Wayland-Cadence’s Perspective

Patrick stepped through the doorway at the end of the first chamber, his hands still linked with Mary and Mara. Behind him, Mary’s grip was slick with sweat. Mara, conversely, was holding his forward hand with a conjuration of pure mana. She’d gotten vastly better at creating them over the last few months, but it still felt more like stone than flesh, and while the fingers had actual articulation — something her earlier conjured hands had lacked — it still didn’t move quite right.

If we get through here, we’ll finish one more step toward helping her.

As Mary finally passed through the doorway, it closed behind them, then vanished entirely. Either there was no backtracking allowed in this shrine or…

As soon as Mara released his grip, he turned, took a step back, and tapped at the air. His free fingers found purchase on the seemingly empty spot where the doorframe had been. There was open space between the sides of the doorframe, implying there was still an open doorframe they could travel through, just an invisible one.

Guess we’re just supposed to remember the way back if we need to leave.

“Well, that was easy,” Mara chuckled, freeing her hands from the others. She cracked her neck and stretched.

“Sp—speak for yourself,” Mary mumbled.

Patrick gave Mary’s hand a squeeze after realizing she was still gripping tight to it. Her forehead was matted with sweat, too.

He grabbed an endlessly refilling flask of water from his belt. It was a small gift from Corin, one not dissimilar to the one Corin himself used. He poured some into a self-cleaning cup — not one of Corin’s things, but a purchase from Lars — and handed it to Mary. “Hydrate.”

She accepted the cup gratefully, drinking from it with trembling fingers.

“So, where we headed next?” Mara asked.

Patrick turned, raising one hand in a “wait” gesture and then shaking his head. Mara blinked, saw Mary, then nodded. They’d been working together long enough that he didn’t need to be as direct with her as he did with most of their usual group, at least on things like this.

Mara understood things in ways that the others never had.

Well, some things.

He’d chosen the silent response to avoid embarrassing Mary, who already looked nervous enough. She clearly needed a moment.

While she drank the water, Mara and Rose walked ahead a bit, discussing options. Patrick listened distantly, picking out a few words here and there, but they were being quiet about it. With that not proving helpful, he inspected the room.

Like the previous chamber, this one was made largely of reflective tiles, but this time the ceiling matched the floors, and it was a height more similar to a normal room. Overall, it was basically a twenty-foot cube. Straight ahead and on the sides of the room were three stone doors, each with a symbol marked above them. The general style reminded him of the entrance chambers inside of a spire, though the open doorframes were a little different than he was used to.

He glanced at the ceiling and found the outline of a door in the center of it, seemingly identical to the others. He almost certainly would have missed it on his own, but Len had told them quite a bit about the place before they entered, and they’d done some reading as well.

Mary finished drinking half the cup, then handed it back. “Thanks. Make sure you drink some, too. I wouldn’t want to steal all your water.”

“You can take a minute and finish that, it’s from an infinite flask.” He patted the waterskin.

“Oh! That’s neat. Where’d you get it?”

He took a few minutes to chat with Mary and calm her down, then gave her a pat on the shoulder, took a quick drink of his own, and walked over to the others…

…Who were arguing. Quietly, at least, but arguing.

“I’m just sayin’ that there’s always gonna be some risk,” Rose said, “and if we’re gonna roll dice, better to do it when we’ve got steady—”

“Hands?” Mara folded her arms, her nostrils flaring.

“Oh, c’mon, Mar. Didn’t mean nothin’ by it, it’s just a sayin.”

Mara took a deep breath. “Fine. But we agreed that we’d go for the slow and easy route.”

“Sure, sure.” Rose put both hands up. “I getcha. Lookin’ at these options, if ye think on where they’re goin’, they’re all gonna end up with some challenge, yeah? So I say we go based on aggregate danger level, not just what’s right in fronta us.”

Patrick stepped between the two of them, careful not to make his position symbolically supportive of one over the other. He had enough problems without giving either of them a subtle reason to be upset. “You’ve both got some good points. Can we talk about each of the options? I haven’t had a chance to look at the doorways yet.”

“You should hydrate, too,” Mary said softly as she came up, “even if you don’t feel like you need it yet.”

Patrick poured another cup. Mara silently took it with a nod and took a drink, never taking her eyes off Rose.

“So, few things in fronta us.” Rose waved at the doorways. “Double rectangle door, cone and circle door, and thinkin’ the last one is a brush?”

Mara spoke up next. “First one should be the card-matching one. Dozens of floating cards, you can flip one over at a time. Need to find all the pairs. The cards summon stuff on them if you get it wrong.”

Patrick nodded. “Then the gigantic ball and cup one, right? And the last one is the simplest — drawing a picture based on the layout of the first room.”

Rose blinked. “How’d you know all that?”

Mara patted a pouch on her side. “We’ve been readin’ a book from the library on the shrine.”

“Don’t the challenges change?” Mary asked.

“Maybe a bit, but not as much as most shrines,” Patrick explained. “We call this the ‘memory shrine’, but the combination of mana types represents something a little broader than what we’d just call ‘memory’. It might be better to call it something like ‘preservation of knowledge’, and passing on information, either person to person or through recorded mediums, fits within the shrine’s focus. So, basically, writing down solutions for future people is encouraged here, rather than discouraged like it is with many other shrines.”

“Huh. Fancy.” Rose wrinkled her nose. “Takes a bit of the challenge out of it, though.”

“The ‘challenge’ end of it is more about accurate preservation of information between people. Generational knowledge doesn’t always remain stable.”

Mara snorted. “Even passing on things to one person can get distorted.”

“Right.” Patrick nodded. “So, as long as the people before us did their job, they’ve reduced the challenge level of figuring it out on our own. And, in turn, we can do it for other people by taking accurate notes and putting them down for others later.”

“Guess that’s sorta neat. Different, at least.” She paused for a moment, then looked up. “What’s up there? I can’t quite make out the symbol.”

“One second.” Patrick took a breath, then felt the air shift as he summoned wind beneath him. The simple levitation spell, one he’d known since a Quartz, didn’t get much use these days — he generally used full-on flight spells now — but this was more mana-efficient for a simple task.

He reached the roof in moments, inspecting the symbol. “Probably don’t want to mess with this one. It’s a symbol of a broken sword, which means some kind of historical battle. We got warned away from those — they’re potentially very dangerous, so people avoid them, and we don’t have any detailed notes on this one.”

He landed a moment later.

“So, we’ve got some options. The card one is probably the most dangerous start, but it leads to some easier options later on, like Rose was suggesting earlier.”

Rose nodded in acknowledgement. “Like what?”

“Things like listening to and then playing back a song. Since Mara can play the piano—”

Mara gave him a startled look, then glanced down at her conjured hand absently, and buried it under a shoulder.

Patrick coughed, then continued, “—we should be able to handle that, I think?”

“What about the other routes?” Mary asked.

“The cup-and-ball one is probably middle-difficulty to track, then leads to more ‘track this over time’ and pattern recognition style challenges. Then the ‘draw this image’ one will lead to more general ‘remember this from earlier’ stuff, like drawing the layout of the room we’re in right now. Those start out the easiest, but they can get incredibly complicated, like seeing an image of where we’re standing right now, but there are small mistakes, and we have to identify them.”

“What happens if you fail at something like that?” Mary asked.

“Scary stuff. Like, if you misidentify something about yourself, the shrine can supposedly change you to match the version in the image. Permanently.”

Rose whistled. “That’s some scary stuff, right there. Don’t like the idea of shrines messin’ with me like that.”

“Neither do I. So, my feeling is—”

A tremor reverberated through the room, then followed by the sound of a massive crash from above them. Cracks spread through the ceiling, emanating out from the doorframe.

Rose had her sword in hand so quickly that Patrick didn’t see her move, moving to raise it protectively in front of Mary, but there was no attack imminent—

At least, not to them.

Patrick frowned, looking up at the ceiling. “That’s…odd.”

“S’one way to put it.” Rose blinked up at the ceiling. “Don’t these rooms only like, wake up once you walk in?”

“That’s how it usually goes,” Mara said. “I didn’t read anything about exceptions in here, so it stands to reason—”

There was a sound like a crash of metal above, followed by a grunt, then another loud crash.

“Someone is up there,” Mary half-whispered.

“No one else is supposed to be in this shrine,” Patrick noted. “I checked with both Len and the guardians of the Underspire. So, unless someone has been stuck in here for a long time, or managed to sneak in—”

A thunderous roar shook the room, followed by another metallic clash.

Rose took a step back away from Mary, glancing at each of their group. “Does it matter? If someone is fighting up there, they might need help.”

“That’s a big leap,” Mara noted.

“No.” Rose gave her a wink. “This is.”

She swept her sword across the air, forming a gleaming red crescent, then jumped on top of it, then from there, jumped and jammed her sword into the ceiling. It embedded deep into the stone.

“Any objections if I take a quick look?”

“If we go,” Mara said, bracing herself, “we go together.”

Patrick exchanged an exasperated look with Mary, then they nodded. He waved his hand, then levitated the pair upward. “Open it up.”

Rose swung herself back and forward, then flipped herself upward, kicking the stone door on the ceiling straight off its hinges. One more swing back and forward, then she launched herself into the room.

Mara jumped straight from the floor into the now-open door without a word. Patrick and Mary came up last, just in time for a thirty-foot-tall serpent to descend on them from above. Patrick grabbed Mary and moved to jump back down, but he had no need to worry.

As the serpent descended, it split into seven separate pieces, each vanishing into raw mana as they fell.

Patrick blinked at the sight that was revealed as the serpent vanished—

A tall figure stood just behind where the serpent had been, facing away from them, sheathing something at his side. Long and unkempt black hair fell beyond his shoulders, and he wore dark green tunic and pants with leather boots.

In spite of the unusual outfit, the sword technique he’d seen and the black hair brought immediate memories to mind.

Mara took a step forward, then froze in place as she spoke the same question that echoed in his mind.

“Keras?”


Chapter XIII – The Terminal Door IV

I stumbled a bit as the gateway took me to my next destination. One unfortunate consequence of taking the door out behind the reinforcements was that I had no way of predicting where it would take me. And, as it happened, the results were not what I had hoped for.

I stood in the ruins of an ancient city, one that had clearly once been a thriving civilization. The cracked and broken street where I stood had once been a flat strip of concrete, paved with a perfection that showed great dedication and advanced methods. The buildings that surrounded the street would have stood several stories in height once, but most had collapsed to their foundations. Some of the structures simply looked to have fallen into disuse, but as I glanced to my right, I saw a titanic hole through one building that was near-perfectly circular and that stretched forward into the distance, giving me an obscured view through that building…and the next, and the next.

I had a feeling the attack that had caused such destruction had gone on even further, but the state of the wreckage prevented me from seeing it. After all, the city had fallen a long time ago, both in my world and this one.

The Lonely Ruin. I took a breath.

Feria, the kingdom that had dared to invade one of the spires with an army. At least, that was what we’d been taught.

When Kerivas spoke of what she had done, who would have dared to dispute her?

I stepped through the empty shell of a once-mighty nation, hand settling on the hilt of Selys-Lyann at my waist, eyes watching every shadow. “Empty” was a relative term, after all. Humanity might have been erased from this place, but others had made their home in the wreckage.

When the skies began to darken a mere few minutes after I began to explore, it wasn’t because the sun had set—

It was a shadow that passed over me from the awakening of the city’s new inhabitants, searching for prey.

***

I wasn’t in any condition to fight a sky full of monsters. After hours of combat, my mana was tapped and my golem was battered. While the ordinary weapons of the puppet soldiers had offered little threat to the zadamant frame, the stronger lieutenants were capable of causing minor scratches, and the occasional graze from one of the many cannons had caused cracks to form in some of the plates.

And so, I took shelter in one of the least-damaged structures I could find and tried to rest. I was half-way through setting up camp when the floor burst open, mandibles the size of my torso clacking in the air.

Exhausted, I connected a mana thread to the golem sitting next to me, then swung one of my fists in the air. The golem followed my movement with a crystalline fist, slamming it into the emerging monster before it could react. There was a crack as the monster’s carapace shattered, then I stepped in and jammed my sword into the damaged chitin. Ice spread from the sword’s blade into the wound.

The creature flailed about, wounded, cracking already-weathered floorboards and support beams. I jumped backward to avoid the flailing, but the half-wrecked house wasn’t quite as good at evasion.

By the time the creature had stilled, the building was trembling.

“Come on, buddy.” I activated the golem’s box, hastily stored the whole thing in my ring, then grabbed what camping supplies I could and rushed out of the collapsing house.

That was the first time I was forced to leave some of my supplies behind. As the days passed, it would be far from the last.

***

The first day was spent just finding anything that could serve as a stable shelter, then reinforcing it to the best of my ability. I went through three false starts before I finally settled in the remains of a bank vault, which had remained mostly intact. Intact enough that I wasn’t sure I could have survived inside it without a portable air supply, but thankfully, I had one. Even with that, I still wrote extra runes on the walls to generate fresh air, just in case.

Those were hardly the only runes I used to reinforce the space. Durability, detection blocking, sound blocking…even rarer ones to prevent tremors from escaping based on my footsteps. I wasn’t exactly in the mood for more burrowing creatures to detect me and burst straight through the floor.

That vault became my base of operations, and — as I thought of it after a few weeks had passed — my home.

Each day I set out into the city to search for a way out. I knew where one was located — the only static one in the entire place. There was a massive ruined magical gateway near the city’s center, one that supposedly the nation’s army had used to traverse the vast distance between Feria and the Phoenix Spire in East Edria, which they had supposedly invaded.

Of course, following the historical path that had led to the nation’s doom might have been an option for leaving, but it wasn’t a good option. Much like retreating in the army scenario had seemingly led me to a sub-optional route, following the gate was a fail state — and even then, it would require getting the gate operational. When I went to investigate it, I found little more than rubble where a stone archway had once stood. I copied down the runes that were on the remains, of course, but then I simply retreated. Even if I wanted to take that route, repairing the gate required a skill set I didn’t possess.

Sera might have managed it, though. Density magic was perfect for that sort of thing.

As for Sera, I continued searching for her. I tried tracking her several times per day at first, then just a few, then…just one, when I woke up each morning. A part of that was the necessity of conserving my mana for other dangers, but in part, I simply couldn’t keep track of time well enough to remember to do it more regularly. So, I forced myself to do it at least once as a part of my pattern, but that was the best I could manage.

I never found her in there.

Two weeks became three, then I found my first sign of an escape—

An intact stairway leading into some kind of underground tunnel system. Not a sewer — something strange with tracks, like someone had started to build an underground train.

Strange. Was Feria advanced enough to be building something like that?

I had very little idea. Even talking about Feria was something of a taboo, given their eventual fate. It was often said that they pursued forbidden knowledge even before the nation’s fateful fall, and I supposed that could have led them toward developing certain technologies earlier than even Caelford — or maybe I was just misunderstanding what I was seeing. Tracks could have just meant something like mine carts, after all.

I followed the tracks for some time, finding several stopping points along them with the ruins of what looked like small underground buildings. One of the most intact was clearly a restroom, but fallen into such disarray that I stuck with using my own stored magical toilet when I needed it. Any infrastructure remaining in this place was suspect.

It took me three days of excursions into the strange place before I found a door. It was only one day before that I felt a strange sense of vertigo in the afternoon, nearly enough to make me fall over where I was standing, and heard the sound of a clicking in the air. I didn’t understand it at the time, though I had enough information to guess. I’d like to think I would have caught it if I wasn’t so exhausted.

It was a noise I’d come to understand and dread over the weeks and months that followed—

When I finally found that exit doorway, I saw the symbol on it and my heart sank. It would lead me back to the battleground. I’d taken too long.

Like an hourglass, the entire Time Gateway Shrine had flipped.

***

Once I’d found an exit, I had several options.

First, I could advance through the gateway immediately. I considered the battleground a lower threat level than the city ruins, and it was massively faster to get through if I was willing to retreat again. That would, however, mean taking another exit to a location that was completely unpredictable — which could mean something worse than this. There were rooms in the shrine I had virtually no hope of clearing on my own, even with all of my preparations. This wasn’t purely about lacking power, though that was a component. It was more that some of them could simply take years, or even decades, to complete.

I didn’t think my sanity would last that long, even if my supplies did. After spending so much time on the sixth level, I had plenty of practice being alone, but this would be on a vastly different scale.

Even if I didn’t get stuck through that, I didn’t think going through the battleground again would be beneficial. The most likely scenario was that, due to the “flip”, retreating from the battle would simply take me back to the sandstorm — which would, in turn, take me closer to the entrance if I succeeded there.

Aside from that, I could try to clear the battleground. This was a somewhat tempting prospect, given that I’d seen that it was more possible to push through the scenario than Farren had believed, but it presented two other problems. First, I could still have the risk of a human opponent I could accidentally hurt. More likely, however, I’d simply be investing resources toward something that could actually lead me even closer to the entrance if I succeeded, rather than something that skipped me closer to the shrine’s conclusion like it would have in the shrine’s un-flipped state.

I didn’t want to take either risk.

What other options do I have?

I could look for other exits, but they’re probably all leading “backward”, unless I can find a weird one that is “backward” by default. The gateway might account for that, but I don’t actually know — Farren wasn’t able to predict her progress through the shrine when she took sub-optimal routes like that one. They seem to be completely separate from the standard structure, which could be good or bad.

Aside from that, the obvious solution is to wait until it flips again, taking me back forward…but this place gets more dangerous the longer you stay. Most scenarios do.

I chose a middle-ground. I’d search and map the exits, but I wouldn’t take one unless I found something that felt like it might lead to a safer place where I could wait out the flip.

Two days later, something finally breached my home in the vault.

A colossal crab ripped the door off the hinges entirely, hurling it to the side.

I’ve always hated shellfish.

I was in the middle of attempting golem repairs when it burst in, otherwise the situation might have been a lot worse. I dodged a blast of lightning from one of the crab’s claws, then reflected the next shocking burst with my shroud. The lightning flickered harmlessly across the creature’s shell, but it froze after the attack, seemingly unable to process what had happened.

Improved Haste.

I lunged forward and slashed the creature’s shell, but Selys-Lyann bounced right off it. I dodged another claw sweep that came in response, countering with a tap of my sword against the offending limb, but the ice my attacks built on the crab’s exterior seemed to have little to no impact.

I blasted myself backward to behind the golem, attaching a thread as I slid backward, then commanded the golem forward.

The crab’s claw smashed the golem as it advanced, leaving huge cracks in the stone. I blinked, shocked at the damage.

How…?

I didn’t have much time to worry about it. Instead, I controlled the golem to swing a fist, which managed to knock the crab backward — but did no real damage.

That thing was tough.

With a moment to think, I swapped swords.

If ice and lightning won’t work…

Scald appeared as I pressed a symbol on my belt, the flaming sword hovering in the air even as I dodged another blast of lightning from the crab’s claws. I surged forward and grabbed the sword out of the air, jumped, and landed on the creature’s head. Before the crab could react, I connected with a downward thrust—

Which, of course, bounced right off it.

Still, the flames did the work my blade didn’t. The shell finally began to crack as fire met the spreading ice. The crab flailed with surprising speed, hurling me off—

And then scuttling straight through the bank’s rear wall, tearing straight through stone.

I sent a blast of flame at the retreating monster, but it was no use. The attack did virtually nothing, and the damage was done.

My shelter was ruined.

I packed up hastily and with great regret. To console myself for the loss of my home, I stole the half-crumpled vault door.

You never knew when one might come in handy.

***

It took me three days to find another reasonable home, after ducking in and out of crushed hovels for brief periods of rest. This time, I hid in one of those strange underground stations, in the ruins of an old ticket booth. At night, I saw haunting lights from time to time down the railways, but for whatever reason, no monsters came down that particular stretch of the tunnel.

That probably meant that there was some kind of terrifying apex predator roaming the area, but aside from strange lights and occasional sounds, I never found one.

From that new base of operations, I began to search again, eventually finding a mostly intact temple. The building was beautiful, with marble pillars and elaborate frescoes on the walls, many of which were still discernable in spite of the building’s age. A statue of Selys stood at the end of the first room, her hands open and held aloft. That wasn’t what interested me most, at least at first.

There was a barely concealed secret passage behind the statue, leading to a set of stairs. And at the end of that stairway was a glyph-etched tablet.

A puzzle. Finally, something to do.

I worked on it for hours, undisturbed, before making my way out at night—

And in the darkness of my retreat, I discovered I had not been alone.

I was startled the first time I found a figure praying at the mostly intact statue of Selys in the entry chamber, but not as surprised as they were. The white-robed woman startled at the sight of me, screamed soundlessly, and fled straight through one of the walls.

Oh, just a ghost.

It was almost mundane, considering what I’d been dealing with.

I didn’t see the spectral figure again for days after that. I returned each day, pouring over the strange glyphs, as well as exploring the rest of the building. There was a library, but sadly, that hadn’t stood the test of time the way the rest of the temple had. The shelves had nothing but dust. None of the other rooms had anything of interest, at least so far as I could discern. There were a few abandoned metal and stone items that had survived with varying degrees of wear, but nothing that I needed.

After that, I found the ghost observing me from a safe distance several times, always fleeing at the slightest hint that I’d noticed them like a skittish animal. I tried to establish contact a few times, both out of curiosity and out of a desperate need for any kind of social contact, but every effort failed.

Perhaps the ghost was meant to be the clue that helped to open that glyph-covered door. In my case, I did it the hard way, spending weeks translating the glyphs to a more familiar letter system, then even more once I realized they were also in code…which translated to a riddle.

The solution was “offering”.

I tried saying it out loud, but nothing happened. With a sigh, I started making offerings to the door. That was equally ineffective.

Finally, after a few hours of annoyance, I realized I’d been ignoring the obvious. You didn’t make offerings to a door.

I headed back to the top of the temple and dug through the ruin again, eventually finding a large stone bowl. Then, thinking of Selys’ usual symbolism, I filled it with pure water from my flask, then placed it in her hands.

From there, I heard a distant click, then the gigantic tablet in the secret passage sank into the ground.

This is it. I solved it!

I rushed down the stairs, finding a newly formed doorway.

My heart sank as I saw the symbol above it. A sundial.

I’d found a secret solution, one that normally would have taken me multiple steps forward…but in the shrine’s current shape, it would take me three steps back, nearly all the way back to where I’d started.

I hung my head as I retreated from the room. I barely even noticed the ghost watching me, looking strangely sad as I left the temple behind.

***

I took the next two weeks off from searching, spending them trying to repair my golem. I failed. I simply didn’t have the right materials.

I tried acclimating to stone mana and fixing it that way, but novice stone-shaping spells weren’t good enough to alter it. When a few days of that failed, I tried the same thing with enhancement and density mana, but I wasn’t able to use either of them effectively, even after days of attempts. They were simply too far opposed to my primary mana type.

Eventually, I pushed myself back into the search.

I don’t know how much time passed before I found another exit. Days had given way to weeks, then months, then…

I didn’t know. I didn’t want to know. I was too tired.

This one was located at the end of a dark alleyway, and it seemed to lead on into pure blackness. It was the first one that I found that offered an option I hadn’t seen yet — but with no symbol, it felt suspiciously like the infinite pits that I had been warned to avoid.

I felt myself stepping toward it anyway.

I was tired. Very tired. I needed a change, I needed something to do, someone to talk to—

It was only frost spreading across my hand that stopped me from stepping straight into that void.

…Thorn?

There was no response, of course. I started talking to him anyway, mostly in my mind at first, then occasionally out loud.

I barely noticed the monsters in the sky as I wandered my way back home.

When I took shelter that night, I dreamed for the first time in a while. I was back home with my friends, celebrating some kind of event.

“Happy [something] day,” Sera told me. I couldn’t process what she was saying, but I remembered being happy, then.

I woke up with tears in my eyes.

The next day, I took a very long walk.

I came home with dozens of wounds. The skies were much clearer after that.

***

When I woke up the following day, the world around me rumbled and wobbled. I felt a lurch in my stomach, the sensation of tumbling, and then—

A heard the distant click.

I ran the entire way to the first door I’d found, the one at the end of the strange underground tunnel.

The symbol of a museum. That was a dangerous one, but one that could be very rewarding.

Not a bad option, but I should check the others. The temple, in particular, could get me multiple steps forward now, and I don’t need to hurry—

I was wrong.

I continued investigating the other exits. In the temple, a new symbol depicted a sprawling nation.

Empire building. That could be one of the final rooms of the temple, but…it’s a social challenge, and one that can take literal years to complete. It’s a solution, but a bad one for my skill set.

I took a breath, then went to investigate the final route I’d found — the dark alleyway.

This time, it led to an open door with the symbol of a sheaf of wheat.

Farming.

Less social than the empire, and less advancement toward my final goal, but even less appropriate for my skill.

I took a few hours to think about it, eventually making my choice.

I was half-way back to the museum door when my stomach lurched again.

No. No. You can’t! It’s only been a few hours!

Transcendent Haste.

I broke into a run, then when that wasn’t enough, I gritted my teeth and—

Accelerated Computation.

If I can make a few changes to my circlet, I can change my teleportation function to be bounded by a visual, rather than a set distance forward, and then—

Click.

I stopped running. I stopped thinking. I stared forward in absolute dejection, my shoulders slumping.

Maybe I imagined the chill, that time. There was no actual ice at my fingers.

“Thanks, buddy.” I patted Thorn’s handle, then began the slow walk to the doorway that had led to the museum.

The symbol had changed again, just as I’d known it would.

The battleground.

I knew I should turn back, to wait longer, to do another full cycle of…however long it had been.

I couldn’t.

I trembled, my hands clenching and unclenching.

Backward is forward, I told myself.

Then I stepped through the door.


Interlude XI — Memories and Mirrors IV

Mary Hawthorne’s Perspective

Mary raised her bow at the man beyond the rapidly vanishing serpent’s body, but Rosie put a hand on her own and pushed it down. There was a strangely intent look on her face, one showing deep concentration and conflict.

The reason was more evident when Mara spoke.

“Keras?”

Mary hadn’t ever really “met” Keras Selyrian. Their only encounter had been when she’d been sent to banish one of the summoned copies of him during their last year’s final exam…which felt like years ago, now. For some of them, it was.

Mara had spent entirely too long inside that time shrine. It wasn’t her place to say, but the solitude had clearly shaken her even more than it had for the others.

Even without really meeting Keras, she knew of him from the stories that the others had told, as well as what she’d gleaned from doing a bit of reading on her own. He had been one of Patrick’s teachers, but he was something more than that to Mara and Corin, in different ways.

And to Rosie, well…

That was complicated.

As the cloaked figure turned, that complication took to life.

Mary’s lowered hands almost came back up on instinct when she saw the stranger’s face.

This was not the Keras Selyrian she had seen. He was far too young, only a teenager, their own age or even younger. That in itself would not have been a cause for any alarm — she had already encountered a summoned version of Keras that was younger than his true self, as had the others.

But this younger man was marked with a sign of flower petals on his cheek. Every childhood story she knew urged her to raise her bow and loose every power she had.

No good came of talk with the children-stealing fair folk. And the only humans that wore such a mark were their agents — witches, pacted thralls, and changelings.

That was what her parents had taught her, what her elders had trained into her, and what the order’s ministry had enforced with their vows.

But in those last days in her home, when the bow had been pressed into her hands from bloodstained fingers, she’d been told something different—

Don’t fear the forest folk, little sprout. The ones to fear are the ones with the chains, not the bound.

She still didn’t understand what her sister had told her, not entirely, but she was beginning to learn. Too slowly, always too slowly, but she was learning all the same.

And so, she let Rosie push down her bow, and let the fairy — or changeling, or whatever he was — stare at them with softly glowing silver eyes.

And she saw him blink when his eyes found Rosie.

“Akai?”

It was a question, his expression one of surprise. There was no hostility there, no weapon in his hand, though Mary’s instincts told her that no physical weapon was necessary. And her essence sense told her that this was another essence sorcerer in front of her, one powerful enough to have a spirit bond of his own. Perhaps more than one.

Both Mara and Rosie frowned when the man spoke, but for different reasons. Rosie seemed conflicted, but…happy, maybe? Relieved?

And Mara…well, Mary didn’t know her quite as well, but she thought Mara looked hurt. Perhaps because her question had been missed or ignored?

“Akai…ja nai?” Rosie frowned. “Sorry, my Artinian is terrible. But you speak Velthryn, don’t you?”

The young man laughed and relaxed. “My Velthryn is much better than my Artinian, too.” He gave the group a second look, then turned back to Rosie. “If you’re not her, then…?”

“Let me show you.” A smile crossed Rosie’s face as she stepped forward, drawing her sword.

“Oh, please do.” The swordsman cracked his neck, then unpinned his cloak and gingerly set it on the ground. Then, he reached to the seemingly empty scabbard at his side and closed a hand in mid-air. There was a flash, then he made a drawing motion—

And he was holding what looked like an ordinary wooden stick in his hands.

“Really? The stick?” Rosie wrinkled her nose.

“Well, the other one didn’t like carrots, so I assumed…”

Rosie snorted, then approached to nearly in striking distance and took up a stance. One with both hands forward on the grip of her sword, which was unusual for her. Sword essence washed over the entire length of the blade.

The swordsman looked briefly surprised, then mirrored her stance, his humble stick flaring to life with power—

Just in time for Rosie to attack.

Her first cut was a test, even Mary could see that. She wasn’t much of a sword fighter, but she knew that Rosie was exceptionally talented, and she didn’t swing slowly without a reason.

The swordsman batted the swing to the side easily, then made a test of his own, then another—

And then they were moving, a whirl of rapid movement and cutting auras that were too fast for Mary to even follow.

At one point, Rosie stumbled back and the swordsman’s stick flashed toward her face. Patrick started to move forward with incredible speed, but Mara’s arm shot out and stopped him before he could intercede. He looked startled, but understanding crossed his face when Rosie simply tilted her head to the side, causing the swing to miss, then stepped in and jammed a knee toward the swordsman’s abdomen.

His own leg came up and blocked her, shin-to-shin, and then they separated, each with a parting cut at an identical angle that met in mid-air and blasted their swings apart.

As they fell back from the twin strikes, they burst into laughter.

“Thank you for the match, shishou,” Rosie said, stepping back and bowing.

“Shishou,” the swordsman repeated, stepping back in awe, then bowed at the waist. “I’m the one that taught you?”

“Well, a version of you.” Rosie shook her head. “It’s complicated. I’m not the one you called Akai, but…”

The swordsman lowered his stick. “You’re a simulacrum, or a destiny shrine copy, or an echo, or a reincarnation, or something.”

“Well, when you put it that way, I guess it’s not that complicated.” Rosie sighed, lowering her sword. “And I should probably mention, uh, we’re in a shrine, so…”

“Right.” The swordsman glanced around the room, frowning. “If we’re running into each other here, there’s a good chance that one of us is a shrine copy. Okay.” He nodded. “Neat. Who are your companions?”

Mara looked away as his gaze shifted to look at each of them.

Patrick glanced at Rosie, got a nod, then stepped forward. “Patrick Wayland-Cadence. Do you, uh, do handshakes where you come from?”

“Oh, sort of?” The swordman stepped forward, looked awkward for a second, then sheathed his stick, which vanished immediately. He looked self-conscious as he put out his hand. “I think I know how you do it.”

“I wouldn’t worry. I think we know another version of you.” He gave Mara a glance. “He had a unique handshake style, too.”

“Oh?” The swordman’s widened in obvious excitement. “Not the same one my teacher-slash-student over here was talking about?”

“No.” Patrick shook his head, then reached out. “I don’t think so. He’s a lot older than you, I think? And he doesn’t have the mark on his face. Or…at least…I don’t think he does? He wears a mask a lot, and it can make it hard to keep track of what he looks like.”

The swordman blinked. “A mask, huh? And a future version of me? Does he go by Tali—never mind, don’t tell me. I probably shouldn’t know that, in case I’m real.”

“You seem…weirdly comfortable with the possibility that you might be a shrine’s creation. And talking about other versions of yourself in general.” Patrick shook the swordman’s hand in what was, as far as Mary could tell, a perfectly ordinary handshake.

The swordsman chuckled. “Patrick, was it? I had my first fight with a dark mirror version of myself when I was fourteen. Since then, there have been…well, a lot. I’m sort of used to this kind of thing.”

“He’s not kiddin’. If he’s anythin’ like mine, ‘e grew up round copies of folks, ‘cludin me,” Rosie explained. “Speakin’ o’ that, I’m goin’ by Vermillion Rose around these parts.”

“Vermillion Rose. That’s almost Akai, but…ahh, because of the sword?” He gestured at the weapon at her hip. “Did you get that out of the sepulcher? Did I approve of that?”

“Oh, don’t do the teacher questioning me thing, that’s too weird at your age. And yes, my shishou knew about it.”

“I note that you said ‘knew about’ and not ‘approved’,” the swordsman said with a chagrinned look.

Rosie scoffed. “And how much did other me approve of your shenanigans?”

“Touché.” The swordman bowed. “Well, if you’re going with that…you can call me…hm. Seiha?”

“Seiha.” Rosie sniffed. “You really want to go with an ‘ess’ name?”

“I think my other teacher would have wanted me to. You should know about her, right?”

“I know about her. But I think we’re talkin’ around my friends too much.”

Rosie gave a ‘come here’ gesture, then walked over toward where Mary and Mara were still standing near the room’s entrance.

“Sorry.” Seiha frowned, then followed Rosie. “I didn’t mean to be rude. I’m…not really used to groups of people.”

In spite of his non-threatening attitude, Mary still felt her grip tighten on the bow as Seiha approached. If Archer was awake, he would have calmed her, but he was still resting.

Predictably, Seiha came to her first, awkwardly raising his hand. “You may call me Seiha. How do you do?”

“Mary Hawthorne,” she replied, taking a hand off the bow to give him a handshake. “I’m Vermillion’s partner.”

Seiha bowed his head. “Thank you for letting me spar with your partner. It seems you do not know me as she does.”

“That’s…it’s fine. Thank you, uh, too.” She took a step back, making room between them.

Then the swordsman turned to Mara, who still wouldn’t quite meet his eyes. His hand reached out to offer her a handshake, then he winced, realizing too late that he’d just reached for the arm where she was missing a hand. “Oh, uh, I’m sorry, I—”

Mary’s eyes came up, then narrowed. “Don’t apologize. It wasn’t your fault. But…”

She stretched her arm out, taking a breath. A blade of essence formed in place of the missing hand. “I’m not in the mood for a handshake or awkward chat. If you want an introduction, I’m Marissa Callahan. If you want to know more,” she pointed the essence blade at him, “come find out.”


Chapter XIV – The Terminal Door V

The command tent’s structure was familiar, but the banners around it flapped red rather than blue.

I felt a vague betrayal at that. I wondered if my own former troops would recognize me on the field as I fought them, but…it seemed unlikely. Not only because an uncertain amount of time had passed in this place, given the strangeness of time dilation, but because I barely recognized myself.

I hadn’t exactly maintained my appearance perfectly over the last several months. Still, I had maintained one habit, and I forced myself to remember it as soon as I appeared.

Spirit Tracking Analytical Arrow.

Nothing. No sign of Sera.

That was familiar, but I still felt my heart sink as the spell failed.

Okay, Thorn. Let’s go.

I stepped out, barely processing the soldiers around me. The camp wasn’t in chaos like the last time I’d been there, at least, and I had a better idea of the challenges I’d face.

“Good day, sir,” someone greeted me.

I startled, turning and blinking.

How long had it been since I heard a voice?

“I, uh, hello.” I frowned. “Lieutenant?”

“Lieutenant Reddius Shirt at your service, sir.” He offered me a crisp salute, which I made an effort to copy. But effort was hard. Everything was hard. “I’m pleased to be the first to greet you upon your arrival. We have quite the battle ahead of us, but if you’d like a tour of the camp—”

“No need,” I told him. I pressed my ring, retrieving several mana cannons. “Take these and get them set up. And start making more. When they’re done, march on their camp with the cannons and blow them up. I’m going to bed.”

“These are…quite impressive, sir. They’ll give us quite the edge in the battle, to be sure!”

“Yep.”

I went back to my tent and collapsed.

When I woke up, I heard a report that the battle had been tremendously successful, with the cannons allowing our army to breach the enemy base easily. There had been some resistance after that from a strange “stone man”, but he’d vanished, abandoning the losing side even as their reinforcements arrived.

I ignored most of that. We were clearly winning. I jumped back into my golem, pushing through the little remaining resistance and obliterating the enemy reinforcements. My army poured over the enemy camp. The king, surrounded, surrendered.

Then, I watched blankly as the gates on the other side of the enemy base opened.

It had been so easy. Why was that?

There was no symbol over the door, but I stepped through. I was too tired to do anything else.

***

“You may begin the test at any time,” the faceless teacher told me. “You have a half hour.”

I blinked around me, finding myself sitting in a classroom among…people.

Some, I recognized. Others were faceless.

They were children. And, presumably, so was I.

I looked up at the clock on the wall. It was ticking far, far too fast.

I picked up the paper in front of me and laughed.

If a train traveling east from Caelford at fifty miles per hour accelerates at a rate of ten miles per hour per hour, how many hours must pass before it crashes into a train traveling west from Valia at a rate of forty miles per hour, assuming a distance of 2000 miles between train stations? Show your work.

The clock ticked rapidly, but that was fine.

Accelerated Computation.

I turned my assignment in ten minutes early.

Take that, other ten-year-olds.

I stepped out through the door without even checking where it would go.

***

I stood in the center of a strange village, peasants gathered toward the center near a platform with a hanging noose. No one had been placed upon the platform — not yet.

The people spoke in hushed whispers as I approached. It was only as I got close that I realized they were gathered around someone…or, rather someone’s body.

“Good, you’re finally here,” a faceless man said. “That makes all of us. And…now, we can discuss what happened. Last night, one of our number was brutally murdered. And from the wounds, we can only come to one conclusion.”

He took a deep breath.

“One of us is a werewolf.”

The crowd gasped. One woman screamed. One man seemingly fainted outright.

“I know, I know,” the speaker said. “It’s a lot to take in. But we must be calm and rational now, in our village’s most difficult time. There is, of course, only one solution to this problem. We must vote on the one who is most suspicious, and tonight, they will hang. If we are right, the problem is solved.”

“But if we’re wrong…” a woman said. “An innocent could die.”

“We should kill Ishy,” someone suggested. “It’s usually the right answer.”

“Kill Ishy!” several people shouted.

I ignored them, pulling out a silver coin and turning to the person to my right. “Here, take this for a second.”

The faceless figure took it. “What’s this about?”

“Oh, nothing much, just a simple test.” I pulled out another coin, then went around the circle, handing out coins. “Here you go. Here, one for you too. Here, this is—”

The woman who had screamed turned and bolted into the forest.

Improved Haste.

I rushed in front of her, then pelted her with a silver coin. It left a long burn across her face. She screamed again, falling down this time.

I drew my sword. “Ladies, gentlemen, and Wyddfolk — your werewolf.”

The woman on the ground glared up at me. “I think you’re the werewolf. Can we take a vote?”

I stabbed her several times, then while the villagers rejoiced, I went to find the next door.

***

I was back in the sandstorm.

I blinked, barely processing what I was seeing. How had I ended up here?

It was only as the sand began to stir around me that I realized how much danger I was in, managing to deploy my golem before the sandstorm kicked up. My shields barely held up long enough for me to get it open, then I maintained a transference burst to make sure sand didn’t get inside as I climbed in and closed the front.

I huddled inside for several minutes before I managed to get myself to move anywhere. Then, when my trembling stopped, I began to march.

The golem broke down half an hour later, barely in sight of the doors. The broken chestplate had finally taken its toll — sand had slipped through inside and damaged something critical. My compartment was still safe, but the golem would no longer move.

I’d forgotten to check the time.

And so, I waited, staying awake for nearly an entire day until the sandstorm died down.

…Then another few seconds, to be sure.

By the time I’d crawled out, I’d lost too much time. The doors were in sight, but packing up the golem would take several more seconds at a minimum.

Sorry, Armored Corin 3.

I activated Transcendent Haste and ran. The sand was already whipping back up by the time I reached the doors. I didn’t have time to look.

And so, I opened the door and rushed through…

And found myself back in the maze.

I laughed. I laughed long and hard.

And then, not for the first time, I began to cry.

***

The maze was much more dangerous alone. I was bleeding again when I reached the end, but I didn’t remember how it had happened. I was simply too tired to know or care.

No, what I’d noticed was that half-way through the maze, I’d felt a now-familiar lurch in my stomach and heard the click in the sky.

The hourglass had moved yet again.

When I reached the end of the labyrinth, I’d taken a different path from my first attempt, and the doors were different.

Sundial. Opera. Cave.

I took a deep breath, cracked my neck, and stepped through the first door.

There would be no slowing down this time. No safe routes.

I would keep moving until I couldn’t.

***

The shadows raced me around the gigantic bronze sundial, but even in my state, I was faster than the false sun could follow.

I reached the end of the course, racing up a ramp to the top of the sundial, and found the doors.

Waiting room — that one would be backtracking.

Cave. That’s a sideways move.

And…two more doors. Hourglasses on both. Sand on the bottom means the past. Sand on the top means the future.

…Or is it the other way around?

I couldn’t think clearly, but…I thought I had it.

The future.

The future it is.

Need to keep moving forward.

I stepped through the hourglass door.


Interlude XII — Memories and Mirrors V

Vermillion Rose’s Perspective

Rose watched as Seiha and Mara danced back and forth across the room, observing the differences in their techniques.

There were similarities, to be sure, but watching the exchange of blows from distinct versions of the Sword Hand technique made something abundantly evident—

The man who had taught Mara and the one who had taught her had not been quite the same. They may have started from the same baseline, like she and her supposed legendary ancestor had, but they’d diverged in critical ways—

And that showed in their fighting styles, even reflected in the ones they had taught.

Her own master had taught her a style he’d cobbled together from an assortment of jumbled ideas, borrowed techniques from his other teachers, and powers he’d emulated from the various magical weapons and rivals he’d encountered.

The sword style that Keras had taught to Mara was much more polished, seemingly derived from a combination of parts from the Aayaran Instant Striking style and others that Rose didn’t quite recognize. There was a formality to her forms that her master lacked — he’d never been one to emphasize perfect precision and execution the way that some duelists had. Instead, her own “Seiha” had simply wanted her to have the widest variety of tools available she could for any situation she encountered—

Many of which involved fighting monsters that no ordinary person of their level had any business being near, let alone trying to oppose.

But there was something in the part of the fractured Destiny that she and her own Seiha had shared that drove them toward fighting impossible opponents…and she’d felt the kinship between them keenly when she’d studied those techniques.

Even the ones she knew had been passed down from another version of herself.

“They’re really getting into it, aren’t they?” Patrick scratched behind his head, just before Seiha slapped Mara’s blade with the flat of his own, sending her sliding across the floor with a blast of concussive force. When Mara finished sliding, she kicked off the stone with such force that it splintered the ground beneath her, launching straight back into a frenzy of swings. “I haven’t seen Mara that riled up since…”

“She needs it,” Rose whispered to him. “She’s been alone for too long.”

“Alone?” Patrick frowned. “But I’ve been training with her. We all have, off and on.”

Rose patted him on the hand. “S’not the same. Seiha isn’t her ‘Keras’, and she knows that, but…she’s got complicated feelings she needs to work out.”

“Is that really fair to this Seiha?” Mary asked. “If he doesn’t know her…”

“It might not be fair, exactly, but I can’t imagine he’s anything but thrilled to have a match with someone who trained under…I don’t know what Keras is. An alternate version of him, or of his father, or something. Either way, he’s having a great time,” Rosie explained. “The real problem will be getting them to stop while we still have a room to work with.”

***

In the end, they only destroyed a single wall. And Rose hadn’t liked that wall, anyway.

Eventually, the group sat down in a circle, Seiha included. He was sweating and clearly exhausted, even more so than Mara was — he’d always skewed his secondary essence building toward power over stamina, and he couldn’t use the former as effectively in a sparring match.

Still, he’d held his own, and from Mara’s red face, she was plenty exhausted herself.

Wish I’d kept my own fight going a little longer. But it isn’t the time.

“So, now that we’re all introduced,” Patrick began, passing Mara a water flask, “I think we should discuss the obvious question.”

“Which of us is real?” Mary asked.

“I was going to go with ‘what do we do next’, but I guess that’s important, too.”

“When Corin and I were doing the shade shrine, we ran into alternate versions of our team, they were immediately hostile. And when Keras ran into his friends in the spirit shrine, it was the same,” Mara explained. “None of us seem to have any weird instincts to murder each other, right?”

Eyes shifted.

Seiha blinked, awkwardly putting down a flask of water mid-drink. “I, uh, don’t have anything like that going on? As far as I can tell?” He coughed. “Sorry, swallowed wrong.”

“Same,” Mara said. “Which implies to me that we’re all real.”

“Doesn’t make sense. There wasn’t supposed to be anyone inside the memory shrine when we went in,” Patrick noted.

“Wait, you’re all in a memory shrine?” Seiha coughed again, wiped his face with a sleeve, then took a moment to breathe. “Sorry, sorry. Memory shrine? I’m in a destiny shrine. Or, at least, that’s what I remember going into.”

“That’s…huh.” Rose frowned, thinking. “So, gateway shrines overlap between the core plane and other planes of existence. In our case, the memory shrine would be dipping into the plane of memory, which represents the past. If you’re in a destiny shrine, which overlaps with an extra-dimensional space that represents your future…”

Seiha frowned. “You think that there’s some way in which the drift of the planes might allow some sort of cosmological overlap between the extrapolated futures of the destiny plane and the memory plane’s visions of the past? I…guess that could happen, maybe?”

“Simpler explanation is that you’re super fake, because there are four of us and we all have memories of some version of you,” Mara offered. “Whereas you don’t know all of us.”

Seiha shrugged. “That is simpler. But either way? No weird murder instinct. At least, not yet. I can’t speak to whether or not the shrine is going to tell me to go all murder mode later. I can understand why you might not trust me, so if you want to go your separate ways…”

Rose looked at her team. Mary was clearly nervous, but curious, and gave her a nod. Mara was obviously still awkward around Seiha, but she looked more alive near him than she had in…well, years in her own relative time. Patrick seemed the most serious, but he was also very laid back about the whole thing, and didn’t seem overly worried.

“I think if anything, seeing how we’d interact with another version of someone we know might be a non-combat test,” Rose said. “If our shrine is about memories, experiencing how you differ from our memories of you might be a part of it. Or maybe something about the conflict between my memories of you and Mara’s memories of Keras?”

“That’s…” Mara took a breath, her hands opening and closing. “…a little uncomfortable, but plausible, yeah.”

“Ooh, maybe you need to figure out something about me that doesn’t make sense for either of your memories. Like, a ‘find the shape that isn’t like the others’ test!” Seiha clapped his hands. “We could play a question game for it.”

“Once again, really weird how comfortable you are with being fake,” Mara noted.

“Maybe that’s the part that’s supposed to stand out about me?” Seiha scratched at the mark on his face. “Is that something that would have bothered your… ‘Keras’? Oh! Is he named after Karasalia? I just got that.”

“I have no idea,” Patrick responded. “About either of those things. Mara?”

“Yeah, that’s who he’s named after,” Mara explained. “It’s a traveling name. He used a different one back at home. As for whether or not he’d be bothered by being a copy…yeah, I think he would be. He doesn’t like the idea of any copies of his sword existing.”

“His sword…” Seiha muttered. “Hold on.”

He closed his eyes.

Rose put a hand on his arm. “Maybe don’t actually summon that?”

“Won’t.” He kept his eyes closed. “Just was checking if I could sense it. And I can. Essence feels right. Now, obviously, any sense I have that could be used to determine if something is real could also be modified by a crystal that created me, so that’s not a valid test. I could summon it and see if you think it’s real, but—”

“I don’t think any of us have the abilities necessary to identify the kind of essence your sword has,” Rose responded. “If Corin was here, maybe he could figure it out.”

“Who is this Corin?” Seiha asked. “You’ve mentioned him a few times.”

“He apprenticed under Keras with me,” Mara explained. “But he’s an Enchanter, among other things.”

“Ahh, so he has identification magic?” Seiha nodded. “And if he makes any magic swords…does he make swords?”

“Lots of them,” Mara responded with a smile. “In fact, they made some together.”

Seiha put a hand over his heart, looking strangely moved. “I wish I could have met him. I assume he’s not in the shrine, if you’re not just suggesting we go find him?”

“He’s a long way from here. Probably deep in another shrine at this point. But…we probably shouldn’t say too much about that,” Patrick noted.

“Ah. Information security. I understand.” Seiha nodded. “Well, can’t help with just checking if my sword is real.”

“Why aren’t you asking anything to verify if we’re real?” Mary asked.

Seiha blinked. “Oh. That’s simple. Because it’s irrelevant.”

“How…is that irrelevant?”

The swordsman gave a shrug. “Like Rose said. I grew up around copies of people. They’re just as ‘real’ as anyone else in my life. The only relevance to whether or not someone is a shrine construct is if it dictates their actions in a way that I need to be able to strategize for. Respectfully, I don’t know any of you, aside from Rose, well enough to know if a real — or, as I’d prefer to call it, ‘original’ — version of you would act. Maybe the ‘original’ version of Mara occasionally goes into a deadly berserker rage. I have no idea, so I have to treat all of you as potential risks at all times regardless of whether you’re shrine conjured or not.”

“You seem very casual for someone who thinks any of us could go berserk and try to kill you at any time,” Patrick pointed out.

“If I got stressed about little things like that, I’d never get through my daily life.”

Rose leaned over to whisper to Patrick, “Yeah, he kind of grew up in a death trap. This place is probably practically a vacation.”

Patrick blinked. “Huh.”

“Anyway, it is relevant if you’re the originals or not in terms of some small things, now that I think on it,” Seiha continued, “like if you have any new magic type vulnerabilities that you might not be aware of yourselves, which may dictate a difference in how we should approach teamwork. But aside from that…”

“When Keras fought copies of some of his friends, and the scenario ended, they started to vanish right away. That…could happen to you, if this place made you,” Mara said quietly. “Or us, I guess, if you think we’re the copies.”

“Oh.” Seiha frowned. “I guess that is a risk. I don’t really like the idea of shrines making people just to throw them away.” He frowned, then turned his gaze upward. “Hey, shrine? If you’re listening? Don’t make my new friends vanish when we’re done here. I wouldn’t like that.”

“Do you think the shrine would actually listen to you?” Mary asked.

Seiha looked to her and, for the first time, Rose saw an expression on his face that she recognized as something other than his usual genial self. Something she’d rarely seen.

Something dangerous.

“Well, if the crystal knows what’s best for it, it should listen to me. I don’t know about your version of Seiha, but when innocent lives are at risk?”

Seiha cracked his knuckles.

“I won’t be ignored.”


Chapter XV – The Terminal Door VI

I blinked as my surroundings changed.

I found myself standing inside nothing. On nothing. Within nothing. Just a pitch-black void, like the distant skies above the world.

Or, at least, that’s how it looked at first.

After an initial moment of panic, I realized I was standing on top of a faintly glowing line. A hair-thin one leading forward that was, in spite of the thinness, seemingly effortless to balance on. I tried not to think about the fact that it absolutely wasn’t wide enough to hold me in place. Instead, I followed the path of that line forward with my eyes, then, tentatively, took a step forward.

One step, then another, then—

The line split into several. And, in the distance, I began to see other lines, ones completely separate from the one I stood upon.

Oh. Oh no.

Please don’t tell me this is a visual representation of a multiverse with branching timelines. I am way, way too tired for multiverses. I can barely stand existing in one universe.

I sighed, half-surprised I could hear my breath. Weird surroundings or not, I was seemingly in an ordinary habitable atmosphere, or I’d been altered enough that it didn’t matter.

I paused at the branch, debating, and then reached down to brush my fingers against what I presumed was a physical manifestation of time in front of me.

I refuse to make an arbitrary choice on where I’m walking. This isn’t like the maze where I hypothetically could have tried something like “always go left”, either. Which means…

This is probably a terrible idea, but so is walking into the future unaware.

I took a breath, then picked a spell.

Identify Mana Composition.

Time.

The word echoed in my mind, nearly indistinguishable from my own thoughts.

Okay. Clear answer, at least, and a starting point.

Now, what spells would actually be useful for gathering information?

Memory magic on the timeline, to see what events lead toward the branch? I might be able to manage something memory-related by combining my own mana with a battery, but… problems.

Memory and time are directly opposed, so it might not work, or…it might degrade the physical manifestation of the timeline by neutralizing the mana in it.

And even if that worked, it might give me too much information and, uh, break my brain.

Nope. Not doing that. Okay.

Simple mental mana didn’t seem to cause any kind of damage, which is good, because I didn’t consider that beforehand, and I really should have.

Something that has mental mana, but more similar to time—

Ah. Destiny magic, maybe. Like what Seers use. And, presumably, what Farren uses.

Except I don’t actually know any. At least with memory, I’ve played with dozens of memory crystals, identified them, seen Researcher cast the spells…I don’t have that context for Seers or destiny magic.

Should I try to cobble together a spell here? Should I wait here and practice? Is it safe?

Going with “no” on those as well.

Okay. What do I have that can find a safe path?

…I have tracking spells. Would those work? Worth a try.

What do I want to track?

I took a breath. Spirit-tracking analytical arrow was probably my best tracking spell. I wasn’t sure how the distance component would interact with such an esoteric space, or if it would work at all, but…

What did I want to connect to, that I had a spirit sample of?

Easiest answer is something with a strong spirit. Something likely to exist in several branching timelines.

I gripped the hilt of Selys-Lyann…then changed my mind.

No. If I’m going to pick a possible future, it needs to be…

I went through my bag, pulling out my ice mana battery again.

I didn’t know if it would work, but…if there was even a chance to find her in here…

Spirit-Tracking Analytical Arrow.

A gleaming line appeared in my vision, not unlike the lines below me.

I followed it as it branched off from the path in front of me, my steps carrying me deep into the unknown.

***

I blinked at the change in light as I stepped out of the dark and into…

An office building?

I stumbled a bit from being on a solid floor again, which might sound silly, but it was jarring after trying to carefully follow an ephemeral beam of light. I didn’t actually know if I would have fallen off into the nothingness if I’d stepped off the line, but I wasn’t about to chance it. And now, I had a floor. A sweet, wonderful, wide floor.

Saying “I had a floor” is actually a bit of an understatement, which will be clearer in a moment.

The office itself wasn’t the only thing that made me blink in surprise. It was a sparse affair, with white utilitarian walls, overhead lights made of crystal, a long and worn wooden desk with a few mismatched chairs around it. Runes all over the walls — hundreds, thousands of them. Windows in the background, open, showing some sort of colossal and utterly unfamiliar city, with a broad variety of buildings that stretched up to heights that threatened the supremacy of the spires themselves.

None of that really had my attention. The runes a bit, sure. But more important was the figure sitting behind the desk.

Olive skin, with a few new wrinkles from age. Grey eyes. Dark brown hair, messy, like someone had run a comb through it once or twice, then given up. New streaks of grey within it, but I’d like to think they gave him a sophisticated look, rather than making him look truly old.

On the center of his forehead, the most jarring feature — a glowing mark that looked absolutely nothing like the one on my own face. There were so many lines that I couldn’t even tell at a glance if the Enchanter symbol was still in there.

But with that incongruity aside, the figure’s nature was obvious.

“Hello, Corin. As I’m sure you can tell, I’m Corin.” He waved at one of the chairs haphazardly strewn on the opposite side of his work desk. “Please, have a seat. We have a great deal to discuss, and as I’m sure you’ll realize soon enough, a limited time to do it.”

I groaned.

Dealing with one of me was insufferable enough. This was going to be a real challenge.

***

I sat down in the offered chair, pulling it to be directly across from my older self. He rapidly closed a folder he’d been writing in, setting it aside, and then absently flipped a picture frame downward, flat against the table.

“There we are.” He turned toward me, not quite meeting my gaze. I have never been super comfortable with eye contact, and it seemed that didn’t change with age. “Well, this certainly takes one thing off my checklists. I was wondering when you’d show up.”

“Let’s get this out of the way,” I said. “I’m in the time gateway shrine, and you’re—”

“A time shrine construct?” He shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. Every time one of us has tried to research it, they’ve either come back with inconclusive results, or we end up with a break in the Corin sequence.”

I blinked. “The what now?”

“First, take a drink. Yours, not mine — don’t drink anything from my timeline. Don’t take anything, either. Breathing is fine, so do that. Not clear on why. But you’ve been up a long time, and fighting. Drink water.”

I nodded weakly, pulling my flask out of my bag and drinking. My hand trembled.

He was right. I was dehydrated, exhausted, and barely functional. I needed sleep more than anything, but somehow, I didn’t think I was about to get any.

He watched me drink, then nodded to himself. “That’ll have to do for now. Don’t worry, though. You’ll be able to rest in the chamber after this one.”

“You’re certain of that?” I asked.

“Well, there are variables, but unless you make some unusual decisions…which you might…”

I sighed. “What kind of decisions? And where am I, exactly? Or…when am I?”

“Good questions.” He brushed a lock of hair out of his eyes. “Drink some more, I’ll lay this out. It’ll make sense in a minute, I promise.” He took a breath. “Okay, so, Corin Cadence goes into the time gateway shrine. He eventually takes a path that he’s hoping will lead him to where Sera is located. Instead, he finds a room where he encounters what appears to be his future self. While he’s there, his future self discloses events that occur in the future, both to attempt to validate his own existence being real, and to attempt to adjust the past to avoid perceived failures in his timeline. With me?”

“Sure. Seems straightforward. Go on.” I waved a hand, which looked strangely fascinating, because I was delirious with exhaustion. I suppressed a giggle.

“Now, the thing is, with something like this, you’re not just speaking to a future Corin Cadence. You’re speaking to a future Corin Cadence who—”

I nodded enthusiastically. This was simple. “Also spoke to a future Corin Cadence, who gave him advice. Who, in turn, also spoke to a Corin Cadence.” I frowned. “I get that, but hold on. You’re kind of speeding over the whole interfering-with-the-past thing. Are we not even pretending to care about possible paradoxes?”

“Oh, nah.” Possible Future Corin waved his hand. “We’re all pretty much the type of person who, if given the chance, would absolutely meddle in the past. The logic is pretty simple. If we’re capable of impacting the past at all, which is still uncertain, we’re doing it even just by having a chat. If we assume that even interacting is already potentially changing the future, we may as well try to skew the changes toward our best-case scenarios.”

I shrugged. I probably could have had a longer philosophical discussion about that ordinarily, but I was barely keeping my eyes open. “I…get the logic, I guess. So, we always give our past advice. Okay. Is it always the same advice?”

“No. This isn’t a closed loop. And therein lies the complexity — and, what we’ve called the Corin sequence.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What, you couldn’t have called it the Corin Cadence? Feels like an obvious one.”

“Many of us want nothing to do with the Cadence name at this point in our lives.”

“Oh.” I let out a breath. “Oh. Okay. Sorry, I didn’t…”

“Not offended. It would take a lot for my younger self to offend me.” He laughed. “Anyway, you’re number sixteen in this particular Corin sequence. Congratulations.”

“Wait.” I shook my head. “That’s too low of a number. If this is some sort of multiversal setup, or a time test disguised as one, shouldn’t I be like, I don’t know, Corin number infinity trillion?”

“You probably are. The idea behind the Corin sequence is that it’s been this many Corins since one of us got a blank future, which interrupted the ability to communicate backward and collect knowledge. Basically, one of us—”

“Took a bad enough path that they died, or experienced something else that prevented them from talking to back to their past self.” I frowned. “How does that make sense, though? If the last Corin in the sequence had something bad happen, and the next one got a blank future, wouldn’t they also end up with a blank future where they couldn’t talk to the past? Break the sequence altogether?”

“Apparently they encountered something in that future without a Corin that was bad enough that it shook them, changing their path. I should also mention that even without encountering our future selves, if we’re in a multiversal setup, our actions would not always lead to the same destination. There would be others with agency to make choices that cause the timeline to diverge, both as a result of seeing their own futures, and as a result of any number of other choices.”

I took a breath. “Are we in a multiverse setup?”

“That’s the million-crystal-credit question, isn’t it?” Future Corin shook his head. “I can’t tell you definitively. Several Corins have dedicated lifetimes toward chronomantic research. I have some scattered notes from them, as well as my own less-significant research, but ultimately, the time shrines make it hard to prove or disprove the nature of the things they make us experience, and other outside research tends to be interrupted with devastating consequences.”

“Interrupted?” I asked.

“That’s the friendly way of putting it.” He touched a ring on his right hand. A stack of papers appeared on the table. He passed them toward me. “Should be the top page.”

“Do Not Taunt the Time Reapers: An Essay by Corin Redacted.” I glanced from the table back to my future self. “Do not taunt the veking what?”

“It’s a good essay. A little dry in places, if I’m honest, but it gets the message across.”

I folded my arms. “I feel like this is a prank.”

“It’s not. It’s genuinely not.” He laughed a little. “The Corin Redacted thing is a gag, but not a prank. We do that to make sure our past selves aren’t overly influenced in terms of their choices of partners, or non-partnered lives, that might lead toward a life change.”

I glanced toward the picture frame. “Partners, meaning…”

“I’m happily partnered, and have been for many, many years.” Corin smiled. “Not every Corin makes that choice, and the choice not to do so is just as valid. Many Corins have lived long and fulfilling lives without ever settling down — romantically or otherwise. Some live lives of adventure, alone or otherwise. Some settle down completely by themselves, focusing on research. Only you can choose which approach you want to take. This isn’t one of the areas where you want to meddle with your own past. That tends to end badly.”

“Even if, for example, I was going to be betrayed?”

“If you had another Jin incident coming, and I was aware of it, I’d let you know,” Future Corin told me. “But that’s hard to predict, given how much our choices tend to diverge after this meeting. Suffice to say that I’m not aware of any universal, definitive betrayals that are going to occur. If it makes you feel any better, your core group of friends are intensely loyal. You really need to have a sit down with Patrick about religion at some point, though.”

“I…tried that, I think?” It was hard to think.

“You did. It wasn’t enough. Do better.” He patted the table in front of him.

“Right… Okay. I thought I’d handled it.”

“Corin, you’re not good at this at your age, or even at my age, so I’m going to be direct. Patrick was raised by a religious family. You are like a walking sacrilege machine. Not as much as Keras, but…it’s hard for him. And you need to sit down and talk it out at some point. Maybe not now, maybe not immediately, but eventually. Again, no backstabbing or anything. You’re just making your friend uncomfortable, and you should probably avoid that sort of thing.”

“Oh. I’m, uh, sorry.”

“Don’t apologize to me, I’m you. Talk to Patrick.”

I nodded. “Right. I…probably will? At some point?”

“That sounds right.” He folded his hands on the table.

After a moment of silence, I considered my next question. “You mentioned Jin’s betrayal. Does he ever do that again?”

“I’ve never heard of him doing something so overt again any timeline I’m aware of. He’s pretty guilty about that first time around. You’re likely considering him as a candidate for the Seventh Spire?”

“I need seven people I can trust, but…”

“He won’t stab you in the back there. His feelings about the whole situation with Katashi are complex, and you’ll need to talk that out with him if you want to bring him along, but he doesn’t support the invasion of Valia for a number of reasons.”

“Even though he’s from East Edria? Wouldn’t Dalenos conquering Valia pave the way toward potentially retaking his own nation?”

Future Corin shook his head. “No, it would pave the way toward a scenario where Edria cements their control over the entire southern half of the continent, while Dalenos has the entire north. That isn’t what House Dalen wants by any means. Moreover, Jin’s allegiance to House Dalen has drifted somewhat based on learning more about the world. He’s not the same person he was in the first year, not entirely. He’s grown, much like you have.”

I took a breath. “I’m still not sure I can trust him.”

“I won’t push too hard on that. You need to make your own choices about who you want to work with.”

I considered that. “Hm…I don’t suppose you have any future knowledge hints about the true allegiances of other people?”

“What, like other secret societies? There are lots of those, but most of them aren’t really relevant.”

“Roland?” I asked. “What’s his deal?”

Future Corin laughed. “Roland? His deal is that he’s just waiting for you to actually talk to him. He’s been in a progressively more awkward position the longer you’ve waited. He doesn’t know where he stands with you or the house.”

“But…he’s clearly got something weird going on, right?”

Future Corin frowned, thinking, then snapped his fingers. “Oh! You mean Dragon Division.”

“The what division?”

“Seven spires, seven visages…seven school divisions. He’s in the seventh division. Spider division exists as a distraction to people so they don’t even think about the possibility that there’s another secret division. They’re people who are being prepped for military intelligence. As a Diviner connected to a noble house, Roland was an easy fit.”

I blinked. That…explained rather a lot, actually. “Is that really all?”

“Everything I can think of. He doesn’t have a message book or anything.”

“Huh.” I blinked. “Speaking of…Cecily?”

“She’s in an awkward place, too, but no, I’m not aware of any plans to betray you. Neither is her sister. Yunika doesn’t have much more information about Tristan than you do at this point.”

“What’s Tristan’s status at my point in the timeline? Is he okay?”

“He is. Stasis pool, like Sera suggested.”

I exhaled a deep breath. That was a relief. Not that I trusted this information completely, but still, it was nice to get another data point. “Mary and Vermillion. What’s their deal?”

“You can trust them. They have an agenda, but it’s largely what you already suspect. Also, some things related to the Ashen Lord on another continent which isn’t pertinent to you, unless you decide to go to Dania after all of this, which usually isn’t how we handle things. We don’t really have time to go into a lot of detail about every person you know, Corin.”

“Maybe not, but that Ashen Lord thing sounds significant?”

“It is, but not necessarily in a way where you need to play a role.” He shrugged. “The universe is a big place, whether there is a multiverse or not. It’s up to you what you decide to consider significant.”

“The Sun Eater obviously has to be.”

His expression darkened. “Yes. We’ll need to talk about that, at least to some degree.”

“At least it looks like we win? Because, you know, you seem to be on a planet?”

“I wouldn’t make too many assumptions.” His voice was serious.

“Please, please don’t do the vague sage-like thing with me.”

“Right.” He shook his head. “So, not every Corin in our sequence ends up with the same results regarding the Sun Eater. There are cases within our Corin sequence where our entire planet is lost. And, of course, it’s very likely that other versions of Corin outside of our sequence represent even further divergences. In my case, we have a largely intact planet, but it’s a little more ambiguous on whether or not you could call our situation winning.”

“Ambiguous how?”

“In my timeline, there was a terrible invasion, leading to widespread devastation across the planet. The ser’vek — the strongest of the Sun Eater’s followers — sought to take control over strategic locations, often by dominating entire nations, or sometimes modifying crystal shrines to their purposes. War raged across the planet as the ser’vek worked to open a portal that could handle the strength of the Sun Eater coming through. A group of would-be heroes decided that the chances of our world’s destruction were too high if they let the Sun Eater arrive here at all. Rather than attempting to interrupt the creation of the portal, like many would, they attacked as the portal was being created, leading to a tremendous battle. During that battle, many people sacrificed themselves to allow a smaller group to go through the portal, to the world where the Sun Eater was waiting. Then, they collapsed the portal from the other side, with the intent of defeating the Sun Eater there.”

I felt my breath catch. “…And then?”

“They never came back.” His tone was somber. While he didn’t say anything specific, I could sense that some of the people he mentioned were important to him. If he hadn’t started speaking again almost immediately, I might have asked for more specifics. “All my attempts to divine their locations have been unsuccessful. The same is true for the Sun Eater. It’s possible they’re simply out of range, or have such powerful anti-divination measures that I can’t see through it, but…”

“They’re probably gone.” I nodded. I could sense how painful the conversation was for him, even in my exhausted state. “Okay. Would you…recommend against that plan, then?”

Future Corin gave an eerily familiar laugh, one that echoed with more pain than humor. “No, not really. I’ve had years and years of contingencies built up in case the Sun Eater shows up again, and I’m confident they still wouldn’t be enough…but the planet did survive this one, and that’s better than most. We…lost a lot of good people to that plan, though. So, I can’t recommend it, either. And…this probably isn’t what we should be focusing on right now.”

I felt a bit abashed, scratching behind my head awkwardly and changing the subject completely. “Right. Okay. Other stuff. Can I ask about the ring you just used? Is that an upgraded model of…” I gestured at my own ring.

“It is.” His expression lightened as the subject shifted. I could still see some tension in his shoulders, but some of the sadness was pushed away. He turned it over. “It’s one of my favorite toys.”

“I don’t suppose you have a model you’d be willing to loan me…? Or, you know, maybe something more like a Jaden Box? Did you ever crack that?”

He snorted. “Corin. I have factories that make golems that make machines that make Jaden Rings that are more significantly more advanced than Jaden Boxes. I have shelves of prototypes. I could give you them. But, obviously, I shouldn’t.”

“Why?”

“Do Not Taunt the Time Reapers, page three,” Future Corin quoted. “Do not attempt to take magical items from your future self to the present. Like most things that could potentially provide evidence of the true nature of the future-self scenarios depicted in the time shrine, taking magical items from the future will result in an eventual response from the time reapers, often with severe-to-catastrophic results.”

“What if, hear me out…”

Future Me shook his head, anticipating my question. “See page eight, heading, ‘Do Not Summon Keras to Fight the Time Reapers’. Yes, he can beat them. Don’t. Literally killing time is not a good idea.”

I flipped through the pages, curious. This was, in fact, an actual section that he was quoting. “Huh.” I read a bit. “A little vague about how bad it is, though. Like…”

“There’s more detail later in the stack, but you won’t get that far. You can’t take the papers with you, either.”

I frowned. “Wait, really? Not even paper?”

“You can’t bring any physical objects from the ambiguous possible future with you, both because it might break time if this is actually an instance of time travel, and because it could give your past self the means to explore whether or not this scenario is real. Both are things the time reapers don’t allow. So, after we talk, you’ll skim, and remember what you can. We have a little under an hour left, and a lot of other things to cover before we get to the reading part.”

“What sort of other things?” I asked.

“There are a variety of things that the Corin sequence has decided are priority bits of information to pass along. Those I’ll tell you verbally and give you time to ask questions.”

“And this’ll lead to a good outcome? I mean, if I’m sixteen in, that means fifteen of you have at least…survived in a row, right?”

He shook his head. “Doesn’t work like that. We’re not necessarily consecutive. Some Corins speak to more than one Past Corin. There are too many variables to know what your survival rate actually looks like, but…we’ve been able to figure out some actions that lead to better outcomes for those Corins that do survive, if that makes sense.”

I nodded. “I…okay. I’m a little tired, but I’ll absorb what I can. Where to do we start?”

“I suppose we should start with something basic. I’m here, so presuming you believe that I’m actually a future version of you — or a close enough approximation, even — my methodology was good enough to get me here. But there’s something critical you need to understand…and it won’t be easy to accept.”

I folded my arms. “Harder to accept than the concept of talking to a recursive iteration of myself?”

“Much harder. Your plan,” he said, “doesn’t work.”

I frowned. “A little vague, isn’t that? Could be that whatever model of me that was used to construct you wasn’t—”

“Your plan is to make your way into the Seventh Spire using the deal you made with Lute, then attempt to bargain with the Seventh Visage to transport your group directly to outside Tenjin’s sanctum. From there, you will use your knowledge of spire-specific sub-glyphs from a certain scroll to disable the defenses on the sanctum, or otherwise, just knock politely and hope Tristan is watching.”

“That’s…hold on—” I raised a finger.

He kept going. “Yes, yes. You anticipate that this will be the time that Katashi chooses to intercede, at which point Sera will invoke Seiryu — Tristan’s secret sponsor, who has been protecting you and your siblings in an effort to undermine the visages — and use Seiryu’s mana to perform a True Summon on Keras. She’s had a contract with him for some time, and though she can’t communicate with him telepathically right now, you believe he’ll accept the summon. You know that Katashi is aware that Sera has the contract, but you think that Katashi thinks that Keras is too busy off preparing for the Sun Eater to help.”

Future Corin took a deep breath. I watched, waiting.

Then, he continued. “You expect that Katashi might try to withdraw if Keras can beat him, but Seiryu will seal that part of the tower, preventing Katashi’s escape. You don’t have a plan to contain the damage if Katashi dies, even though Keras warned you that killing a visage would cause a tremendous explosion. You hope that Sera, Keras, or Seiryu has figured that part out. After defeating Katashi, you plan to use your knowledge of attunements to remove the brand on Tristan, then finally bring him home.”

I stared at him for a moment. Then, with a frown, I said quietly, “Yeah, okay, that was pretty much the plan.”

“I’m well-aware. It’s the same plan we all walk into this scenario with, and it’s critically flawed.” He tapped his fingers on the table. “To move forward with any chance of success, you’ll need to accept that.”

I flexed my hands in the air. “I’m not sure I’m even comfortable discussing this. If you’re not a future me, what if Katashi is watching? Or what if he is, either way?”

“Even if you presume you’re not in my office in the future, you’re in an area of massive time compression, and time mana is related to perception. Observing us would be next to impossible.”

“Next to means—”

He waved a hand. “Yes, yes. It’s doable, and a dedicated visage could probably at least make an attempt. But it’s not easy, and believe it or not, Katashi has better things to do than spy on you continuously. His agents might try, but they’d fail.”

“Even someone like Mizuchi?”

“Not her skillset, nor am I aware of him having any similar-powered spire guardians that have visage-level divination abilities. He does have some powerful god beast children at his disposal, but they’re not all going to be perfectly cooperative, even if they saw this.”

“Because they’re allied with Seiryu?” I asked.

“A handful, perhaps. Seiryu is being subtle. There isn’t exactly a gigantic monster alliance — well, not under Seiryu, at least. Constantine’s tower is a whole different faction. In any case, you can either believe me or not. Any information I use to convince you could be a factor in a sophisticated time shrine test, completely fabricated to make this seem like a plausible scenario. But if what I’m saying sounds useful to consider, consider it, at least.”

I nodded slowly. “Sure. I’ll consider. And…given that you’ve already outed my plan, I suppose hearing alternatives wouldn’t hurt too much. Unless, you know, it causes Katashi to start to prep for those alternatives, in which case—”

“I don’t need to give you all the plans. All I need to give you is what goes wrong. You can figure it out from there.”

I frowned. “And that always ends well?”

Future Corin laughed. “No, no. I wouldn’t say that. But it is, as I said, good enough to get you here. If you could trust me, I could lay out exactly what I did, but…”

“I can’t.” I nodded. “Both because I don’t know if you’re who you appear to be, and because I can’t guarantee a lack of observation. Okay. Lay it out. What goes wrong?”

“First, the spire. You plan to go there, but you haven’t decided on a specific time. A few days in outside world time after you return from the shrine Katashi will attack Lorian Heights. You should not be there when that happens. If you go, you’ll lose people. If you wait it out, you’ll lose people. You need to move quickly on the spire.”

He said “lose people” so directly, with so little inflection, that it was vaguely jarring. After all, when he said that line, what he meant was, “One or more of your close friends could die right there.”

“I take it that didn’t happen to you?” I asked, surprised by his lack of emotion.

“You don’t want that level of information,” he said. “Account for the problem. Recruit your team fast. Don’t cut corners, but speed is essential. Moving on. Once you get there, the Seventh Visage isn’t going to meet you right away, if at all. Your team will be required to go through an Ascension. And that’s not going to be easy. Avoid bringing unfamiliar Emeralds. It’s more important you trust your team than…well, anything, really.”

“How’s the whole ascension thing work? Lute told me a little, but…”

“Normally, it’s accessed through the Ascension Gate, but you don’t meet the requirements to go through that way. Don’t bother, by the way. You can force it open, but it’s no better than going through Lute, and it takes longer and draws worse attention.”

“Okay… So, my deal with Lute just gets us a shortcut into a test?”

“Yes. It’s a group test. You can think of it like a group Judgment. It can go badly. But you will, most likely, make it through. And when you get done, a representative of the Seventh Visage will hear your request.”

“And get us to Tenjin’s sanctum?”

“Potentially,” he said.

“Potentially?” I repeated.

“It’ll require a trade. One that, depending on what resources you still have available, you may or may not be able to afford. If you cannot afford that trade, you will still complete your ascension, which is important, but you’ll need to find an alternate route to the sanctum.”

My shoulders slumped. That was, arguably, the most important part of the plan. Nothing worked if we couldn’t find a route to the sanctum. “Okay. And then?”

“And then, if you make it to the sanctum — by spire or otherwise — things generally go as planned.”

“Well, that’s good—”

“As Sera planned.”

I tilted my head to the side. “Are you implying my sister is going to betray me? Because, if so, I can walk right—”

He raised a hand in a calming gesture. “Nothing of the sort. It’s not that Sera is planning to betray you, Corin.” His peaceful expression faltered. “Sera,” he whispered, “is planning to die.”


Chapter XVI – The Terminal Door VII

I leaned closer to my possible future self. “What do you mean, Sera is planning to die? And — wait — is she okay right now?”

“She’s fine, at this moment. Or, rather, at your moment, back in the past. Not in mine, but…” He frowned. “She’ll be there when you get back. You won’t see her until you get back to the sixth layer, but she’ll make it there if you do.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “What did you mean about her planning to die, then?”

“It’s exactly what it sounds like. The whole thing where she invokes Seiryu and summons Keras? It’s a sacrifice play. Seiryu can provide the massive amount of mana necessary to summon Keras from another continent, but that mana still has to go through her. More importantly, it requires drawing on a connection to Keras. You’re aware of the fathomless dominion he’s connected to at this point.”

“The…what now?” I frowned. “You mean the source of his disintegration aura?”

“That’s the one.” Future Corin nodded. “The Sae Dominion. Keras is built to survive it. Sera isn’t. Even just having a spirit bond to Keras is intensely dangerous and causing Sera long-term damage. Actively using it to summon him, in her current state?” He shook his head. “It kills her. Every time.”

“Then…then…what do I do?” I stammered. “I won’t give up Sera. That’s…what about mana batteries?”

“The mana cost of the summoning spell isn’t the primary issue. If it was, Seiryu providing the mana would solve it. The primary problem is that Sera is already dying. Her spirit and shade are in tatters. Seiryu’s power is keeping her stable right now, but summoning Keras would break the power Seiryu is using to freeze her spirit.”

“That’s…but no. We had plans. The whole shal thing. I was reading about it, and…”

“And you haven’t done it yet. At your point in time, Sera should have refused that route already. Even if you pushed her to go through with it, it might not be enough.”

“Might not?” I looked at him. “What’s that supposed to mean, might not? I need to know—”

“Corin. It’s important that you don’t panic. I can workshop this with you, but if I do—”

I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself and shake off the panic. “Then if my suspicions about this being observed play out, he’ll know the latest iteration of the plan, yeah. And, thinking about it, it wouldn’t even require observing it directly. Katashi could read my memories, right?”

“If he had time to grab you and do it directly, sure. That’s possible, but not something I’ve seen him bother with.”

I frowned. “But I can’t count on that. He could learn anything I know at any time, hypothetically.”

“Yes. What you need to assess right now is whether or not the risks of Katashi learning your plans through some means outweigh the advantages of getting as much information as I can offer you…”

“Which may or may not be real, valid future information.” I exhaled a breath, thinking quickly. “Can I…come back here? Check with Sera somehow to validate what you told me about her plan, at least? That would at least give some measure of credibility to what you’re saying.”

“No and no.”

I frowned. “No, I can’t come back and…”

“It wouldn’t give me any credibility. You’d figure this out quickly on your own, but Sera is in the shrine, meaning that if I’m just some shrine construct, I could still be a construct born with information from both your memories and her memories. Meaning I could still know things about Sera that you do not.”

I took a breath, then another, considering. Weighing. Making a decision I knew that would be critical for the future.

“I’ve never been one for faith,” I said.

“But you’ll try it?” he asked, seemingly already knowing the answer.

“Absolutely not.” I laughed. “I’m not going to have a fundamental change of character because some shrine spirit or a future version of me told me something bad might happen. You might or might not be Corin Cadence, but I still am, one way or another. And for me? Trust is earned. If you want me to believe you’re genuinely trying to help me, and that your information isn’t a trap of one kind or another, you’re going to need to prove it.”

“And how would I go about doing that?” he asked, smiling in anticipation.

“Time reapers won’t let me take any objects from the future?” I asked.

“None,” he confirmed.

“Does mana count as an object?”

Future Corin Cadence gave me the sort of look that I usually reserved for one of Sera’s terrible puns. “You’re running a very different type of risk, playing with that route.”

I pulled a blank sigil out of my bag. “Does it?”

“You’re going to want to do the etching part yourself. Reduces ambiguity. But,” he said, in a very Corin Cadence way, “I planned for this.”

His ring flashed.

More papers appeared. He spread them across the table.

“What are…” I stared at some of the symbols on the pages, some familiar, others in a completely foreign style.

“Diagrams, of course. Blueprints. You,” he said, “are going to wish you brought more blank items to enchant. We don’t have a lot of time, either. You’re going to want to start with the RIN system.”

“The what now?” I blinked.

“The Reactive Information Network, which feeds information to the Signal And Response Array, which—”

“Really? I’m using our names as acronyms?”

He kept going. “Sends information to the Massive Antimagic Response Array, here.” He pointed at a diagram. “It’s a layered system to deal with…”

I frowned at the diagrams. “Wide-area-of-effect attacks. Things like city-breaking spells, or things on the scale of Meltlake well…melting a lake.” I paused. “Does this actually work?”

“It works beautifully. It’s one of our signature products, along with—” He shook his head. “Never mind.”

“No, I want to know.”

“Well, then.” Future Corin Cadence straightened up. “Let me tell you about our current product lines.”

***

My hands flexed in the air, cramping, as I tossed a small box into my bag. It contained the other five items we’d managed to finish. Three were the component parts of the RIN System. One was a gift I’d need to make a deal. The last was a newly enchanted gemstone designed to house a spirit, which he assured me would be needed soon enough.

And then, of course, there was the box itself. I wished I’d been able to make a Jaden Ring, but I didn’t have a physical ring with a high enough enchantment capacity to match what he was doing, so I had a new box instead. For now.

“And…just to be clear, these things won’t draw the ire of the time reapers?”

“I don’t know,” he told me.

I blinked. “Wait, what?”

“I said ‘no’ to Future Corin in my timeline. I had to give you a different pitch than the previous Corin gave me to convince you to go the magic item creation route.”

“Then—”

“My Sera is dead, Corin,” he said matter-of-factly. I could hear the pain in his tone, even though he tried to keep it even. “Do you want to know how?”

I knew the risks of trusting him. Of listening to anything he had to say. But…

Seeing those schematics from the future?

I could see myself in them. Things I would build, given time. Not just things I already had ideas for — but things I might have ideas for. Things I’d develop if I had the time, based on the problems that I might encounter in the future, or things I wanted to work around.

The RIN system and the related components? A direct counter to someone like Mizuchi using her breath at full strength, or the ever-present threat of someone of Emerald-level or higher just leveling an area with a single blast. It was something I’d considered to be a problem, but one I hadn’t tried to solve yet.

But given time, it was exactly the type of thing I’d want to put time into, and…apparently, at some point in my future and his past, I’d done that.

I couldn’t guarantee that this version of Corin was actually a future version of me. In fact, I thought it was unlikely. A simulation built from the version of me that stepped into the shrine and simply extrapolated forward with all the data the shrine had available was far more likely.

But he was close enough to me that I believed that he was genuinely and sincerely trying to help me. And if he thought that, with whatever information he had available, that he could help me by telling me more—

“If it’ll help me plan, then yes,” I said. “Tell me everything.”

“We no longer have that much time.” He shook his head. “But I’ll say this much. I tried to save her by summoning Keras myself.”

I blinked. “How? Is the contract information stored in her attunement? I saw something like that, but…”

“That route doesn’t work. Half of it is stored on the target’s end, you’d need the information from both. I made a prototype copy of the Jaden Box with the intent to summon him with that, using Bright Reflection as the focus. It was a good idea, I think. Enough of his spirit in the sword to make it work…in theory.”

I frowned. “What happened?”

“Mizuchi broke the sword again. It was fixed, but when I tried to use the sword in my version of the box, the summon didn’t work. I don’t know if it was because of the sword being broken or the box was just a failure. I’ve…put a lot of time into improving the box since then.” He absently rubbed at the ring on his hand. I could see the pain in his eyes, less hidden now. “And with that failure…”

“Sera did it herself.” I shook my head. “What about the shal process? Did she go through the layer compression in your timeline?”

“No. She wasn’t willing to give up her Summoning abilities, and I didn’t push on it. For what it’s worth, another Corin in the sequence did convince her — and she just died earlier that time, since she didn’t have Seiryu’s power when she needed it. As nice as the new attunement we made her is, it’s not at a level where she can fight in the Seventh Spire with just that and her crystal mark.”

“What about convincing her to stay behind?” I asked.

“She’s never accepted that, to my knowledge.” He sighed. “We’re both stubborn about different things. In my case, since she wouldn’t go through the shal process, we spent some time trying to undo the damage to her spirit. She made a deal with Elora for Suzaku’s help. She unfroze a segment of her spirit and Suzaku was able to heal that segment, but it strained the healthy section of her spirit further. If she had time to recover from that, we might have done more, but we had to move forward to the spire. At that point, her spirit was probably in better shape than most versions of her, and her shivering wasn’t quite as bad, but some of her spirit was still frozen, and…”

“And summoning Keras still killed her, even with the amount of healing you’d managed with Suzaku’s help?”

“Effectively, yes. But not right away. The damage to her spirit was lessened because of the compression, but also impossible to heal. She survived that day, but not much longer. I tried everything. Went to Suzaku. No one could help. The kind of damage that Keras deals—”

“I understand.” I took a breath. “This is why you showed me the ring first, isn’t it? And why you put the plans for it,” I pointed at a diagram, “right here? You wanted me to make this box. You manipulated me into asking the question about magical items to make me trust you.”

He nodded. “That was the plan, yes.”

“And it might get me killed?”

“It might.”

“But you think it’s more likely that Sera will make it out this way?” I asked.

“I do. I’ve…had a lot of time to think about it.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“Okay, then,” he said. “We should wrap this up. Lingering too long is another way to get the time reapers’ ire. We don’t want that. If you can manage the summoning without Sera being involved…I can’t say it’ll save her, definitively. In some timelines, she doesn’t even make it that far. We fail early. And even if you do manage to summon Keras, the fight isn’t always clean. People can die there, too, including Sera — it isn’t always the summoning that kills her. There are no guarantees here, Corin. But this…”

“It gives me one area where I can prevent my time from going the way yours did.” I nodded. “I’ll take a risk for that. Thank you.”

“No,” he said, “thank you. For giving me another chance.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I simply pushed myself up. He stood at the same time.

“I’d offer you a handshake, but I feel like that’s paradox bait,” Future Corin said. “So, instead, I’ll give you one last piece of future Corin wisdom.”

“Which is?”

“You don’t need to fix your family, Corin. It isn’t your responsibility, nor is it realistic. Even if you save both Tristan and Sera, that won’t bring your family back together. But you don’t need that family. When you step back out of this shrine, look around you.” He gave me a faint smile. “You’ll find that you already have one.”

***

I was barely able to pull myself out of my chair after the conversation, given my exhaustion. Real or fake, Future Corin spoke the truth about the next room being a “safe place to rest”.

He also, apparently, had developed a dark sense of humor.

When I stepped through the doorway, I found myself indoors, but my new surroundings were far from the office building I’d emerged from. I was in a dimly lit windowless room of stone, massive in scale, and largely unadorned.

The torches on the wall helped to illuminate the structure’s clearest features a large stairwell, leading downward into the dark, and rows and rows of stone containers.

I couldn’t see the details of the boxes at a distance, but I understood what I was seeing even before I approached. The small metallic plaque attached to the first box only confirmed my suspicions.

Here lies Wilhelm, beloved father and brother.

I didn’t bother reading the rest. The meaning was obvious.

There were a variety of ways different chambers fit with the time theme. I’d stepped into one of the obvious.

The Mausoleum of the Future Fallen.

Here, I would find a grave for every single person who had entered the shrine.

Including, ultimately, my own.

***

I didn’t bother beginning my search for my grave right away. That would be my objective, but it could take days or weeks, and I wasn’t in any sort of condition to even begin it.

No, as much as the thought unsettled me, I found a dark corner of the mausoleum and began to pull camping supplies out of my bag.

Once I’d set up a tent and dragged myself inside, I could trick my mind into feeling a little more secure.

Even so, I set up a variety of precautions before I finally slept. A simple barrier generator for the tent, an air generator for fresh air (which supposedly wasn’t necessary, according to Farren, but I felt like I needed it), and other basics for sleeping.

Then, I slept. I don’t know for how long.

If I’d been in a different shrine, I might have awakened to monsters outside of the tent tearing their way in. But this was a shrine of time, not of death. The coffins in the mausoleum wouldn’t give rise to undead — that was, in many respects, the opposite of the point of the place.

This was a place of permanence. Of consequences. To show the end of a person’s path.

Opening any coffin would reveal a pathway. One to a possible end for the individual described on the coffin’s front.

By searching through this place, I could theoretically learn valuable historical information on the others that had passed through this place. Perhaps even ones who hadn’t arrived yet, given the strangeness of how time worked in the shrine in general.

While that was the type of thing that should have interested me, now that I’d rested, I had more urgent goals.

Future Corin had told me that I wasn’t going to see Sera again until I’d finished the shrine. I had no reason to disbelieve him, really, but that didn’t mean I was going to take everything he said at face value.

After I’d eaten, I packed up my supplies, then pulled out my ice mana battery and checked for Sera.

I found a thread immediately. It led down the stairs. I followed it down.

And down. And down.

Several days later, I found her tomb.

As terrifying of a statement as that might be, it wasn’t anything to worry about — my own tomb was right next to it, after all. It didn’t matter when we died, we’d have something to represent us there. I had to guess that even potentially immortal beings probably would have tombs, otherwise Farren couldn’t have advanced further.

So, I didn’t panic too much on seeing her tomb. I was, however, somewhat disappointed that it was the only area with a trace of her spirit mana that I could find in range. I’d hoped to actually find Sera herself.

Going into her tomb wouldn’t actually lead me to her, as far as I understood it. It would just show me a vision of her possible future. And while I was curious about that, it was a very personal thing to intrude on.

Besides that, I was exhausted, and entering any tomb other than my own would send me somewhere else in the sepulcher once I’d finished the vision. It could take me days — or longer — to find my own tomb again. I’d been comparatively lucky to find our section as quickly as I had.

I took one last look at the surrounding area before moving to my own tomb, which would be the route to my next destination, and I realized that Sera and I weren’t alone.

One tomb before mine, there was another Cadence — one with a tomb so old and worn it was impossible to discern the features on the stone.

The metal should have withstood the time more completely, but the writing had been deliberately defaced. The word “Cadence” was still clearly visible, but the entire section that had once held the first name had been torn off.

What in the goddess’ name…?

I reached for the strange tomb, tempted, but I shook myself out of it.

No, it’s not worth losing days or more. And losing days in here could be losing months or years outside.

I need to go.

I opened the top of my own sarcophagus, took one last breath as I examined the stairwell, then stepped down into the dark.


Interlude XIII — Memories and Mirrors VI

Seiha’s Perspective

Seiha stepped through stone statues, scanning from side to side. “Huh. Didn’t wake up and attack. Strange. I wonder if they’re broken.”

“You dae know that statues dunnae always get up an’ fight, right?” Akai — no, Rose — asked.

Ah, she’s so young and innocent.

“I suppose there might be some places where statues could be purely decorative,” Seiha said, trying his best to be kind to his past-mentor-future-student. “But in a destiny shrine?”

“I’m pretty sure this is still a memory shrine. At least for us,” Patrick offered. “Might be different rules than what you’re thinking.”

It was kind of Patrick to defend Rose like that. It was obvious from the way that he was walking that he, too, suspected that the statues were still going to jump to life at any time.

“Could be a puzzle, rather than a fight,” Mara noted.

Seiha blinked. That was…actually true. He’d seen puzzles like that. Admittedly, those statues had still attacked, but that was later.

Still, he paused, approaching one of the statues a little more closely.

There were six statues forming a ring in the center of the chamber they’d walked into. The symbols for the doors in the serpent room had been damaged somehow. He was pretty sure he hadn’t done that with one of his techniques, but who could say?

It wasn’t his fault that the same techniques that cut twenty-foot-tall serpents to pieces tended to do a lot of collateral damage. Or that his master’s techniques all tended to do a lot of collateral damage. Or that his own personal techniques—

No, that last one might have been his fault.

A quick inspection from just within sword told him that each of the six statues was near-identical. Each statue depicted a winged figure holding a weapon, with a different weapon in each statue’s hands — a sword, a spear, a bow, an axe, a mace, and what looked like a torch. The statues were androgynous and had feathery wings, with a quality of ageless beauty to the designs.

Tenzoku? I suppose they were around in the time the destiny shrines were in more prominent use.

Different weapons could symbolize different figures, but his lore on the tenzoku wasn’t that sharp — they weren’t ever a major focus of his study. The locals weren’t very interested in them and his books on the topic were surprisingly dry.

Also, there were a lot more than six tenzoku.

He noted other possible differences, but there weren’t many that he could notice. The position of their arms varied slightly to account for the different weapons, but their facial expressions were the same, and their faces all pointed forward. They formed a hexagonal pattern, each facing inward. No obvious deviations in their angle.

Are they all facing toward a central point? Aiming at it?

He glanced down at the floor beneath them, which was a nearly clear crystal segmented into squares. One, right at the center, looked like the edges were cut just slightly deeper than the others.

Star Shattering Sight.

A bright glow flowed along those cracks — and then along a leg, coming down.

In a burst of speed, Seiha rushed forward, grabbing Mara and lifting her off her feet, then continuing to surge forward.

“Hey, wha—”

He pushed her up against the wall to brace her, since he’d grabbed her at such an awkward angle. She pulled up her good arm to swing at him, no doubt out of a defensive instinct, and he shifted his head to the side to avoid the lazy strike.

“Sorry. Trap.” He set her down properly, then gestured. “They’re all looking at a central spot. You were about to step on it.”

“I, uh, oh. Sorry, that was…”

When he turned back to Mara, she was blushing bright red. No doubt because she was embarrassed by her error, as well as by attempting to strike him.

He simply laughed. “No need to apologize. I acted decisively in a way that could have easily been seen as hostile. Think nothing of it.” He bowed his head, his hair brushing against her face. For some inscrutable reason, she blushed even brighter.

Truly, the people of this culture must feel shame at the slightest—

Oh, no. That’s not it. I just basically did a kabedon on this poor girl, didn’t I?

Seiha grimaced. He hadn’t been around a lot of women his age, and in terms of humans, there was…that girl he sometimes had dreams about?

Did that count?

It probably didn’t, did it. Honestly, she probably wasn’t human, either.

The witches, maybe? No, probably not.

So…he knew zero human women his age, then. Wow. This was quite the day.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to get in your personal space.”

He was proud of himself for remembering that human term that Grandfather had taught him. His people were generally much more comfortable with touch among allies than humans supposedly were. They did establish zones of social space, but usually through things like, say, glowing an obviously poisonous color or letting out an ear-splitting sound.

“It’s…okay. But, uh, you’re still really close?”

Seiha blinked. Yes, he was. He should do something about that.

He slowly backed away, eyes on her the whole time. It would have been impolite to turn away immediately after such an exchange. She might take it as some form of offense or rejection.

Rose put a hand on his shoulder. “C’mere, got somethin’.”

Given that he was now what he hoped was a socially acceptable human distance, he gave Mara a nod, then turned to Rose and followed her.

The room as a whole had no obvious exits, aside from backtracking to the previous chamber where he’d successfully slain the seven serpents. Aside from the six statues at the center of the room — and the trap in the floor — the most notable features were the walls, which were in a hexagonal shape like the statue formation. Each wall also had a single color-coded hexagonal crystal in the center, which in his experience, was probably going to light up in response to completing some kind of challenge.

The easy thing would have been to just trigger the trap and destroy the statues — which were going to come to life, he was pretty sure — but he wasn’t going to do that if other options were available. Gramps had been very clear about dungeon etiquette, and it wasn’t nice to push traps and destroy everything when other people might want a turn.

Besides, he’d already killed the entire last room before the others had gotten a chance to have any fun. That wasn’t very fair, but admittedly, they hadn’t shown up until he was about to clean up the last one.

Okay, what else is going on here?

The six statues suggested a decrementing series — seven to six, six to five, and so-forth. If his suspicions were right, they’d encounter fewer things in each room until they reached the final chamber. Of course, there could also be a completely different pattern — he didn’t have enough data to say definitively.

Maybe we have to fight the statues in a specific order, in order to match the gems on the walls? But how—

Rose led him to the backs of the statues and pointed a finger. Each of them had a tiny rune etched into the back of their heel, like a sculptor’s signature, but different for each.

“Got any read on these?” Rose asked.

“Not familiar with the language,” Seiha admitted. “Which means it isn’t Velthryn, Artinian, Liadran, Cas, or any of the faerie or beast languages local to western Dania.”

“That’s…a lot of languages,” Rose mumbled.

“I’m not fluent in most of those, I just have an idea of what the letters look like. Gramps insisted. Also, some multi-linguistic decoding work.” He leaned in, taking a closer look. “Don’t think it’s Emperean, either. Which is strange. I’d expect that for tenzoku.”

“For what?” Patrick asked.

“Tenzoku,” Mary replied. “The old gods. I mean, of our homeland, at least.”

Seiha winced. That wasn’t quite right, but he didn’t have to…

No, he absolutely did have to correct that.

“They’re one set of the older gods. And not all people called them gods, exactly. The worldmakers were first, then their children. Then the Buried War happened, most of those vanished, but some of the children were around for a while longer. Thousands of years passed, most of the remaining gods left. Then the tenzoku showed up, ruled for a while, then vanished during the Ashen War.”

“That’s…a lot of gods,” Mara noted. “Too many.”

Seiha gave her an appraising look, feeling a greater sense of similarity than he’d known before. “Yes. Far too many.”

Any gods were too many, really. But he didn’t have to say that. She clearly understood.

He’d probably get rid of the rest of them eventually.

“So, unfamiliar language,” Rose noted. “Anyone else—”

“It’s Valdaric,” Patrick said, sounding awed. “That’s really weird.”

Seiha turned to the large man, impressed. That was an obscure language, even by his standards. He’d barely heard of it. “That’s…what, a runic language used in the construction of your…spires, I think they’re called?”

“Yeah,” Patrick replied, “and it shouldn’t be anywhere else. It’s the language of our goddess.”

Ah. A believer in the child murder tower goddess. That could be a problem. And he seemed so nice, too.

Guess you never really know people.

“Fascinating,” Seiha said, thinking. “Any shrine that works with the past and future — meaning memory or destiny — could show things from outside of their own context. That means, for example, that a room like this could reference Selys’s work, including her hidden language, and…”

“And these may not be your…what’d you call ‘em? Ten-zoku?” Mara frowned. “Oh. They’re the visages. Only…just six.”

Seiha considered that. “I’m not as familiar with your local religion, but even I’ve heard that you have seven of those.”

“But not necessarily from the start,” Patrick noted, surprising Seiha again. “We only have six well-known spires. The seventh spire is in an obscure location in the center—”

Mara snapped her fingers. “—of the Unclaimed Lands. The statues could represent the six spires, and six of the visages, surrounding the seventh and facing them.”

“In combat?” Rose asked. “Because, you know, that looks like they’re about to jump the middle guy.”

The others went silent about that.

Meanwhile, Seiha was feeling a new fondness for whoever this strange seventh visage was, if he was about to fight the other six. Not that any god or pseudo-god was going to be his friend, exactly, but he supposed that being willing to fight the rest of your pantheon one on six sounded interesting, at least.

“That’s some good insight,” Mary said, “but how does it solve the puzzle?”

Right. The puzzle. They had to solve that, not just think about esoteric historical and religious facts.

“I’m not great with color puzzles,” Seiha noted, then waved a hand toward the walls. “Are those gems in any specific sequence?”

“Oh, they’re attunement colors,” Patrick explained. “Quartz, Carnelian, Sunstone…sorry. Thought it was obvious.”

“No need to apologize, it likely was obvious to the rest of you. In fact, this leads me to the conclusion that this room was more likely designed for all of you, given that it deals with local esoterica from your continent.” Seiha gave the wizard a nod. “Do those colors correspond to specific visages?”

Patrick frowned. “Uh, not really? Not that I can think of.”

“National flags?” Mara suggested. “Edria has red, Valia has blue…”

“Dalenos also uses blue and white,” Patrick countered.

Seiha had little else to offer on that, so he just listened while they discussed other colors.

“Um,” Mary raised a hand. Everyone turned toward her, and she shrank a little. “Could it be that the rune things are just marks for attunement levels, and we just need to put the statues in the right order?”

It was a shame she looked so shy — that was a fantastic suggestion. He had to let her know. “That’s a wonderful idea. Do any of you have a way to translate the letters?”

They all looked at each other.

“I recognize the language because I looked it up once when Corin mentioned it,” Patrick noted, “but I don’t actually read it. Sorry.”

“They do look sort of like pictographs,” Mary noted. “Might be something we can use like…number of strokes, to indicate the level?”

They spent some time counting the probable strokes for each letter, but it didn’t turn out to provide anything useful. Still, they had the foundation of a possible answer.

“If we assume that we’re supposed to move them into a certain order, how are we supposed to do that?” Patrick asked. “Maybe the button that Mara almost stepped on is a switch to rotate them, not a trap?”

“Happy to test it.” Mara stepped into the circle. “If you all are up for a scrap if it doesn’t work out right.”

Seiha shifted his stance to put a hand near his scabbard. Finally, things were looking up.

The others took positions around the circle. Rose stepped in next to Mara, ready to fight next to her. They glanced at each other, taking breaths, then stood on opposite sides of the button, each facing half the statues.

Oh, is this a rivalry thing between them? That explains so much.

Seiha took up a position just outside the circle, ready to guard the spellcasters. He would have preferred to stand in the center with the other two, but he didn’t want to get in the way of their obviously personal competition. It wouldn’t have been right.

Mara took a breath as Patrick and Mary set up outside the circle. Patrick kept both hands open, presumably planning to cast ranged spells, and Mary drew a very interesting looking enchanted bow.

Wait, that looks familiar. Huh. If Rose is a reincarnation or copy of Akai, then is Mary…?

He didn’t have time to ask. Mara stepped right up to the button. “Great. Everyone get ready. I’m about to—”

[Warning. Critical shrine breach detected. Existential risk detect—]

The ceiling exploded into a shower of crystal fragments. Seiha raised an arm, instinctively activating a body-enhancement technique, but the stony splinters were hardly the main risk.

The sakki hit him like a shinai to the stomach a moment later, the strongest he’d felt since his first brush with his teacher. He tightened his jaw and held his stance, as did Mara and Rose, but the other two collapsed to the ground, clutching at their chests.

The room trembled and quaked as a purple-haired woman descended, her aura cracking wildly. A single flash and one of the statues cracked and exploded next to Mara, but she held her ground, rubble harmlessly exploding across her back.

“You’ve grown brave.” The purple-haired woman turned her gaze to Mara, then Patrick, then the others. “But you’re still just children.”

The strange woman’s hair floated around her as she turned toward Seiha, meeting his gaze and showing a hint of consideration. Lightning crackled in the air around her, and even without Star Shattering Sight active, he could see a blazing glow from each Dianis Point on her body.

“You’re not supposed to be here.”

“I get that a lot.” He stretched his arms and cracked his neck. “I take it we have that in common.”

“Quite.” She raised a finger to her nose. “Well, this complicates things, but only slightly. I suppose I’ll take it a hair more seriously.”

Indigo scales formed across her face and her fingers extended into vicious claws.

Oh, it looks like I missed a serpent, he considered, as the figure raised both hands above her head and conjured a storm between her fingers, and I think I might have made her mad.


Chapter XVII – The Terminal Door VIII

I marched down the stairway. There would be no vision of my own death for me — the mausoleum didn’t work that way. That was the one future denied to me. Why? Not sure. Probably one of those “don’t meddle with fate” things, but frankly, the time shrine felt like it was sending mixed messages on that one.

Maybe that was just because of my own personality. I wasn’t the kind to accept a message like acceptance. It was probably for the best that I hadn’t stumbled into my past — I absolutely would have meddled with it.

I suppose I’ll get the chance in the future, if I ever see Past Corin. First, I have to survive that long.

The stairway didn’t lead down very far. I tried not to overthink any implications of that. Finally, I found an unadorned stone doorway, and I stepped through.

When I came through the other side of the doorway, I looked up and gawked.

Oh. Mistakes may have been made.

I was at the bottom of a titanic cylindrical chamber that went up beyond my sight. There was no stairway here, short or otherwise.

Instead, the only way to ascend was a series of massive rotating gears.

The Clock Tower.

I hadn’t seen anything on the doorway to indicate I was going this route. If I had, I might have turned back and tried to find another solution.

The Clock Tower was the very heart of the time shrine. It represented one path straight to the time gateway crystal, which was obviously a plus, but there was a critical problem.

It was the one room that Farren had never cracked.

Sure, you could say she’d never finished the Eternal Battleground, but she’d at least found a way forward. With this room, she’d always been forced to just escape. She’d never managed to get to the top at all.

Climbing up the gears would be easy enough, if exhausting and time consuming. The problem was simple. Every chamber of the time shrine had deadly threats.

As sand began to rain from a distant hourglass and clockwork soldiers began to come up from holes in the floors, I was reminded of the challenges in this shrine—

The Clock Tower had all of them.

I spun back toward the door, but it was gone. Obviously. Nothing could be that simple.

Nothing for it. Let’s go.

Improved Haste.

I rushed out of the way of the pouring sand. The hourglass a few floors up was slowly drifting as it poured, only covering about a sixth of the area at any given time. My sigils were fully charged, at least, and the sand wasn’t nearly as intense as the sandstorm — but it didn’t need to be, given how many other threats were present.

The first soldiers were already pushing themselves up from the gaps in the floor, preparing to fight. I didn’t give them a chance. I smashed the first one with Selys-Lyann directly, then sent waves of ice at the others from a distance. One attack hit, but the other passed through the sand and evaporated in mid-air.

I ignored the third solider and jumped toward the first spinning gear, which was rotating horizontally near the center of the room just a few feet above me. I stumbled a bit as I landed, unused to standing on a rotating surface, but I didn’t have any time to adapt before the next threat came at me — a dozen floating clocks, each with a spinning hand that kept them aloft.

A burst of transference mana from my free hand obliterated the closest ones, then I was moving again, jumping to another gear — this one rotating vertically, rather than horizontally. I landed on it, wobbled, then spun around to deflect a crossbow bolt from the remaining solider below.

I nearly fell after that swing, but I found myself steadied by ice forming around my feet. I definitely hadn’t done that consciously.

I had only a moment to look at Selys-Lyann questioningly before the remaining spinning clocks came within reach, their clock-hand blades aiming menacingly for my neck.

Nope.

Shroud Burst.

An omnidirectional burst of transference sent the clocks flying back, several of them hitting the walls with their glass shattering.

One survived the burst, only to drift into the falling sand, the metallic bits instantly rusting. It crashed to the ground and crumpled.

I gulped as I saw that demonstration, then reshaped the ice around my feet to free myself as the gear reached the top position.

The sand falling was right between me and the next gear. That felt a little unfair.

But this was the time shrine — if there was an intended solution, it was probably to wait until the gear rotated around hundreds of times and there was a perfect moment where the hourglass was out of position or flipped over to refill itself. The entire way up would be like that, with similar challenges designed for perfect sync and practice.

Even if I had the patience for that, I didn’t have the mana. I couldn’t possibly survive long enough to play that way.

Instead, I braced to teleport forward with my circlet, remembering only at the last moment that I couldn’t do that safely inside the time shrine. The amount of computation necessary to do it correctly made it a tremendous risk. By the time I aborted my teleportation attempt, the gear I was standing on had started to rotate downward, and the sand had nearly reached me.

I heard the whirling of another clock behind me as I debated, then spun around and froze the clock in place with a burst of ice. Before it could even fall, I jumped on top of the clock, then jumped again in mid-air, rebounding off the wall. A segment of the wall opened just below me, releasing another spinning clock, but I ignored it, jumping away from the wall and upward.

A blast of transference carried me around the sand, then another took me to the next spinning gear. A ghostly face appeared out of the wall behind me, but I ignored it, jumping again straight toward the hourglass and landing on the side.

I gripped the sides of the giant glass, holding on tight as it flipped over in mid-air. The new “top” of the hourglass closed and the bottom opened, sand flowing back upward to refill the glass.

With the top solid and about thirty seconds before it refilled, I climbed the hourglass and stood on top, trying to get a better look at the threats. I barely dodged a flying spectral face, stumbling backward to get out of the way. It continued straight toward the next wall and then passed through it without any hint of ever noticing me.

No idea what that was, but I’m not taking any chances with touching one.

I absently caught another crossbow bolt from a clockwork soldier below — there were several now — then overcharged it with mana and hurled it back down. I had a pretty good instinctive sense of mana capacities now. The arrow’s wasn’t very high.

I was already jumping to the next gear before the overcharged arrow exploded, devastating the mechanical soldiers below, then I spun to deflect another flying clock.

Another jump took me to a much larger gear. This one had a few scattered chairs, a sofa, and a little sign that said “please take a ticket” next to what was, apparently, a ticket dispenser.

I sighed, taking a ticket, then lazily blasting another handful of floating clocks as I looked up.

The next section of the clocktower was blocked by a single massive gear that was nearly the same width of as the chamber. There were tiny spaces in the sides, but they were much too small for me. Maybe I could have slipped through if I had some kind of gaseous form or shrinking spell, but neither was in my skillset.

Instead, I found the human-sized door that was moving on a track within the gear itself, with a mechanical sign that read, “Now serving customer #42.”

The metallic door opened for about a half-second, then slammed shut with a loud crunch. I winced.

Don’t want to get caught in that.

I checked my number. #124,578,909.

Seriously?

As the number of the door clicked upward by one, I counted, still blasting apart floating clocks. Another tick, only seconds later. The door opened.

Not too bad of a time between customers, at least. At this rate, I only need to wait about…five years? Is that right?

Nope, not doing that.

I jumped up to the door, well aware that brute forcing any challenge would generate a response.

I’d use a gentler touch than some, at least. Rather than blasting the door straight off the hinges, I simply flipped the numbers on the door to match my own.

The door clicked, then opened.

I blasted myself through it, narrowly making it through before it slammed shut.

Then, I immediately had to dodge out of the way as a solid rotating shadow almost cleaved into me. I nearly stumbled back into the hatch down to the waiting room as it reopened, but I managed to blast myself out of the way with an immediate transference burst.

The rotating blade of shadow nearly caught me a second time only moments later, but I blasted the torso-sized globe of light that was casting the shadow out of the air with a burst of ice. As the sun fell and noisily shattered against the sundial I stood on, a similar sphere shot out of a nearby wall, this one glowing the soft blue of night.

Oh, that was a sun, and this must be—

I heard a wolf howl in the distance.

You’re kidding. Werewolves, too, now?

I was so incredulous that I was nearly crushed when a massive pendulum swung straight across the sundial. I hurled myself out of the way, then dodged again as it began to swing from side-to-side.

I heard a rhythmic gong as the pendulum swung to each side. As the gong struck twelve, the gears that still rotated above me froze in place, ceasing their spin. The pendulum itself slowed, then stilled.

Once again, I heard wolves howl — but much closer this time.

That…can’t be a good sign. I should probably hurry.

I jumped onto the pendulum, the massive sphere more than large enough for me to ride atop, then began to climb up the fist-width metal bar that it was attached to.

I made it about five feet before the entire tower began to tremble — and I felt my stomach drop as the gears began to fall from their suspended places in the air, clattering cacophonously as they struck each other and the ground.

I had no idea what was happening — Farren had never tried to bypass the waiting section in the fashion I had. It wasn’t in her nature.

She’d never made it to the top, either. I didn’t even know how far I had to go, but I climbed. Whirling clocks fell around me, lifeless. Hourglasses shattered in midair, sand exploding outward in all directions. I had to jump out of the way of one such explosion, then transference burst myself straight back to the pendulum’s bar, sliding down several feet as I tried to grip it.

As I began to slide down, my grip failing, I reached into my bag and fumbled for my climbing rope. Then, with a cautiously calculated bit of transference, I briefly held myself in mid-air as I wrapped the rope around my waist, then the pole.

From there, I attached the mana grapple and made a few rapid adjustments to the dynamic runes on it. Moments later, the grapple began to slide upward along the pole, dragging the rope — and me — along with it.

From there, it was just a matter of holding on and defending myself from falling glass, sand, and massive gears. And occasional werewolves. And math teachers.

Those last ones were the worst.

Hours later, I was sweating with anxiety and exhaustion when I finally reached the top of the tower.

There was a single inert gear that remained in place at the tower’s top. The pendulum had descended straight from a hole in the center of that gear. I climbed through easily enough and began to unhook my rope, but it turned out that wasn’t necessary—

I barely managed to jump back before a green glowing wave of cutting force sliced straight through my rope, sending it careening down countless stories to the ground floor.

I whirled in alarm toward the new threat.

Spessartine.

Accelerated Computation.

Even with that spell active, I barely reacted before the next attack—

A green box that manifested in the air around me, flickering in a half-solid state before it began to solidify.

I blasted myself forward before the attack could finish, finding myself nearly face-to-face with my opponent.

“Stay back, apparition! You won’t stop me, you’ll never stop me! Not after all this time!”

The speaker’s voice was cracked and broken, as if worn down from years of disuse. His skin was ancient and weathered, his eyebrows thick, his grey hair and beard thick and unkempt. His eyes were dark and wild, his pallor pale from many years without the light of the sun. His ripped clothes were little more than rags, save for one feature that had seemingly been preserved at the cost of all others—

A single tattered, ancient glove on his right hand.

One that held the seal of House Cadence.


Interlude XIV — Memories and Mirrors VII

Patrick, Mara, Rose, Mary, and Seiha’s Perspectives

Patrick shivered on the crystalline tile, bits of glass-like fragments brushing up against his skin. He’d felt something similar to this more than once now, some kind of spiritual power used to crush people into submission. He’d been around Keras when the swordsman occasionally let a hint of his spirit slip out, leading to a sense that there was a sword in the air that could cut him at any time. But that had been undirected, and if anything, restrained. This…

This was meant to bury him in the ground. It took virtually everything he had to even remain conscious — but that wasn’t enough.

The purple-haired woman was looking at the people who were still standing, making a decision. He needed to move before she did.

Body of Dawn.

Bright Reflection’s power flowed through his body, a flare of golden light pushing across his skin. He felt the relief in moments, the oppressive spirit of the serpent pushed back by his sword’s own. Even then, it was barely enough.

He grabbed the sword’s hilt, feeling more of the weapon’s strength flowing through him at a direct touch, and pushed himself to his feet.

Mara and Vermillion were struggling, but had somehow managed to keep their footing. The weird younger Keras — Seiha — looked like he was in worse shape than they were, sweat beading on his brow, but he was still up.

Mary was on the floor, trying to reach the bow that had fallen from her fingers and clattered down nearby. With a gesture, he pushed it to her hands, then glanced upward at their opponent and spoke a phrase he’d hoped to never say again. “Mizuchi protocols.”

In a blur, he was next to Mary, Body of Dawn adding to both his mental defenses and his speed. As Mary continued to stand, he pulled out his return bell.

Mara moved more slowly, but pulled out her own and grabbed Vermillion, pulling her toward Seiha. Presumably, Rose and Mary had their own bells, but they hadn’t practiced for Mizuchi together, and they weren’t necessarily going to go straight for the same tactics.

Above them, Mizuchi lowered her hands, lightning crackling between them—

Then shrugged a shoulder and let the lightning vanish. “Go on, then. Run. I don’t mind.”

The spiritual pressure vanished a moment later, allowing Patrick to move and breathe easily again. He blinked in confusion, but he wasn’t going to question their good fortune if she was really going to let them leave. He released Body of Dawn, knowing that he couldn’t afford to maintain the mana cost for now. Obviously, she could just be a construct of the test, but he’d heard that strange voice in his mind that sounded like the crystal being alarmed, and he didn’t think that was fake.

Well, if she’s not real, we can just try again later. Better to stay safe and—

Seiha stepped away from Mara, looking up at Seiryu’s daughter. “These others seem to know you, but I do not. I do know, however, that you have intruded upon our trials, and that I heard a voice of concern from the crystal. What is your intention?”

Mizuchi folded her arms. “I have no interest in talking to a heretic, and certainly not a broken echo of one.”

Seiha tilted his head to the side. “A heretic’s broken echo? That could be an interesting title, with a bit of work. But for the moment, I’m short on time, so I’m going to go with something simpler. You may call me Seiha, Slayer of Seven Serpents.”

Mizuchi scoffed. “If you’re thinking to goad me into talking by boasting about beating the fakes in here, I don’t care.” She turned to Mara. “This is pitiful, really. Did your master abandoning you cut you so deeply that you need to keep collecting replacements?”

Mara took a step forward, her one hand closing tighter around the bell’s handle — but she just put it on Seiha’s shoulder. “Get closer to us. The bell won’t work if we’re too far apart.”

“I have no intention of escaping until we know what she’s up to,” Seiha explained. “I’m sorry. The rest of you can leave, of course. In all honesty, you probably should. I have some idea of how formidable she is, and I don’t think we stand a chance.”

“You certainly don’t,” Mizuchi pointed out. “And I can’t keep wasting time waiting for you all to make a decision.”

Mary was on her feet now. She gave Patrick a panicked look, urging him to act.

He readied the bell, pushing mana into it. It would only take a moment to leave, now, but Seiha wasn’t backing down.

If he’s a copy conjured by the shrine to defend it, he might be trying to keep us here to complete the challenge. That’d make sense. But if she’s real, then…

“We’re goin’ in circles,” Mara spoke up. “Mizuchi, Scale of the Serpent, Hero’s End. I don’t think we can beat ye, but we’re not leavin’ this stubborn one here ‘less we have to, so rather than goadin’ me, if yer in a hurry, maybe just give us one of those villain monologues so we can make a call.”

Mizuchi laughed. “You’re a stubborn girl. Fine. No monologue. I’m here for the crystal. I have no need to fight you. I’ve done enough killing today.”

“If you want a boon, there was a front door. So, I imagine that you mean something else,” Patrick said. “Wait. You aren’t here to hurt the crystal for the Sun Eater, are you?”

Mizuchi snarled. “I have nothing to do with those fools. No, I simply cannot allow a strategic asset like that to remain here, in the use of the enemy. And so, it comes with me.”

“Wait. You’re here to take the crystal?”

Corin had mentioned something about a crystal being stolen from Warren Constantine before. Was Mizuchi the one who had been responsible? But why? He was technically Valian, but he wasn’t really supporting the war effort, was he?

“I think I’ve said quite enough,” Mizuchi concluded.

“Indeed. And I thank you for it.” Seiha bowed his head, then shook off Mara’s hand and stepped forward. “Regrettably, I must stop you. You must understand, I know nothing of the politics of this or your motives, but if your intent is to move a crystal, I cannot allow it. You risk permanently harming the crystal and the world itself.”

Mizuchi’s eyes narrowed, showing a hint of both anger and confusion. “What do you mean?”

“Are you familiar with Dianis Points and star veins in the body?” Seiha asked.

“Don’t mock me, boy. I’m hundreds of years old. Of course I’ve heard of them. What do they have to do with this?”

“Ah, forgive me. I have no basis for knowledge of what you know, so I began too simply. Then, I’ll just summarize for you. This is not well known to most species, but among my people, there is knowledge of the star veins of the world. They are called ley lines by our folk, spirit veins by others. And they are the connecting veins between the Dianis Points of the world — the crystals.”

Patrick blinked. That…explained a lot, actually. More surprising than that, however, was that Mizuchi seemed to be listening with interest and less hostility than he would have guessed.

“We are not permitted to study the magic theory of the crystals in such detail,” Mizuchi responded. “Even those of my spire, and Tenjin was…more permissive than most. When you say this would risk harming the world, what do you mean?”

“Taking a crystal from its place would be like removing an organ from the body. Even if the organ isn’t strictly necessary, you can’t really do it without some harm to the body. The organ, of course, is likely to be damaged as well. Even if your intent is to…say, put the organ back into the body somewhere else, that’s not going to work quite right. You can’t just take out a kidney and put it in a shoulder and expect it to function correctly. The crystals are probably a little more flexible, but you understand the comparison, I’m sure.” Seiha risked a glance backward. “They said something about the Sun Eater. I am not an expert on him, but I know it was his method to disrupt the crystals of a world before an invasion. The gateway crystals serve as one of the world’s principal defenses against worldmakers of other planets, both through the distribution of magic to individuals and, in some cases, direct action. By damaging or destroying a gateway crystal, you contribute toward the Sun Eater’s cause.”

Mizuchi looked genuinely shaken. She floated upward for a moment. “You can prove this?”

“Not directly,” Seiha said. “But if you’ll accompany us to the crystal, perhaps the crystal could explain in a way you would believe?”

“I…” Mizuchi glanced at the group. “Very well. I will listen to—”

Mizuchi dropped from the sky like a rock, hitting the ground on her knees.

Patrick instinctively stepped in front of Mary, searching for a hidden attacker, but there was no one visible—

Then Mizuchi looked upward toward the sky and let out an ear-piercing scream. As she screamed, he felt her spiritual pressure again, her killing intent — but it didn’t bow his legs this time. It wasn’t directed at him.

He could feel it, the potency greater than before, but it was directed…

Inward?

Mizuchi punched the ground. The entire floor of the room was blasted inward, the statues shattering, and then their group was all falling toward her in a newly formed crater.

Seiha’s eyes flashed silver as he braced himself against the side of the crater and jumped downward, his hand shooting out toward Mizuchi’s forehead, but she blindly slapped his hand aside with one claw and then slammed a palm into his chest, a thunderous impact blasting him into the distance at terrifying speed.

Mara dropped her bell to grab for Seiha as he flew past, but she missed.

Vermillion caught the bell and rang it immediately. The chime rang out, and—

[Existential threat detected. Escape is not permitted at this time.]

Patrick dropped his own bell, then waved a hand to catch Mary and himself with a simple flight effect. That kept them from falling straight toward Mizuchi at the center of the newly formed crater, but Vermillion and Mara weren’t quite as lucky.

Vermillion came into Mizuchi’s reach next, and they traded unarmed strikes in a blur.

“Stop it,” Vermillion said. “We’re tryin’ to ‘elp!”

Mizuchi screamed again, slapping Vermillion with an open hand and sending her tumbling to the side of the crater, then reaching up to cover her own eyes.

Mara landed in front of Mizuchi, just out of reach, and pressed a hand against her bracer. Advanced Armor manifested in the air, and she stepped into it, the armor locking around her body. Then, when Mizuchi stepped forward to swipe at her, Mara grabbed both of Mizuchi’s arms and wrenched them down.

Mizuchi’s eyes were burning bright blue, whatever mana flowing through them so intense that the skin around her eyes was visibly blackening.

“What in the world…?” Patrick mumbled.

Mary formed a glowing arrow from her bow. “She’s been given a command.” Mary glanced at him, toward Mizuchi, her eyes briefly turning white. “There’s someone bound to her spirit that’s trying to force her to act in a certain way. Like a Summoner contract, but so strong that I can feel it from here. It’s…monstrous.” Her eyes flicked down to her bow with a heartbroken expression. “A bond should never be like that.”

“Can we help her?” Patrick asked, uncertain.

Even if she was working against her will now, Mizuchi had killed people in front of them before with no visible signs of similar compulsion. Was it right to show mercy now because these circumstances were different?

He wasn’t sure they’d have much of a choice.

When Mizuchi let out another scream, her body seemed to relax. Then she cracked her neck, smiled, and turned toward Mara. “I’m going to look forward to breaking you again, little girl.”

“You can try.” Mara’s response was quiet, muted by her helmet, but she took up a familiar unarmed combat stance. The doubt was evident in the way she held herself.

“Hit her as hard as you can,” Mary said, finally. “I’ll focus on dispelling arrows. We’ll see if I can free her. If not, hopefully they’ll break the effect that’s preventing us from escaping.”

“Good plan. Stay safe.” He flew away from her, knowing that any distractions he caused would be likely to bring more danger in Mary’s direction.

Then, the fight began in earnest.

Mizuchi lunged at Mara, both claws sweeping through the air. Mara jumped to the side, both arms up in a boxer’s block. Mizuchi’s claws didn’t seem to hit her directly, but a flash in the air still caught Mara’s arms, leaving three long scars in the crystalline plates.

As Mara landed, Mizuchi was already turning and hurling a blast of lightning with an open hand, but Vermillion slammed a shoulder into her, throwing the attack wide. The lightning flared into the crystal at Mara’s side, liquifying a tunnel into the cavern that was deep enough that Patrick couldn’t see the end of it.

She’s not holding back like she was at the ball, he realized. She probably can’t.

He threw three spells in rapid succession. Mizuchi batted the fire and lightning blasts aside easily, but they were bait. When her claw connected with the third spell — a glowing sphere of light — it exploded in a brilliant flash.

Just as he’d hoped, she shut her eyes and screamed again, momentarily blinded. Whatever effect was compelling her had made her eyes more vulnerable, and while she swung blindly and recovered, he pushed that advantage, sending more globes of light down to encircle her.

Mara took the chance to jump behind Mizuchi and try to grapple her, arms coming up under Mizuchi’s shoulders. Mizuchi ducked down and lifted Mara off the ground, hurling her blindly into the ground.

Rose struck a moment later, her flower-hilted sword slashing straight across Mizuchi’s face and leaving a bloody mark.

Mizuchi growled and spun, trying to wipe away the blood with the back of her hand, only for the blood to float away from her, landing on Rose’s sword and sinking into it. The sword’s blade darkened, and Rose struck again.

Mizuchi reacted faster, projecting a cone of flame from each hand blindly in Rose’s direction.

Rose tried to cut through the flames, but her swing only parted them for a moment. They tightened around her, forming a circle around her, then converging inward.

Patrick focused on the flames, trying to feel the mana within them, and wrenched a hand to the side—

He nearly fainted on the spot when he felt the intensity of the mana that connected with him. Mizuchi had released more mana in that single spell than he had in his entire body. Still, he wrenched on it, twisting the spell just out of position, and the effect parted for just a moment, long enough for Rose to jump straight through the flames and lunge at Mizuchi again.

Mizuchi deflected Rose’s attack with a scale-covered forearm, showing no injury this time, then kicked her hard in the chest. Rose flew backward into the stone, landing with a crack.

Mizuchi advanced.

Patrick panicked, commanding the lights he’d summoned inward, but Mizuchi clapped her hands and darkness surged out of her, enveloping them. For a moment, all was dark in the pit she’d formed, but Patrick could hear her stomping forward, cracking the ground with each step.

Mary’s gleaming arrow tore through the darkness, slamming straight into Mizuchi’s chest.

Mizuchi looked down in shock as the darkness parted, then grabbed the solid-light arrow and wrenched it out of her stomach. She turned her gaze straight toward Mary, ignoring everyone.

“You’ve gotten better at that trick,” she growled. Her eyes were still azure, but for a moment, they flickered back to her more usual indigo color. She shook her head, then snapped the arrow, azure returning to dominate her vision. “It won’t save you.”

And then, in an echo of one of the most terrifying moments of Patrick’s life, Mizuchi took a deep breath.

Body of Dawn.

Mizuchi spun toward Mary, her jaws opening wide. Patrick poured air mana into his body and all around him, sending himself flying in front of her so quickly he heard the wind crack around him.

Bright Reflection.

He leveled his sword and began to swing, his sword’s blade singing as it cleaved toward where Mizuchi’s breath would go—

Except Mizuchi vanished, reappearing at his side.

Then she screamed, waves of solid sound erupting from her throat, and Bright Reflection exploded into shards in his hands.

“Got you.”

The world returned to normal speed as pain flared through Patrick’s body.

“You didn’t think I’d let you reflect another attack like that, did you? Honestly, child. We learn, too.” Mizuchi slapped away an attack from somewhere, then pulled back an arm.

He tried to turn toward Mizuchi, but he barely moved before her claw smashed through his layered barriers and into his forehead.

“One down,” Mizuchi said cheerfully.

Then the world went dark.

***

Mary screamed as Patrick’s bleeding body flew into the distance, turning to loose another arrow at point-blank range. Mizuchi grabbed it out of the air, frowned briefly as the mana flowed through her hand, then snapped it.

“No more of that.” Mizuchi hurled the arrow aside, then flew toward her, claws wide.

Rosie met her in mid-air, a wide swing of her sword producing a flaming crescent across Mizuchi’s chest. Sparks flew as she dragged the sword through Mizuchi’s dress and across hardened scales, but Mary didn’t see any blood.

Mizuchi was laughing, but she wasn’t treating the fight as a joke. She’d protected her vulnerable points with scales after her first injury, and as the fight progressed, she’d transform again if she had to.

Shrine, if you can hear us, please. You either need to help us or let us go. We can’t do this on our own.

[Structural damage detected. Unable to conjure assistance at this time.]

“Eyes open!” Rosie shouted at her.

She was rapidly forming more flaming crescents as she slashed at Mizuchi in mid-air. Mizuchi battered the swings aside with a growing look of annoyance, then countered with a hurled blast of lightning, which Rosie managed to turn aside with the flat of her blade.

When that happened, Mizuchi vanished and appeared behind her, then slammed a fist into her back. The air blurred with the force of the blow, sending Rose down into the crystalline floor with an explosive crash.

“Well, that’s two do—” Mizuchi started, but Rosie simply pushed herself up from the ground, brushed herself off, and looked upward with a growl.

Then, with a wave of her hand, Rosie commanded the crescents lingering in mid-air.

Flaming cuts converged on Mizuchi, the serpent’s eyes momentarily widening in surprise. She grabbed one with her claws as it approached and snapped it—

Which would have been a fine move against the Pale Crescent, but Rosie’s style was a little different.

The crescent exploded in Mizuchi’s hands like a miniature sun.

Mizuchi howled as flames consumed and cracked her claws, flying backward as the rest of the crescents reached her. Mary pulled back her bow and concentrated as Mizuchi retreated, gathering her own power.

Archer, we’ve got her on the retreat! Let’s hit her with everything we have.

She felt the bow’s weakened spirit acknowledge her, then a silver-white arrow began to form on her bowstring.

Mizuchi swept a burned claw outward, a massive claw construct appearing to follow her motion, sweeping the remaining crescents aside and detonating them harmlessly.

That was just before Mara jumped on her back, once again trying to pin her arms. Mizuchi screamed in frustration, flailing to kick outward as Rose came up for an attack and sending her backward with a wave of force.

Now!

As Mara continued to try to hold Mizuchi from behind, Mary loosed the pure white arrow, a concentration of nearly every bit of power that Archer — the Breath of the Banished, the bow of the legendary Saint that Mary had never been worthy to hold — still held in his fractured form.

The arrow slammed straight into Mizuchi’s chest, burying itself in a perfect weak spot between her scales.

Mizuchi slumped in Mara’s grip.

Mary pulled back her bowstring again, forming another arrow with her own mana. She wasn’t a novice — even if Mizuchi looked unconscious, she was going to put a dozen more arrows in her just to make sure.

She never got the chance.

Mizuchi’s body trembled, then lightning flared from every inch of her, sending Mara tumbling to the ground as electricity passed through her armor.

When Mizuchi’s eyes flared open, they were crackling with voltaic power.

“That actually hurt, kiddo.”

Mizuchi slammed her fists together, a deafening thunderclap filling the air.

“I didn’t like it.”

Mizuchi surged forward, jaws widening with lightning cracking within them. Rosie jumped again, swinging her namesake sword—

And Mizuchi whipped a hand to the side, catching Rosie by the neck with a single hand.

Mizuchi exhaled her lightning into Rosie at point-blank range, engulfing the entire upper half of Rosie’s body. Then, as the sword tumbled from Rosie’s fingers, Mizuchi descended from the sky and slammed Rosie’s body into the ground. The ground shook with the force of the impact shockwave, and Mary heard something snap on the impact — something that didn’t sound like the stone.

“Two down.”

Mary screamed again.

***

Mara saw Rose hit the ground with a crunch, unmoving. If Mizuchi had actually broken her neck, then there was nothing she could do, but…

She ran to the young woman’s body, eyes wet as emotions flooded through her.

She’d been jealous. Unkind because of that, maybe.

Rose had so many things she’d wanted. She was, as far as Mara could tell, some kind of prophesized hero of legend, the type of person every farm kid dreamed of being. She was a fantastic fighter, with a signature magic sword, a secret past—

Rose had her own Keras, even. One that was closer to her own age. Someone more like a peer, that she bonded with.

And then, she had Patrick, too. When Mara hadn’t even had a chance to make up her mind on if…

It didn’t matter, now.

She tossed aside her cracked helmet, which was generally a terrible idea, but the crystal was fractured so badly that it was hurting her own visibility.

Then, as Mary screamed above her, Mara muscled through her own wounds and rushed to Rose’s side, kneeling next to her.

Her hands went to Rose’s face, Advanced Armor gauntlets conducting her mana. Her skin was blistered and burned, but not as much as it should have been. Either the seven-layer shield sigil she’d worn had protected her from the brunt of the lightning, or Rose had some sort of natural magical resistance. Possibly both.

Life sense.

It was a basic diagnostic spell. Diagnostics weren’t great without mental mana behind them, but this was a spell effect designed to simply detect the presence of life mana by bouncing the caster’s life mana off it, which a life mana user could manage. It wouldn’t be detailed, but—

The response was immediate. Rose wasn’t dead, at least. Not yet.

“Don’t you die on me, now.” Mara took a breath, concentrating.

Citrine Regeneration.

The spell was costly, but she hadn’t been training in that time shrine for nothing. The mana flowed through her into Rose’s body, and hopefully it’d be enough to keep her stable if her neck wasn’t—

Rose’s eyes fluttered open immediately. She let out a groan, trying to move, and Mara pushed her back down. “Don’t move.”

“Mara…? Huh. Think I blacked out a second there. Can you pop my shoulder?”

“What?”

“I think Mizuchi dislocated my shoulder. Hate that.”

Mara laughed so hard that tears formed in her eyes. “I…don’t know if that’s all that she did, Rose.”

“Fair ‘nuff. I’ll just lie here a second, then. Also, you might want to move, she’s behind you.”

“She’s wh—”

Mara heard something and her arms went up in an instant, responding to the sound. She caught a spike-covered tail in her hands, her arms straining at the force of the blow, then stood up, tightened her grip, and spun, hurling Mizuchi into the distance.

The serpent landed on her feet, growling, her tail cracking like a whip in the air. “Should keep your eyes on your enemies, darling. You’re lucky she warned you.”

Mara stood up, then noticed a glint of something silver, followed by a hint of movement. “I could say the same to you.”

An arrow flashed from the sky, but the light from it was anemic. Mizuchi swept it out of the air with a claw disdainfully. “Honestly, if that’s the best you can offer, why would I bother?”

Then a finger tapped on her shoulder.

Mizuchi turned around just in time to see Seiha’s silver eyes — and his finger, which flicked her in the middle of the forehead.

“Star Shattering Sword.”

An explosion of cutting mana shredded outward from the point that he touched. Mizuchi fell to her knees with a scream, her forehead bleeding, then blindly lashed out with her tail—

Seiha slapped it aside with a wooden stick, then stepped forward and hit her in the throat with his fingers again.

“Star Shattering Sword.”

Another blast of phantasmal blades flared along his fingertips and through the air, leaving a bleeding rent in Mizuchi’s neck and dozens of gouges in the ground.

She swept a claw upward with a scream, but Seiha side-stepped it, then jammed his fingers toward her chest—

“Star Shattering—”

She caught his fingers in her claw.

When Mizuchi’s eyes flared open, they were pitch black.

“No.”

Killing intent ripped across the shattered arena, this time so heavy that even Mara couldn’t resist it. The pressure slammed her to her knees, and next to her, she heard Rose cough, blood flowing from her nose.

Seiha, caught right at the epicenter of it, fell to his knees, but his eyes began to burn brighter and brighter—

“Memory Manifestation,” he whispered as a visible whirlwind of spiritual power rippled across his body. “Slayer of Seven Serpents.”

For a moment, the world went quiet as his aura flared silver, his own spiritual power pushing back against Mizuchi’s. For a moment, Mara felt the touch of a blade against her skin, but not with the cutting intent that she’d occasionally felt from Keras—

It was the gentle touch of the flat of a blade. The warmth of a teacher and a friend, signaling a round had ended, and an eagerness to meet another. And with it, she found renewed strength, renewed hope.

For just an instant, Seiha met Mizuchi’s black-eyed glare with his own silvery one, and impossibly, the pressure between them was equally matched.

As Mizuchi growled and took a breath, Seiha tossed his wooden sword aside, then lifted his now-free hand to strike toward her heart.

“Memory Manifestation,” Mizuchi exhaled, her voice calm. “Hero’s End.”

Then her tail plunged straight through the center of Seiha’s chest.

***

Mary watched as Seiha dropped into a bloody puddle. The hope that she’d felt surge within her when Seiha had manifested his spirit fell along with his body.

There were no screams left within her, only rage.

She dropped from the air in a rush, dismissing Archer to return to her spirit. He was drained beyond usefulness in this form, but as a piece of spirit regalia, he could go back to bolstering her spells.

As her bow vanished, she landed straight behind Mizuchi as the serpent raised a hand to conjure a spear, then slapped both of her palms on Mizuchi’s ears.

“Drop dead.”

Mary liked to think of herself as a nice girl. But she was a banishment specialist, and on occasion, it helped to remember that banishment was a combination of two mana types — light and death.

She didn’t like using the latter, but she liked watching her friends die even less.

Mizuchi staggered as a Citrine-level death spell flared through her already injured Viewing Point, the seat of the mind, which Seiha had clearly damaged when he’d struck her in the forehead.

Blood poured out of Mizuchi’s nose as Mary poured more and more mana into her. There was no mercy here, even if Mizuchi was being controlled against her will.

She knew what Seiha had been trying to do, trying to break that control, and that had gotten him a hole in his chest for his effort.

And Rosie—

She didn’t want to think about Rosie. But when she did, more and more death mana flared through her fingertips into Mizuchi’s body. Blood was flowing from Mizuchi’s nose as the serpent turned, stumbling, and with a surprisingly weak motion, tried to slap Mary’s hands away.

“Good…try…” Mizuchi reached up to grab her again, lightning flickering across her claws — only for Mara to floor her with a punch.

Mizuchi hit the ground. And, for a long moment, she didn’t move.

“Finish it,” Mary whispered, falling to her knees.

Mara nodded, then kicked Rose’s fallen sword into her grip, raised it, and—

Mizuchi’s body trembled on the ground. The world seemed to shatter in that next moment, as the serpent shifted, twisted, and then, as Mara plunged the sword down, it struck something in mid-air and glanced harmlessly to the side—

She’d hit a single titanic scale. One scale of a serpent, no longer in human guise.

Mary’s head turned upward and upward, as she sought to take in the full form of the creature in front of them. A creature of legend that was so large that it couldn’t fit within the room they were standing in. Each scale on the creature’s body was the size of a human’s shield, and the totality of the snake-like creature was of such vast scale that its head had pierced through the ceiling of the chamber, and now looked down upon them with a look of utter disdain.

Mizuchi, the Hero’s End, had shown her true form.

With a single flick of the serpent’s tail, Mary was smashed into the rubble, and she knew nothing more.


Chapter XVIII – The Terminal Door IX

I stared at the man in front of me in shock, but there was precious little time to ask questions before he whipped a hand in my direction, a colossal wave of green energy cascading across the gigantic clock gear. I blasted a hole straight through it with a wave of transference, then surged through it, swinging Selys-Lyann downward.

A phantasmal cane appeared in his right hand as I swung. He knocked my slice to the side expertly, with a minimalist movement, as if he’d made the same movement ten thousand times.

Secondary attack incoming in 0.0198 seconds—

I jerked to the side to avoid being skewered by a piercing blast from his off-hand, then jumped over a rapid sweep of a scythe-like blade aimed at my knees, only to find a glimmering ceiling above me. I burst through it with a flare of transference, then kicked myself backward in mid-air to avoid a rapid hail of glimmering needles.

I hurled a rapid counterstrike of transference, which he countered with a disdainful circular gesture of his off-hand, forming a glimmering shield.

“Stop, I don’t mean you any harm,” I called down, narrowly managing a shroud-burst to deflect a hail of phantasmal nails from behind me, then hardened my barriers to block a swing from a massive glowing hammer.

The hammer swing knocked me backward, cracking my shields and forcing me to the ground, where spikes emerged from the ground all around me. I swung Selys-Lyann to slice through them as I skidded across the gear, then sliced upward in an arc, sending a burst of frost at my opponent.

He flicked a finger at the ice. It shattered in mid-air with seemingly no reason.

“You’re quick, phantom, but you won’t stop me! It’s too late!” He backed away, mania and fear in his expression.

He retreated to something out-of-place on the top of the gear — a dozen stone jugs. I’d seen them when I’d first gotten atop the gear, but I hadn’t had time to process, and now…I still wasn’t sure what they were. Just that he was reaching for them, mana glowing on his hands.

Detect Aura.

I was nearly blinded by the level of light. Not the ambient power from the shrine — that I’d expected.

No, it came from him.

His aura shined brilliant green, perhaps even showing a hint of blue—

Or maybe that blue I was seeing was just glare from the massive urns of liquid. They were absolutely filled to the brim with mana…and their mana was terrifyingly brilliant azure.

Accelerated Computation yelled possible explanations, but the warnings it screamed were louder.

That much mana in those jugs? Nothing good could come of whatever he was doing.

“Wait!” I yelled. “I’m not a phantom, I’m another person! I’m Corin Cadence!”

His hand faltered, only for a moment.

“Cadence?” His broken voice echoed across the gear, in spite of barely being a whisper. “No. It’s another lie. It all has to end.”

His hand was a sliver from the massive urn when my own hand reached out.

Pull.

Pushing was the most basic application of transference mana, something any Quartz could do.

I wasn’t a Quartz-level novice. Not anymore.

I yanked him toward me, his groping for the urn missing entirely, then slammed down on him with a burst of transference straight from above.

My first move had caught him off-guard, but the second? It didn’t even bend his knees.

He swung around, hissing in frustration, pointing his phantasmal cane in my direction.

A dozen glowing swords appeared in the air around him, flashing toward me.

Transcendent Haste.

I swept my sword from side to side, smashing phantasmal blades out of the air. My opponent blinked.

“Very fast…” he mumbled, then shook his head and straightened his back. “Faster it is!”

A green aura flashed across him, then he charged toward me, his body blazing with enhancement mana. His conjured cane extended mid-swing, shifting into a bladed polearm and whipping downward with air-cutting force—

But I was still faster.

I danced to the side, tapping his polearm with the side of Selys-Lyann and watching as ice spread across the surface with what felt like exaggerated slowness.

He jumped backward. I lunged to pursue, but he released his grip on the spear and it exploded in mid-air into shrapnel. I raised an arm to protect my face, purely on instinct, and in that moment, he closed the distance and slammed a glowing fist into me—

Or, rather, into my six layers of barriers.

A burst of emerald mana launched me backward as my barriers cracked and tore, but they didn’t fall. When I steadied myself, my opponent stared in disbelief at the visible barriers around me — three layers of shields had fallen, but that still left three more layers of them. And two shrouds.

I took a deep breath, sighed, and connected a battery to my Six-Layer Shield Sigil and began to recharge it.

His eyes narrowed as my shields began to repair themselves. “What…technique is that?”

“Stand down and I’ll happily tell you.”

He scoffed. “Nice try, apparition.”

Then, he straightened again, raising a cane into a dueling stance.

His eyes were narrowed, now. He was taking me more seriously.

I’d do the same to him.

He began to circle me, his cane up in a stance that every Cadence learned. I knew that stance intimately, I could have imitated it.

But if he was going to fight me like a Cadence, I’d fight him like Corin in response.

I pointed my hand at him. “Ring: Retrieve cannon one.”

One of the salvaged mana cannons appeared in front of my hand—

I didn’t even have a chance to grab it before a phantasmal sword appeared and sliced it in half.

What?

I jumped backward as the cannon exploded in mid-air, the explosion ripping into my remaining shields. Before I’d even landed, a half-dozen spectral knives were hovering around me.

I batted them aside as I landed, backpedaling as I turned toward my opponent—

I found him hovering in a vortex of a thousand conjured blades, his eyes streaming green fire.

Wh…what?

His right arm came up—

And the storm followed.

I fell back as hundreds of blades flashed at me. Even with my transcendent speed, there were too many to parry, too many to dodge. As I batted swords and knives aside, tiny fragments of conjured sand and glass rose around me, probing for weaknesses.

Another shield cracked, then another.

Transference Burst.

A flare of transference bought me a moment as his conjured weapons flew backward, but the power wasn’t sufficient to disperse them. That was absurd, of course — if each individual weapon had enough density mana to survive a burst of my mana, then…

I was in a bad spot, wasn’t I?

As my last barrier began to crack, ice crept across my hands protectively. The chill helped remind me of something important—

I wasn’t just fighting for myself or by myself.

And even if my friends couldn’t help me directly here, I had plenty of other cards to play.

I slammed my sword into the ground, forming a wall of ice like Sera’s. And, with a spark of spirit, I told the sword what I needed.

Hold this for me if you can hear me, Thorn.

The wall hardened and grew even as I released it from my grip. Dozens of blades exploded against it, leaving deep cracks, but it held for a moment—

And it didn’t need to buy much time.

Activate Omnimancer Attunement: Elementalist Emulation.

I felt warmth as my artificial attunement flared to life for the first time, adaptation and null-contract functions switching off in favor of a copied set of Patrick’s Elementalist functions.

As the wall shattered, lightning flared from my third shroud. The first of the swords flashed through the gap—

And I reacted faster than thought, the blade flying straight past my face, missing by a sliver.

Then, as the remaining swords converged, I charged straight through them.

I can’t run these functions long. Even with all the passive acclimation I’ve been doing, the lightning mana will burn me alive—

Even as I wove through the storm, the last of my shields shattered and fell. Wounds blossomed along my arms, but I managed to rush to right beneath my opponent, then I focused my mana and concentrated.

Need to switch it up. Guardian Emulation.

“Dragon Ascends to Sky!” My legs and arm flared with unfamiliar power as I jumped upward—

And my opponent disdainfully caught my arm in mid-air. “Really? Enhancement mana, against me?”

And with a flick of his wrist, I was flying backward straight through his storm. I sent out another burst of transference to prevent his blades from slashing me to bits as I flew through it, but I was bleeding badly when I landed—

Both in blood and mana.

Enchanter Emulation.

It was my safest move — my body could handle more Enchanter or Arbiter functions for an extended period, and the extra transference mana would passively improve my speed…at least, once I vented the extra enhancement mana and started generating it.

I wasn’t sure I’d last that long.

I’d drawn in more power from my batteries, but those were running close to dry. I reached out for Selys-Lyann, a transference pull wresting the sword from the ground and back to my hand, raising it even as more weapons flashed toward me.

I hissed as I battered blades aside, backing up…straight into another forming Shaper’s Box.

The trap sealed shut around me, a glowing green box that robbed me of sight and sound. It immediately began to constrict.

In moments, I’d be crushed to paste.

But I’d trained against this maneuver a thousand times. A flick of a finger activated a void emitter on my belt, destabilizing the box, then I shattered it with an elbow filled with transference mana.

That freed me just in time to parry a swing of his newly manifested dueling cane, but the attack carried so much force that it launched me straight across the gear.

We exchanged a half-dozen ranged attacks while I flew backward, ice and transference meeting with his constructs—

And in every case, my attacks lost.

I was pumping Citrine-levels of mana into my attacks, but even using power that was nearly the exact opposite mana types of what I was opposing, it wasn’t enough.

As my blood dripped across the half-shattered ground, I found myself asking the same question he’d asked me—

What are you?

Even an Emerald couldn’t have managed the kind of onslaught he was putting out. Not for long. He showed no hint of exhaustion. If anything, he seemed to be growing stronger by the moment. He was no ordinary attuned, not just a Shaper as he’d first appeared.

But he wasn’t dealing with an ordinary Enchanter, either.

Not anymore.

I took a breath as I landed and drained my final mana battery, then flipped Selys-Lyann into my other hand and drew my void sword.

And, perhaps for the first time, I saw recognition in my opponent’s narrowing eyes.

“That sword…” His jaw tightened. “So, it’s you again, Kaspar. My oldest enemy. My oldest friend.”

“Uh, about that, this is just a spire construct—”

I barely managed to hurl myself to the side as he gestured and sliced the gear we were standing on in half.

I gawked as the metal separated and the half of the gear I was standing on began to slide down and fall.

I jumped forward toward his side of the barrier. A phantasmal greatsword swung to meet me, and I sliced through it with Jerome Schmidt’s sword, collapsing the construct immediately.

“Enough!”

Something caught me in mid-air. A construct, glowing green around my throat.

I caught something different in his eyes then. A hint of sadness, perhaps. Regret.

That was for just a moment before the newly formed collar on my neck began to constrict.

I flicked my sword upward, grazing the construct and cracking it. Then, with a burst of transference, I shattered it the rest of the way—

And fell, choking and hacking, onto the gear.

Blood pooled around me. That was never a good sign. I could barely feel the pain from my injuries — the regeneration function from my Silver Phoenix Sigil was still going — but I could feel the fatigue. I tried to brace against my sword to push myself up, but I didn’t make it that far.

Twelve copies of my opponent appeared around me as I landed, attacking from all sides.

Sixty-seven attacks incoming, first strike in—

I couldn’t survive that. I gripped my void sword tight, connected it to the void emitter on my belt, and turned the sword’s capacity rune off as I hurled it.

Radiant Shroud.

My sword detonated just as I sent a burst of light out of my shroud. The resulting void burst obliterated the simulacra and tore through my shimmering shroud. Shrapnel from my own attack caught me in several places, bits of metal drawing long wounds along my face, and legs.

When the darkness cleared, my opponent floated in mid-air, surrounded by a shimmering green barrier. A single line of blood trailed across his forehead. I’d obliterated many of his weapons with the devastating burst of void mana—

But not all of them.

I breathed heavily, stumbling back as a half-dozen remaining floating weapons hovered around me, poised to strike. He was nearly unhurt, but I was in terrible shape. My radiant shroud had prevented my void burst from draining all of my other items completely, but I was still rapidly running out of options.

“You fought better than last time.” My opponent raised his cane above his head. “But this is where it ends.”

He wasn’t wrong about that latter point.

A massive guillotine blade appeared in the air above me, prepared to cleave me in half. As he gestured to bring the blade down, I concentrated and spoke.

Conjurer Emulation.

“Come forth, King of all Monsters!”

Smoke blasted upward from the ground behind the ancient Shaper. He spun in alarm, conjuring a hail of blades to protect himself—

And as the great king of all monsters hopped forward toward his leg, he looked down in confusion, and I focused on my circlet to take a terrible risk.

Rate of rotation, speed, distance, multiply by the inverse of layer time compression—

Then, I activated the circlet and teleported right through his defensive halo of blades. Not to strike, but to reach out with my hand, gripping him on the House Cadence glove.

There was no mana this time, no trick to turn off his attunement. Just words and a gentle touch to reach another person.

“That’s enough, Grampa.”

His eyes blinked as I met his.

“Grampa?” He frowned. “Who…who are you?”

“I’m Corin, son of Magnus, son of Octavius, son of…you. Alaric Cadence.” I gripped his hand, then slowly lifted my own to his face, showing him my glove. The one my sister had given me, shining bright with the same House Cadence symbol that he wore.

“I’m your great-grandson. And, it seems, we have a lot of catching up to do.”

***

Alaric Cadence, the Hero of the Six Years War, wasn’t at his best. He was, however, considerably less dead than my mother had told me.

As we both settled on the ground, he lost some of his manic look, but he still looked…confused. Hurt.

I could understand why. He had, it seemed, been in here for a very, very long time.

I remained cautious, worried that he could attack at any time, and occasionally cast glances at the strange urns.

“So, the house lives on,” he cackled. “A great-grandson and granddaughter, eh? And your sister is here?”

“If she hasn’t already found her way through,” I told him.

“Already through…” He shook his head. “How is it that you’ve come so far this quickly? You’re…are you truly so young as you look?”

“We spoke to someone who had already made it through most of this place. She told us solutions to the rooms she knew. Do you know of Anabelle Farren?”

“Farren, yes, yes…” He shook his head. “I’ve met her…many, many times. But she’s a little…” He made a gesture at his head that was probably supposed to mean “crazy”, which felt a little funny, considering his own behavior.

“Ah. She can be hard to talk to, but the version I talked to outside of the time chamber was probably more stable than the one in here. She’s—”

“Yes, yes, simulacra of simulacra, I know. When you’re the only people in a place for long enough, you talk at times. For many years, sometimes.” He frowned. “She sent you, then? To save her?”

“Not exactly, but something close to that. I do have a way out. I think it’ll work for you, if not for her.”

He blinked. “A…way out? No, no, I need to…” He pulled away from me, toward the strange urns.

“Grampa, what are those?” I walked along with him, not stopping him with violence, but ready to take steps if needed.

“Years…year after year…I’ve worked. It’s enough, now, I think.” He laughed. “It has to be enough.”

“Enough to what?” I asked.

He turned to me, as if confused by my question. “Why, to bring the whole thing down, of course.”

I blinked. “The whole thing? The whole clock tower?”

He laughed. “No, no. You think too small, my boy!” He slapped my arm. “The great enemy of Valia, you know of him? The Tyrant in Gold?”

I nodded slowly. “Sure.”

“He is a God of Fate, boy. And a critical component of Fate is Time. And so…” He gestured at the urns. “I will make one last sacrifice for Valia. Win one more war.”

I processed what he was saying, urgently taking a step in front of him.

“Grampa, even if you destroy this whole place, you can’t break time. Even if you break the crystal itself, there are others.”

He looked startled, then…

Heartbroken.

“Then whatever was all of this for?”

His gaze met mine, and then, without any change of expression, tears began to run down his face.

I stepped forward, and without hesitation, pulled my great-grandfather close.

“It’s okay, Grampa.”

I held the hero of the Six Years War as he sobbed against my shoulder for as long as he needed.

***

As Alaric recovered, I spoke to him more, telling him of lighter things he’d missed — of positive things, or ones I thought he would enjoy. I unloaded extra clothes from my bag, other supplies, and then, finally, my exit door.

He hesitated, casting a last glance at his urns, and then stepped through the doorway and vanished.

Goddess’ speed to you, great-grandfather. I hope Sera is already on the other side to greet you.

I was surprised that it was so easy to convince him to abandon his task. It was like…he’d just been waiting for the slightest nudge. Perhaps he’d long known that what he was working toward would fail, but he’d needed something to do to keep him going.

I couldn’t get a clear answer on how long it had been from his perspective, but…too long. Longer than in the outside world, at a minimum — and he’d been missing and presumed dead for more than forty years.

I hoped that he’d find some safety and happiness on the other side of the gate.

On my own side, I packed the gate and the rest of my things back up. Then, I shamelessly collected his gigantic urns, and the hundreds of gallons of liquid mana inside of each.

I didn’t plan to blow up the time shrine, but you never knew when hundreds of thousands of mana might come in handy.

As I finished collecting the urns, I turned to find a new doorway atop the clock tower. I frowned at it, uncertain when and why it had appeared, but the iconography was clear this time—

A single symbol of a crystal was atop it.

I took a deep breath, finished treating my wounds just in case, and then stepped through the doorway.


Interlude XV — Memories and Mirrors VIII

Patrick, Mara, and Someone Else’s Perspectives

Mara watched as Mary was flung to the side by a blur of motion, a tail swipe with a body that was now so large that she couldn’t take it in with a single glance.

As Mary’s body hit the cracked and broken crystal floor, Mara roared and jammed Rose’s sword into a crack between the serpent’s scales. It bit deep, and Mara felt the sword’s power as the serpent’s blood flowed across the weapon’s surface, strength channeling into Mara’s own body. Her wounds began to close more rapidly, and new power flowed through her, stolen by the strike—

But then Mizuchi’s tremendous form was moving, wrenching the sword from her grip.

Even if she had a real hand, she had no hope of resisting that monster’s strength.

She remembered hearing that if Mizuchi had wanted to kill the children at the Winter Ball, she could have just assumed her true form and rolled over. Seeing Mizuchi at this size, up close, she knew it was true.

Her only blessing was that Mizuchi was so large now that the room itself couldn’t support her. She’d begun to float upward, her massive serpentine coils only allowing a small portion of her body to extend back into the arena where they’d been fighting before — and it wasn’t a small chamber. It had been more than a hundred feet across, before Mizuchi’s attacks and their own had blasted massive chunks out of it.

Mizuchi’s black eyes stared down at Mara. Even in her full-sized form, blood was flowing down Mizuchi’s face. Whatever Seiha and Mary had done, they’d injured her in such a way that even her spirit had been harmed, and changing forms hadn’t healed her entirely like it normally would—

But it hardly seemed to matter.

Patrick was gone, hurled off into the distance earlier in the fight, his body bleeding after his sword exploded in his hands.

Seiha, Rose, and Mary were all down. Rose had been alive a moment before, but as rubble was beginning to collapse from the ceiling with each of Mizuchi’s movements, there was no way to stay that way. Mary had only been struck once, but it was by a serpent the size of a castle, and her body was limp on the ground, limbs twisted in unnatural positions. And Seiha—

Well, he had a gigantic hole in his chest. A person didn’t live through that.

“So, little girl. It comes to you and me.” Mizuchi’s nostrils flared with lightning as she snorted. “Which means, of course, that it comes down to me.”

The serpent lunged, the air cracking at the speed of her movement—

But she was too large, too predictable.

Mara leapt straight above her, enhancement mana flaring through her body, reinforced by what she’d stolen from Mizuchi herself with the sword.

It didn’t just come down to them.

This one is for you, Professor Conway.

“Star Descends From Sky!”

Mara descended with a flare of power, forming a fist of mana inside her gauntlet, and slammed it straight into the top of Mizuchi’s colossal head. She felt a scale buckle and crack at the strength of her punch.

Mizuchi roared and reared upward, tossing Mara skyward, and tried to bite her straight out of the air—

Too slow.

Mara kicked off of one of Mizuchi’s colossal teeth, landed on a piece of the collapsing ceiling, then jumped off of it and landed on Mizuchi’s back underside. She ran against gravity up Mizuchi’s scales, grabbed Rose’s sword, and wrested it out of where it had been stuck with a spray of blood.

Mizuchi shook herself and howled, sending Mara tumbling free. She landed back on the cavern floor, then jumped immediately to the side as Mizuchi descended—

But where Mizuchi’s size had slowed her, it had given her impossible power. She didn’t simply stop when she missed Mara — she crashed straight through the cavern floor, tearing the entire room in half. The room tumbled apart in opposite directions, a quarter of it reduced to splinters in the lunge. The bodies of her friends began to tumble in the air as the room fell. She lunged for Mary, the closest one, and almost reached her—

Then Mizuchi’s jaws snapped closed on her leg.

***

Patrick woke to the sound of a scream, followed by the dull feeling of pain in his head. Then, he felt the wetness.

His fingers groped upward before his eyes even opened, coming back wet and sticky. Another burst of agony flared through him as he touched something jagged embedded in his skin. His eyes opened involuntarily, finding an open sky above him—

And madness all around him.

He’d landed on a small outcropping of rock that was floating in mid-air. As his eyes searched, he saw chunks of rock and crystal falling all around him — and a much larger crystal floating high above. At first, he thought it might have been the gateway crystal itself, but when he saw a blast of lightning flash out of it, he realized it was nothing of the sort—

It was just the room where he’d been fighting, floating in mid-air in this strange, suspended space, now hundreds of feet above him.

He sat up. His head swam, and he instinctively reached up again, finding bits of debris stuck into the skin, but fortunately his skull itself didn’t seem to have been cracked open. He winced and pulled out a few of the pieces of metal he could feel. It was only belatedly that he realized that they were fragments of his own sword, which had been blasted apart.

He scanned from side to side, but he could find no other sign of the weapon, save for more fragments lodged in other parts of his body. He picked up a few more.

Sorry, Bright Reflection. If there’s anything of you left, I’ll try to find you and fix you again. For now, the others need me.

He didn’t have time to find every metal shard embedded in his skin. Hopefully, his newly upgraded shield sigil’s regeneration properties would take care of the rest, or his friends could help heal him—

If anyone else survived.

The battle was still clearly raging above, but he couldn’t get an idea of how well it was going from as far below as he was. With a deep breath, he focused what mana he had left, then changed his mind and activated his boots. He’d need as much mana as he could get if he wanted to help.

His boots allowed him to fly upward, taking a position above the chamber and getting a better look at the room—

Or, rather, what was left of it.

The chamber had fallen into pieces. Chunks of it were now floating in mid-air, like the one he’d fallen on. Presumably, the chamber they’d been held in was some kind of extra dimensional place, and it didn’t have conventional gravity all the way throughout.

That was fortunate, in some ways, because he could see Rose’s blood-splatted form on one of the chunks, and Mary’s unconscious form lying on another. If they’d kept falling in a conventional way…

He didn’t want to think about that. Or if their unmoving bodies were alive. As long as he could reach them, there was hope, but…

Of Seiha, there was no sign.

And Mara…

Mara was the one who was screaming. It took him a moment to understand why—

At first, he’d mistaken Mizuchi’s colossal serpentine form for some kind of terrain. She was simply too large to process as being a creature. And now, she was looming above Mara, who was holding the bleeding stump where her left leg had been.

Patrick took a breath, trembled, then raised his hands toward the sky.

Sorry, Professor. I know you said I still wasn’t ready, but I can’t hold back here. Simple spells aren’t going to do a thing.

He reached upward, both hands toward the sky, while his thoughts focused inward like his teacher had taught him. His body trembled with pain, his mind threatened by the blackness of his closed eyes.

Unlock…Sealed Function…

Meteor.

[Warning: Necessary secondary essence levels insufficient to safely support meteor function. Confirm?]

Con…firm.

[Initiating unsealing process. Stand by.]

Pain blasted through his body as the star veins in his right hand began to burn. Red lines flooded across his skin, tracing the path of his star veins in visible form. Star veins weren’t supposed to be a physical thing, exactly — they were part physical, part spirit — but as the lines chased across his skin from arm to chest, then to his other arm, smoke began to spread across his charring skin.

Hold out, Mara. Help is on the way.

***

Mara screamed, then pressed her hands down on the wound.

She’d…she’d been broken again.

But there was no time to think on that. Mizuchi spat out the remains of her lost leg, then opened her jaws and laughed.

Mara grabbed the stump of her leg, the agony not quite reaching her in full because of the regeneration effect from her shield sigil and the adrenaline pumping through her — then gripped the wound and channeled another regeneration spell through her own body.

It wouldn’t save her leg, of course. But it might seal the wound quickly enough to prevent her from bleeding to death.

Then, with a thought, she commanded her Advanced Armor to reshape itself. The crystalline plates shifted and moved, density mana momentarily liquifying the material and reshaping it to form a rudimentary prosthetic beneath where her lower leg had been, then forming a structure to support the injured stump.

She had some experience with this type of thing now, given how much practice she had with her hand.

And with that formed, she stared up at Mizuchi’s laughing jaws, and pushed herself upward—

And immediately fell.

It was too much. The pain surged through the stump of her lost limb, immediate and overwhelming. Even with all of her training, all of the stolen strength that flooded within her, a recently lost lower leg was too much to muscle through.

And so, as Mizuchi opened her jaws, lightning flaring within them, Mara closed her own eyes.

There was nothing else to be done. She had no ranged weapons, no final attacks. Even if her bell had been working, she’d lost it.

Her closed eyes were filled with lightning blue. She heard the crackling sound of thunder, and knew the end was coming—

Until the blue was overwhelmed in an instant with a flare of crimson red, so bright she could see it even with her eyes jammed tightly closed.

***

The skies ripped asunder as Patrick Wayland-Cadence burned, his entire body blistering and burning from within.

A sphere of fire, bright as a second sun, manifested in the air just above the serpent. The moisture in the air vanished. Clouds burst and evaporated for miles in the distant sky.

And Patrick spoke one last word as he snapped his fingers. “Meteor.”

Then the sky exploded and Patrick fell.

***

There was no sound as the sun died in the sky.

Mara’s eyes opened just in time to see it happen — a star shattering against the top of Mizuchi’s colossal skull, blasting it downward. The serpent’s colossal head cracked into the ground, lightning exploding within her mouth as the force of the explosion slammed her jaw shut.

The serpent’s head slammed into the ground, crushing another part of the room into dust…

And, for a moment, Mizuchi was still.

There was a moment of silence. No one, nothing moved.

And then Mara saw it — the slow rising and falling of the serpent’s chest. The entire top of her skull had been blackened by whatever that tremendous attack was, which must have exploded from within her shrouds…but even that, even with all of her other wounds, hadn’t been enough.

Mizuchi was stirring, and as Mara looked up, she saw Patrick’s body, horribly burned, falling from the sky.

She reached with a hand helplessly, but she had no air mana, nothing to catch him with. And so, he tumbled and tumbled, until he was gone from her view.

“It isn’t fair,” she mumbled, coughing. “I…don’t have anything left.”

Then, from a pile of fallen crystal at her side, she heard a cough, and a voice, barely a whisper.

“Still got a few…things…but…can’t reach…”

Seiha.

It was impossible. He had a hole in his chest. No person could survive that kind of—

Oh.

He’s…he’s not a normal person, is he? If he’s Keras, then…

He’s some kind of sword spirit or…

It doesn’t matter. He’s alive.

She clung to that thought with every bit of hope that she had left, and where she couldn’t stand, she made herself crawl.

Mizuchi was still stirring. The few remnants of their room were collapsing all around them.

And even as she reached the debris covering Seiha’s fallen form, the room beneath them began to tremble.

She tore into the rubble with both hands, one true and one formed from mana, and hurled them aside until she found his blood-splattered face.

“Hey…Mara. Good to see you.”

Tears flowed down her face. “I…don’t think I can fight anymore, Seiha. Can…can you still…?”

“Oh, not a chance.” He coughed. “I’m pretty sure I should be dead, if I’m being honest. But I’ve got something for you.”

He reached down, brushing a bit of the rubble aside on his own, and reached for his empty scabbard.

There was a flare of light, then the hilt of a massive greatsword appeared in his grip.

“So,” he said, “I’m not really supposed to loan this out, given the slight chance of destroying the world if it isn’t used quite right, but on account of the circumstances…”

He pressed the sword’s hilt into her hands. His own fingers were trembling. “I’ve never done this before, but if you wouldn’t mind…would you wield me, Mara?”

Mara’s tears landed on his face. “Okay.”

“Good.” His silvery eyes closed. “Let’s finish this. Together.”

“Together.”

***

Mizuchi stirred. Her skull was blasted and burned. Two of her Dianis Points had been cracked and shattered, a feat that should have been impossible. Her mana felt sluggish, the inside of her mouth burned.

But she was alive. And her enemies were almost gone. She shifted on the rubble, her eyes flickering open, and saw a figure right in front of her.

Marissa Callahan, standing in spite of her missing leg. Her armor was battered and broken, her helmet missing, and blood trailed across her face.

But she was standing. A blazing metallic aura shimmered around her, and she had a silver-bladed sword in her hands.

When Mizuchi’s eyes saw that sword, saw it for what it truly was—

For the first time she could remember, she felt true fear.

She opened her jaws in an instant, lunging, hoping to snap the woman up in an instantaneous strike—

And Mara simply stepped to the side, the motion seemingly effortless.

“Goodbye.”

And Mizuchi felt the sword trace a line across her cheek.

There was no pain.

Only an end.

***

Mara watched as Mizuchi’s tremendous body shifted and warped, then reverted to a woman of human size.

She felt the sword’s power thrumming through her hand, threatening to burn her from the inside out, but she could feel a hint of consciousness keeping that same power at bay — at least for now.

As Mizuchi’s humanoid form reappeared, she stirred, and Mara saw the strings around her, just as she had seen the ones around her serpentine one.

And, once again, she reached out and severed the strings in the air.

Mizuchi’s body trembled for a moment…then, her eyes fluttered open. Indigo again.

Her own eyes, the skin around them blacked and burned.

Mara’s borrowed blade jammed into the ground next to Mizuchi’s head. Her entire arm trembled. “You hurt my friends. You…you might have killed them.”

Mizuchi stared up at her. “Finish it, then.”

“I did.” Mara stared down. “You’re free.”

The serpent stared up at her. Then, she blinked. “Free.” Tears flowed down the cracked skin. “I…there is no freedom for someone like me.”

As if in response, a bright blue symbol flashed across her forehead.

“What is…” Mara took a step back, raising Seiha’s sword.

“My end. Katashi is no fool. There are precautions for monsters who are freed from his control, especially one so grand as I.” Mizuchi sat up, then brushing at her eyes, then stood to face Mara on trembling legs. “But freedom…for a moment, I could almost feel what it would be like. And so, Marissa Callahan. You have my thanks. For giving me something new. An ending I couldn’t have imagined.”

Mara readied herself as Mizuchi moved again, waiting to deflect a strike, but it never happened.

Instead, Mizuchi bowed deeply, to the waist, then took a step back and reached for her own chest.

There was a flare as she reached inward, her clawed hand reaching into scales as if they weren’t solid, and then wrenched something out—

A purple crystal, the size of a fist. Blood flowed from Mizuchi’s jaws as she extended her hand toward Mara.

“Use what is left. Save the others if you can.” Mizuchi eyes fluttered, barely remaining open.

Mara released one hand from her sword, taking the crystal in awe and confusion—

And then Mizuchi jumped, taking off into the sky…

A handful of seconds later, there was the sound of a detonation, and purple lightning filled the sky.

<You’re going to want to put that up against your chest.>

Seiha’s voice echoed upward from the sword in her grip into her mind.

What is it?

<Her heart.>

…What does that mean? What does it do?

<Find the others if you can. If you’re quick enough, it may just be enough.>


Chapter XIX – The Terminal Door X

As I stepped through the clockwork door, I found myself standing among the stars.

I gawked at the sight around me, in spite of the similarity to the route I’d taken to meet Future Corin. The stars were brighter here, closer — almost close enough to reach out and touch.

And even as I found my hand reaching for one, I watched as it flickered and died.

Message received, time shrine.

I looked around more specifically, finding no obvious path, only the galactic backdrop. There was no clear road beneath me, either, but the ground felt firm enough.

I took a step forward, testing. A perfect square illuminated before me, then another as I took my next step, then my next.

The path here only led forward. Another little message, perhaps.

I walked and walked. Seconds, minutes, and hours seemed to blur together, until finally, I saw it — a singular star at the center of my path. A star that was not, strictly speaking, a classical star at all.

The Time Gateway Crystal glowed with infinite light and dark. And, as I stood before it, I saw a thousand flickering versions of myself around it, approaching from other angles. Some reached out with hands, some spoke, and some—

Some even raised their swords to strike.

}Corin Cadence. What is it this time?{

I blinked at the surprisingly human-sounding voice that echoed in my mind and a tone of…mild irritation?

I blinked. “This time?” My voice echoed strangely in the space, but I continued. “Have we met before?”

}You should know by now that is a meaningless question.{

“Right, sure. I have some questions for you.”

}That’s usually the way it goes.{

I thought I could almost hear a sigh from crystal, but maybe that was my imagination.

“Firstly, can I ask if my sister has passed through here?”

}Your sister has passed/is passing/will pass through this place safely and has met/is meeting/will meet you safely on the other side.{

“And my great-grandfather? Was that actually him, or just a shrine construct?”

}That was/is/will be your great grandfather. He has passed through/is passing through/will pass through. You will meet again.{

“Okay, thank you. On to business, then.” I took a breath of relief. “Have I earned a boon?”

}You have earned/are earning/will earn a boon. You may spend it now.{

A little awkward, but honestly, probably more understandable than some shrines would be. And some people. Okay.

“I’d like to spend my boon on behalf of the original Anabelle Farren, so that she can ask the question she’s been unable to ask, and I’d like to hear the question spoke and the answer given. Do you know what I refer to, and is that a valid boon?”

It kind of felt like a multi-part boon, and it wasn’t strictly what Farren had asked me for, but it technically met her requirements — and I hoped it would free Farren Prime in the process. If so, I’d accomplish multiple goals at once.

I wasn’t sure if the crystal would agree to something with that added layer of complexity, but it felt like it was worth trying. If the transcendence and shade crystals were any indication, some crystals were more cooperative than others.

}I am aware/will be aware/have been aware of your intentions. Your question is a difficult one, but can be answered, and you may hear/will hear/are hearing the questions and answers. Do you wish to proceed with this as your boon?{

“Will Farren actually be able to leave this place if she asks the question?”

}She will leave/is leaving/has left after asking the question is answered. She will find the answer disappointing.{

I blinked at that last part, but…ultimately, it didn’t matter.

“Okay. Let’s do it.”

}It has been done/is done/will be done.{

Silence. I looked around, waiting.

}The Farren has awakened/is awakening/will awaken.{

That…maybe half-explained things? Had Farren put herself to sleep, literally or more in a figurative sense with a sort of stasis, to retain some shred of her sanity while trapped here?

I didn’t get any clear answers to that right away, but I heard more voices a moment later.

}You may ask your question, Farren.{

“I don’t understand.”

}The question has been granted to you by a boon from another. You may ask the question you have long awaited.{

“Oh.” A pause. “I don’t remember.”

All silence.

“It’s been a while, you know?”

}Yes.{ The crystal’s voice was gentle. Maybe even…sad? }Yes, I know.{

I had a backup plan for this. Not this contingency exactly, but I had Farren’s original envelope, in case I needed to ask the question. I retrieved it from my bag. “Time Gateway Crystal, can you…pass this to her somehow?”

The letter vanished, answering my question.

I heard the sound of paper, which felt a little weird and unnecessary.

“Oh! Oh! Was that all it was?” Farren’s voice again. “Right. Can you please tell us how to use advanced time magic without, um, vanishing into nonexistence or possibly being retroactively removed from ever existing?”

}You have been granted/are granted/will be granted a boon and therefore I am now able to answer this question for you.{

“Right. So, uh, for the boon, do that!”

}Very well.{

A tense pause.

}To use time magic of that kind, you must have permission.{

“Oh! That’s so simple, thank you! Wow, I feel so silly for having been stuck here for dozens of lifetimes now, hahahahahaha!”

She sounded a little manic, there. “Can I have permission now?”

The crystal’s voice dipped again. }It is not my permission you need. It is his.{

If the word “his” had any significance to Farren, it was beyond me. There was no image that came alongside it, no clarity, no immediate clue—

Save that I felt the consciousness in the sword at my hip stir once again, louder and clearer than before.

“No,” Farren mumbled, her voice still distant, but all around me. “That can’t be right. That’s…not fair. We’re not supposed to…we’re not allowed to…the Tyrant, he…”

}Your question has been answered. I will open the gate for you to leave.{

“Oh… I can leave.” A pause. “Do I have to go?”

}No. But you should go/are going/will go.{

“Okay.” Farren’s voice dipped. “Goodbye, old friend. I hope you don’t get lonely all by yourself.”

}It has been fun/is sad to see you depart/will be okay in time.{

I heard a distant click, like a clock stopping, and then Farren’s voice was gone.

I remained.

}It has been done/is done/will be done.{

I nodded toward the crystal. “Thank you. That was kind. You could have asked her to stay — and I get the sense you wanted her to.”

}My desires were irrelevant/are irrelevant/will be irrelevant. I fulfilled/fulfill/will fulfill my purpose.{

“I…appreciate that, and I know you don’t have the same kind of consciousness that a human does, so maybe I’m overly anthropomorphizing, but…if you feel sad about being lonely, maybe you should consider taking some steps to address that? Maybe…I don’t know, making it easier for people to reach you for boons, so that you have more people to talk to?”

}I have considered it/am considering it/will consider it. Now, you must go to your final meeting. You have one more door to step through.{

I frowned. “Wait, what? I’m not done?”

}You are done with my challenges. There is, however, one more meeting you have waited for/are waiting for/will wait for, up ahead. For your question was asked of me, but I am not the only one who heard.”

A gilded gateway appeared before me, the glimmering metal draped with vines, a stark contrast to the pitch-black night and the backdrop of stars.

Oh. Oh no.

I took a deep breath, then stepped forward into the gate of gold.


Interlude XVI — Memories and Mirrors IX

Antonia Meltalke’s Perspective, Someone Else’s Perspective

Chancellor Meltlake descended into the ruins of the crystal shrine, keen eyes quickly taking in the fallen bodies of her students.

No. The prophecy. I was supposed to—

Movement.

Meltlake’s breath caught in her chest as she saw Vermillion Rose, the young woman’s body covered in burns and blood, cradling a body in her arms and weeping.

Her own apprentice’s body.

“Professor?” She looked up as the chancellor landed. “You…they’re…”

“Calm yourself, dearie,” came an older woman’s voice as Vellum descended from the sky at her side. “Help is here.”

Meltlake shot her an accusatory glare. Her prophecy had been useless. And her stick—

The broken remains of the one that Vellum had given Meltlake were on the ground nearby. It had served its purpose, but too late.

The battle was over by the time she’d arrived, even with leveraging a Wayfarer network and Len’s help for immediate teleportation.

“Calm? You can’t expect her to be calm, Blanche.” Meltlake’s hands trembled. “We were too late. They fought Mizuchi, and I…”

“You were never meant to fight Mizuchi again. If you had, she would have escaped.”

Meltlake blinked. “You…you knew? You knew this would happen?”

“I knew there was a high chance the children would kill Mizuchi, yes.” Vellum shrugged. “My arts never were precise, even at my best. But this largely aligns with expectations.”

“Aligns with…” The chancellor turned toward Vellum, stalking toward the older woman and balling a fist.

When Vellum turned to face her, the ancient woman met her eyes—

And stars glittered in the darkness of Vellum’s gaze.

There was nothing mortal in that expression. But in the lines around those eyes, Chancellor Meltlake saw something not divine, but deeply and truly human.

Something very tired, but determined to hold on.

Vellum’s voice was softer as she spoke again. “Save your anger. You will need that soon. For now, you must gather the children in one place. Don’t cast any spells on them. I will take care of the rest.”

Meltlake lowered her hand as Vellum turned, then slowly, trudged away. As the old woman reached a solid crystal wall — one of the few that had remained intact after the devastating battle — a doorway appeared in front of her.

Vellum stepped through the doorway without pause, and in a moment, it vanished into nothing.

***

Blanche Vellum had a terrible headache.

She dismissed her dominion sight as she walked down the absolutely unnecessary hallway leading toward the crystal chamber. Her old wound on her right leg slowed her down, but only marginally.

While it might have been best to let Chancellor Meltlake simmer in her anger for a bit — that kind of righteous indignation would serve her well in the days to come, and reversing the situation here too quickly would rob the scene of its effect — there was a problem.

She couldn’t stand the sight she’d just witnessed, either.

It was easier to mask when she had to do it for an audience. Now, she found herself hurrying, in spite of the pain it caused and the knowledge that it would be less efficient for the future.

Hopefully, the motivation simply from seeing the aftermath would be enough.

The crystalline walls trembled with each step she took down the hall, struggling to remain stable. The damage the shrine had incurred was significant. If she’d been younger, held what she’d used to…

No use thinking about that. Just a few more steps.

Just a few more steps.

She repeated that too many times before she reached the end of the hall. There was no door, just an open doorway. Her breath caught as she stood in that doorframe, gazing upward.

Pieces of the memory gateway crystal hovered in mid-air around the central core, gleaming as they attempted to graft themselves back to the frame. Several of them wobbled weakly, struggling to remain aloft.

[W-w-welcome back, A-Administrator Blank.]

“Oh, my dear child. What have they done to you?”

[C-critical damage incurred. Protective stasis failure imminent.]

“Keep the injured children in stasis a bit longer, dear.” Vellum stepped into the crystal room, then rolled up her sleeves. “I’ll get you cleaned up. Then, you’ll have some more work to do.”


Chapter XX – The Terminal Door XI

My step through the golden gateway took me through a jarring transition, not to a place of obvious danger or a gilded castle. Instead, I stood among the carefully cultivated plants of a garden that seemed to stretch on for an impossible distance. Row after row of identical, perfectly sculpted plants were all around me — gilded flowers on thorny stems.

While the flowers were in matching rows, they were surrounded by a wide variety of other plants — everything from tiny berry bushes to massive trees. I could barely identify a handful of them, and even then, I had no confidence in being correct with my assumptions.

The sky seemed to shine above me, but I’d lived next to a fake window for long enough to know when it was just a little bit too still.

I steeled myself for a meeting, but as someone came around a corner, it was not who I expected.

The woman who came around the corner was of indeterminate age, wearing long purple robes that struck a stark contrast to her white work gloves and a heavy work apron. Those elements were strange enough, but some tells of her nature were more obvious. The scales on her skin, the wings on her back, the amethyst-colored hair—

No, I realized, looking closer as she approached.

Not amethyst-colored. Literal crystals. That’s…not like any serpent I’ve ever seen. A dragon, then, or something else?

“Oh, it’s you.” The strange woman wiped her gloves on her apron, then pulled them off. “I thought you might be coming, but it’s hard to plan for these sorts of things.”

I frowned, uncertain. I still had some lingering paranoia related to serpents, but this woman showed no hostility. Her tone was gentle, if perhaps a bit…off. “Forgive me if I’m intruding. I’m…not sure quite where I am?”

She nodded hastily. “Come this way, I’ll explain over tea. You like tea, don’t you?”

It didn’t sound like the kind of question that would get me murdered, so I simply answered honestly. “Sure?”

“Wonderful. This way.”

She turned and started walking, then disappeared behind a tree. I half-expected that I’d follow her around the tree and find that she’d vanished, but fortunately, this didn’t seem like that kind of place. She was just walking up ahead, and it wasn’t long before she led us to an open area of grass. There was a basket lying there, and I hesitated for a moment as she reached in, fearing a weapon — but she was just pulling out a blanket.

The strange woman laid the blanket out on the grass, tossed her gloves and apron inside the basket, then began to set out a tea set. “Please, have a seat! I have snacks, too, if you’re hungry.”

“I…guess I am? I’d rather ask some things, first, if that’s okay?”

She smiled. “Hungry for answers, is it? I’ve been there. That’s fine. We can chat. I can’t promise to know everything, but I’d like to help.”

Hesitantly, I took a seat. She poured steaming liquid into a pair of old-fashioned cups, then lifted one. “We clink cups for tea here, like some do for alcohol.”

I took my cup and lifted it, clinking it against hers. “Sure.”

“It’s safe. Just normal tea.” She took a sip, then let out a contented sigh.

Well, I suppose poison would be a weird way to go at this stage, but at least I’m fairly protected against it.

I prepared some light mana, just in case, then took a sip. I blinked. “Huh. Is there honey in here?”

“I have a bit of a sweet tooth. Don’t tell anyone.” She winked at me.

“I…probably will, actually. I have a habit of telling stories lately.” I blinked. “Is there a truth potion in here or something? I didn’t intend to say that.”

“Nope, the tea is fine. And don’t worry, you can tell people, I was mostly teasing — and giving you a demonstration.”

I frowned. “A demonstration? Of?”

“Here.” She gestured to the place around us. “We are in a liminal space between planes and things don’t work quite the way you might expect. It’s best to understand that before you say or do too much.”

I took a breath, thinking. This was familiar somehow, but…

“You’d come to it eventually on your own, but since you’re nervous, I’ll explain. We’re in Therin Thorn’s spirit space. Before you ask, I’m not Thorn, nor one of his other identities. I’m a guest, much like you. Don’t worry, I’m not hostile. He didn’t strictly invite me, but I’m a friend, at least in a sense.”

Thorn’s spirit place. Then… “Is he okay? Can you tell?”

“He’s mending. You’ve done good work with that, and it’s part of why I’m here to talk to you, rather than to take him away.”

I felt a hint of pride, as well as defensiveness. “What right would you have to take him?”

“It’s less a right, exactly, and more an obligation.” She sipped at her tea. “I tend to a garden very much like this one, but in a different place. It is the garden of a man who appreciates your loyalty to his lesser self, and as a result, he has chosen to permit you to continue on your path.”

I sucked in a deep breath, taking a sip of the calming tea. “You work for the…what does he prefer to call himself? The King of Thorns?”

“That works fine. Really, you can use any number of titles. Just don’t call him Vae-Vae. He hates that.” She gave me an exaggerated wink.

“Then…” I took a breath. “The King of Thorns has been watching me?”

“It’s more that he’s constantly aware of all pieces of his greater self, and at times, he chooses to act when they are threatened — or, conversely, when they choose to assert themselves too strongly in a way he disapproves of. Thorn chose to defend you and was harmed in the process. You have chosen to dedicate resources to helping him. You have both demonstrated loyalty to one another, which is something that Vaelien values greatly. And so, he offers a reward.”

“Can he help Thorn?” I asked.

“A trivial matter. I’ll help with that before I leave.”

“I…thank you. I’ve been trying, but…”

“You’ve been doing quite well. He’s nearly ready to wake on his own. But I think you’ll want his help with things to come, so I’ll speed it up a bit.”

“You know what I’m planning to do, then?” I asked.

“Oh, yes.” She nodded. “I know much of it, at least. Aside from my part-time job as a gardener, I’m also an oracle.”

I took another look at her, thinking back. Where had I heard her description before?

Oh.

“You’re Asphodel, aren’t you? Wait, weren’t you a paladin?”

She smiled. “I’m her, but not the version you’re thinking of. Not the one who knew your friend. I took a different path a very long time ago. Made other choices, in part because I had another set of options.”

“Meaning…what, exactly?”

“That’s the sort of topic where we could get lost for quite a while, I’m afraid. And like it or not, my time here is limited.” She smiled sweetly. “There are some flowers that must be nourished, but there are also weeds to pull.”

And, for the first time in the conversation, I felt a mere hint of the power she held as space began to tremble around her. It was just a flicker, perhaps a hint of spiritual intent, but…

I was very, very glad she’d decided I wasn’t on the list of things to be immediately pruned.

I gulped. “Okay. Thank you for the tea, then, and for being willing to help Thorn.”

Asphodel shook her head. “It’s no trouble. And that doesn’t actually conclude our business. I am here to offer you a favor, and helping Thorn isn’t it.”

“Then…” I paused. “I don’t suppose I could ask for the King of Thorns to set aside any differences he has with other gods and work to combat the Sun Eater? I’m under the impression—”

Asphodel raised both hands. “Let me stop you right there. That’s, uh, a bit of a sensitive topic to Vae— er, the King of Thorns. Rest assured that I’m already talking to him about it. It’s not a thing you need to ask for. Just to be direct, I have something specific I’m offering that I think you want.”

“Which is?”

She opened a hand, an hourglass unfolding from it. “Permission. Within certain limits.”

I blinked. “You’re giving me permission to use time magic?”

“To be clear, I have no authority over that. I only tend the garden and, on occasion, deliver messages to sleepers. It’s a more advanced application of one of my older skills. But the King of Thorns is willing to give you limited permissions.”

I gulped. “At what cost?”

“None. He does not expect anyone from Kaldwyn to serve him — he understands your background. You should know, however, that he will continue to watch. And that if your loyalty is tested, and falters too severely…well, he’s best known for taking things away, isn’t he?”

I gulped. “And if I’d rather not accept?”

“Kind of irrelevant, actually. He’s not expecting a response. This is a gift. You can use it or not.”

I nodded slowly. “What are the limitations?”

“Three things.” She held up a finger. “First, don’t try to time travel. The stuff you already did in the shrine isn’t an issue.”

I nodded. “Okay. Easy enough. What else?”

Another finger went up. “Second, don’t try to reverse time, even on a smaller scale. That’s the type of thing he only permits to his closest servants. You are not one of them.”

“Wait, hold on. Are those even things people can do successfully? Time travel and time reversal?”

“Don’t try.” She raised a third finger. “This is just for you, not others. You can’t pass this gift on.”

I nodded slowly. “Okay. Thing is…I don’t actually have access to time mana. Not directly, anyway.”

“You will.” Asphodel said. “When Thorn wakes up, he’ll have regained a bit of a connection to his greater self, and you may reach for time mana that way. You may need to renegotiate with Thorn for the new mana type, but that should be nothing new to you.”

“I…uh, don’t suppose that means Thorn will have access to the other dominions of the King of Thorns when he wakes?”

“No.” Asphodel shook her head. “His current vessel cannot hold much more. If you move him to a more appropriate vessel, he may be able to access other things, but you should not expect to be given access to the true dominion of the King of Thorns under any circumstances.”

No vae dominion, then. That’s expected, but a bit disappointing. So much for infinite power.

“Another vessel?” I asked. “Is it safe for Thorn to be moved, then?”

“It will be, once he wakes. And I’d advise doing it soon. The Hero’s End still seeks his destruction — and he is too weak to fight properly in his current form. You must find him something that suits his strengths better…and the remains of the True Blade must be sent on another path.”

That was the first overtly oracular thing she’d said. I was grateful I didn’t have to deal with too many statements of the kind.

“Any hints?”

“A sword more closely tied to the powers of the King of Thorns would be more appropriate for him, were you to make one. As for the True Blade, that pathway will open itself in time.”

“Okaaaay.” I nodded. “One more quick question. If I wanted to, say, make myself a Chronomancer attunement in addition to getting time mana from Thorn?”

Asphodel shrugged. “You could, but Thorn can offer you more through your bond. And if you tinker with time magic through an attunement, that will get more complicated for you. I’d advise against it. The King of Thorns would not punish you, but others might.”

“I understand.” I nodded. “Thank you for the tea.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll look forward to doing it again sometime in the real world, should our paths cross.”

“Is that likely?”

“No,” Asphodel said sadly, “it isn’t.”

She raised her teacup, taking another sip. The world shifted around me, trees seeming to grow of their own volition—

Then Asphodel was gone and I was alone in a place of utter darkness, sitting facing a door.

The Terminal Door.

I pushed myself to my feet.

Time to go.


Interlude XVII — Memories and Mirrors X

Patrick Wayland’s Perspective

Patrick woke to find himself in an unfamiliar room. It felt simultaneously dark and light. His head was swimming. Pain was…everywhere.

And floating above him was a tremendous crystal.

[The one who was called Patrick Wayland-Cadence. You have awakened.]

He’d heard this voice in his mind before. The crystal, when it had reported a threat. And…when it had prevented them from fleeing.

He responded in his own mind. He was still too weak to speak.

I…didn’t think I’d survive that.

[In many worlds, you would not have.]

He blinked at the crystal above him, then remembered.

Meteor. He’d done it. But…

He looked down. His body was covered in blisters, burns, and cuts, but they had already partially healed.

How long have I been out?

[Three days you have slumbered. You have been kept in a state of near stasis for healing purposes.]

And…the others?

[They were alive, for the most part. A sacrifice was made.]

…Who?

[The one who was your enemy. The one who was called Mizuchi.]

Mizuchi sacrificed herself for us? How? Why?

[Your friends learned enough to explain better. You were unconscious, but you were owed a boon.]

Patrick frowned. And the others? They’re all alive? Intact?

[Marissa Callahan lost a leg in the confrontation, but her other layers of self remained intact enough that I was able to restore it to an earlier state. Mary Hawthorne and Vermillion Rose have been largely restored by boons spent.]

And Seiha? Is he okay? Was he…real?

[I was unable to identify the world origin of the one called ‘Seiha’. A boon has restored him to greater functionality. He has left his place, but an echo of him remains behind.]

What sort of echo?

[A memory of a wielder’s bond is not easily broken, even across different worlds.]

Patrick blinked.

There…definitely was a lot he was going to need to catch up with the others on when he got out of here.

Okay. Are the others still here?

[They have been sent outside to recover in the tower. They have awaited you beyond.]

He took a breath. Can I get a list of the other boons that were already asked for?

[Most of the boons thus far were use for restorative purposes, largely on behalf of others. I have healed each of you to the maximum extent of my own ability. Your star veins were repaired to the best of my ability, but using further fire magic is not advised.]

Can you give Marissa Callahan a memory bond for my boon, then?

[I was unable to grant your request. Marissa Callahan was already granted a boon to remember her wielder bond. Her body unable to handle more.]

That’s…okay, huh. Questions for later. Then…a memory crystal mark for me, I guess?

There was a pause, then Patrick felt something cold form on his chest.

[Your boon has been granted.]

Then his vision went white, and memories faded behind him.


Interlude XVIII — A Debt Owed VII

Jin Dalen’s Perspective

Jin Dalen was alive.

That, at least, the Ancestor had seen fit to provide—

Or, perhaps it was just the work of the people who now loomed above him.

He was still in a dark place, but as he blearily processed the world and returned to consciousness, he realized it was a different one. And his company was…well, not what he’d hoped for.

Vera Corrington sat above him, holding his own gun. Not one of the casual ones, unfortunately — the one with the god-killing bullets. And, unless she’d put more of them into him while he was unconscious, there were a few left for her to use on him at any time.

He somewhat doubted even the Ancestor, or any power he provided, would save him if she decided to put a couple more of those bullets in him now. And it was within her rights, he had to admit.

He’d done the same to her, albeit with a much less effective gun. And he’d been on a time crunch.

“You’re awake,” Vera noted. “I didn’t think that was going to happen.”

He tried to turn to look around, but his neck wasn’t working. At first, his response to that was panic, but after a moment of shifting his eyes he realized his neck was in some kind of medical brace — along with his chest.

“Where…are we?” Jin asked.

“Well-hidden. You don’t need to know the details. You’ve been given medical treatment.”

“Then…did you save me?” Jin blinked. He tried to shift his eyes to look to see if anyone else was present, but it was too dark.

“No, Tachibana Dan saved you, impossible as that might sound. When the earthquake went off, he actually went looking for you, and somehow managed to use his armor to track yours. I don’t know how he did it, that’s not one of the features they had when I worked on them.”

“That’s…wait, what? Aren’t the armor suits…Artinian relics?”

Vera snorted. “You bought that?” She shook her head. “Nothing of the sort. They’re Caelish Advanced Armor with a couple extra coats of paint. They have been doing some kind of upgrades here, something to do with spirit magic, but I’ve had other things to focus on.”

“Echion. What’s…what are you doing here?”

“We might be chatting now, but I’m not exactly thrilled with the idea of sharing all my projects with you. I don’t approve of Echion trying to kill you — not the least of which is because he absolutely wrecked the entire base doing it — but I’m still fifty-fifty on if I’m going to finish the job. What is this?” She jingled the gun at him.

“I’m pretty sure it’s a Valian model, rather than—”

“Don’t quip with me. I’m not your friend, Jin.” Vera shook her head. “Answers for answers. And if I’m feeling generous, you might not eat a bullet when we’re done here.”

“F…fine.” Jin clenched his jaw. “You know I was working for the Blackstone Bandits when we tried to save you the last time?”

“Yeah. I didn’t think they had anything like…this.” She turned the gun over. “I’m still trying to get a good idea of just how those bullets were made, but they’re…something else, Jin. I’ve never seen anything like them, and I work on gods.”

“My understanding is that they were designed as…well, counters for that. If necessary.”

“By the Blackstone Bandits?” Vera asked, sounding strangely sad.

Jin took a breath with some difficulty, considering.

If she might kill me, I…probably shouldn’t throw my friends out along with my body. They did nothing to deserve that.

“No. Derek never wanted to do you or the others harm. The other Blackstones, I don’t know, I wasn’t in that deep. But some Havens tracked me down, offered to collaborate on an assignment. Said you and some of the kids had been kidnapped. I was on a rescue mission.”

“A rescue mission doesn’t explain this gun.” Vera shifted the bullet chamber with a meaningful click.

“It was given to me as…a backup plan. I kept it, but didn’t plan to use it the way they wanted. It was just…you don’t turn down a god-killing weapon.”

“I imagine not.” She wrinkled her nose. “Okay. Good enough. You get a question.”

Dozens of intellectual questions came to him. The god beast attuned, Echion, what she was doing…but…

Here, this close to the end, he had something else in mind.

“How…how do I make up for it? What I did? Was…there ever really any hope?”

Vera watched him carefully, then shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t think so. I’m not big on redemption, Jin. It helps that you tried to help the person that you hurt — that’s better than most people. But there are lines that I don’t really think you can come back from. We’re never going to be friends, Jin. It doesn’t matter how many times you try to make up for it, I’m not going to forgive you. But.”

“But?” Jin asked, trying not to feel too hopeful.

“If it’s any consolation, I did shoot you a couple times while you were out. With a normal gun. I felt a little better after that.” She holstered Jin’s gun at his side. “I’m keeping this. But I’m not going to kill you. I’m not going to tell Echion to kill you, either. At least, not today.”

She turned around. “Goodbye, Jin.”

“Wait. Hold on—”

She started to walk off.

It would be so easy to just let her walk off. To have some closure, as much as he could have hoped for. To let her leave, to recover, to find his way home—

But even if she’d never forgive him, if there was no hope of redemption, he saw that he could do some good for someone that was having a hard time. And that was worth doing, even if he wasn’t going to earn her forgiveness.

“Your brand.”

Vera paused, turning back around. “What about my brand?”

Jin had heard a lot from Derek during their dealings, including a few key points about a father and son duel.

“If you want to take care of it,” Jin took a breath, “I might know a guy.”

“That,” Vera turned toward him, a look of consideration on her face, “is quite an offer. Who did you have in mind?”


Chapter XXI – Reunion

I walked out the gateway with Selys-Lyann in hand, wary in spite of my exhaustion. I remembered Farren’s words about the shrine being captured at some point in time. I didn’t know if I’d completed the shrine quickly enough to get out before control of the entrance was seized.

I was stronger than ever, but even with new power and equipment, I didn’t know if I could fight my way through an occupied facility. My solution?

Don’t try.

I was invisible and inaudible as I walked out the Terminal Door, but what was waiting for me wasn’t an ambush.

At least, not of the dangerous variety.

There was a “Happy Belated ??? Name Day, Corin” banner draped across the ceiling. Patrick, Mara, and Farren, were sitting around a table playing cards.

A horn went off as soon as the door opened. Confetti blasted out from two devices on either side of the door. As careful as I was, I only half-avoided the harmless explosion, and it still managed to ruin my invisibility.

“Corin!” Patrick shot to his feet upon seeing me — or, at least, the confetti-covered blur that he somehow recognized as me.

I recognized him, too, in spite of the differences.

He was older. He had strange scars burned across his face and all the way down his neck. It took me a moment to realize that they were the lines that were normally followed by star veins…which meant something strange had happened. Still, his expression was happy, and the scars looked old and long-healed. He’d grown out his facial hair — and from the area near the right side of his jaw, I thought that might have been to cover a second scar.

That wasn’t the only difference. He’d always been large, and he’d gradually changed from looking simply heavy to looking more like a wrestler over our first year and a half at Lorian Heights. Now, that body had firmed up further, his arms thick with powerful muscles.

But that wasn’t what I noticed most clearly — it was the attunement mark on his forehead, glowing orange. Not Sunstone-level, though.

No, it was the artificial attunement I’d given him, gleaming with delicious Orange flavored potency.

I dismissed my invisibility upon seeing my friends, giving a little wave.

Mara stood more slowly, largely because she had to take a moment to pass a handful of coins to Farren. “Shows me for bettin’ against a time wizard.”

Farren cackled. “Should have learned last time.” She wasn’t obviously changed, save for an expectant look on her face marked with…hope, maybe?

Didn’t she already know what had happened in there? Or…was there some delay?

I’d tell her soon enough. For the moment, I was noticing Mara’s changes — the way she’d chopped her hair short, her own thicker arms, the scars on her muscular legs, the gloves on her hands—

Wait, hands? And…wait, is she wearing a sword?

The weapon was an unfamiliar one, a massive two-handed sword strapped across her back in a scabbard lined with dozens of runes that looked like…seals?

Those were important to ask about, but there was one that was more important.

“Where’s Sera?” I asked.

“Nothing to worry about,” Patrick reassured me immediately. “She’s just sleeping. Farren said you’d be home today, but we weren’t sure when, or if she’d be right.”

“Always right,” Farren muttered.

“Welcome home,” Mara said. “And,” she gestured to the banner, “and surprise!”

I laughed. “Is there cake?”

“It’s cinnegar.” Mara grinned. “Patrick and I made it ourselves. I’ll go get it. But let’s wake Sera up.”

We didn’t need to worry about it. Apparently, the celebratory blowhorn tied to the door was quite enough for that.

Sera stumbled out of the same room I’d once stayed in, wearing pajamas, fluffy slippers, and a blanket wrapped around her back like a cloak. The dark of the blanket was a stark contrast to her hair—

Which was, at the moment, almost entirely ice-white.

“Corin,” she said with a weak smile, “welcome home.”

I sheathed my sword and walked straight over to hug her. Sera shivered in my arms. She was cold. So very cold. But we’d made it. We’d both made it out alive. And we weren’t the only ones.

Only moments after I’d hugged my sister, Farren Prime stepped out of the Terminal Door.

***

Fortunately, the blowhorn and confetti didn’t trigger the moment that Farren’s original body stepped out of the time shrine. Nevertheless, she looked confused. She paused at the doorway.

Farren stood up from the table — and then the other doors in the room opened. More and more Farrens stepped out of the side rooms — dozens of them.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who they’d predicted returning.

“Welcome home, Mother,” they said in unison.

They circled around her, some of them embracing her directly, while others stood back.

“I’m back,” the original muttered weakly. “Take me away from here.”

Two of the other Farrens took her by the hands and led her out of the room.

Soon, they’d all departed, save for one.

She turned to me. “You returned her, and we are grateful, but that was not our deal. Did you ask the question?”

I nodded, then reached into my bag, retrieving a crystal and handing it to her. “Your answer.”

That Farren accepted the crystal with both hands. “It’s so light,” she muttered.

“Light?”

“Something like this knowledge…it should be heavier.” She turned her eyes up toward mine, meeting them ever-so-briefly in a way she usually avoided. There was something complicated there, something dangerous.

Then she smiled, clutching the crystal to her chest. “I accept that you have delivered on our deal. Thank you, Corin. With this…we’ll have a great deal to talk about in the future. For now, catch up with your friends. You’ve earned a brief rest.”

“Brief?” I asked.

“You’ll see soon enough, during the next reunion,” she said ominously, departing the chamber.

Then, I was alone with my friends. And cake.

***

We sat down at the card table, Sera wrapping herself tightly in the blanket as Mara and Patrick began to cut slices of the cake for us.

“Quick question,” I asked. “Did an, uh, eccentric old man show up here at some point?”

Sera laughed. “Eccentric is a nice way to put it. Yes, Great-Gramps made it out of the shrine. He’s…a lot. But he’s safe and being taken care of.”

“Here?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, he’s been in time compression for too long. I made it out of the shrine about a week ago in time relative to the outside world and he wasn’t much after me. When I figured out who he was and what happened, I explained that I was his other descendant, and I got him moved to our estates back in Valia. I’ve hired some people to look after him. He’s already doing better now that he’s in a familiar place. It's going to take some time for him to recover, but he’s healing.”

“Thanks for taking care of that. It’s…strange.”

“We should talk about that more later. For now, he’s assured me that he doesn’t want to take the lordship of the house back. He is interested in the Emerald Council, as well as the Council of Lords, but he wants to have some time to study the modern world first.”

“Makes sense.” I nodded, accepting a slice of cake from Mara.

I couldn’t help but look at Mara’s gloved hands as she handed it to me. She clearly saw me noticing, and sat down in her own chair.

“You can ask, I won’t be offended.”

“Did you get your hand back?” I asked.

She grabbed her right glove and tugged it off — revealing precisely nothing underneath.

I blinked.

A moment later, a glowing green hand appeared where the glove had been. Then, it vanished again, replaced by an essence blade. Then, a climbing hook. Then, back to a hand, but one that looked like it was made entirely out of shadow.

“I still haven’t regenerated it. I’m getting to the point where it might be possible soon, but it’d never be quite the same as before. I…don’t know if I’m going to do it. For now, I’m practicing different hand constructs, and I’ve got a trick that makes it almost as good as a real hand.”

“What sort of trick?”

“That,” she grinned in a way that reminded me of our old mentor, slipping her glove back over the shadow hand, “is a bit of a trade secret.”

It was only at that point that I realized the sword on her back looked more familiar than I’d realized. It wasn’t quite the same, but…

“Wait. That sword. Is Keras—”

She shook her head. “We haven’t seen him. This is…it’s a copy of a sword from another version of Keras. It’s…uh, a long story. The transcendence crystal version of Keras has been teaching me how to use it.”

I let out an appreciative whistle. “Using the transcendence crystal to train? That’s not a bad idea.”

“It’s pretty limited in what it can do,” Sera explained. “It can only make copies of people who went into the shrine. And yes, that’s a lot of people over the years, but the crystal doesn’t have a perfect recollection of older ones and can’t emulate them as effectively.”

“I’d love to hear more about that later, but first…” I turned to Patrick. “Can I ask about your scars? And…how long has it been?”

“Sure, but try the cake first, we’re waiting.”

I laughed, taking a bite of the cake. “Delicious. Thank you for the warm welcome. I…think I needed it.”

“Glad to help. It’s…good to have all four of us together like this.” He reached across to the center of table.

Sera disentangled a hand from the blankets to take his. Mara reached into the center, too.

And finally, my hand joined the three of them.

My heart softened at their touch. It…helped make being back feel more real.

We pulled our hands back a moment later, digging into the cake.

A bit of silence, then Patrick turned to me to explain. “It’s only been about four months in the outside world.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “After seeing you, I was a little worried that…”

He nodded. “It’s been closer to a year and a half for Mara and me. A little longer for her than me — she’s been training as much as possible.”

“Even with that, I’m still not quite Emerald yet,” she complained.

“Not quite? That means…?”

“Citrine and change, yeah. And, uh, Lemon-Lime with the one you made me?”

I blinked. “Lemon-Lime is really impressive. That’s…probably about as strong as your Guardian attunement?”

“Nah, not there yet. It’s growing quickly, though. I assume that’s because of the demi-contract functions and the shade-emulation acclimation emulation functions you built in.”

I blinked again. “You know about that?”

“’Course. Soon as I got access to mental mana at Cherry level, I started learning how to read sub-glyphs. Can’t say I’m at your level with them, and you didn’t give me editing permissions, but I have a pretty good idea about how this thing works. It’s impressive stuff, Corin. You’ve got some stuff in there that none of the standard attunements are doing — and I like the optimizations, too.”

I might have blushed a bit. “Thanks.”

“Of course, I’m not the only one studying your work,” Mara told me. “Farren has been very interested in the stuff you left with her. And so you’re not caught off-guard, she’s got Cecily working for her in here now.”

“Wait, Cecily is here? She was back in Valia. What about the gardening project?” I asked.

“We had to evacuate her. That,” Patrick reached up, pointing to his chin scar under his beard, “is where I got this. Assassins hit Derek’s house. Satsuki was there to hold them off. Cecily managed to get us an emergency message, and I went with a team to clear them out.”

“Why would our place be a target for Dalenos?” I asked.

“Wasn’t them. Sons of Valia,” he explained. “They were responsible for the bombs, too. Cutting off the head didn’t end their threat entirely. They’ve got a new leader, but we haven’t sorted that out yet. Too many other things going on. We got Cecily, Satsuki, and Emery out safe. The former two are here. Emery is in the Seventh Spire. We got the flowers, too. They’re being replanted in one of Farren’s facilities. We still own them.”

“What about Sheridan, then?” I asked.

“Called it,” Sera said with a smile.

Mara groaned, reaching to a pouch and pulling out another few coins, which she passed to Sera. “Ugh. You’re going to bankrupt me.”

“Maybe you should stop gambling,” Patrick offered.

“Bets aren’t gambl—oh.” Mara frowned. “I guess betting is exactly gambling, isn’t it?”

“It is, yes,” he said patiently.

Mara sighed. “Anyway, Sheridan is fine. They were doing field medic stuff for a while, but they’re back in Valia right now, working at a hospital.”

“Deni is the one that patched me up for a lot of this. Helped reduce the scarring,” Patrick explained, gesturing at the scar on his chin under his beard.

“What was that from?”

“The memory shrine,” Patrick explained, “and more specifically, from an old friend.”

I frowned. “Old friend?”

“Mizuchi,” Mara contributed. “She very nearly killed us both. Again…But...” Her hands, real and conjured, clenched. “She’s gone, now.”

I blinked. “You beat her?”

“Not exactly,” Mara said. “We cut her off from Katashi. Her brand killed her.”

“Oh.” I went silent. I didn’t know what to say about that.

But it did confirm some things. I was going to have to be very careful with some of my future plans.

“There’s more to that,” Patrick explained. “She gave some of herself to Mara before she died. Out of gratitude, I guess, because we spared her.”

“What does that mean?” I asked. “Part of her?”

“A crystal. I think it was her Heart Point, in solid form. I sort of…absorbed it. I’m still figuring that out.”

“That’s…wow. Okay.” I took a breath.

“Yeah. Wow is right. Felt pretty good about beating her, but things got more complicated right after,” Mara responded.

“Complicated?” I asked.

Patrick chimed in next. “That was when Katashi appeared — and when Emperor Edria Song met him on the field of battle for the first time.”

I gulped. “And…how’d that go?”

“She deflected an attack that would have taken one of our cities off the map. There’s a new crater about the size of Beaufort to the northeast. After that, they met and talked for hours. We have no idea what happened. When Edria Song emerged from the meeting, she looked…pale. Disturbed. Katashi left the battlefield, but no one felt like it was a victory. The emperor hasn’t been seen since.”

“In battle?” I asked.

“No,” Sera replied. “In general.”

I frowned at that. “Huh.”

“Yeah. Fortunately, Katashi hasn’t taken the field again yet, either. I don’t know if that’s because they struck some kind of deal or what, but it’s just been some tortoise leading the Dalenos army.”

“I feel like you’re underselling the Child of a God Tortoise,” Mara groaned.

Sera shrugged. “He’s no Mizuchi. And you beat her.”

“We definitely can’t count on being able to repeat that,” Mara said. “That’s…it was bad, Sera.”

“Okay.” Sera nodded. “Well, that’s most of the big stuff.”

I nodded. “That’s about what I was expecting. I think I can help.”

Patrick raised an eyebrow. “How would you even suspect any of that?”

“A little advice from the future.” I reached into my bag, pulling out my new Cadence Box — I couldn’t exactly call it a Jaden one — and retrieved the three pieces of the RIN system. “Can we get these transported to Meltlake somehow? Assuming she’s still there?”

“She is. Why? What are those?” Patrick asked.

“A way to keep the school intact in this timeline, I hope.”

“In this timeline?” Mara asked.

Then, I had some explaining of my own to do. I didn’t tell them everything — just the basics about what Future Corin had shared.

“So…” Mara concluded, “they’ll stop Katashi from destroying the city outright, but he can still just summon an army of monsters, or use smaller attacks. How do we stop him completely?”

“Not us,” I told her.

She raised an eyebrow. “What would stop him, then?”

“Meltlake, hopefully, with one of these.” I pulled out a sigil from my bag. “It’s designed to activate attunement functions for her. She mentioned being at Sapphire level mana wise — that’s a lot of capacity to work with. This should let her actually use some of it.”

“Even with that, I don’t know…” Patrick picked up the sigil, looking it over. “I know Keras fought him, and Meltlake was as strong as him in that tournament, he kept getting stronger. Maybe with all of us helping…”

I shook my head. “We won’t be there.”

Her eyes narrowed. “And why not?”

“Because, given that my supposed future self seems to have had enough accurate information to predict the impending attack, I think we can rely on his advice in some other areas. Meaning we have a window of time that we need to take advantage of as soon as we send these things off — and hopefully we’ll save the city that way, indirectly.”

“By doing what, exactly?” Sera asked.

“Are Mary and Vermillion available?” I asked.

“Maybe? They’re still here. They’ve been training with me and Patrick. Vermillion is helping me out with learning to use this sword.”

“What is that sword, anyway?”

Mara laughed. “That’s…complicated.”

I groaned. “Of course it is. Okay. Back to the topic. Are Mary and Vermillion free?”

“Why?” Mara asked.

“Because we’re going to need seven people for the Seventh Spire.”

***

Explaining the situation was easier than I expected, largely because Mary and Vermillion had already been training with Patrick and Mara for months. The pair already knew that Mara and Partick would be leaving shortly after I returned — if I returned — and Patrick had already felt them out for coming along.

They didn’t look quite as obviously changed as Patrick and Mara did — they hadn’t been in the Crafting Chambers as long, so they hadn’t aged to the same degree.

Still, when I instinctively looked them over with Detect Aura, I noted that Mary had one new power source — putting her at six. She’d probably hit a crystal shrine, or possibly made another classical Dianis Point.

Vermillion was a stranger case. I only saw two points on her — her heart and her left hand — and neither of them had classic attunement colors. My best guess was that she didn’t have an attunement at all, and was purely using power from essence sorcery. I planned to ask before we actually went to the spire—

So I did. Immediately.

I can learn, okay?

“My body is weird,” Vermillion explained. “You’ve probably figured out by now that Mary and I are from off-continent, yeah?”

“I’d surmised that was likely, yes.”

“Well, I’m also probably not quite human.”

I nodded. “Serpent? Dragon?”

She shook her head. “Don’t think so, but I don’t really know. Mom was cagey about it, and Dad — well, I never met my biological dad. Either way, I process essence differently than most people. I don’t naturally build up Dianis Points — instead, essence I absorb goes almost entirely to secondary essence or my bloodline point. Didn’t get an attunement because it might not work right, since they’re built for ordinary humans.”

“Okay. I might actually be able to do something about that, eventually, but we’re kind of short on time.”

“Do something about what?” She folded her arms. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

“No no, sorry! Didn’t mean you needed to be fixed or something, I just mean it’s possible to make attunements for non-humans. Farren made one for a dragon at some point.”

“Oh. Yeah, that’d be nice, I guess?” She shrugged.

“Right. Can’t do it right now, though. Not enough time. I do see two essence sources for you already? Are those Dianis Points that you ended up with somehow?”

Vermillion shook her head. “Not quite. My heart is something to do with my bloodline, which is what makes my essence all go weird, I think. As for my hand, that’s my destiny mark, and that’s…kind of private? But it’s a good one. Won’t get in the way. Front-liner stuff.”

I nodded. “A front-liner would be good. I can help Mara with it in a pinch, but I’m more of a support specialist who can fight.”

Vermillion scoffed. “I’ve seen you fight. Think you’re underselling yourself, but I’m not gonna complain if you want to focus on support.”

We talked a little more, discussing specific capabilities, before coming to the big question.

“So, do you two want to come with us?” Sera asked.

They looked at each other, then Mary gave the response.

“We do, but to be direct, you should know that our patron has certain expectations.”

This wasn’t a surprise in itself. I knew they worked for Elora, who in turn seemed to work for the Blackstone Assassin, and clearly they’d both have angles. I just didn’t expect Mary to be as forthright about it.

“What sort of expectations?” I asked.

“I can’t tell you everything we’ve been asked to do, but you can probably guess.”

“You mean killing Katashi, rather than finding another solution?” I asked.

“Again, can’t actually tell you,” Vermillion replied.

“Can you confirm that the mission doesn’t involve sabotaging us in any way?” I asked.

“Yeah, absolutely. Our patron wants to be on good terms with you. There’s no sabotage involved. This is largely about…ensuring that things go smoothly, without loose ends.”

Patrick looked deeply uncomfortable.

I turned to him. “Patrick? Are you okay with this?”

He blinked in obvious surprise. “I…not really? I don’t think I could be okay with the idea of killing a visage. I don’t like what Katashi has been doing, obviously. And now that I’ve had some time to think about it, I really do think it’s important to put a stop to this, by force if necessary. But trying to kill a visage of the goddess? That’s…it’s against everything I was raised to believe.”

Rose reached out to try to take his hand, but Patrick pulled away, whispering, “Not now.”

She frowned, then shrugged and responded, “Can’t relate. God or no god, he’s killing innocents every time his armies take another city. That’s not justice.”

“It’s not that simple. Visages aren’t like us. They have a higher concept of justice and a larger picture to draw from. We can’t judge them by our own ethical standards.”

“Do you need us to approach this differently, then?” I asked him. “Bring other people, who are more able to take a different approach?”

He looked surprised again. “I don’t know. I just…look, I don’t want to disrupt the whole plan that everyone has been working on for all this time. It’s important that Katashi be stopped. But I can’t…do what I did with Saffron.”

I considered that. “Well, you don’t have to be the one who swings the sword, you could just—”

“I can’t go along if the plan is ‘kill Katashi’. Sorry. I’ll let you find someone else.”

He started to stand, but I held out a hand. “If anyone is getting left behind, it isn’t going to be you. Sorry, Mary, Rose.”

“No, we get it,” Mary responded. “I wouldn’t break up my team, either, if I…”

She exchanged glances with Rose, then went silent.

“Would another long-term or permanent form of resolution work for your employer?” I asked Mary.

She hesitated. “I think we need to ask some questions. If you’ll excuse us for a bit?”

We let them leave. Then, it was just the four of us.

“You okay?” I asked Patrick.

“Not really.” His shoulders slumped. “If I’m honest, I’m surprised you finally noticed.”

“I…” My heart sank. “I’m sorry. I knew this type of thing would be hard for you a long time ago, but I didn’t say anything. I just pushed and pushed with my views. I was so certain I was right that I didn’t even give you a chance to speak. And…while I’m still pretty certain that I’m in the right here, it wasn’t good of me to just presume that to the point where I didn’t hear you out.”

“You sure picked a dramatic time to notice,” he said with a laugh.

“Better to talk it out now than let it build up in a spire. Someone warned me about that.”

He looked at Sera.

Sera shrugged. “Nope, not me. His alternate future self that might or might not be real.”

“Oh. That kind of shrine, right.” He turned back to me. “How was future me?”

“I didn’t see anyone else.” I shook my head. “But my future self clearly regretted letting things simmer too long. So, let’s talk it out. Tell me about your beliefs, your struggles with them. And I’ll listen.”

“And consider them?” he asked.

“I’ll give it an honest effort, but I’m probably not going to change my mind.”

“I…guess that’s all I can ask.” Patrick let out a long a breath. “Thanks. I…don’t really know where to start.”

“At the beginning?”

He laughed. “Okay. Well, you know some of this, but when I was a child…”

***

We talked for a long while, all four of us. Patrick told us a bit about his beliefs, and we listened, giving him the space to just talk about his background and experiences.

After that, he asked us about our own thoughts, and we turned it into more of a discussion. That was wide-ranging, and I often digressed into talking about theories about what the visages actually were and the gods on other continents, but I still think it was a good talk.

By the time Mary and Rose returned, I think Patrick was at least feeling a bit better from our support, but he was still…in a fragile state about the whole situation. He’d been holding in his emotions for a very long time, lengthened further by the strangeness of training in near-isolation in the Crafting Chambers for the last several months.

It probably helped him to get it all out, but it also left him in an emotionally raw place to move forward. I thought that if Mary and Rose returned with a hard denial, it might push him into just insisting that the rest of us go without him, but fortunately, it didn’t play out that way.

“We were unable to reach our patron directly, but our direct superior was able to make a judgment call,” Mary explained. I surmised that she meant that they’d talked to Elora, but I could have been wrong.

“Which was?” Sera asked.

“We can fill you in. We don’t want a secret like this to be disruptive to teamwork. So, to be direct — we don’t need to kill any visages. We will, however, not settle for a purely diplomatic solution, and we will not take killing off the table as an option if that’s necessary.”

I nodded. “I have to ask — you’re aware that killing a visage could destroy the entire nation, right?”

Mary nodded. “There are workarounds for that. Not easy ones, of course. For example, I’m a banishment specialist. If what we’re worried about is a mana detonation, there are spells to rapidly disperse mana.”

I considered that. “Even with all your banishment compounding, I don’t think you could handle the mana of a visage exploding, could you?”

“Not by myself, but if we had time to set up a ritual, or if I had help…I could potentially at least reduce the damage to the point where it doesn’t get out of the spire. Spires are tough to break.”

“But that still probably kills us, in that scenario,” Mara pointed out.

“It does,” Mary acknowledged. “And we’d clearly like to avoid that, too. But it can’t be completely off the table. We can’t go into a fight with someone as powerful as a visage with lethal force unavailable as an option. We aren’t going to win with both hands tied behind our backs.”

I looked at Patrick. “Is that good enough as a compromise?”

He took a deep breath. “Why is diplomacy off the table?”

“Because in any scenario where a visage makes a deal and leaves, there’s absolutely nothing we can do to enforce it.”

“Contract magic?” I asked. “Some kind of magical enforcement of terms?”

“We could entertain that, as it wouldn’t be purely diplomatic, but you’d need an external force stronger than Katashi to enforce the contract, which is an improbable ask,” Mary replied.

“Right. I’ll think on that.” I nodded.

I already had some ideas, both of my own and shamelessly stolen from my future self, but I didn’t want to spend the entire conversation making suggestions like those.

“So,” Sera asked, “are we in agreement that lethal force is acceptable, but that we will look for other solutions as long as they’re lasting ones?”

“Fine on our end,” Rose nodded.

“Okay. It isn’t perfect, but…this war does need to end.” Patrick took a deep breath, considering, then nodded. “I’m in.”

***

We talked a bit more, but that conversation helped to forestall my fears about things falling apart with Patrick during or after the spire.

With that, we were six.

It wasn’t perfect. I would have preferred to stick with people I felt comfortable entrusting with my life, but that list was pretty much restricted to four people — Patrick, Mara, Sera, and our missing mentor. Maybe Derek, too, but he was equally unavailable.

Finding a seventh that was even as acceptable as Mary and Vermillion would be difficult.

There were others I considered, of course. In spite of the time we’d been apart, I thought about Sheridan often, and I trusted them enough to go on a spire run together — after all, we’d done it before. But they were too important to the war effort.

I trusted Elora a whole lot less, in spite of the fact that we’d actually worked together more at this point. Possibly because of that? Either way, I didn’t want to invite Elora in spite of her being an actual Emerald. It didn’t matter much — Sera assured me that Elora would refuse if we asked. While Elora did have unfinished business in the spires, she wasn’t willing to risk a direct confrontation with a visage.

I considered asking Lute himself to come with us. Even with our training, I thought he might be as strong or stronger than our existing group, and he was familiar with the spire. Unfortunately, Patrick had actually crossed paths with him at the Emerald Council and discussed that briefly while I’d been away, and he couldn’t help us that directly. Patrick’s impression was that Lute effectively worked for the Seventh Spire like a Whisper, and thus, participating on a team would be cheating.

I visited Cecily as well, and we talked, but that’s something that’s better kept to ourselves. Suffice to say that we talked about some shared experiences in our past and the trauma that went along with it. That might have helped, too. It’s never easy for me to identify when those types of talks actually accomplish anything, but I’m glad we talked.

I liked Cecily, but even without feeling her out in the conversation, I knew she wasn’t the right match for our seventh team member. She’d grown stronger in my absence, just like the others had, but only in a strictly linear fashion. She’d spent a few extra months in the Crafting Chambers — she wasn’t in a deep layer like I had been, but she’d been there “longer” in terms of the outside world’s time — and in that timeframe, she’d nearly hit Sunstone. A solid accomplishment if she’d still been a student at Lorian Heights, one that would have put her toward the top of our graduating class in power, but we weren’t dealing with things on that scale anymore.

For the Seventh Spire, we were supposed to be Emeralds. None of my team was actually an Emerald, but we were getting to the point where we were powerful enough that we didn’t need to punch up toward them — we simply had our power allocated differently than your classic Emerald did.

My own mana levels were complicated.

I had lost track of the amount of time I’d spent beyond the Terminal Door. There were spells that could estimate someone’s biological age, but…I wasn’t sure I wanted to know how long I’d been stuck in that horrible loneliness. It was still hard to believe that I’d gotten out. That was going to take some, well, time.

My mana measurements showed tremendous improvement. My mana growth per day had likely been much lower than when I’d simply been in the Sixth Layer, since I’d been focused on survival, not training. But my Null-Contract Gauntlet and acclimation functions had continued to work, even if I hadn’t been focused on training. The results weren’t as overwhelming as a long period of focused training like Mara’s might have gotten me, but I was still vastly stronger than when I’d walked through the doors.

My Enchanter attunement measured at 1171 mana, now deep into Sunstone-level. And with 2578 mana in my Arbiter attunement, I was well over the 2190 mana requirement for Citrine-level with it.

I hadn’t even noticed during the shrine. I’d been running my own custom-made attunement levels so long that I hadn’t been aware when I’d crossed that threshold.

Even between those two attunements, I wasn’t quite an Emerald, but with a Citrine-level attunement and a Sunstone one, I finally felt like I was strong enough to compete without having to rely entirely on batteries. I would, of course, still be using every resource at my disposal — but between those measurements, and the fact that I’d managed to stand up to my own legendary ancestor with half my equipment broken or inoperable…

I felt strong. Truly strong, for the first time in my life.

Now that I was comfortable with manipulating my Arbiter attunement’s specialization functions openly, I disabled my acclimation function, restoring the quarter of my mana that had been unavailable while it had been used to accelerate my rate of mana growth. The trip into the spire would hopefully be too short for mana growth to be a factor. Instead, I’d keep my mana pool free to swap to any specialization I needed, allowing me to punch above my level with any mana type to which I’d acclimated enough.

Aside from my original attunements, I had five sources of power.

The next strongest was my bond with Thorn, which was nearly as powerful as my Arbiter attunement, showing 1966 mana. That was practically Citrine-level by itself.

Thorn still hadn’t awakened, but I could feel that he was at the verge of it, and our bond felt stronger than ever. He felt stronger, too. Asphodel had been right — he was outgrowing the sword that contained him.

I had some ideas on how to address that with a sword that was more appropriate. I started work on that before we left the shrine, but I wouldn’t finish it until Thorn and I had a chance to discuss it.

That wasn’t all I planned to talk about. Once he’d fully awakened, I hoped to discuss new terms for our arrangement and see what he could teach me about spirit arts. Beyond that, I hoped he could supply me with other types of mana. And if I had access to even a hint of time magic…I had to imagine I’d be getting a lot faster soon.

The next was my shiny-new third attunement — the Omnimancer. During my question-mark months in the shrine, it had grown tremendously due to nearly all of the resources in it being dedicated specifically toward mana growth. It was deep into Sunstone-level, providing me with an additional 624 mana. I was still in the process of figuring out what functions I wanted to use it for by default, but after several months of acclimating to every base mana type, I could emulate virtually any basic attunement. I wouldn’t be good at using any of them — I’d risked a great deal by running the lightning specialization even for a few seconds — but I had vast options now. As long as I knew the functions, my new attunement could run them, if only for a little while.

My transcendence mark had improved significantly once I’d started training with it again. It registered as having sixty mana available, which wasn’t a ton, but it functioned more like dominion sorcery — I was getting more mana out of casting a spell than the amount I spent. When I’d first started, I had a roughly three-to-one ratio for my spellcasting. Now, it was up to five-to-one, meaning I effectively had about three hundred transcendence mana to work with. That was another mana pool that was almost Sunstone-level, on top of my attunements.

My shade weave was less of a power source and more like a passive power improvement, accelerating my physical and mana recovery. It was hard to quantify how much power that was worth, but if I considered it a perpetual regeneration effect, I could estimate it as being something like another Sunstone-level power source. That was probably a low estimate, but I preferred to be safe.

Between all of my power sources, I estimated my total mana to be at about 6639. That put me at about three times the requirement for Citrine, or roughly half-way to Emerald.

Measuring my friends power helped me conclude that they were in similar ranges to my own, but also difficult to quantify.

Sera had been stuck in the shrine almost as long as I had, but in different challenges. When she finally exited, she measured at 2084 mana in her Invoker attunement, which put her well behind my total, but still getting close to Citrine-level. Her second attunement — still unnamed, as far as I knew — was sitting at 624 mana, about the same as mine. Between the two, her total mana from attunements was over the Citrine-level threshold.

She’d also improved massively with her density mark, due to that mana type’s utility in the shrine, and with her added mana power and efficiency, she had nearly 600 more mana to work with from her density mark. That put her at about 3308 total, or just about half of my own total.

Patrick and Mara were both well-into their own Citrine levels with their primary attunements, simply due to how much time had passed for them.

With a year and a half of training, Patrick measured at 2210 mana in his Elementalist attunement and a shockingly impressive 800 in his second attunement. Apparently, Mara hadn’t been kidding about the built in null-contract and acclimation functions helping them out, but there was another major factor here. I’d designed his attunement to grant him a second source of lightning mana, and apparently, doing that along with his specialization on the first attunement had helped him acclimate to the secondary attunement much faster than normal. Between the two, he was running at about 3010 mana.

Patrick’s spirit bond with Bright Reflection was his next strongest power source, rating at 1464 mana. Apparently, it had been broken again during the fight with Mizuchi, but repaired by the memory shrine itself. With that bond, he measured at 4474 total, or about three quarters of mine.

He'd picked up one more power source while I’d been away — a crystal mark from the memory shrine. That was worth about another five hundred mana, putting his total at about 4974.

Mara’s numbers were even more impressive, since she’d spent closer to two full years training in the shrine, and her shade bond seemed to give her a training advantage as well. Her Guardian attunement measured at a massive 3436 mana — nearly as high as my attunement total — and her secondary attunement added another 928 on top of that.

That was plenty strong, but it also wasn’t the end of it.

Her shade bond had grown significantly as she’d practiced learning how to repair the damage to her hand. In total, after accounting for efficiency, it was worth about another 680 mana.

She had a memory mark related to her new sword, which apparently came from…some kind of Keras from another timeline? I was still trying to wrap my head around that, but it registered as being worth another 1080 mana.

All told, that put her at 6124 mana — just a bit below my own.

And that wasn’t the strongest thing she’d picked up.

Her Heart Point registered two sources of power now. It had been split into multiple chambers, one for her attunement, and another for the remains of Mizuchi’s own heart.

I tried to measure how powerful that was and my spell failed, but my spell gave wildly inconsistent results. It wasn’t built for measuring whatever was going on with a multi-chamber Heart Point. That was something I’d never even heard of.

But it was strong. I wouldn’t have been surprised if that half of her heart was Emerald-level on its own. Unfortunately, she still hadn’t quite learned to use its full power yet. She was working on it.

In truth, it was a bit intimidating how much she’d caught up…and I couldn’t wait to see how her new abilities worked in practice.

If one added up all of our powers, most of us would be considered mid-to-high Citrine on the power scale, which was close enough to Emerald that I didn’t feel totally overwhelmed walking into Emerald-level challenges. If anything, Mara was probably strong enough to pick up any slack we had.

Who we approached to be our last party member was a long discussion. The answer came to us more directly than I expected, and not at a time I would have guessed.

Farren paid me a visit while we were in the middle of one of our talks. Not to join our team, of course. She had other business. There was a worried expression on her face.

“How are you doing, now that Farren Prime is out of the shrine? Wait, you’re not her, are you?”

She shook her head. “No, she’s not coming anywhere near here for a while. As for me, well, I share a component of Farren Prime’s feeling that she wasted her life, and the associated resentment, but I’m better equipped to handle it than she is. Perhaps she’ll be able to find more meaning somehow, eventually.”

“About that. I don’t want to impose so soon, but…”

“If I thought I could repay you for what you’d done, I’d be happy to. But helping Sera in the way that you want is beyond our abilities.”

“Why?” I asked.

“We were created before Farren delved deeply into the study of healing that Katashi referred to. Moreover, we lack her direct power. We were not created with the fullness of Ferras’ abilities — even Farren Prime doesn’t have a fraction of Ferras’ direct magical power. And even if she did… I hate to say this, but I absolutely would not trust her on delicate magical surgery right now. She’s not in any frame of mind for that.”

“So…that’s it, then? There’s nothing you can do?”

She wagged a finger at me. “I didn’t say that.”

As I watched, she lifted a box from her lap and set it on the table. “This is the best I can offer for the moment.”

I reached across and took the box, flipping it open. It had several strange looking pills inside. “Medicine?”

“Of a sort. They’re an Artinian invention — a type of pill that is designed to strengthen the spirit. It won’t undo the damage to Sera’s spirit, but if she gradually takes them, they’ll strengthen the part of her spirit that isn’t frozen. This will help improve her odds of surviving if the freezing effect is removed, and it’ll also help with her spirit’s resilience to damage if you choose a form of potentially destructive healing, like from Suzaku’s fires.”

I took the box, closing it immediately and storing it in my newly acquired Cadence Box. “Thank you. It might not be what we wanted, but hopefully it’ll be enough.” I paused. “Will it be enough?”

“I don’t know. I’ve seen a lot of possibilities, Corin. Not all of them are good ones. But you’ve done something significant by giving that boon to us — and by freeing Mother, even though we did not ask for it. Survive what comes next and you’ll have an ally for the wars to come.”

“Which war?”

Farren gave me a smile. “All of them. Be ready. Your next battle will be coming soon.”

“You mentioned a reunion—”

“Soon,” she said. “I’m almost sure of it. Warn the others. It’s almost time to go.”

***

After that bit of strangeness, I relayed Farren’s strange message to our team, then handed off the pills to Sera. We had a brief discussion about what to do next, but she wouldn’t sacrifice her Invoker powers for a chance at healing with the shal method. Instead, she took the first of the seven pills.

The instructions were to take one pill per year for seven years. I hoped we would survive long enough for her to even take the second dose.

We talked about everything we’d experienced beyond the Terminal Door. I didn’t hide what Future Corin had told me about her fate.

“Real or fake, he was right,” she admitted. “I never planned to walk out of there.”

“Why?” I asked. “You were just going to…go into the Seventh Spire without telling me this?”

“It’s my life, Corin. Or what little is left of it. This…every day now, it’s hard just to get out of bed. To find the strength to move. Mentally, physically…I’m exhausted. When I made that plan, it was with the knowledge that the shal method wasn’t going to save me, and I didn’t have good alternatives. Suzaku’s flames probably would have just killed me. At least if I died summoning Keras, it would accomplish something. End a war on my own terms. Like a Cadence.”

I shook my head at her. “You definitely take after Grampa Alaric more than I do. I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

“I don’t know, Corin. You might not be trying to sacrifice yourself in a time-immolating explosion, but I have a feeling some of your plans could still end up working out that way.”

“I’m not in the mood for jokes, Sera.”

She shrugged. “I wasn’t exactly joking. You’re not exactly Mr. Safety all the time.”

“I’m trying to be better about that. I’m trying to be better at a lot of things. Like talking things over. You made me promise to share things with you, and I’ve been trying.

“I know,” she whispered. “I know you have. I’m…sorry. I know it was hypocritical of me to keep something like that from you when I’m always telling you to open up to me, and you’ve been doing better—”

“Never again, Sera,” I told her seriously. “You never pull that kind of thing again. We’re in this together. You want to sacrifice your life for a cause? That’s your prerogative. It’s your life. But, barring split-second decisions, we talk that kind of thing out. There are solutions. I’m carrying one of them.” I patted the bag at my side, which held the Cadence Box in it.

“It’s…more complicated than that—”

“I don’t want excuses, Sera. You’re my sister, and I love you, but you’re right — you were being a hypocrite. And that hurt my trust. For this next part, trust is critical. Or so my future self tells me, at least. Can I trust that you’re going to share things like that with me in the future?”

She took a deep breath. “Okay.”

“Okay.” I nodded seriously. I was still upset. I probably would be for a while. But she’d said what she needed to say, and now, we could move forward. “Good. I love you. Get your head together. Farren mentioned that someone is coming—”

And, as if on cue, it was at that moment that Jin limped through the door into the room.

I gawked at the sight of him. He didn’t pause.

“There’s no time,” he said. “They’re coming for this place. And for you.”

“Who?” I asked, jumping to my feet, while Sera ran to fetch the others.

“The Dalenos Six.” Jin took a breath. “All of them.”


Chapter XXII – Rematch

I took a deep breath as I assessed Jin. He was in an unfamiliar outfit — a Dalenos military uniform, if I wasn’t mistaken. One with several unusual buttons on it, each of which had dozens of conspicuous runes in an Artinian style.

It was a good look for him, one I might have found distracting, if not for the circumstances. At the moment, I was more focused on higher priorities. With a thought, I activated Transcendent Detect Aura and scanned him.

I got absolutely nothing. I blinked. Not even a shroud. He’d apparently picked up something like Keras’ mask…or enough personal power block my own detection abilities. Admittedly, I wasn’t using a spell with my maximum possible mana, but it was impressive.

“Are you here to help?” I asked.

“Always.” He dipped his head. “I have an escape route planned, but we need to move quickly. I wasn’t expecting more than you and maybe Sera — getting more people out is going to be a challenge.”

I gave him a smile that I’d like to think was Keras-like. “Who said anything about escaping?”

“Corin, I know you had a run-in with the Hierophant before, you caught her off-guard, but they fixed her attunement, and she’s stronger and angrier now. They’re wise to whatever trick you used, impressive as it was. A direct confrontation would be absurd.”

“Please, Jin. Who do you take me for?” I raised a hand to my heart. “I might not be running, but I don’t do direct. Not when I have better options. And believe me, I have a lot more options now.”

“Well, unless you’re hiding the fact that you’re suddenly a double-Emerald—”

I raised a hand. “I’m not.”

“Well, then—”

I flared three Emerald-level auras for a second, just to show off.

Jin gawked.

“There’s no way.” He squinted at me. “But that wasn’t an illusion.”

“Nope. It was a trick, but not an illusion. One small one. There are better ones. Looks like you’ve got one or two of your own.”

Jin put his hands at his sides. “More than a couple. But against six of the strongest people on the continent—”

I took a step forward, then patted him on the shoulder. He blinked in absolute surprise at the contact, but didn’t pull away. “Don’t worry. If you’re here, they might have six, but we’ve got seven. And that’s all we need.”

“You’ve changed,” he said, looking at my hand as I pulled it back.

I nodded. “I’ve seen a few things. I’ll tell you some later, if you stick around.”

“I think I’d like that. But first…they’re almost here.”

“Not a problem.” I watched as the rest of our team followed Sera into the deepest layer of the facility, where I’d been staying. “Our team is here now, too. Now, for the newcomers in the room…Sera, can you help explain?”

“Of course.” She folded her arms, stepping in front of me. “Allow me to introduce you to the newly revised Dalenos Six Protocols.”

“Good,” Jin replied. “I’d love to hear them. Before that, however, you…might need to know about the Cold Iron Revenant.”


Interlude XIX — Rematch (Part II)

The Dalenos Six’s Perspective

Laura Lyran inspected the first section of the strange facility’s interior, soldiers in Dalenos uniforms swarming around her. She rested her hand on one of the two swords on her hips, both gifts from Katashi himself to the Hierophant, which had in turn been passed on to her.

She wasn’t the only one with such gifts. Takeshi Tetsurin, the youngest member of their group, held his hands floating near both of his own visage-given gifts, his expression eager. This was his first mission as one of the Dalenos Six, after all.

It was an important one. One of the very few that had warranted sending a full contingent of the Dalenos Six — which meant it absolutely needed to succeed.

According to Hierophant Saito, Katashi had not yet deemed it the right time to intervene directly. It was plausible that he had chosen to restrain himself to show that his nation was superior and capable of handling things without a visage’s direct involvement. That would help make a victory more palatable to the common folk of each nation…but privately, Laura believed that he was playing a deeper game.

Anette’s suspicion was that Corin’s insolence had been tolerated because Katashi was planning to take credit for whichever side prevailed in the conflict. So long as Tenjin remained absent, and Katashi was supposedly working to find and rescue him, Katashi could appear at any time and claim responsibility for whichever force proved victorious.

At first, Laura had been doubtful that such a thing had been necessary. But after seeing what had happened with the Hierophant, she had to admit the truth—

She had radically underestimated her son. And, judging from his closeness to Sera…

Perhaps she’d underestimated his twin as well.

She felt a welling of pride warring with the discomfort of being in the absolute worst position to enjoy their victory. Every clever blow they struck and every cunning escape they made contributed toward the appearance that she could not be trusted within the Dalenos Six—

And if this persisted, her luck eventually would run dry. And then, if they turned on her, she could no longer offer her children the protection they needed. Not Corin, not Sera, and most urgently, not Tristan.

Even if Corin and Sera could somehow take care of themselves in all this — a shocking prospect, but one that seemed to be growing increasingly more possible — Tristan was still isolated and branded. Katashi’s ire could take him away from their family at any time.

So, at the moment, her best hope was that Katashi was, in fact, planning to support whichever side triumphed…

And it was, unfortunately, absolutely necessary to make sure that she played her role loyally, otherwise Katashi could still strike Tristan down for her own failures.

She took a deep breath and steadied her thoughts as one of the soldiers approached her. “This layer appears to be clear. Completely evacuated.”

“They knew we were coming?” Laura mused.

It wasn’t really a question, but Anette Shard — ever her shadow — replied from just behind.

“Farren always knows. On the positive side, this likely means that she anticipated our victory and decided to cut her losses, or…”

“…Or she chose to consolidate all her forces deeper inside this strange place,” Laura finished, following Anette’s thought as easily as always.

Anette Shard wasn’t one of the Dalenos Six, but she stood with them regardless. Not because of her capabilities in a fight — she wasn’t a full-time climber like Laura, and she’d stagnated at dual Sunstone after retiring to raise Sera, much like many parents did. But she was as much a strategist as their daughter — no, still just Anette’s daughter, she had to remind herself with growing difficulty — and even the other members of the Dalenos Six understood her utility in that role. Admiral Norima had even attempted to court her, both for a military role and romantically, before being softly rebuffed on both counts. He’d taken it well, and they enjoyed a deep friendship at most times…

Though that was, at present, strained by the knowledge of who they were chasing.

Admiral Norima stood impatiently at the front of their group. “Hierophant. With your permission, if this layer is clear, we should advance.”

“Patience,” the Hierophant said. “We will send lesser troops in first, in case they have laid traps.”

Laura saw Fushigi no Ken — currently in competition for the “most mysterious” member of their group, along with the so-called “Cold Iron Revenant” — shift in response to the Hierophant’s statement, his hand tightening on the hilt of the first of the two slightly curved Artinan-style swords on his hips. As usual, he said nothing, however. He seemed to think that silence added to his mystique. Or, perhaps, it was the fact that he didn’t want to be here in general.

As for the revenant, they were…Laura frowned. She couldn’t even sense them. Had they already gone deeper inside?

Whatever Mesmer nonsense they had going, it was strong. She could break through it if she focused, but neither of her attunements were designed for perception countermeasures, so she just tended to…forget about the revenant when he wasn’t around.

While Ken was silent and the revenant was…wherever, the admiral shook his head and spoke up directly. “I dislike the idea of losing men and women over traps I could easily withstand. Allow me—”

“I speak not of fire and ice, Admiral, but of the treachery of young Lord Cadence. If he can create traps that perform the same function as whatever terrible spell he used on me…” She turned to Anette, a question in her glance.

“It’s absolutely possible. I analyzed the remains of some of the hardened mana strands he used to conduct the spell. I believe it would be possible to create the same effect in a persistent way through the use of an enchantment that maintains the spell on a physical thread, like an attunement-disabling tripwire.”

“Could we replicate this ourselves? Use it against him, or others?” Suzuki asked. The strange man stood with his hands folded in those bizarre dimensional robes of his.

“Unlikely. In order to make a magical item of that type, he’d have to build in Arbiter attunement functions on the object. Even if we had an Enchanter with the power to do such a thing, I don’t think anyone has the knowledge of those functions necessary to do it.”

“Could you, if provided with an Enchanter attunement and documentation on the Arbiter attunement?” Saito asked, sounding more than a little curious.

“Unknown. There may be ways to prevent non-Arbiters from activating Arbiter functions. While there could be workarounds, I do not have enough information on-hand to accurately speculate on it.”

“Hmpf.” Norima shook his head. “A problem for another day, then. For now, we should advance. I dislike this waiting. If our quarry was forewarned to evacuate, they are likely getting further from us with every moment.”

“There’s nowhere they can run from me,” the revenant said in a haunting echo, suddenly reminding Laura that he was present. Laura felt a bit of comfort in that Norima twitched at the sound even more obviously than she had.

Of all of them, only Anette seemed unsurprised by the revenant’s presence. Anette likely had some sort of workaround for the lies magic that the revenant used through her own Diviner powers, but she hadn’t shared what it was.

“Even so,” Norima acknowledged grudgingly, “I would prefer to end this quickly.”

“A middle-ground, then,” the Hierophant said. “Send a few mid-level officers ahead to scout the next room, then we will follow shortly.”

“Good.” Norima nodded, then turned and tapped his weapon against the ground. “Commander Hisashi. Lead the Onslaught Division forward.”

That’s a bit of overkill, but I suppose it technically meets the Hierophant’s request.

With a salute, the officer sent his force into the next layer. A strong one — six Citrines and eighteen Sunstones. Commander Hisashi himself was a dual Citrine and a candidate to join the Dalenos Six when a position opened. The Onslaught Division had crushed several entire fortresses during the war — in some cases through overwhelming force, and in other cases, through Hisashi’s personal dueling skill.

An hour later, none of them had returned.

Norima’s grip was tight on his halberd as he looked to Anette. “Explain to me again. How significant is the time difference as we advance?”

“I can’t say for certain without actually advancing to the second layer, but I believe it’s only about two-to-one between segments. Four-to-one at most. So…it’s been about two to four hours for them.”

And no one has even reported back.

Laura felt her own hand tense on her sword. “If they encountered significant resistance, would they have sent someone for reinforcements?”

“Immediately,” Norima replied. “Perhaps the second layer is simply larger, and they are just exploring?”

“Possible,” Anette said, “but based on our stolen documents—”

A single haggard, sweating soldier burst through the door of the chamber. Immediately, hundreds of weapons were leveled on him, but he put his hands up right away, but couldn’t speak immediately — he was struggling just to breathe. From his complexion and uniform, it was clear he was one of their own. He didn’t look injured, just like he’d been running for his life.

“Report, soldier!” Norima demanded as he stepped forward.

“S…sir.” The soldier snapped to attention, holding his chest. “We…met with resistance.”

“How large was their army?” Norima asked.

The soldier paled, his expression dark.

“How many, soldier? How many people stood against you?”

“One,” the solider whispered. “There was only one.”

***

Admiral Norima snapped his fingers. “We’re going. Now.”

There was no argument from the other members of the six. While technically the Hierophant was a greater authority, she deferred to him in military matters.

No, it was that vexing woman that spoke up, in spite of her lower station.

“Admiral, this is almost certainly a trap of some kind,” Shard Anette began. “The mana in this place is an unusual composition, one of a type I haven’t previously experienced. I would advise—”

“Of course it is a trap. One that has already taken over a dozen of my men. Any lesser soldiers will only be fodder. We will break through their tricks with force. Come.”

Shard exchanged looks with her master, but spoke no further.

In spite of the insolence, he almost wished she had. He hated walking into things blind, but he hated throwing away lives even more…and this war had already involved far, far too much of that.

His jaw tightened after he led the way through the door to the next chamber. If there was a danger, he’d block it from the others himself, with his body if necessary.

Beyond the doorway wasn’t another large room, but a simple hallway. An “interstitial chamber”, according to one of their spies who had previously infiltrated the facility. The mana levels would gradually increase in these chambers, causing disorientation, especially when moving at high speeds. Perhaps the trap was related to that — something like a difficult-to-dodge attack using the unbalancing effect of the chamber would be reasonable. A straight-line with no alternate routes was a perfect place for a single person to hold off a larger group with treachery.

But there was no sign of their opponent, and while Norima did feel the ambient mana thicken as he advanced, it was not enough to give an Emerald pause. Had the weaker soldiers simply been more susceptible to the effects?

As they reached the half-way point of the tunnel, still seeing no traps, he paused. “Revenant, Suzuki. Anything on the floors ahead?”

“No,” Suzuki replied, in his simple way.

The revenant was more loquacious, which was jarring, given both his sobriquet and his tendency to disappear from his thoughts. “Nor the ceiling. None of Cadence’s webs are here. The ambient mana level reduces our visibility for that, but I still don’t think there are any. Perhaps Suzuki could teleport us to the end of the hall, skipping any chance of encountering them?”

“Good,” Norima said. “Do it.”

They teleported the rest of the way down the hall, arriving at the end with a swimming sensation not dissimilar to when he’d first teleported in his youth. Norima steadied himself with his polearm easily, but the strangeness of feeling his balance off by something so simple gave him a moment of pause. The others seemed to experience the same, save for Suzuki himself. Perhaps one of his absurd contracts protected him, or those divinely forged robes.

“Steady yourselves,” Norima said. “Harden your hearts and your stomachs. We will face our opponent ahead.”

He pushed the door open to the next room.

A near-empty chamber awaited them ahead. In the center of the room, looking absolutely unconcerned, was a single man—

Well, a karvensi, really. The man’s wings and rocky flesh were unmistakable.

“Oh, hello!” the stone-skinned man said, adjusting his tie. “My, you’re all looking a little green in the face, aren’t you? Please, come in. I’ll make some tea.”

***

Suzuki gestured with a swinging gesture of his right hand, pointer finger upward, and a swirling sigil appeared above it with two rings. “Dual Bind.”

Matching rings appeared around the karvensi, folding inward against him. He made no effort to dodge or resist, in spite of clearly being a mature enough karvensi to know what was happening.

The others fanned out around him protectively, then he clapped his hands together. “Karvensi, I summon you.”

A duplicate of the figure in the center of the room appeared immediately, taking in his surroundings. “My, what is this place? And who is that incredibly handsome—”

“Karvensi, identify yourself and your role,” Suzuki demanded.

“Why, I’m Vanniv. Gentleman, scholar, lover, professional model, artist, sorcerer, lover—” the summoned man began.

“You said lover twice,” the version of him in the center of the room interjected.

“I would have gotten to three if you hadn’t rudely interrupted me, handsome,” Suzuki’s version replied.

“What is this nonsense?” Norima demanded impatiently.

“One of Elora Theas’ summons,” Laura Lyran spoke up. “A progenitor-class summon from near the mid-point of the Serpent Spire. He’s a talker, but don’t underestimate him. He’s incredibly tricky.”

Progenitor-class? Suzuki blinked at the causal mention of the term. Even as a god beast contractor, he only had a couple progenitor-class contracts — they were absurdly rare, representing a few examples of monsters that served as the earliest templates for the creatures of spire-specific species. If Lady Lyran was correct, and he had little doubt that she was, he’d just stumbled on an incredibly valuable binding.

…But also a very, very dangerous one.

Progenitor-class creatures with inherent sorcery powers were known to be incredibly tricky, often knowing exactly how to subvert the terms of their contracts. He’d have to be careful before actually signing any contracts with the creature. Fortunately, a simple binding was much safer and more difficult to subvert.

“Honored progenitor spirit of the serpent spire, why stand you here?” the Hierophant asked, dipping into that pretentious formal speech she loved using in public spaces. Apparently, she wanted to sound impressive to the summon. He’d found it adorable, once. Now, it just made him roll his eyes.

“Oh, my! The Hierophant herself. I’m honored to be addressed by you. As for why I’m here,” the Vanniv in the center of the room said, “I was asked to stay here and greet you. Offer hospitality, that sort of thing.”

“Is that true?” Suzuki asked the bound version.

“Indeed it is!” The other Vanniv nodded enthusiastically.

“Is it a trap? Poisoned tea?” Norima asked.

Suzuki’s summon put a hand to his stony chest. “Why, Admiral! Who would do such a terrible thing?”

“Answer the question,” Suzuki commanded.

The others could ask what they wanted, but the bound version was only required to honestly answer his Summoner. And, of course, the other Vanniv didn’t have any obligation to be truthful at all.

“Which question? There were two,” Vanniv asked.

Suzuki groaned. “Both.”

“Right, of course, of course. Sort of and no, not necessarily in that order.”

Norima’s hands tightened. “This is pointless. We should move forward—”

“Just one more moment, if you would, Admiral,” Suzuki asked. “Clarify your previous statement. No games.”

“If you insist. No, the tea isn’t poisoned. As for whether or not this constitutes a trap, that depends on if you classify a time-wasting distraction as a trap. That’s really subjective, especially because of some of the complexities of the situation. For example, if you were to genuinely accept an offer to negotiate, I have been instructed to allow that and report it, after which someone is to be sent to report.”

“Who is your Summoner?” Suzuki asked.

“You are, of course.”

Suzuki sighed. “No games.”

The recently summoned Vanniv laughed. “Well, if you mean his Summoner,” he gestured to the other Vanniv, “he doesn’t have one.”

“What?” Suzuki asked.

“Sera,” Anette Shard explained. “She has a modified attunement with a different title.”

“Just a young girl’s toy.” Norima scowled. “And a deliberate waste of time. Come. We move on.”

“I wouldn’t advise that,” Suzuki’s version of Vanniv said.

Norima ignored him and began to march to the next room, but Suzuki waited, frowning. The statement was vague enough that it could be an actual warning, or a meaningless statement, since not advising something wasn’t exactly advising against it.

“Is there some trap for us that you’re aware of up ahead?” Suzuki asked.

“Again, the definitions of a trap are rather vague and open-ended,” Vanniv offered in an apologetic tone. “But I will say this directly — if you continue to follow this path to where it leads, it’s highly unlikely that you’ll ever come back.”

Suzuki felt a chill run down his spine. The bound monster could not lie. Which meant… “You genuinely believe that, even knowing how strong we are?”

“Against some things, strength alone is irrelevant,” Vanniv offered. “I’ll say this once again. Well, for the first time, since other me said most of it to start with. I offer you hospitality. If you agree to stay, a representative will—”

Norima waved a hand and a surge of force smashed that version of Vanniv against the wall, cracking his stony body and leaving him stunned on the ground.

The other Vanniv, the one in the center of the room, took a startled step back.

“That was rather uncalled for. There’s no reason to—”

Ken appeared behind Vanniv and put a hand on his back. He crumbled into a pile of stones immediately, then vanished.

Terrible. The spirits did nothing wrong. Even the trickery is merely their nature. Suzuki shook his head. He’d made this argument with the others before without success. They simply didn’t understand or respect the complexities of how summoned spirits worked, or their similarities to the natural spirits of their ancient homeland.

He dismissed his bound version of Vanniv. There was no reason for the man to suffer further. He would need to offer a formal apology before they could negotiate any sort of contract.

“Come,” Norima commanded. “We have wasted enough time here.”

They moved forward, but Suzuki’s gaze remained fixed on the tea set on the table as they moved by.

Was it possible they were making a mistake?

He shook his head. There was no need for such thoughts.

If they were, he would cover for his leader. He always did.

***

Kenshiro Kenshi, better known simply as Fushigi no Ken, adjusted his mask as he walked through the door to the next room. He was bringing up the rear guard, which was an honorable enough job, and it also happened to symbolically represent his own level of interest in this endeavor.

This is pointless. Beneath us. There are people back at home that need our help.

Still, he followed.

As unimportant as this little affair was, his compliance was critical. There were always consequences for defying the will of the visages. He knew that all too well.

Absently, he scratched at the scar that jutted out from underneath his mask. It always itched at times like this.

They pushed down the intermediary hall…

And in the next chamber, found absolutely nothing within. This was not an exaggeration.

He’d seen a map of this place, brought by their spies. They all had.

Someone had replaced all the doors in this layer of the facility with solid walls.

“Report,” the Admiral commanded, not bothering to state the names of the people he expected to have information. That was obvious enough to all of them.

The revenant spoke up. “Recent use of magic, but it’s harder and harder to discern the details as the ambient mana thickens. I can’t sense anyone beyond the walls. It’s possible that they’re waiting in the side wings,” the revenant gestured to the left and right, “and hoping to flank us if we proceed straight ahead.”

“Or simply planning to slip out behind us,” the Valian retainer offered. He hadn’t picked up her name just yet. He hadn’t known her long.

He hadn’t been stuck with this group for long.

“Can you identify where the doors were?” Norima asked.

“Not reliably. This place is thick with some kind of perception mana. It interferes with knowledge spells. We can infer from the markings, however. They won’t be perfect.”

“Very well. We will move quickly to investigate the most likely side paths before we advance, but we cannot take long. We know that they were trying to buy time with the last room. If they have a plan that requires time, we cannot offer it to them.”

And there still is no sign of our missing men, Ken considered. Not that Norima would really care about that, aside from the blow to his pride at losing them.

He walked to the western wall, inspecting for markings that indicated where the door had previously been. They weren’t hard to find. Whoever had patched over the door seemingly had done so in a hurry.

There only took a few moments to identify each of the areas where doors had been located.

“Ken,” Norima said. “It would be fastest if you—”

He needed no further urging. His right hand moved, then the wall — a thing of solid metal — felt into a hundred pieces on the floor.

He stepped back, his sword already back in the sheath, clicking his tongue.

Once again, I’ve cut something useless.

He turned to Norima, bowed his head in deference, then stepped away from the wall.

There was a hallway exposed ahead, similar to the side halls they’d already traversed within each of the previous chambers. If this area was anything like the first layer, there would be simple side rooms that had been used for housing, inventory, and restrooms within.

Takeshi Tetsurin stepped up beside him. “Allow me, the honor of investigating this route, Admiral.”

“Fine,” Norima said. “But make it quick.”

Tetsurin nodded, straightening. The poor boy had no business being with them — even less than Ken did. He was strong for his age, to be certain, but his placement was clearly a last-minute decision to try to save face after that terrible incident in the Emerald Council.

If Ken had been there—

Well, he probably wouldn’t have done anything, if he was honest with himself.

These fools had buried themselves with their pride.

Tetsurin held his head high as stepped forward, stepping through the door—

“Wait!” the retainer shouted. “It’s not—”

Tetsurin vanished the moment the first part of his body passed through the open wall.

Ken surged forward, but Lady Lyran grabbed his arm and pulled him back. He blinked in surprise — people almost never were able to react to his speed. The fact that Lady Lyran had managed it was a testament to her own abilities, but even so—

“Let me go,” Ken insisted. “If the boy has been teleported by a trap in the hall—”

“It isn’t that,” the retainer woman explained. “Don’t get any closer to the doorway.”

“Why?” Norima asked. “What do you see?”

“That isn’t where the doorway was,” the retainer explained. “This room doesn’t match the dimensions on our diagram. They put up another ahead of the actual exit wall,” she pointed ahead, “then put fake markings for a ‘missing door’ here. The walls are enchanted to project an illusion.”

“Then this hallway…” Norima said.

“There is no hall,” the retainer explained. “Just an illusion of one.”

“Then, where did young Takeshi go?” the Hierophant asked, her voice quiet.

The retainer walked up to the empty space, staring ahead, frowning. She conferred briefly with Suzuki and the revenant, then winced and turned to the Hierophant.

“When…if we see young Takeshi again…” The retainer shook her head. “You won’t be calling him young Takeshi.”

***

Hierophant Saito Setsuna stepped through the door into the next layer of the chamber. She stood within a protective circle of some of the strongest fighters on the continent — Norima, Ken, and Lyran.

Somehow, after what she’d seen — after what she’d already experienced at Cadence’s hands — it didn’t feel like enough.

But she couldn’t admit that. She couldn’t turn back. Her family’s legacy was already on a dangerous precipice.

Another failure and she would not survive the fall.

The next chamber was, so far as they could tell, entirely empty. No tricks, no traps. Just empty.

There was no comfort in that. It just meant that she felt like she was missing something, some other trap so insidious that they had no way of identifying it, even with the powers and resources of some of the six.

Or…five, now.

Poor Tetsurin. He was just a boy.

“Steel your nerves,” the revenant whispered in her ear from a dozen feet away. “You must show strength. The others require it.”

He was right, of course.

Saito straightened her spine. They were almost done. According to their spy, only two chambers remained before a door-of-no-return, and they would be smaller than the others.

They walked silently through a now-familiar intermediary hall. It felt longer than the others, but that was probably just her imagination. It was getting harder and harder to judge time in general as they advanced.

Norima pushed the door to the next room open, then immediately stepped inside, his weapon in hand.

“They’re here,” he said simply.

And it was true. She could see, just barely, beyond the others as they cautiously advanced—

Four children, sitting around a table, eating cake.

“Oh, you made it.” Lord Corin Cadence — her hated enemy, who had shamed her and broken her attunement almost beyond repair — did not even bother standing from his table as he spoke to them.

Around him sat his co-conspirators.

Sera Cadence, the hated boy’s supposed sibling. She knew not the true bloodline of the girl, but from her ploy with the karvensi — and her apparent involvement with affairs related to the death of the Sun Eater’s minion in the false spire — she was no doubt a conspirator like the lord of the house.

Marissa Callahan, once marked with a blessing by Katashi himself. Saito could still sense it upon her, but she dared not risk turning the gift in reverse. No doubt Cadence had already prepared for that.

Patrick Wayland-Cadence, a bearer of a false Sword of Dawn’s Bright Light, and personal apprentice to Antonia Hartigan, the most dangerous attuned in all of Valia.

There was no doubt they would be formidable for their age. But they were, much like the lost Tetsurin, only children.

Against the Dalenos Six, they stood no chance.

That was what she had to tell herself to take even one trembling step into that room.

“This is good stuff,” Lord Corin spoke again. “Cinnegar. It’s for my name day. Would you like some?”

“Cease these infantile antics.” Norima stepped forward, pounding his polearm into the floor. “You will return our soldiers, as well as Takeshi Tetsurin, immediately.”

“They actually lost Tetsurin?” Callahan asked. “You’re kidding.”

Sera tapped the table. “Pay up.”

The other three groaned, reaching for pouches—

And Norima surged forward, splitting the entire table in half with a single swing of his halberd.

The four figures jumped away from the rubble in unison, falling into combat stances. Their expressions shifted, looking serious for the first time.

“No need for that,” Corin said, hands going up. “We request to parlay.”

“You’ve missed your chance for that,” Norima growled. “You have insulted us for the last time, boy. I’m going to enjoy breaking you into pieces.”

He rushed at Cadence, swinging his halberd in a horizontal arc. Cadence stepped back, but not far enough to avoid the strike—

Just enough to make room for Patrick Wayland-Cadence to appear in front of him in a blur of movement, his sword flashing from a scabbard and knocking the polearm upward, straight into the ceiling.

“You—” Norima spat.

That was as far as he got before Patrick’s sword flashed with blinding brightness.

Setsuna was no stranger to light magic. She shut her eyes instantly, shaped the flare away from herself, then reopened them in less than a heartbeat—

Corin Cadence was right in front of her, holding a plain glove in his hand.

“Hello,” he said amiably. “What attunement would you like? Hierophant isn’t an option.”

The Hierophant stepped in panic, both hands coming forward to send a surge of radiant power in his direction. Ordinarily, she wouldn’t unleash an Emerald-level attack spell in a tiny room like this — the potential for collateral damage was too high — but he was right there, and—

No, he was gone.

As light blasted outward from both of her outstretched hands, it simply slammed into the back wall of the room, blackening and melting the metal and contributing to the already-blinding brightness of the chamber.

She felt a tap on her shoulder and froze. Her heart slammed as she turned around. She knew what she’d see.

Around her, others were recovering from their blindness. Ken had used his own prodigious speed to charge at their summoner, only to find his blade gripped in some sort of strange, conjured hand.

Suzuki had summoned something, only for a pure white arrow to appear out of nowhere, causing both arrow and summon to vanish in an instant. Then, with a wave of Sera Cadence’s hands, he was encased in a block of ice.

Laura Lyran and her retainer stood near the entrance of the room, jaws slack.

Of the revenant, there was no sign at all.

No, her hands tightened, it won’t end like this.

She spun around with all the speed she could muster, swinging a fist—

Corin Cadence caught it effortlessly in his free hand.

He hadn’t even bothered to draw his sword.

“Punching?” Cadence frowned. “Guardian it is, I guess.”

Setsuna Saito screamed as her attunement shattered for the second time. 


Chapter XXIII – Rematch (Part III)

Corin Cadence’s Perspective

Dealing with the Dalenos Six under ordinary circumstances would have represented a near-insurmountable challenge. They were as powerful as they claimed to be in personal combat…for the most part, at least.

If I’m honest, I found my own part in their downfall a little bit anticlimactic.

When I grabbed the Hierophant and changed the functions of her attunement again, I found no added security measures. I’d expected to have to run up against new anti-tampering measures, or even some kind of insidious traps made as countermeasures to anyone who dared to do the same thing to her again—

Nope. Nothing.

Either it wasn’t Katashi himself that had fixed her attunement — he would have known to upgrade her attunement — or Katashi had helped her and then abandoned her to her fate.

She crumbled to the ground as her attunement shifted, venting mana. Some fraction of her power would return in the form of a Guardian attunement, but not immediately. Her body would need to recover from the venting process before her new attunement would begin to regenerate mana.

So, with that, she was out of the fight.

I watched as Patrick exchanged blows with Norima. Each of the famous admiral’s swings came with so much force that they once would have hurled Patrick across the room, but he’d come out of the memory shrine with something that made him stronger, and his secondary attunement was helping, too. He couldn’t quite match Norima swing-for-swing under ordinary circumstances, but the admiral was still half-blind, and he wasn’t used to fighting in the time shrine.

None of them had our months of practice acclimating to the place in general, and certainly not here, all the way in the sixth layer of the shrine…

Which, of course, we’d disguised as merely being the fifth layer, by completely disassembling the fifth layer’s facility and extending the interstitial hallway.

It had taken nearly a half day of our time to manage that safely, even with the help of the one remaining Farren in the building to guide us. But the payoff was immense.

Suzuki, one of the most dangerous members of the group, teleported out of the block of ice that Sera had trapped him in, then rushed through the door at the opposite end of where he’d entered.

He’d obviously been planning to go down the hall a bit, then flank us with conjurations and powerful summons. Maybe even a god beast summon, which, given his mana level, would have been a real threat.

But there wasn’t another hall on the other side. He’d stepped right through the Terminal Door, all warning labels removed.

Good luck, I mentally told him.

An unfamiliar swordsman was exchanging rapid blows with Mara, shattering her hand constructs easily enough that she’d been forced to don her Advanced Armor to keep up. Both of them seemed to be enjoying the exchange of strikes, so I left them to it and headed toward the last threat in the room.

“Hi, Mom.” I gave her a little wave. “And Miss Shard. Good to see you again.”

Mother’s hands were on her swords, but she hadn’t drawn them. “Corin. I don’t want to have to fight you.”

“That’s good, because you don’t have to. Sera, the contract?”

Sera walked over to me. “Hey Mom. Hey, other Mom.”

“Sera,” Anette Shard said. “Saying things like that, it’s—”

“Dangerous?” Sera chuckled. “Have you seen what we’re up to?”

“A fair point and well-considered. What’s in the contract?” Anette Shard asked.

“A short sub-lease on this facility, courtesy of our friends at Farren Labs.” Sera offered the contract over. “I think you’ll find the terms significantly more favorable than attempting to continue this,” Sera gestured behind her, “let’s be generous and call it a ‘battle’.”

Anette murmured something — no doubt some kind of detection spell, which probably couldn’t get any meaningful results with all the time mana in the air, but I respected the effort — and then took the contract.

Mother never took her eyes off me. “What is this? You’re…giving us this place?”

“Sub-leasing. Temporarily,” I explained. “You won’t own it, but you can keep it for a while.”

“Why?” Mother asked. “I’m not saying you could win if I choose to fight, but—”

“Mother,” Sera said, “please understand that of everything we’ve done in response to your attack, writing up this contract was the only part that presented a challenge.”

“This guy isn’t bad, actually,” Mara shouted, ducking under a rapid sword swing, then gave us a thumbs-up, “but I’m having a great time, keep talking!”

Mother’s eye twitched. “Explain.”

“I’ll handle that.” Anette folded the papers, having somehow read through them — or at least skimmed them — with extraordinary speed. “They’re protecting us.”

“What?” Mother turned her head to her retainer.

“We’ve lost enough family already,” I explained. “It’s time to start rebuilding. If we simply defeated you here, there’s every chance Katashi would punish you. Take you away from us, or pushing you by harming Tristan before we could finish what we’re doing. So…”

Sera picked up for me. “So, we’re going to give you the appearance of a draw. You took this facility over. The Time Gateway Shrine. A tremendously powerful place. But unfortunately, we escaped. And…given the value of this facility, you’re going to need to stay here, to make sure it isn’t recaptured.”

Mother took a deep breath. “Even if I were to agree to that,” she shook her head, “there are other members of the Dalenos Six that would never—”

Another of Mary’s arrows flashed out of nowhere, catching Norima in the shoulder and drawing his attention for just a moment. Patrick’s blade flashed across his face in the instant that followed, forcing him a step back to avoid losing his eyes—

Just close enough to the Terminal Door that when Rose finally dropped her invisibility and appeared in front of him, she simply shoved him through the open doorway.

She dusted off her hands. “Thinkin’ we might have put too much work into this. Kinda borin’. Can I get a shot at Sword Guy?”

Mara slapped one of the unknown swordsman’s blades aside with the back of a conjured blade, then took a step back. “Yeah, sure. If you don’t mind, Sword Guy?”

“It’s Ken, actually. Fushigi no Ken,” the swordsman said. He glanced over to Vermillion, who was drawing her own sword from her belt with an eager expression. “And no, I don’t mind trading off. That was an excellent bout, young lady.” He nodded to her.

“Thanks!” Mara replied with the most genuine smile I’d seen on her face in…well, too long. “Ken, huh? We know another Ken. He’s great, maybe we could introduce you later?”

“I’d be pleased if you should do so, presuming circumstances allow it.” Fushigi no Ken bowed his head, then moved to circle Vermillion.

“Yeah, I don’t think you really need to worry about what the others think,” I said. “Most of the others won’t be coming back any time soon.”

“What do you mean?” Mother said.

I made a gesture. “That door used to have more warning labels on it.”

Mother’s expression paled as she understood the implications of my statement. “Then…”

“You’re really the Dalenos Two at this point. I mean, your revenant friend is technically still around, but he’s probably nearly back to the entrance by now. And I use the term ‘friend’ loosely.”

“How do you know about him?” Anette asked, sounding genuinely surprised.

“As it happens,” Sera explained, “you aren’t the only one with spies.”

Jin had, as it turned out, been assigned to the Dalenos military for quite some time — and when he’d gone back to give a report about the defeat of the squad they’d sent through, they’d seen nothing but an ordinary soldier delivering a message.

Aside from the revenant, of course. Who was, as Jin had informed us prior to the fight, only working for the Dalenos Six under duress—

Because they had an old friend branded. Which was, as it turns out, a very solvable problem now.

Having Jin get a message to the revenant was a little trickier, but it kept one of their heaviest hitters out of the fight. And, from what I understood, he’d be retiring from the Dalenos Six very shortly if I could make good on the plan.

“Technically, the Hierophant is still here, so there are three of us,” Mother pointed out.

I glanced down at the woman on the ground, then shrugged. “I could throw her through the door, if you want? I think she fainted.”

Anette Shard spoke up. “That won’t be necessary. It’ll look better if we ‘saved’ her. As for Ken…”

“I’m good with staying here a while,” Ken said cheerfully, deflecting another of Vermillion’s swings. “Seems like a great training ground!”

Mother looked at me, taking a deep breath and meeting my gaze directly. “You’re really going after Tristan?”

I met her stare dead-on. “I am.”

“And you can save him?” Her voice was quiet, on the verge of breaking.

“I will do everything in my power to try,” I told her.

“Then,” she reached out a hand, “where do I sign?”

***

After mother signed the magically binding contract, we stopped the fighting for Fushigi no Ken to sign as well. It wasn’t really necessary — Mother was the one we were trying to protect — but he actually seemed pretty friendly, so we didn’t see any reason not to include him. Having more than one of the Dalenos Six signing the document added an additional level of validity to the idea, too.

We left the former Hierophant behind in the facility like Anette had asked, then made our way to the front of the shrine. Mother was with us, and she told the soldiers at the entrance to stand down. With the rest of the Dalenos Six absent, they listened to her.

We bid her goodbye at the entrance of the shrine. Jin rejoined us there, still in the Dalenos unform he’d worn to trick them.

“The revenant? You said he was an…old friend, or something, and would be happy to help us if we could help someone with a brand?” I asked.

“Follow me,” Jin instructed.

I stepped out of the Time Gateway Shrine for the first time in…too long.

Technically, Farren’s prophecy about the Time Shrine falling into Dalenos’ hands had just come true. We’d used it to our advantage. I had to hope it would be enough to keep Katashi’s ire at bay while we did our work.


Epilogue – Entering the End

The Cold Iron Revenant met us in the center of a grove of trees not far from the shrine. The entire area was hidden by such a powerful non-detection effect that I doubted anyone short of Farren or a visage could have found it without being guided there.

As for how Jin found it, well…he’d made a deal. And when I saw who was with the revenant, I finally understood why.

“Vera.” I blinked as I recognized her. “You…look older.”

“You do, too.” She smiled at me. “Same reason. We just weren’t in there at the same time.”

“Then…wait. How’d you get involved in all this? And the Cold Iron Revenant—” I gestured toward the admittedly intimidating figure in a massive suit of armor standing protectively near her. “Who…?”

“The brand first,” the armored figure insisted.

I blinked. “Sure. No problem. Happy to help. Vera?”

Vera walked over to me, looking uncertain. “You sure you can remove a brand safely?”

“I mean, I’m pretty sure. My future self from the time shrine seemed pretty confident that I could, when we were discussing it for an unrelated plan, and—”

“Yeah, good enough. It’s invisible, so…” She held out a hand. “Just…here?”

“I don’t need to see it.” I walked over, took her hand, and…

Transcendent Accelerated Computation.

Transcendent Expanded Analyze Attunement Composition.

My mind reached out and scanned all the attunements I was currently connected to — my own and those of the target. And, within a fraction of a moment in the outside world, I’d found Vera’s attunement and brand.

It was real, it was invisible, and—

With a few more moments of thought, most of which were to check for further hidden countermeasures and to set up anti-explosion contingencies, it was a gone.

I checked, double checked, and triple checked.

“I am reasonably confident that it’s gone. You’re an Analyst, maybe check—”

“I can’t sense it, either.” Vera let out a relieved breath. “Thank you, Corin. I…didn’t deserve your help, not after I betrayed you in that first Judgment.”

“I mean, I did get you into some pretty significant trouble later. That brand was from Katashi, wasn’t it?”

She nodded. “It was. But he would have come for me sooner or later. I’m sure he only left me there as long as he did because he was waiting for the right pieces to fall into place. You didn’t do anything wrong. I did, and I need to apologize for that.”

“I…yeah. That’s fine. Apology accepted.” I frowned, then turned to the revenant. “Now, who’s this?”

The face plate in the gigantic suit of armor vanished.

“Hey, Corin.”

Echion smiled brightly at me — and my heart broke to see it.

He was almost as old as I was, now. Which had to mean…the amount of time he had to have spent in the time shrine…

“Hey, Echion.” I took a step forward. “You doing okay?”

“Today,” he said in a somber voice, “today, I am.”

***

I spent just a bit longer catching up with Echion and Vera, learning a bit about where they’d been. But we were in a bit of a hurry — all of us would be on the run from Dalenos, now — and so we parted ways swiftly.

Jin, they assured me, could fill in more details about what they’d been up to. I wasn’t sure what to think about that, but I’d find the time to ask later. It was time to go.

Sera used a message spell to contact Lute, then arranged for Len to transport us to the Seventh Spire. Elora was too busy with the war effort to teleport us around.

When Len dropped us off, we bid her thanks, and she wished us luck before departing.

Then, I stared up at the Seventh Spire for the first time.

The structure was colossal — larger, I suspected, than even the Serpent Spire had been.

Much like the Serpent Spire, the Seventh Spire stood straight upward, piercing its way into the sky. The base looked even larger, however, stretching so far into the distance that I couldn’t see the end from the front — only a gradual curve alluded to the overall shape. The tower was segmented into sections, each of which looked like a colossal, skyscraper-sized serpent scale.

Not a serpent, I considered as I gazed upward. We’ve got a Serpent Spire at home, and a Hydra Spire in the south.

It seemed obvious now, considering that each spire was themed differently. And we knew there was a seventh visage — logically, that meant a seventh god beast as well. One that my future self had implied the existence of, given the seventh school division.

And so, as we approached the front of the Seventh Spire, I thought about how that name might have broken the standards, and that a different name felt more appropriate in my mind.

We were, after all, wandering into the open jaws of a dragon.

As we approached the tower, I fell into step next to Sera. “Now that we’re right near the spire, I need to look at your attunement for a moment.”

“Which part?” she asked. “Don’t you have a copy of the whole thing?”

“Not the whole thing. And it’s…more that I need to make a very small adjustment. One related to one of the last parts I found.”

“Oh. That.” She nodded. “Yeah, best to do it while we’re out here. I don’t know what’s going to happen once we step through those doors.”

“Neither do I,” I admitted, “not in detail. But I have a feeling that one important change now might be exactly what we need to make it out of there.”

We were being vague, then, in case we were observed, but I’ll be clearer to you. Once, in Sera’s attunement, I’d found a message hidden deep within the sub-glyphs.

It was about time that I sent a reply.

I am returning this message as you requested, along with another segment that is encrypted.

Open the encrypted section at the right time. Do not read it in advance. I believe you understand why, and I hope you will trust me in spite of the risks. Sera must make it through this alive, and for that, we must help each other.

I took a deep breath after finishing the message. I wasn’t great at all this skullduggery, but Seiryu had been writing that way in the original message, which implied some possibility that the messages could be compromised. I already had evidence that Katashi could look at and edit sub-glyphs himself — he’d seemingly done it to both Mara and myself. I had to gamble that he didn’t have a reason to scan through Sera’s or Seiryu’s before our plan was fully executed, or that he couldn’t do it quickly enough to find what I’d just sent.

If he did, I had to hope that he’d open the encrypted sections as well. There was one part of the encrypted sub-glyphs that were meant for Seiryu, and another that were specifically designed as a fail-safe if Katashi decided to open the package himself. I doubted the latter would actually work, but I liked having plans for every scenario.

Work. Please work.

I had other plans if that approach didn’t play out, but for every failure, the chances of Sera’s survival diminished.

A lone figure stood outside the spire’s colossal doors as we approached.

Ruto Muramasa — Lute — watched our group carefully, his back atypically straight and a serious look on his face. “I greet you, travelers.” His tone was formal, but without pretention. He walked down a set of steps at the base of the tower shaped like smaller scales — and approached us. “And welcome to the Seventh Spire.”

“You will allow us to enter, per our deal?” I asked.

“Father has approved of your entry, Arbiter. Your coin is accepted.” Lute nodded his head. “As you were previously informed, this spire does not have an Arbiter’s Gate, and thus, an immediate meeting will not be permitted. Instead, you will be granted a special exception and permitted to enter the Ascension Gate. Once within, you will need to face the challenges within, much like any other candidates for ascension. Based on your performance, you will be evaluated for a potential meeting. You should consider this a Judgment, but for a group, rather than an individual. Please, come this way.”

He gestured toward the colossal doors, and perhaps responding to his gesture, I heard a loud creaking sound as they began to open—

Perhaps for the first time in many years.

This wasn’t the gate Keras would have taken, after all. This was the Ascension Gate, intended for those who wished to ascend their attunements. His magic was different. It was possible he had an exception similar to mine, but…I suspected he’d walked in the gate designed for someone carrying the Six Sacred Swords.

That was a mystery for another time. I couldn’t focus on Keras.

If we succeeded, we’d not only improve our strength, but in theory, earn a meeting with someone who could take us on the next step of our journey.

But there were many threats along that path — and, looking at my companions, I knew that I’d need to be careful. Not every threat to our success was inside.

Still, I trusted that we would succeed.

I reached out for my sister’s hand and clasped it as we walked through the open doors.

It was the day of my Judgment, and this time, I was prepared in every way that mattered.

THE END


Appendix I – Restricted Attunements

From Corin’s Notes, Also Taken on the Train to the Emerald Council

One of my primary projects over the last few days has been to sort through more information on my own Arbiter attunement, as I find it likely that details about the attunement could prove critical for my performance at the Emerald Council. Beyond that, studying the inner workings of my own attunement is something that I suspect will be a necessity for long-term development of new attunement features, which remains one of my long-term goals.

Warren Constantine’s books provide a great deal more information on restricted attunements that I’ve been unable to find elsewhere. While I found out some of these details last semester during my classes, as well as some from reading these books during this time, I’ve really drilled into them over the last few days to try to sort between fact and propaganda. In addition to the books, I’ve used the stories I’ve heard from Keras as an additional filter, and a few more bits and pieces I’ve managed to glean from conversations with Researcher, who has been somewhat less cagey now that she’s in Sera’s direct employ.

From these sources, I’ve compiled a list of what I believe to be the restricted attunements, and identified their probable source as the most obvious option — the Spider Spire.

When the Spider Spire was still known and accessible, some of these specific attunements would have been the ones given out during Judgments there. My notes on historical records indicate that at the time of the disappearance of the Spider Spire, some attunements might have been moved from other spires to the Spider Spire and vice versa, creating shifts in scarcity. For example, the Conjurer attunement may have once been a Spider Spire attunement, but appears to have been moved out of it to allow it to remain accessible in the spire’s absence. Conversely, there are indications that the Paladin attunement was once an East Edrian attunement, making it far more common in the earlier days of the spires.

It's also noteworthy that certain attunements on this list — particularly the Hierophant and Sovereign — were never handed out in Judgments. Instead, there were different attunements in the Spider Spire during that time period, but I have not been able to find details on what they were.

As for my own Arbiter attunement, it doesn’t appear to have existed in the present form in that time period. Instead, a different attunement with the same compound mana type (Adaptation) was available, but seemed to focus on rapid acclimation to mana changes in the body rather than power transference. I’ve dug into the Arbiter attunement to try to find those old functions, but it doesn’t seem like they’re in there, even in the restricted sections. So, rather than Arbiter being a new generation of that attunement, it’s possible it’s a completely different one with the same composite mana type that was chosen to replace the old one — or that the functions were simply removed so completely that I can’t find them.

A shame. But it does give me ideas on how I could build some new Adaptation-related functions on my own, given time…

As a note, based on my newer understanding that “Unique Functions” aren’t actually unique — and are, in fact, easily replicable in many cases — I’ve decided to label attunement-specific functions as “Signature Functions” rather than “Unique” ones. This is largely a semantics difference, but it works better for me, since it feels less…fake? Disingenuous might be a better word. Yeah.

I’m also only listing one Compound Mana Type, which is the compound of the Primary and Secondary mana types. Other compounds can be potentially created by manually mixing mana types, as I’ve attempted to figure out how to do with Tavare, or through automated processes that sometimes unlock in attunements at Citrine-level when they get their third mana types. I’m not listing all those possible combinations, since I don’t consider them to be a direct part of the attunement in the same fashion, and also because I don’t want to.

Anyway, let’s dig into the actual attunements.

	Abjurer: An attunement focused on dispelling magic and countering creatures from other planes of existence. Abjurers appear to have been built as a hard counter to Summoners and other contract attunements, as well as summoned entities like elementals. As seen with Mary Hawthorne’s ability to banish Meltlake’s simulacrum during her first year at Lorian Heights, as well as Professor Vellum’s ability to banish Mizuchi’s true form during the Winter Ball, it’s possible for an Abjurer to successfully banish someone vastly above their own level of power. (Admittedly, I still don’t know exactly how strong Vellum really is, and she appeared to be empowering her banishment with some kind of ritual magic that I haven’t been able to dig up anywhere. Something to ask about next time I see her, maybe.) Anyway, Banishment mana is hyper-focused on disrupting mana, but is extremely potent when doing it. As a comparison to the other anti-magic type, void, banishment seems to be more of an instantaneous effect that causes deleterious effects if successful (returning a target to their origin point and/or decreasing their magical power), whereas void appears to skew toward dampening or preventing mana usage in a region for a period of time. As a result, banishment largely has better utility against single targets, whereas void tends to be better for area denial and control. There are other differences; they both also appear to be better at countering certain specific mana types than the other type. You generally don’t want to use banishment against other related types, for example, as it might be possible to reflect it, whereas void is good at cancelling light and transference out. 
	Compound Mana Type: Banishment 

	Signature Function 1 — Possession Protection: The Abjurer supposedly has a unique function related to banishment that prevents them from being possessed by spirits, shades, and similar entities. This same function also helps prevent them from being affected by most forms of mental compulsion. My strong suspicion is that this function — if not this entire attunement — may have been designed with to counter the Sun Eater and other otherworldly threats. 

	Signature Function 2 — Banish: This is a bit of a confusing one, since banishment is the name of the compound mana type itself (and the deep dominion it is derived from), but I think what’s happening here is that there’s a built-in function for a banishment spell that can be used immediately on acquiring the attunement. This appears to be a simple “return to origin” function directed as a beam toward a target, whereas I’ve also seen much more complex banishment spells, like the one that Vellum used on Mizuchi. Notably, Vellum’s spell appeared to be a combination of a basic banishment spell and a related spell type that is referred to as “sealing”, which vastly reduces the target’s abilities for a period of time and prevents them from leaving the area they’re sent to. This seems to be something other high-level Abjurers can do, either in combination with banishment or independently from it. I am unclear if sealing is a high-level function (Citrine?) or if it’s simply a specific type of spell, as there isn’t a lot of literature available on the subject. 

	Mana Types: Death (Primary), Light (Secondary), Transference (Tertiary) 



	Arbiter: My own second attunement, the Arbiter is built to transfer mana and manipulate it into the bodies of others. Unlike other mana transference attunements, it has a built-in purification function which strips the mana signature out of the attuned, allowing the attuned to safely pass their power into others. 
	Compound Mana Type: Adaptation 

	Signature Function 1 — Mana Signature Erasure: As described above, the Arbiter function removes a caster’s mana signature. This is generally called purification colloquially, but upon further reading, it doesn’t really have anything to do with purity — it’s about equalizing the component parts used to develop the grey mana inside the Arbiter’s body. By equalizing all of the component mana types to a certain baseline value, they’re theoretically safe for anyone. High-level Enchanters and other attuned can accomplish this manually, but they do it by using light mana to burn out component mana parts that they don’t want. This attunement automates the process by converting mana from the environment as it comes into the Arbiter attunement, or when it’s sent out of the body while the Arbiter attunement is active. Notably, this means that my Enchanter attunement (for example) is still drawing in grey mana in a less balanced way, but it’s being balanced on the way out if I send it into a person or item. It’s complicated, but that means my body can, for example, still acclimate to the composition of mana designed for Enchanters, while also benefitting from the signature erasure when I send it out into something. 

	Signature Function 2 — Mana Transfer: A function designed to transfer mana directly into another person safely, restoring mana if they are below their safe mana capacity, or temporarily increasing their mana to a level above their normal capacity in cases where they’re already full or near-full. This function has become a massive part of my attunement growth strategy, both for my own attunements and for those of my allies, as increasing someone’s safe mana above their capacity (up to a safe maximum of double the standard value) roughly once a week helps to stimulate direct long-term mana capacity growth. While I originally recorded this as being percentage based, this doesn’t actually appear to scale in that fashion; the growth factor improves more slowly than someone’s mana pool does, and at a diminished rate as I use it on someone over and over. This means that I can’t simply rely on this alone to push us all to Emerald rapidly and need to continue working on additional strategies for that. Fortunately, I have several now. 

	Types: Transference (Primary), Life (Secondary), Light (Tertiary) 



	Chronomancer: Okay, so, I’ve found enough references to this one to be relatively convinced that it’s a real thing and actually exists — or existed — at some point. Unfortunately, it’s also the one case where I have had absolutely no luck in finding reliable information on what it actually might do. I’ve put down some speculation below, but it’s based on rumor and can’t be taken as reliable. 
	Compound Mana Type: Time 

	Signature Function 1 — Perceptive Haste: One of the more commonly agreed upon features of Chronomancer is that they can accelerate their speed without running into the same problems with their mind keeping track of their surroundings that my Haste problems have historically had. This means that it’s possible that there’s a built-in function for some sort of Haste + Accelerated Perception combination, or alternatively, that the attunement simply has an automated perception function that adjusts the mental speed of the attuned when their physical speed is increased. This sounds incredibly useful, but unfortunately, I’m so deep into mental mana usage that trying to go this route at this point would likely be counterproductive for me. I may still see if there’s a way to do it safely, but I don’t think it'll end up working out for me. 

	Signature Function 2 — Stasis Shroud: A time distortion modification of the shroud which freezes effects that attempt to pass through it. If this is true, it would have to be a time shaping function, rather than time calling, since time calling tends to accelerate effects, rather than decelerate them. This isn’t strictly impossible, but making attunement functions (or general item functions) for shaping is much harder than calling ones, and I’d question the utility of going this route over using more conventional mana types for stasis (which more typically would involve enhancement, memory, and/or ice, similar to the stories of the Pale King’s Regalia). If this is actually possible with time mana, it could be a tremendously useful defensive function, but I remain unconvinced that this is a thing. I may try to tinker with making something like this at some point. 

	Mana Types: Transference (Primary), Perception (Secondary), Death (Tertiary) 



	Hierophant: The signature attunement of the head of the priesthood of Katashi in Dalenos (and, by extension, the person who is ostensibly the most prominent priestly figure in all of Kaldwyn). While this is supposedly only held by one individual at a time, the last Hierophant who died was replaced by someone who already had a Citrine+ level in the attunement by the time of their acceptance of the position within a month. This implies that Haruka Saito — the deceased Hierophant — either had an understudy who also had the attunement at the same time, or possibly several trainees, each of which may have had the attunement in secret. I suppose it’s also possible that Katashi is able to hand out attunements at Citrine-level safely, but I think that would be beyond even his abilities, given how Mara struggled with a much smaller mana boost he gave her with an extremely safe attunement. 
	Compound Mana Type: Breath 

	Signature Function 1 — Awe-Inspiring Aura: The Hierophant is capable of expanding their shroud over a massive area and imbuing it with a specific spell of their choice. This allows the Hierophant to, for example, walk around with an aura that heals everyone nearby…or, say, lights everyone they don’t like on fire. Scary stuff. As a bit of a tangent, one of the books I read noted a significant similarity between this function and legends of the “Saint” on the continent of Dania hundreds of years ago. It’s possible that there could be some connection there, but I’m not sure. 

	Mana Types: Air (Primary), Life (Secondary), Mental (Tertiary) 



	Necromancer: Deni’s attunement. One of the more secretive ones, it’s been tough to find details on how exactly this one works. For all the terror of the name, the primary functionality of it appears to involve much more mundane things, like repairing bones with bone magic and having some sort of ability to perceive higher layers of self (meaning they can see ghosts and such). These capabilities, combined with the traditional powers of a Mender, have helped make Deni one of the most powerful healers I’m aware of. 
	Compound Mana Type: Bone 

	Signature Function 1 — Life/Death Balance: This fascinating attunement not only gives access to both life and death mana, it gives the necromancer access to both *at the same time*, which is, as far as I’m aware of, completely without comparison among modern attunements. (Elementalists can eventually get their opposites, but not until they make certain specific specialization choices.) This appears to be possible due to a function that uses stone mana as a sort of intermediary between the life and death mana, preventing them from mixing directly. Notably, I think the same thing is happening with the Elementalist — the air mana serves as an intermediary between fire and water, and fire/water would serve as an intermediary between air and earth. Anyway, yeah, Necromancers get access to three mana types immediately, and two of them are opposites. 

	Signature Function 2 — Layer Interaction: There’s some kind of function within the Necromancer attunement that allows them to interact with other layers of self, most notably a person’s mana and spirit. I don’t know how this works. I’m guessing it’s one of those secondary functions that uses completely different mana types than the ones the attunement gives direct access to, similar to how Summoners use spirit mana for contracts. My best guess is that this one uses spirit as well, and/or something like travel or constellations, which appear to be designed for cross-planar interactions. 

	Mana Types: Death (Primary), Stone (Secondary), Life (Tertiary) 



	Paladin: The legendary Paladin attunement allows for contracts directly with the visages, in a similar manner to how a Summoner might make a contract with a monster, but with the attuned being in an obviously subordinate position. A Paladin is a blade of the visages against their enemies, carrying vast visage-specific powers. It’s believed that this attunement may have been deliberately designed as a countermeasure to the Children of the Tyrant, and given what I now know about the apparent weakness of the children and the mana composition of this attunement, that seems plausible. It’s also noteworthy that there’s some “knowledge” out there about this attunement that seems more likely to be propaganda or disinformation to me. Ishyeal Dawnsglow, for example, is frequently mentioned as a Paladin, whereas Keras’ stories convincingly paint him as being a non-human entity from another world with similar powers. Given that Ishyeal was present on this world to contest the forces of the Sun Eater — who none of our books seem to even touch on in any significant detail — I suspect that this was a deliberate way of making Ishyeal sound “acceptable” to the local populace, since his feats of valor have been too high profile to hide completely, so legends have been adjusted to allow him to fit into the framework of being one of our divine servants, rather than one that serves the gods of a distant planet that virtually no one has heard of. 
	Compound Mana Type: Constellations 

	Signature Function 1 — Contract: This attunement allows for the creation of contracts similar to a Summoner, but with visages. It is unknown if they are allowed to make other contracts. 

	Signature Function 2 — Invoke Visage: Paladins gain the ability to invoke (yes, like the name “Invoker”) the power of a specific visage, gaining different abilities based on the specific visage granting them powers. The most common example seems to be some sort of short-term invulnerability power, which is typically attributed to Kerivas. 

	Mana Types: Light (Primary), Transference (Secondary), Life (Tertiary) 



	Sovereign: An attunement once given to ancient kings and rulers with the visages favor, the Sovereign is capable of taking away power from others — up to and including entire attunements. While Paladins appear to have been made to fight the Children of the Tyrant with powers that are clearly oppositional to his, the Sovereign’s powers are so similar to those of the vae’kes that I can’t help but wonder if this was an effort to nullify the children’s power with the “like deflects like” principle. If so, this effort appears to have largely been abandoned, as very few Sovereigns appear to exist today. 
	Dominion: Supremacy 

	Signature Function 1 — Steal Spell: This allows a sovereign to steal an individual spell effect for their own use. 

	Signature Function 2 — Strip Attunement: This allows a sovereign to take away an attunement from someone, potentially even putting it on themselves. 

	Mana Types: Death (Primary), Umbral (Secondary), Enhancement (Tertiary) 



	Whisper: I’m not sure if this one is real, which I suppose is probably the point. Whispers are certainly a thing, but they don’t all appear to have this attunement…or do they? I don’t know. Anyway, the story goes that Whispers can sometimes get this special attunement, which can conceal its own nature and appear to be more conventional attunements. Due to the nature of the claims, it’d be hard to verify if this is real if I can’t find a direct example to observe and reverse engineer. Which I should. I really should. 
	Compound Mana Type: Lies 

	Signature Function 1 — False Mark: This attunement displays a different attunement mark, rather than the Whisper mark. By default, it appears to be one of a complementary type to other attunements the person already has (if applicable). The Whisper can then supposedly choose to change the mark’s appearance to any other attunement they want. This all sounds easy enough; I could do the same thing, it’s a simple function change. I’d just need to build a library of other attunement images into my attunement to get all the options. 

	Signature Function 2 — Emulate Attunement: Supposedly, the Whisper attunement also has a limited ability to emulate the functions of other attunements. I am unclear if this is only when the visible mark appears to be a specific attunement or if these functions can be used independently. Either way, this also seems doable, but you’d need to build in a ton of other functions to make it work…or maybe just something like a dream mana based emulation function? The latter case would be much easier, but the functions would be a lot weaker than the real thing. Then again, swapping between a bunch of different “real” attunement functions sounds like the type of thing that would prevent your body from ever properly acclimating to the attunement, which would slow your power improvement speed and potentially be dangerous. Hm. Tough to say which approach would be better or is more likely. I’d lean toward it being more likely that the attunement is doing the latter, based on the mana types that people believe it grants, but either are hypothetically possible. 

	Mana Types: Perception (Primary), Fire (Secondary), Shadow (Tertiary) 





There are probably other restricted attunements out there — ones that have been entirely removed from circulation, for example, and perhaps others that are new and still in testing. I’d love to get a better idea of what else is out there, but for that, I’d probably need access to Wydd or Ferras.

…That might not be a bad goal to work toward, once the war is over and my family is safe.


Appendix II – Characters and Terms

From Corin’s notes

House Cadence:

	Magnus Cadence — Head of House Cadence, father of Tristan and Corin Cadence. Presumably also the father of Sera Cadence. 

	Laura Lyran — Head of House Lyran, mother of Tristan and Corin Cadence. Emerald-level attuned with the Swordmaster and Elementalist attunements. Member of Valia’s Council of Lords. 

	Tristan Cadence — Elder son of Magnus Cadence and Laura Lyran. Disappeared into the Serpent Tower during his Judgment. Presumed deceased. 

	Corin Cadence — Younger son of Magnus Cadence and Laura Lyran. Presumptive heir to both houses after Tristan’s disappearance. Earned an Enchanter attunement in the spire. Was given a mysterious new attunement by Katashi, the Visage of Valor. 

	Sera Cadence — Previously known as Sera Shard, Sera Cadence was legitimized by Magnus Cadence after passing her Attunement exam. She is presumed to be a bastard child of Magnus Cadence. After being legitimized, she is now a potential heir to the house. She’s my age and has a Summoner attunement. 

	Alaric Cadence — Legendary war hero of the Six Years War and famous Shaper. Grandfather of Magnus Cadence. 



University Staff:

	Chancellor Wallace — She was in charge of all university activities. Deceased after the battle with Mizuchi at the Winter Ball. 

	Lieutenant Commander Jack Bennet — Vice Chancellor, former military commander. 



Professors:

	Professor Edlyn — Assisted with new student orientation. Teaches Enchanting class. 

	Professor Ceridan — In charge of Tiger Class. Teaches Elementalists. 

	Professor Lyras Orden — In charge of Serpent Division and member of the Whispers, an organization that secretly serves the visages. Orden was involved with a conspiracy to kidnap the visage Tenjin, and she betrayed me during a spire expedition in the middle of the first year. 

	Professor Vellum — Teaches classes on permanent enchantments. Served as my mentor for most enchanting-related studies during the first year. She severely hurt herself rescuing me and other students from Mizuchi during the Winter Ball. 

	Professor Conway — Teaches Attunements class. Died fighting Mizuchi at the Winter Ball. 

	Lord Jonathan Teft — In charge of Hydra Class. Teaches dueling. 

	Doctor Tordrin — In charge of Phoenix Class. 

	Professor Meltlake — General Magic Theory class. Legendary Elementalist and Patrick’s personal mentor. A former member of House Hartigan, she is Derek Hartigan’s aunt. “Meltlake” is a title that replaced her last name after a famous duel where she supposedly set a lake on fire. Has a persistent leg injury and walks with a cane. 

	Professor Vanway — Teacher for an unknown class. Not one of my professors. 

	Sir Tanath — A member of the Soaring Wings, and a Summoner. One of Marissa’s teachers. 

	Professor Vestan — Corin’s Introductory Runes teacher. 

	Professor Zou — A guest professor. 

	Professor Saito — Attunement Optimization teacher. 

	Professor Wydran — Intermediate Enchanting teacher. Wore a strange black uniform. Transferred me into a more advanced class. 

	Professor de Remy — Advanced Enchanting teacher for third-year students. 

	Professor Ezran — My Intermediate Mana Manipulation teacher. 

	Lady Anette Haven — My Alternate Magic Sources teacher. 



Students:

	Patrick Wayland — One of my childhood friends, now my first retainer. An Elementalist and magical weapon enthusiast. 

	Jin Dalen — A mysterious foreign student from East Edria with a Sunstone-level Mesmer attunement. His family is sworn to House Dalen, the former ruling house of East Edria from the days before it was under Edrian rule. He was badly injured after fighting against me in the Serpent Spire, but escaped using my return bell. We ran into each other again after that, but things have been strained. 

	Marissa Callahan — One of my classmates. Usually called “Mara” by her friends, but I’m still getting used to the nickname. She’s a Guardian and something of a prodigy for our year. In the second half of the school year, she began training with Keras Selyrian to learn his combat techniques. 

	Roland Royce — One of Sera’s friends and a former friend of Tristan’s. Diviner. I think Sera may be trying to get him as a retainer. 

	Cecily Lambert — The younger sister of Yunika Lambert. One of my closest childhood companions. Things between us are a little awkward, since Tristan was engaged to Yunika before he disappeared, and there was an implication that Cecily and I might eventually get married, too. And then there was the training with father…anyway, things are strained, but we’re talking again. 

	Curtis Maddock — Dorm chief for my dorm. I, uh, probably should have talked to him more. He has two attunements on the same arm. 

	Lisa Stone — Former classmate from my childhood. 

	Jordan Jaldin — A second-year student that supervised one of the teams for the first year’s final exams. 

	Katherine Winters — A second-year student that supervised my team’s first year’s final exams. Goes by Kathy. 

	Rupert Kent — Elementalist. Noble who was part of a family that tried to “adopt” Mara from her family when she was younger. Total creep. 

	Kyra Dyson — Shadow. One of the better duelists in our first-year class. A member of Roland’s testing team. 

	Loria Marshall — Elementalist and close friend of Kyra’s. Another member of Roland’s team. 

	Desmond Vyers — Shaper. One of the best duelists of our first-year class. A member of Roland’s team. 

	Holly — Third-year Enchanting student. 

	Gregori — Third-year Enchanting student. 

	Tylan — Third-year Enchanting student. 

	Lute — Another student of the non-human variety, although probably slightly less murderous. Unclear, to be honest. Swordsman. Possibly a literal sword? Not really sure, but he’s seemingly related to Keras somehow, which raises all sorts of questions. Suspect he’s extremely powerful, probably in the Emerald range. Uses strange sword techniques that may involve transcendence mana. 

	Vernon Tenson — Third-year student with dual attunements (Legionnaire and Guardian). Leader of Team Goddess’ Grace for dueling class. 

	Sandra Stone — Third-year student with a Sunstone-level Summoner attunement. Member of Team Goddess’ Grace. 

	Micha Sawyer — Third-year student. Diviner with an enhancement mana specialization. Member of Team Goddess’ Grace. 

	Jeremy Jaldin — Third-year student. Older brother of Jordan Jaldin. Shaper with a near-Citrine mana pool. Leader of Team Bloodline. 

	Tyler Sanctum — Third-year student. Sunstone-level Spellsinger and specialist in sonic attacks. Member of Team Bloodline. 

	Matthew Coin — Third-year student. Sunstone-level Elementalist with an air-specialized mark. Member of Team Bloodline. 

	Mary Hawthorne — Leader of Team Skyseeker, one of the most powerful dueling teams of our year. Abjurer-style banishment abilities using a bow and arrow. Saw her during the fight with Mizuchi last year, but didn’t know her at the time. 

	Vermillion Rose — A member of Mary’s dueling team. Uses sword-enhancement magic, similar to a Swordmaster attunement and with some resemblance to Keras’ Pale Crescent. 

	Kuro Nightshade — A member of Team Skyseeker with a “classic wizard” motif. Extremely broad skill set. Probably an Enchanter, Architect, or maybe a Conjurer…unless he has a foreign skill set. It’s possible their whole team is using foreign magic, given some of their strange abilities. 



The Emerald Council — Staff:

	Warren Constantine — Master of the “Sorcerer’s Spire”, a human-made attempt to replicate the Soaring Spires, and primary host of the Emerald Council. A former Enchanter and Arbiter, Warren is an eccentric who, fearing some of the secrets he discovered deep within the sub-glyphs of his attunements, deliberately destroyed them. Now, he relies on older forms of power tied to the gateway crystals, but his overuse of mental-related abilities has caused his mental health to gradually decline. He was kind to me when we met, offering me advice and books from his earlier days, and warned me about activating the functions beyond Citrine-level in my attunements. I, of course, did it anyway. 

	Len Hastings — A magically-made copy of Lydia Hastings, a close friend of Keras from his homeland. Len was created as a part of one of the challenges Keras faced in the Spirit Gateway Shrine, and when he reached the crystal, he used his boon to preserve Len’s life rather than ask for what he was originally planning on. As a result, Len survived the test rather than being dismissed like a normal summoned being, and began to live a life of her own. She met us in Caelford last year, then brought us to the Sorcerer’s Spire, where she and Warren are harboring a number of summoned monsters that appear to have escaped or been freed from their service to live out their own lives. As a copy of one of Keras’ companions, she is a formidable sorcerer, though I have primarily seen her use teleportation. 



The Emerald Council — Valian Representatives:

	Elora Theas — Heir to House Theas, an ancient noble house. She’s an Emerald-level Summoner, Derek’s former paramour, and has a contract with the God Phoenix. She’s also heavily involved with the same conspiracy that my brother is, but I don’t know what her real goals are. 

	Alexander Theas — Elora’s cousin and a member of House Theas that fought in the Tournament of the Sacred Sword when Keras was present nine years ago. He was already formidable back then and likely is even stronger now. 

	Sylvia Sanctum — An Enchanter and older sister to Tyler Sanctum, one of the students from Teft’s dueling class. 



The Emerald Council – Dalen Representatives:

	Lord Admiral Norima — One of the Dalenos Six. A massive physical powerhouse, Lord Admiral Norima is a combination of a Wavewalker and Soulblade, with compounding transference mana for incredible speed. 

	Hierophant Setsuna Saito — One of the Dalenos Six and bearer of the Hierophant attunement. She is the high priest of Katashi. 

	Suzuki — One of the Dalenos Six. A Conjurer/Summoner, allowing him massive flexibility for monster summoning, teleportation, and conjuration powers. 

	Takeshi Kurita — One of the Dalenos Six during the time of the Tournament of the Sacred Sword and a powerful multi-attuned with two enhancement-focused attunements. Apparently, no longer a member of the Dalenos Six. 

	Takeshi Tetsurin — Kurita’s son, aspiring to follow in his footsteps, and also carrying two attunements. 



The Emerald Council – Caelish Representatives:

	Anabelle Farren — As previously noted, the owner of Farren Labs and single most important person in the industry of creating artificial attunements. Responsible for the creation of the prototype “god beast attunements” that were involved in the series of events I stumbled upon at the Serpent Spire. Speaks as if she sees the past and future concurrently with the present or something, potentially because of some kind of experimental attunement, or possibly indicating an inhuman-nature. 

	Nakht — Farren’s taciturn bodyguard, Nakht possesses a strange, terrifying flickering aura unlike anything I’ve seen anywhere else. 

	Kamaria Clarent — A powerful Forgemaster who fights in potent enchanted armor. She appeared in the Tournament of the Sacred Sword and was one of the few potential targets of the Sun Eater’s harbinger, Akadi, that actually survived his machinations. 



The Emerald Council – Edrian Representatives:

	Emperor Edria Song — The former crown princess of Edria, now ascended to their throne as emperor, Edria Song was marked at birth as the chosen of the visages with six attunements. When she made an appearance at the Tournament of the Sacred Sword a decade ago to claim her father’s sword, Diamantine, she was able to fight against several Citrine and Emerald opponents in a demonstration without a single scratch. She was reported to have six Emerald-level attunements at that time and is likely the single most powerful human on Kaldwyn, if not the planet as a whole. 

	Hannah Meiyer — The “Royal Executioner”, an Emerald-Level Executioner and member of the Edrian royal guard. 



The Cold Iron Division:

	Tetsushi Taiga — Commander of the Cold Iron Division and a former world-renowned monster hunter. 

	Tachibana Dan — Officer of the Cold Iron Division. Holds the rank of Major and the Forgemaster attunement. 

	Igarashi ? — Analytics officer for the Cold Iron division. 

	Yami Kikyou — Mysterious officer of the Cold Iron Division. Seemingly a Mesmer. 

	Kusanagi Jin — Alias for Jin Dalen used during his time in the Cold Iron Division. 



Other People:

	Lars Mantrake — Shopkeeper for the Climber’s Court, a magic item shop. As a former climber, he has many stories of the spires, almost half of which are probably true. He told me a bit about Selys-Lyann, my sword, and I think he may have seen it in the past. 

	Keras Selyrian — Mysterious foreign swordsman that I first encountered during my Judgment. Keras was my mentor in swordplay and protector for much of my time at Lorian Heights. He rescued me from Saffron, a Child of the Tyrant in Gold, during the second half of the school year. After rescuing Patrick from the Sons of Valia in our second year, Keras was reunited with a friend from his past — the legendary sorceress Wrynn Jaden — and left to confront the Sun Eater, a potential world-ending threat. 

	Echion — He’s a kid with an experimental artificial attunement that I rescued during my Judgment. His strange attunement seems to be based on god beasts, rather than conventional attunements. I plan to study that style of thing eventually. 

	Vera Corrington — Tower explorer that I first encountered during my Judgment. I broke her out of a cell, then she stabbed me in the back. Eventually, I found her and escorted her back to the tower, where she turned herself in to Katashi to help prevent collateral damage from some of her actions related to ambushing Tenjin, one of the visages. 

	Aloras Corrington — Automotive engineer. Vera’s brother. 

	Derek Hartigan — Heir to House Hartigan, an ancient noble house. Has an Emerald-level Soulblade attunement. We spent the second half of the school year living at his place. 

	Tavare — Derek’s Summoned blade elemental. Refers to themselves as “Radiance”, which is kind of weird. 

	Delsys — Derek’s Summoned flame/wind elemental. 

	Sheridan Theas — Elora Theas’ sibling, and a follower of Wydd. Wields the restricted “Necromancer” attunement, but specializes in healing. Derek usually refers to them by the nickname “Deni”. May or may not be flirting with me. Aaaaaah. 

	Vanniv — A summoned karvensi. Both Elora and Sera have contracts with Vanniv. Somehow fashionable, even when shirtless. 

	Researcher — A knowledge elemental that resides in the restricted section of the Divinatory. 

	Yunika Lambert — Cecily Lambert’s older sister, and Tristan’s former fiancée. Still not sure on her angle on all the politics going on. 

	Meredith Hawkins — A historical figure who supposedly escaped one of the spires after several years of being trapped inside. Commonly believed to be a con artist. 

	Johannes Edington — An academic who attempted to enter a Judgment and stay inside as long as possible in order to preserve memories of what the rooms looked like. Emerged a few months later and published a paper on his findings. 

	Anabelle Farren — The owner of Farren Labs, the center for artificial attunement research. 

	Nakht — A worker for Anabelle Farren at Farren Labs with a strange, shifting aura. 

	Kahi Zephyr — A guide for Farren Labs. 

	Ashon — A researcher for Farren Labs with a bit too much interest in my Arbiter attunement. 

	Archduke Verena — The leader of an Edrian noble house many years in the past. He is seen, along with other members of his family, in a constructed scenario inside the Tiger Spire. 

	Dalen Mitsurugi — An ancestor of Jin Dalen in a constructed scenario inside the Tiger Spire. He was a wielder of Soulbrand, the Sacred Sword of Fire. Note that he uses the Dalenos naming style, meaning “Dalen” is his surname, not his personal name. I wonder if Jin prefers that and simply used our naming style while visiting Valia? 

	Jerome Schmidt — An Edrian noble and son of Kaspar Schmidt, who fought my great-grandfather in the Six Years War. I studied his fighting style in my childhood. 

	Emma Verena — One of Archduke Verena’s daughters in a part of the fourth-floor test in the Tiger Spire. 

	Emery Verena — One of Archduke Verena’s daughters in a part of the fourth-floor test in the Tiger Spire. Sera formed a contract with her and helped her escape the spire as a summoned monster, after which she stayed at Lorian Heights with the intention of becoming a student in the next school year. 

	Anthony — A manservant for House Verena in a part of the fourth-floor test in the Tiger Spire. 

	Lady Nora Haven — A member of House Haven in a part of the fourth-floor test in the Tiger Spire. 

	Caelyssa Ves — Goes by “Lys”. A retainer of House Haven in a part of the fourth-floor test in the Tiger Spire. 

	Constant Beaufort — A member of House Beaufort in a part of the fourth-floor test in the Tiger Spire. 

	Spirit Gateway Crystal — A sentient crystal in the Unclaimed Lands that created challenges for Keras when he entered a shrine. 

	Transcendence Gateway Crystal — A sentient crystal in the Unclaimed Lands that offers challenges for those that enter the crystal’s home. 

	Roy — An entrant who once faced the Transcendence Gateway Crystal’s challenges. 

	Elina Maryn — An entrant who once faced the Transcendence Gateway Crystal’s challenges. 

	Kester Boyd — An entrant who once faced the Transcendence Gateway Crystal’s challenges. Apparently worked with Lars Mantrake. 



Visages:

	Katashi — Visage of Valor, patron Visage of Dalenos, where he is a central figure in their government. 

	Melkyr — Visage of Resilience, patron Visage of Edria. 

	Ferras — Visage of Creation, patron Visage of Caelford. 

	Tenjin — Visage of Inspiration, patron Visage of Valia. Currently missing. 

	Kerivas — Visage of Law, second patron Visage of Edria. 

	Wydd — Visage of Forbidden Knowledge. Location unknown. Often depicted as a trickster or shapeshifter. 



God Beasts:

	Genbu, the God Tortoise — God Beast of Dalenos. 

	Seiryu, the God Serpent — God Beast of Valia. 

	Orochi, the God Hydra — God Beast of Edria. 

	Byakko, the God Tiger — God Beast of Caelford. 

	Suzaku, the God Phoenix — God Beast of East Edria. 

	Arachne, the God Spider — God Beast of (????) 



God Beast Children:

	Mizuchi — Deadly serpent, called “Hero’s End”. Child of Seiryu. Believed to be virtually invulnerable. 

	Satsuki — A descendant of Seiryu, the God Serpent. Apparently she’s a “murder serpent”, which is just as comforting as it sounds. She’s also enrolled as a student. Seems to like me, which is, uh, absolutely horrifying? Why, universe? Why? 



Other Powers:

	The Tyrant in Gold — A divine being that is antithetical to Selys, and believed to be comparable to her in power. The scriptures teach that he is in control of the entire world outside of Kaldwyn. 

	Saffron — A Child of the Tyrant in Gold. Tremendously powerful, most likely on a similar level to Mizuchi. 



Major Nations:

	Valia — Nation on the eastern coast of the continent of Kaldwyn. Home to the Serpent Tower and the Lorian Heights Academy. 

	Edria — Imperialistic southern nation. Conquered Kelridge during the Six Years War and nearly conquered Valia as well. 

	Caelford — Technologically advanced nation on the western coast of the continent. Allied with Valia. 

	Dalenos — Theocracy; covers most of the northern side of the continent. 

	Kelridge — A territory that was a part of Dalenos prior to the Six Years War. Conquered by Edria and now known as East Edria. 



Days of the Week:

	Tashday 

	Kyrsday 

	Fersday 

	Tensday 

	Vasday 

	Wyddsday 
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Closing Notes From the Author

Thanks for reading this, everyone. At present, the next book is planned to be the final volume of Arcane Ascension — at least for the moment. I’m excited for the conclusion, and I hope you are, too. There may be more books following some of the same characters in the future, but Arcane Ascension 7 is wrapping up the main story that was introduced in Sufficiently Advanced Magic.

As always, if you enjoyed this book, please consider rating and reviewing it. Arcane Ascension is self-published and relies heavily on ratings and reviews.

If you’re looking for something else to read in the meantime, my most recent series, The Lost Edge, launched last year. The first book, Edge of the Woods, is out now. The second book, Edge of the Dream, is on its way and should be out soon.

For those of you waiting for more Weapons & Wielders and War of Broken Mirrors content, those are still planned, but will take a little longer.

I’m also working on a new series to launch around the time Arcane Ascension concludes. A very rough preview of the opening of that story can be found below.

Thanks again for reading!

-Andrew


Preview Chapter — Jonan I — Sight and Sound

Jonan squinted into the mirror, exploring the world beyond.

The pale light of his lantern wasn’t exactly ideal for cautious examination of a scene, which was further complicated by the lack of light in the room he was watching beyond the scrying surface.

There were torches lit in that room, yes, but two of them were out and the one that remained lit was anemic and sucking in its last breaths.

“What’s our status?” came a familiar voice emerging from an unfamiliar place. He still wasn’t used to the earrings, but he had to admit that the sound projection devices had great utility, even if they tended to lead to tinnitus for days after he used them.

“I can’t see any traps. That doesn’t mean there aren’t any.” He sighed. “I need to start selling lanterns, too. You’d think these rich nobles would be able to afford something from a time after the invention of the wheel.”

A weak chuckle from the earring. That was about the best his jokes usually got, but he’d keep trying. Even a pity-laugh helped settle his nerves.

Besides, it was probably best that Vee wasn’t full-body roaring with laughter. At present, she was standing in a rather precarious position on the rooftop, and doubling over at his (admittedly terrible) humor would have led to one of his least favorite clean-up scenarios.

“Partner down” was never a fun one, whether figurative or literally caused by falling from great heights.

“I’m going in,” Vee declared, “these pieces of resh are running out of essence and you’re useless to me once they stop working.”

Jonan raised a hand to his heart, even though she couldn’t see it. He figured she could model him well enough to imagine the gesture, though. “Wow, Vee. Be more honest, please.”

“In our line of work?” He couldn’t see her either, but he could feel the wink.

With that, she jumped off the side of the building.

An understandable response to being assigned to me again, if a bit premature.

But that wry bit of self-deprecation came with the knowledge that this particular partner was just playing to her strengths.

He had to switch to looking through another mirror to see her — one on the far-left side of the wagon, propped up against a wall. He got a great look at her shroud-covered form as she grabbed onto the roof awning with both hands, then swung to brace both feet against one of the room’s windows. He winced, bracing for a shattering sound that never came.

Instead of kicking straight through the window, she simply braced, then tapped the glass with one foot, causing an improbable reaction — spiderweb cracks spread across the window, then it collapsed silently into the frame.

He blinked rapidly in confusion.

Sound calling to break glass makes sense…but what? Did she shape the sound of it breaking? The level of finesse that must take…

How much have you been veking practicing, Vee?

With the window gone, she swung herself inside the room.

“In,” Vee reported in a whisper.

Jonan switched back to the now-superior vantage point of the first mirror’s view. “I can see that, although it’s kind of hard to tell in the dark.”

“That’s what she said.”

Jonan favored her with his favorite sigh. “Safe is behind the painting on the left side of the bed.”

“Seriously?” Vee’s eyebrows probably went up, but again, his imagination was necessary to supplement a failure of his tools. “The old ‘safe behind the painting’ trick? Doesn’t everyone check that immediately?”

“I imagine not many people survive long enough to check anything, given the sheer number of guards, the bound elemental on the floor below, and the traps in the gallery.”

“Pssh. That’s all kid stuff,” she dismissed, as if they weren’t both just barely graduated from being children themselves, if even that.

Vee slipped on a second layer of gloves — he wasn’t sure why — then slipped the painting off the wall, staring at the exposed safe. “Not even a false wall?” she questioned out loud.

He leaned closer to the mirror, trying to get a better look at what she had in front of her, but it didn’t help much. “I know, it feels too easy.”

“I was going to say that it feels cheap, but sure, drop a story trope that means everything is about to go wrong.”

Jonan’s stomach lurched. “I didn’t mean—”

“Ssh. You hear that?”

Jonan paused, quieting.

“Just kidding!”

Jonan’s heart hammered in his chest. “You’re going to send me to an early grave with talk like that.”

“Sorry. Sorry I can’t see your expression, that is.” She tapped around the safe, testing for something. Physical traps that Jonan hadn’t seen, maybe. Then, she felt around behind it, eventually nodding. “Code?”

“Fifty-eight, twenty-two, thirty. But that was two weeks ago, I haven’t seen—”

“Got it, got it.” She leaned in, putting an ear to the safe as she began to turn the dial, and…

“They changed it.”

“Vek.” He took a deep breath. “Abort?”

“Nah, give me a second.”

He frowned. “We can’t break it open, we’d compromise—”

“Quiet.”

He went silent, watching as she fiddled with the safe’s dial, twisting it slowly back and forth. After a few seconds, he checked the other mirrors.

He’d only managed to get three mirrors into the household — and that was a better result than he usually managed. House Ta’thyriel was wealthy enough to throw around money on fancy new mirrors when, purely hypothetically, a glassblower’s apprentice showcased their wares nearby, coincidentally just after.

Yeah, Vee had blown up some of their old mirrors with sound magic. It was shocking the kind of range she could get with sound calling when she wasn’t worried about collateral damage. She’d done it in the middle of the two weeks before he’d set up shop, just to avoid any obvious connection. From what she’d heard (also through her sound sorcery), they’d assumed it was an earthquake, which was fair. The region was prone to small quakes.

Better than getting more servants fired. I always feel bad about that.

Two of the mirrors were in the master bedroom, each a large dressing mirror for one of the masters of the household. They’d given him two different visual angles on the room, which was useful. The third mirror was…less useful. It was for the wall of a nearby washroom, which had minimal utility — except, of course, on occasions where someone happened to come inside.

Like that particular moment, for instance.

The owners were out for the evening, attending a late-night gala hosted by House Dianis. The guards weren’t invited. They wouldn’t come into the master bedroom without a good reason, but with the washroom being just down the hall…

“Guard patrol in washroom, abort,” Jonan whispered.

“Sssssh!”

Vee continued to fiddle with the safe while the guard washed his hands, then his face with excruciating slowness. Was the guy trying to give himself a bath in there?

Conjured water flooded from the faucet and Jonan understood the appeal. House Ta’thyriel was famous for water sorcery — their faucets apparently had both hot and cold options. The night was freezing. The steam rising from the water had to be a great comfort during a long night, and there were ample towels nearby to dry off.

Jonan half-expected the guy to walk into the nearby shower to take advantage of that, but instead, the guard paused in a way that Jonan could only think of as “alarmingly”.

Still, he held his breath. Vee had asked him to be quiet. She knew her business. If she needed silence to work, he’d give it to her, at least until—

The guard’s tossed his towel aside, his expression changing, and put his hand on his sword.

He can’t hear her. She has to be dampening sound.

Unless she needs—

Oh, vek. Is she making the safe noises louder, so that when it hits a certain number—

The guard left the restroom, turning to the right — toward the master bedroom — his hand still on the hilt of his weapon.

“Almost have it,” Vee whispered.

Jonan didn’t respond. He moved.

I’m going to regret this.

Jonan was not cut out for field work. He knew this. Vee knew this. The boss knew this.

And yet, in that moment, he found himself ducking out of the back of the wagon, already forming hand-signs in the air.

Hide. Self.

To an outsider, he would have vanished from view after completing the second sign. He felt no difference, saw no difference — he’d used a spell that excluded himself.

It wasn’t full invisibility. He couldn’t maintain that long enough to be useful before the sight spell’s cost started noticeably burning out his eyesight. With practice, his efficiency at sight calling would improve, and it had already improved ten-fold since his first days of tinkering as a child. For now, camouflage was a better bet.

He'd be a moving blur at night. Unless the guards were sorcerers themselves, he’d probably go unseen.

But not unheard. He lacked Vee’s significant skill with sound sorcery — and her even greater skill with motion sorcery.

He had a second skill of his own, but it lay abandoned along with the ashes of his childhood.

There was always time for caution — except for when there wasn’t.

He reached the exterior wall, hearing little more than clicking from Vee’s earring. He grabbed the climbing rope she’d left on the wall, regretting that he was wearing gloves for the weather, not for ascending a wall. An oversight, clearly.

Still, arm over arm, he made his way up.

That was the easy part. The descent on the other side of the wall?

Not so much. Vee had almost certainly just jumped — she had that absurd double jumping thing she could use with motion spells to move herself mid-air and prevent falls from hurting her.

Jonan groaned, flipped himself around on the stone wall, then lifted the rope and tossed it over the other side. The grappling hook that Vee had used to attach hook it into place was still usable.

Hide.

The rope vanished as he lowered it down the other side of the wall, then climbed down.

A loud click from his earring.

“Got it. We’re back in bus—”

Distantly, he heard a guard shouting an alarm.

“Oh,” Vee’s voice sounded again. “That’s bad.”
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