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        Gifted

    
    
    
    
                Most people don't remember being born. Sebastian remembers dying first. 

Reborn with his memories somewhat intact and a stolen demon's power tangled into his soul, he's given something rarer than any starting class: time. Time to test his limits before he can walk. Time to reverse-engineer a hidden system no one will explain to him. Time to learn exactly how much of himself he can afford to reveal, and to who.

 Growing up at a mountain outpost on the edge of nowhere, raised by a disgraced mage and his daughter, Bastian has every reason to keep his Status a secret. But the numbers don't lie, and neither does the thing he absorbed in the womb. Somewhere in the dark, it's still hungry. And it isn't the only thing watching him grow. 

Gifted: First Steps — some paths begin before you can walk.

---------

Release Schedule: 1/day for as long as I can manage, then we'll drop to 1 every 2nd day.

            

    
        Chapter 0

    
    
    
    
  Hi! You've found your way to my pre-launch chapter. Welcome to Sebastian's story as we follow him from womb to worldwalker! Along the way he'll make friends and lose them - learn about the system that governs his second life and where it can take him - and hopefully he'll have some fun on his journey.

If you want to discuss the story with other readers outside of the comments feel free to join my Discord.

With that, I hope you enjoy the ride!

Hint: Click Next Chapter.

  

    
        Chapter 1

    
    
    
    
  I floated along in one of the gently flowing currents of the ocean of souls. The experience was how I imagined it must feel to fly, pulling me along like a cloud in an airstream, not a care in the world. Beneath me in the depths, something massive swam, outpacing the stream I found myself in. In its wake, my own current buckled for a moment, but I wasn’t afraid in the slightest. Something that big in the ocean of souls was undoubtedly a Guardian, patrolling for anything that shouldn’t be here, which basically meant anything that wasn’t a soul waiting for rebirth.

I couldn’t say how long I had been dead. The ocean had that effect on you. Like the feeling of a warm shower, with your eyes closed as the water cascaded down over your skin, forming rivers and paths, shutting out the world. A moment of respite, between lives, meant to lull you before what came next.

I may not have known how long I had been dead for, but I still remembered my old life. I’d died somewhat young, just before setting off for college. The son and only child of a pair of kind, loving parents. I had wanted for little and been doted upon all my life – my past life, I reminded myself. I didn’t miss my parents, but that was because they’d been in the car with me when I died. Small reliefs, but we had passed on together. We’d even had time in the ocean of souls together. Time to say goodbye. Few people got that opportunity and I was incredibly grateful for it. 

Both of my deceased parents had already been reborn. Where and how, well, those weren’t things that we souls got to know. The Ocean of Souls imparted only enough knowledge about itself to help calm its denizens. All I knew was that when the time came, you would rise to the surface, and after passing beyond the ocean, you found a new home. 

Passing beyond the surface was no small matter. To be taken from the ocean of souls was to be scrubbed clean and prepared anew. All memories taken, all personality wiped, like bleach for the soul. When it was my turn, the same would happen to me. On one hand, I might have feared it; on the other, after it happened I wouldn’t even know, so why worry about it?

Without my parents to keep me company I had been forced to find other souls to talk to. Plenty died in gruesome battles on worlds I had never even conceived of, though most died of disease or old age. A few even claimed that their worlds were like the roleplaying games I remembered from Earth, with classes and everything. I kind of hoped I would be reborn in just such a world. But the deceased did not get to choose. 

At least, as far as I knew.

So I continued to drift, carefree and relaxed. The wake of the Guardian now passed as it continued its patrol. One moment I was surrounded by clear blue water, enjoying my time between lives, and the next, a new shadow was passing over me that didn’t leave a disturbance in its wake. That shouldn’t be possible. I frantically tried to move out of the current, uncertain what was above me, when I found the darkness closing in from all sides. I panicked, then, trying to swim away. But there was nowhere to go. 

The void surrounded me, blacker than the darkest night. Clawed fingers ripped into my soul and I screamed. I thrashed back and forth wordlessly stricken with fear that whatever had surrounded me was killing me. Throwing myself at the darkness, rising panic filled me as my formless attacks did nothing.

My screams for help went unanswered as I desperately sought a way to survive whatever this was. My hands continued to scrape at the darkness, their meagre might seemingly amusing the beast as its claws once more raked through my form. When my attacks continued to fail, I pleaded, begging for my life. My appeals fell on deaf ears, its teeth casually gnawing away at me, taking its time like a cat playing with its food. 

I knew what it was then, even before I heard the snicker of its voice in my head. 

A demon. I was being devoured by a demon. One who dared to sneak into the ocean of souls. In that moment it became obvious that I had no chance of winning. Where was a Guardian when I needed one? I continued to thrash and struggle, unwilling to cease to exist without a fight. Yet, all my effort came to naught.

A sense of movement jolted us, and I was given a moment's reprieve as I felt us rising. Then came the surface of the ocean, and for the first time I heard more from my attacker than a cruel chuckle of amusement. The demon shrieked, and a ray of light opened up in the darkness. With the light burning me I could see that the demon had enveloped me with its body, cutting off all avenues of escape. That realisation was followed by pain as the little bit of light leaking through the demon scoured me as well, burning away memories and thoughts of my past life. But not all of them, as only a fraction of the light touched me: the demon bore most of the assault.

Then the light was gone, and the gentle thump-thump, thump-thump, thump-thump of something nearby was all I could hear. I tried to look around, but I could see nothing and feel even less. A whimper stirred my attention, and I realised wherever I was, whatever I was, I was not alone. The tone had changed, but I could still recognise my attacker. 

That memory remained firm. 

I spread my soul out and found that whatever we were in was humanoid. The demon spread through half of it and I the other. I prepared to defend myself, expecting to be attacked again, but the wordless mewling drew me to one simple conclusion. The demon was weakened. Whatever the surface of the ocean of souls did to cleanse those that left its waters, the demon had suffered the worst of it.

In a fury I lashed out. Where it had toyed with me, enjoying my suffering, my response was that of a wild beast, ripping apart its soul in an animalistic rage. I had no claws but we weren’t physical beings and with my metaphysical teeth, I tore its spiritual flesh apart. The demon bellowed an unholy scream echoing around us as it desperately tried to hide. But there was nowhere for it to go. Nowhere for it to escape my retribution. Torn pieces of its spirit floated around me like macabre confetti, but I refused to stop till there was nothing left but the tatters of its existence. 

With each shred of itself the demon lost to my anger, I settled deeper and deeper into the humanoid form we were in. As my soul slowly melded into the lifeform so too did the torn fragments of the demon blend into my soul. By the time I was done, not a single piece of my tormentor remained. As though an equilibrium had been reached, I felt my soul retreat into the form, merging perfectly with the body I found myself in.

Though my eyes were closed, words appeared before me.

Welcome to the Myriad Paths!

Assessing new user. New user deemed to be too young for self-managed access to the Myriad Paths. Entering into automated mode.


Error. New user has two Achievements. Self-managed access required for determination of Achievement outcomes.

Assessing…

Assessing…

New user shows heightened cognitive functioning in comparison to user’s age (4 months gestation). 

Determining capability for decision making via physical stimulation. User must kick twice to show they understand. Ten second window beginning now.

The body was new to me but I remembered how to kick. I moved my miniature leg twice, kicking it back and forth, though the sensation was weird and my leg was tiny compared to what my soul remembered.

User determined to be capable of decision-making. Myriad Paths override activated. Self-managed access to the Myriad Paths user interface granted. Please familiarise yourself with the basic Status sheet.

There was a moment where the text faded away, and then new blinking lights appeared before me.




	
Name - Unnamed 


	
Skills (0/3)





	
Class - Locked


	 



	 
	
Body Features





	
Basic Attributes


	
Aether Core - Minor





	
Strength - 100


	
Aether Channels - Weak





	
Stamina - 100


	 



	
Coordination - 100


	
Affinity (1/1)





	
Mental - 100


	
Shadow (Strong) - 100





	
Aether - 100


	 



	 
	 



	
Advanced Attributes (0/2)


	 



	 
	 



	
Paths (0/10)


	 






The first thing I noted was that the Myriad Paths had decided I was unnamed. My old name was gone, cast aside. But it was clearly leaving room for whatever my new parents would name me, because the whole discussion about my age had made me realise exactly what was going on. I had been reborn. Although, that wasn’t technically accurate as I was not yet born. 

I was a baby. 

A not even born yet baby with some of my memories intact. I was a little confused about my Basic Attributes. One hundred seemed awfully high. I certainly didn’t feel like someone with one hundred strength, based on the feeble kicks I had just performed to make sure the Myriad Paths let me manage my own development. I had no idea yet what Advanced Attributes were, or Paths for that matter. Skills were kind of self explanatory, but I didn’t have any of those either. 

Then there was my Aether Core and Channels. Minor and weak. It sounded kind of terrible to me, but then again, it also meant this world likely had some form of magic. I could work with terrible. With a little effort and persistence I could maybe turn those two around, transforming them into something more useful. Then there was my Affinity for shadow. I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing to have, but I had a sneaking suspicion that I had my attacker to thank for it. The demon had certainly felt like a lurking shadow when it attacked me. 

Alongside my Status was a flashing number which I was guessing were the waiting Achievements the Myriad Paths spoke of. I focused my attention on them and the first opened before me despite my blindness.

Achievement Acquired! Defeat a Lesser Demon Prince while unborn.
Reward: Path of Exceptionalism Unlocked plus 20 steps of Advancement along this new Path!

Path Unlocked! Path of Exceptionalism (0/10)

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Exceptionalism I (20/10)

Reward: Advanced Attribute Unlocked: Talented

Free Advanced Attribute Slot available. Would you like to select Talented as an Advanced Attribute?

I hesitated. Glancing back at my Status, I only had two Advanced Attribute slots available. What if I couldn’t change them? What if I was taking a subpar Advanced Attribute and ruining my chances of living a blessed life? Though, rereading the Achievement, that seemed unlikely. I wasn’t one to brag, but defeating a lesser demon prince while still an unborn child sounded pretty epic, even if the beast had been weakened by leaving the ocean of souls to the point where it didn’t know up from down.

With a note of uncertainty, I mentally agreed to adding Talented as an Advanced Attribute. It appeared on my sheet with a shiny one hundred next to it, just like the rest of my Attributes. That still had me confused, but I vowed to examine it further later, instead moving on to the second notification.

Achievement Acquired! Consume another soul and absorb it into your own.
Reward: Path of Soulstealing.

I opened my Status up a second time.




	
Name - Unnamed


	
Skills (0/3)





	
Class - Locked


	 



	 
	
Body Features





	
Basic Attributes


	
Aether Core - Minor





	
Strength - 100


	
Aether Channels - Weak





	
Stamina - 100


	 



	
Coordination - 100


	
Affinity





	
Mental - 100


	
Shadow (Strong) - 100





	
Aether - 100


	 



	 
	 



	
Advanced Attributes (1/2)


	 



	
Talented - 100


	 



	 
	 



	
Paths (2/10)


	 



	
Path of Exceptionalism I (20/100)


	 



	
Path of Soulstealing (0/10)


	 






Unable to help myself, I started trying to do some mental calculations on why all my Attributes and my Affinity were one hundred. As I did so, running some very simplistic calculations, a new notification appeared in the corner of my vision. I paused my thinking to open it.

Path Unlocked! Path of Basic Numeracy (0/10)

Without any chance to deny it, the Path appeared in my Status sheet. Testing my theory, I began to do some basic counting and mathematics in my head. Nothing more complex than very simple addition and subtraction. At first, nothing happened, and I thought perhaps I had made a mistake, but I kept trying, pushing on and on to higher numbers until finally the number next to the Path of Basic Numeracy ticked up by one. I found I could control my mouth, letting a huge smile bloom on my still forming face, baby gums and all. 

The only question now was, what happened when I reached ten? Would I get another Advanced Attribute, or something else? I had to know. With a focus borne of curiosity and probably a little adrenaline, I started doing mathematics in my head. Tiredness crept up on me, and I felt myself fading even though the numbers had only ticked over to four. I still had six to go. I had to push on. It ticked over to five, then six, but I could no longer resist the pull of the darkness, falling into a peaceful sleep.

I don’t know how long I slept for but when I woke, I returned to my counting. Six became seven, then eight, then nine, and finally, with sleep beckoning me once more, I pushed through the wave of lethargy to ten. A notification suddenly blinked in front of me.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Basic Numeracy I (10/10)

Reward: +1 to Mental

On my Status, one hundred in Mental became one hundred and one. I waited to see how it would feel. How it would change me. It didn’t take me long to realise I felt no different. That was fine though. It just meant I needed more, and I apparently had another five months uninterrupted by external stimuli to spend on this. It wasn’t like I had anywhere else to be just yet. With that thought firmly lodged in my mind, I once more succumbed to sleep.

Days became weeks, and weeks became months. Every day I pushed on, working on my different Paths. After two weeks of forcibly trying to stay awake to spend even more time working on my development, I unlocked the Path of Endurance. When my ears were more developed, I unlocked the Path of Eavesdropping. Neither Path advanced as quickly as Basic Numeracy and Linguistics - English. Endurance plodded along like a cow out to pasture, taking its sweet time to munch on each mouthful of grass. Eavesdropping went a little faster, but was limited to when my new mother was talking to someone. She also hummed, but that didn’t count apparently. I hoped she would be as nice as my previous life's mother, but I would settle for her just being a decent person.

I was able to determine more about my body as I tried various actions to unlock additional Paths. I was definitely a humanoid. I couldn’t quite feel my ears yet, but my body shape and leg movements, along with the feel of my wet skin had me convinced I was either a human or possibly an elf. Of course there were other weirder possibilities, given the demon I had absorbed, but I was guessing I was human. Mostly. 

It was a surprise not to see my species noted on the Status, which I brought up daily to monitor my progress. The Paths I had managed to unlock and improve, excluding Endurance, were all Mental Paths. What I meant by that was that at each Tier on the Path I completed, my Mental Stat increased by one. All except two. When I had completed the ninth Tier on the Path of Basic Numeracy and again when I did the same for Linguistics - English I got an Unallocated Stat. Testing the possibilities, I had added both to my only Advanced Attribute, Talented. If they had an impact, I wasn’t sure what it was. 

I brought up my Status again, reviewing my progress over the last few months.




	
Name - Unnamed


	
Skills (0/3)





	
Class - Locked


	 



	 
	
Body Features





	
Basic Attributes


	
Aether Core - Minor





	
Strength - 100


	
Aether Channels - Weak





	
Stamina - 102


	 



	
Coordination - 100


	
Affinity (1/1)





	
Mental - 119


	
Shadow (Strong) - 100





	
Aether - 100


	 



	 
	 



	
Advanced Attributes (1/2)


	 



	
Talented - 102


	 



	 
	 



	
Paths (6/10)


	 



	
Path of Exceptionalism I (20/100)


	
Path of Linguistics - English IX (8217/10000)





	
Path of Basic Numeracy IX (9992/10000)


	 



	
Path of Endurance II (31/50)


	 



	
Path of Eavesdropping III (62/100)


	 



	
Path of Soulstealing (0/10)


	 






In all that time, there had been no changes in my Paths of Exceptionalism or Soulstealing. Kind of made sense to me, since I doubt I did anything considered exceptional or eat any more souls. Not that I planned to do that, but you never knew. Maybe another demon would present itself and I could give it a shot. 

Even ignoring the lack of progress, I had noticed another difference in how my Paths seemed to function. When my Path of Exceptionalism completed the first Tier, the second was set to one hundred. However, for all the other Paths I had acquired and progressed since, the second Tier had been set at twenty-five, the third fifty and only the fourth Tier was set to one hundred. I took this to mean that not all Paths were the same.

Of course my interest in magic hadn’t waned. I had tried to access my magic, my Aether Core. Progressing in that area had been a priority, but so far I’d had no luck. Meditating hadn’t helped, nor gotten me a new Path, though maybe I was just doing it wrong. I may have looked like a little, naked Buddha, but an ascetic monk I was not. While I hadn’t partaken of any worldly delights, I couldn’t even get into the lotus position. Pushing, prodding, squeezing, none of it had worked. Thankfully I wasn’t able to poop yet otherwise that squeezing could’ve turned out real bad. I had no desire to shit where I slept or take a poop bath. Calamity avoided.

One might have thought I was an incredibly hard worker, to have advanced at least a couple of my Paths so much in such a short time. But I had a theory about that. The Paths that were advancing quickly were the ones where I already had knowledge and experience, even if it came from my previous life. The Linguistics one particularly, since when I eavesdropped I had no idea what the sounds my mother was making meant. A lack of context meant I couldn’t even start working it out.

That would be solved soon, as I figured it was probably only another month or so until I would be born. But before that happened, I had a Path to complete. Settling in, I started doing mathematics in my head. Nothing too complicated because, to be honest, I didn’t remember anything more advanced than counting, basic operators, the order of operations, and a little geometry. The ocean of souls had either scrubbed the others, the demon had ripped them out of me, or maybe I hadn’t been a math nerd. It was an odd feeling, knowing that there was more complicated mathematics, because I did know that, but I just couldn’t remember what they were.

Hours rolled by, and the numbers ticked up. With each new one my excitement grew. The jump from the ninth Tier to the tenth was five thousand points. That meant it took as long to get from the ninth Tier to the tenth, as it took to get from the first to the ninth. Surely the tenth Tier had to give something amazing! I knew I was potentially setting myself up for disappointment, but I couldn’t help it. The numbers were going up and it felt amazing. With weariness setting in and my mind demanding sleep, I finally completed my goal.

You have Completed your Path! Path of Basic Numeracy X (10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated Stats

Achievement Acquired! Complete a Basic Path.
Reward: Path of the Completionist.

Path Unlocked! Path of the Completionist (0/10)

On one side, there was a small amount of disappointment. On the other hand, I suppose I shouldn’t have expected too much. I was effectively being rewarded for doing maths in my head. Even the Achievement called it out for what it was. A Basic Path. That lent credence to my earlier suspicions that not all Paths were the same. More importantly, it unlocked a new Path for me. One I definitely knew how to progress. Path of the Completionist was almost certainly advanced by completing Paths. 

I glanced at my Status to add the two Unallocated Stats to Talented, when I noticed something else. My Path of Exceptionalism had increased by five points. My ruined mood was immediately restored. I didn’t know what it would do when it reached the next tier. All I knew was that it had to be good! I thought I had another month, and during that time I was going to complete my second Path. Despite my excitement, I still fell asleep moments later.

Another month passed, and I smiled, my lips now firmly under my control along with my limbs. That didn’t mean they were strong. I was still a feeble little unborn baby, kicking and thrashing about with all the power of a limp noodle. But I was moving! Unfortunately, it hadn’t unlocked any new Paths. I guessed flailing about like a lunatic wasn’t really something that you needed a Path for. Or if it did, it probably required some insane proselytising about the end of the world or lizard people controlling the government. Chalk me up for not being a crazy person. 

While I had convinced myself I wasn’t insane, I was also convinced of another truth. That was that today was the day, and I did mean the day. Today I was going to complete my Path of Linguistics - English, and if I was any judge of things, I was also about to be born. Against my will, various muscle movements had pushed me upside down, which I was pretty certain meant I was getting ready to pop out head first and meet my new mother. I was excited. Very excited! For both events. So with my remaining time, and my mother’s muscles beginning to contract around me, I started reciting stories in my head.

It didn’t take long for the notifications to appear.

You have Completed your Path! Path of Linguistics - English X (10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated Stats

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of the Completionist I (12/10)

Reward: 3 Unallocated Stats

I had been right. Sorta. The Path of the Completionist had gone up by twelve with the single Path completion. The fact that it wasn’t a round number seemed a little odd to me. It had also given a better reward than completing a Basic Path, and between the two I now had five unallocated stats. 

I considered whether I should put them into Aether, but I figured that Talented came from such a powerful Achievement that it had to be good, even if I still didn’t have any confirmed proof of what it was doing. Adding the five unallocated stats to Talented, I saw that my Path of Exceptionalism had once more gone up by five. Now at thirty out of a hundred, I just needed to complete another fourteen Basic Paths. No big deal, I mean it had only taken me five months to do two of them. Five months by seven, I should have moved it to the next Tier by the time I was three and a half. 

When I put it like that it wasn’t exactly quick. Still, progress was progress, and I wasn’t about to get disheartened. So far I had been flying blind, figuring things out on my own, and honestly falling asleep a lot. Being a baby was tiring. But soon I would be born. Then I would have people to watch, and maybe once I could talk, I could ask all the questions rolling around in my little mind. Or at least eavesdrop on others to learn. Just thinking about it, I knew there was a Path of Deception or something similar in my future. I was going to be a sneaky baby.

My amusement and lame jokes were short-lived as the pressure around me ratcheted up and I felt my head being squeezed like a watermelon in a vice. The feeling of soft bones shifting in my skull to accommodate the change was unpleasant to say the least, but I couldn’t cry. Not yet anyway. As soon as I was out of this death tube, they would be getting an earful of my little lungs.

In and out. In and out. That wasn’t me breathing. That was my soon to be mother’s pelvic muscles flexing around my head. No wonder we didn’t remember this experience as children. This was hell! Slowly but surely I travelled toward the light. 

Then finally, with one great heave, and someone pulling on my little pudgy arms, I was yanked out into a not-so-bright room. My eyesight was shit and against my own will, though following my previous plan, I wailed in discomfort at the new environs. My crying was short-lived, and to this day I will blame it all on the shock. It definitely wasn’t because I was a whiny baby.

I had expected to be lowered onto my mother then. That was what they were supposed to do right? Some stuff was going on around my belly and I realised they were tying off the umbilical cord. Then it was mum time right? I had been so alone with just my thoughts for so long that I craved human contact.

Instead I was lowered down into a small basket. Comfortable and warm, if disappointed, I was thinking that everything was turning out almost as I had hoped. That was when they leaned over me. My eyesight may have been terrible, but I could make out the vague shapes hovering so close to my face. 

They were wearing skulls as masks. Which, thinking back on everything that happened since I was dragged out of the ocean of souls, kind of made sense. It seemed that perhaps the target for this baby hadn’t been me, but a certain demon prince. I couldn’t be sure, but I was guessing I had just been born into a demonic cult. That was confirmed when a descending figure drew a line on my forehead with something sticky and warm. Yeah, I'm pretty sure that was blood. All that was left was to do the math and determine just how fucked I was. 

My initial results? Very.

  

    
        Chapter 2

    
    
    
    
  Contrary to my initial belief that I was going to be sacrificed on an altar by these crazies, the following few days were boring. Cut away from the nourishing food pipe that had once been connected directly to my stomach, I found myself falling asleep more frequently. I fought it every single time, trying to claim those sweet, sweet points in my Path of Endurance, but I still lost. I was one man, or baby I guess, trying to hold back an ocean, and eventually it would swallow me up. If I dreamed, I didn’t remember.

Being awake wasn’t much better. With the two mental Paths, Basic Numeracy and Literacy - English, that I had been focused on for so long now completed, I had little to occupy my mind with. I was already searching for new Paths to replace them, but apparently flexing my chubby little fingers and toes did not count as a form of exercise. Instead, I turned my attention towards the Path of Eavesdropping. No longer was there a fleshy wall between me and the outside world and, while I couldn’t see shit beyond maybe a metre in front of me, that didn’t mean I couldn’t hear through the walls. 

Not that I understood a word of it. Whatever language they were speaking was definitely not English. But I could now separate out the different individual people. At least those who were allowed near me. Farther away I could occasionally hear chanting, music, and raucous noises like those you might find in a crowded restaurant. I say restaurant, not bar, because I had never been in a bar, so I wasn’t sure exactly what they sounded like. Dying young in my last life had robbed me of such pleasures. 

Of the cultists that were nearby, I had isolated four distinct voices. There was the rasping feminine voice I associated with my Birther. She’d been downgraded from mother after I had figured out that this was some sort of cult. I had wanted a kind and loving mother, instead I got a woman who had been willing to let her unborn baby be possessed by a demon. That crazy woman was no mother and as soon as I had the words to tell her…I probably wouldn’t. I’d be too busy running as far away from this place as I could before they figured out that I was not the demon they had summoned. Plus, it’s never a good idea to tell someone they’re crazy to their face.

Besides Birther, there was King. His voice was deep, and though I didn’t understand the words, they still felt like honey dripping in my ears. Just listening to him talk to the others in his deep baritone was enough to let me see how this cult had gotten started. His was the voice of a man who could sell water to mermaids and razors to dwarves.

The other two were Rat and Echo. Rat, as far as my eyes had been able to discern, was even smaller than Birther. A tiny man with a sniveling voice that constantly dripped with worry. Even his hands shook when he talked as though he was a rodent worried about losing his cheese. Echo was taller than Rat, though not by much, and named because he was just sooo boring. I may not understand the words they spoke, but I was smart enough to hear the repetition in sounds. Echo often repeated the words of the others, whether those same others were around or not.

I was already fighting off another bout of sleep when they gathered for their daily discussion near my stone bowl. Birther had fed me, dripping milk, or something like it, through a sack into my mouth. The drips had been enough to tide me over, and now with a full stomach I felt sleep calling. As I had for the past few days, I tried to listen to their words and make sense of them while resisting the sweet, somniferous siren's call of unremembered dreams.

Instead, we were all interrupted by the sounds of terrified screams down the hall. The clang of metal echoed from somewhere in the distance, along with shrieks of pain and what I thought sounded like the meaty thuds of falling bodies.

Birther and King said something hastily to Rat while I lamented not being able to understand a word of it. One side of me thought I should start crying. After all, maybe the sounds were from people coming to save me. Doubtful, but as a helpless baby all I had were my distant hopes that I would be rescued from this literal hellhole. The other side of me, the winning side, told me to shut my gob as whoever or whatever was coming was likely to put me in the ground along with the rest of this cult.

I remained silent as I was scooped up by Birther, still swaddled in ratty blankets. A shiny glint told me she was holding a dagger, though thankfully she pointed it at something in the distance that I couldn’t make out. The screams in the background had fallen silent, and the tension in the air was palpable. My baby urge to cry rose once more, and I squashed it with a force of will. The notification in the corner of my vision was ignored for now. I was too focused on what was going to happen next. The rising clangor of an impending crescendo.

The door exploded inwards, and Echo screamed as a large portion of the wood crashed into the man. Rat had been more careful, and I thought the blurry form lunging forward was him based on the height. If it was, his death was quick and ignoble as the distant form slumped to the floor beyond my sight. 

The clamor of steel rang out in quick succession like a bell. Suddenly, I felt something touch my throat. The shiny blade that Birther held was pressed against my little neck as she shouted threateningly at the newcomers, clearly warning them to stay back. The bitch! She was going to kill her own child?! Demon-possessed child as far as she knew, sure, but still, her own child! Birther was too nice a name for her, even if she was bluffing! I didn’t have the time to come up with another name though as I felt her collapsing to the floor, along with the gentle drip of blood from my own neck.

The blood flow was slow, but I was tiny and without much blood in me. I cursed fate and my early return to the Ocean of Souls. Maybe my next life would be better. Darkness claimed me.

***

“I told you to wait,” Halkur growled, eyes burning with anger as he stared down Falkon. Blood continued to leak from the four dead cultists, adding a dark red stain to the already dirty stonework of the ancient and derelict outpost they had used for a hideout.

Falkon glanced up from where he was extracting his dagger from the dead woman's eye socket. “She was clearly a cultist. I wasn’t about to spare her,” Falkon replied, the adventurer’s eyes drifting to the bleeding throat of the baby as Melody attempted to heal it. “And we already knew what they were trying to accomplish before we arrived here. Little bastard’s a demon. Killing it now is a mercy.”

“And I told you I sensed no taint within it!” Halkur roared. “When we return to the Adventurer’s Society to report our success, I will be including a report on your behaviour during this job.”

“Do what you gotta do, Boss. But I don’t report to you, and to be clear, it was the cultist bitch that cut his throat, not me. Everybody here saw that. Tell them whatever you want, but I was doing the world a favour and my Guild will see that,” Falkon said with a sneer.

“He’ll live,” Melody whispered breathlessly.

Halkur watched as Falkon’s face transformed into one of anger, the thin man drawing a dagger and stepping towards the blood-soaked, but breathing, baby.

“You touch that baby, Falkon, and you won’t leave this room,” Halkur growled, his hand tightening around his hammer as golden light leaked out of his eyes.

Falkon halted, his strides slowing along the ancient stone floor, looking from the baby, to Halkur, to the other three adventurers in the room. Not a single one looked ready to step in and assist him.

“You’re making a mistake. All of you. Just because he can’t sense the demonic taint on that child doesn’t mean it isn’t there. You’re allowing evil to fester in this world because none of you are willing to do what it takes to cut it out at the root,” Falkon yelled, pointing his dagger at all of them.

“Only evil I see in this room is you, babykiller,” Melody said quietly as she scooped the sleeping child up and fixed his swaddling.

“Will he be fit for travel?” Halkur asked.

“He’s going to have to be. I’ll find what they were feeding him and bring it along. He needs rest, a lot of food, and somewhere warm. The cut was small, so fixing it was easy enough, but he’d already lost a lot of blood for such a young baby. If we’re not careful he might die anyway,” Melody replied while rocking the newborn gently. 

Halkur nodded, glancing at the rest of the team he was working with. Only Melody was from his own Guild. The other two were from the Steelbrothers, swordsmen both and the shields to protect Melody. Finally, there was Falkon, who’d only been brought along for his abilities as a tracker. His Guild affiliation had remained a secret, but since this job had been thrown together at the last minute, Halkur hadn’t really had a choice in whom he was forced to work with. Still, as members of the Shining Light Guild, he and Melody couldn’t turn down a job to root out a nest of demon cultists.

“Search the place. Anything you wish to take has to be run by Melody and I to confirm it doesn’t carry any demonic taint. Once you’re done searching, break up all the wood from the tables and chairs. We’re burning this place down when we leave, along with everyone and everything in it.”

“It’ll be as you say, Ser Halkur,” Jonathan replied before tapping his Steelbrother as they exited the room.

Falkon followed a few seconds later after one final glance at the swaddled baby, a burning hatred still polluting his gaze.

Finally alone, Melody voiced her own concern.

“The baby won’t survive a long trip. He needs time to recover.”

“I know. There is somewhere closer than Ajinport. A stopover in the mountains above. It’s in the wrong direction, but it should only be a two day ride from here if we don’t stop to take breaks. You and I will take the baby alone and meet up with the others back in Ajinport.”

“You don’t want Falkon knowing where you took the baby,” Melody noted.

“Would you?”

“No, I suppose not.”

Halkur just hoped the old man was still alive and could find the innocent child a home.

***

I woke to the feeling of bobbing up and down in a steady rhythm. All around me was a blur of green and brown that was too far away for me to make out. I was nestled against someone's chest, my neck swaddled so tightly that it couldn’t move. I was thankful for that since we were clearly moving quite fast and I lacked the strength to support myself. Being a baby, I decided, was a lot like being a passenger in someone else's vehicle - you were just along for the ride. But that mattered little to me at this moment because I was alive! Blessedly alive! 

Wherever this was, it was definitely not the Ocean of Souls. I proved it by opening the notification that was still blinking in the corner of my vision. There were two now.

Path Unlocked! Path of Willpower (0/10)

Achievement Acquired! Survive a Fatal Blow.
Reward: 1000 Steps on any Stamina related Basic Path. Only one Path available. 1000 Steps added to Path of Endurance.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Endurance III (1267/50)
You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Endurance IV (1267/100)
You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Endurance V (1267/250)
You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Endurance VI (1267/500)
You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Endurance VII (1267/1000)

Reward: +5 to Stamina

Interesting, I thought. They’re called steps by the system. Not points.

It seemed that there were other ways to advance Paths besides just grinding them out. I just had to risk almost dying to get it. Then I glanced at the math and my tiny face scrunched up ever so slightly in confusion. The Achievement had awarded a thousand steps, but the results were clearly twelve-hundred-and-eighteen steps. I knew that was the amount it had increased because I knew I had been at forty-nine steps in my Path of Endurance. What the hell was going on?

  

    
        Chapter 3

    
    
    
    
  Falling snowflakes continued to land on my face as the cool night air blew them about us in a flurry. If it wasn’t for the swaddling wrapping me up like a butterfly in its cocoon, I would be freezing. Well, that and the body heat of whomever’s chest I was strapped to. But I didn’t have time for them or the snowflakes. My mind was consumed with an inconsistency, an irregularity, an anomaly. 

Some might have found the state of affairs vexing, but not me. An irregularity meant evidence and since it was related to the Myriad Paths, an opportunity to develop my theory of how the Paths worked. It wasn’t like I could just ask someone to answer my many questions after all. 

Firstly, baby babble was entirely incomprehensible, even to me, an actual baby. Secondly, I didn’t speak the language, even if I could make the correct sounds. Finally, telling people I had the Talented Attribute didn’t seem wise. People kept secrets for a reason. You never knew if the person you were talking to was in fact a psychotic demon cultist who would hold a blade to a baby's throat! Yes, I was still mad about that.

To calm myself I looked over the notification again. My Achievement had netted me an extra thousand steps on a Basic Stamina Path. For me, that was the Path of Endurance. The extra steps in Stamina were more than welcome. I loved when my numbers went up after all. But the first interesting point was the exact wording. Basic Path. I knew my Path of Exceptionalism was different, as it jumped to a hundred steps after completing the first Tier, compared with how my Path of Basic Numeracy went to twenty-five steps after the first Tier was completed. 

Different types of Paths had different thresholds for completion. Made sense to me. It was also the lesser of my two discoveries. Instead of receiving a thousand steps as a reward, I had received exactly one-thousand-two-hundred-and-eighteen. That was a very specific number. Not just a little extra. Not a flat, rounded number. I’d spent an hour on it before I had finally found the clue. Now, I wasn’t certain, but if you divided my Talented Attribute by five, you got exactly twenty-one point eight. Which just so happened to be the exact percentage that my reward had increased by. Coincidence? I think not. It did beg the question, was Talented increasing all of my Path improvements by that same percentage? By all that was good and precious in this world, I hoped so!

The final piece of the puzzle, and this was still a hypothesis, was why my Stats all seemed so high. They had all started at exactly one-hundred, which at face-value seemed impressive, unless of course they represented percentages. Because if I was right, they were spot on. A hundred percent of a baby's strength was honestly not a lot. That was assuming it was even a flat representation. It could be like my Talented Attribute where a one-hundred percent Talented Attribute represented a twenty-percent increase in Path development speed. I didn’t know what I didn’t know, but I’d bet I was onto something. 

With the questions I had answered, and my resistance to sleep crumbling, I once more lapsed into darkness. The next day or so felt like more of the same. Telling the time of day was hard when you couldn’t see very far away and the light was constantly dimmed. I assumed that was due to the clouds above dumping snow down upon us. I woke, they fed me, dripping something that might have been milk onto my lips. Then I endured the embarrassment of them checking my swaddling to see if I had soiled myself. As of yet, I hadn’t but it was only a matter of time. Then I was wrapped back up and we were off again. 

There was almost no talk between my carriers and so little opportunity to improve my Path of Eavesdropping. I continued to resist sleep, forcing myself to remain awake for longer until that sweet point in my Path of Endurance appeared. Only then would I let the darkness claim me. During my few waking moments, I tried to think of other ideas to pursue for Paths. It would be months before I had the muscles to roll over or crawl, and I was not about to waste that time. As of yet, nothing had worked. 

Thankfully, forcing myself to remain awake seemed to be slowly progressing my Path of Willpower, so at least my time wasn’t being completely wasted. I would’ve loved to try and take in more of the world I found myself in, but alas, my terrible baby eyes couldn’t see anything. I could barely even move my neck. 

I knew I was complaining a lot, but though I was born into a new body, my memories of a previous life made the entire thing seem like one long sequence of events. I had gone from being hale, healthy, and independent to trapped inside this tiny body. Only the numbers going up helped me to keep myself sane. Any time my lack of autonomy started to claw at my mind, I would turn to my Status and look at all the improvements I had made in such a short time.

Then, without fuss or fanfare, my surroundings changed. The sense of bouncing movement had stopped; the bite of frigid air against my face and whistling of the wind vanished. They were replaced by warmth and the muted sound of a breeze rattling some wood. I fought against the drowsiness that inundated me. Fought and failed, drifting into dreams once more.

***

Halkur walked up the solid wooden steps, his heavy boots muted by the snowdrifts all around him. No one had come out to collect the horses and Halkur had instead tied them up himself inside the shed next to the large building he was now marching into.

“I didn’t even know there was an outpost here,” Melody whispered, her eyes on the baby as it looked about, blinking slowly.

Halkur waited a moment to answer the unspoken question as he pushed open the doors, letting themselves into the warm confines of the building. Two fireplaces roared off to the right, one on either side of a room that looked an awful lot like an inn's floor, with tables and seating enough for thirty people. A stocked bar waited at the back of the room with no one manning it.

“This is the pass used by those who don’t want to pay the toll for the southern pass or pay to travel by ship between Ajinport and Helenica. Still, most prefer the main pass or the coastal route, since this one is snowed in for half the year and not nearly as well patrolled. Probably why that cult holed up out here. Doesn’t see a lot of traffic. Must’ve thought they wouldn’t get noticed. That said, Ajinport still funds a Warden outpost out here in case of Rift breaks. Only one Warden at a time though, so that’s why the Adventurer’s Society has an outpost here as well. One Warden isn’t enough to deal with most Rifts out this way. So instead they post the job back in Ajinport and some Guild or another will take it up and send a team. Though, it’s been a while… I don’t remember the outpost being this big.”

“That would be because it was rebuilt after the fire four years ago,” answered a young feminine voice.

Next to him, Melody turned away, rocking the baby gently and shielding him from sight.

Halkur turned to face the new voice, finding a blue-eyed brunette of average height walking into the main entrance from a side room and taking up residence behind a large standing desk. While the woman's height might have been average, she was anything but. Halkur had never encountered a nymph, but the young woman before him surely rivalled their famed beauty. One look at her angelic face and he could see how it had all gone so wrong for her. Sometimes, he supposed, beauty truly was a curse.

“You must be Penelope,” he greeted, an awkward smile on his face. “Mind calling for Cornelius? Tell him an old friend has come to visit.”

Penelope was clearly uncertain, glancing between Halkur and Melody for a few seconds before giving a curt nod. Halkur noted the comfort and quality of the woman’s brown boots as she hurried off to find his old friend. He didn’t have to wait long before he heard the voice of the man who had once been his mentor.

“What do you mean an old friend? I don’t have any friends left, Penny…”

Halkur smiled genuinely as the old man entered the foyer and paused. It had been years since he had seen his former mentor and there was more grey now in his black beard than there had been when they had last spoken in Helenica. Still, the old man looked as lively as ever, dressed in warm dark woolen pants and a fur coat that would’ve served him well up here in these cold and remote mountains. The thing that struck Halkur the most though was Cornelius’s eyes. They were strikingly deep blue and as sharp cut ice.

“You’re starting to show your age, old man,” Halkur said, greeting Cornelius with open arms.

“And you’re meant to be in the far east, delving into the Deeping Caverns. What in the blazes are you doing in the Horndale Mountains, Halkur?” Cornelius replied as he accepted the hug with good grace.

“The Shining Light pulled out at the last minute. Risks were too high and the client wasn’t paying enough. We were heading for Helenica when we got asked to handle a priority job. A cult of demon worshippers hiding on the lower slopes of the Horndale.”

Cornelius nodded, running a hand through his salt and pepper beard, his blue eyes alight with interest.

“And you found what you sought?”

“We did. And more besides.” Halkur motioned to Melody who turned around, showing off the bundled up sleeping baby.

“From the cult?” Cornelius asked, surprise in his voice. “Are you sure it’s a baby?”

“I sense no demonic taint on it. Whatever they intended for the child, they failed, or we interrupted them.”

“And the cult?” Cornelius demanded, a fire burning in his eyes.

“Cleansed.”

“Good. Good…” Cornelius muttered almost as if to himself.

“How old is he?”

Halkur, Melody, and Cornelius turned to look at Penelope, who was still waiting by her desk, her blue eyes intent on the baby.

Halkur, unsure how to answer, turned to Melody.

“I would venture he’s less than a week old, though we can’t be certain,” answered the Life Mage.

Halkur looked from the baby to Cornelius. “I hate to impose, but I was wondering if you could find a home for the child. I know the community here is small, but I thought perhaps that you might be able to place the baby with one of the families that live here.”

Cornelius looked uncertain, glancing at the wooden walls with the kind of vacant stare that told Halkur the old man wasn’t looking at the walls themselves, but what lay beyond them. The dozen or so families that chose to live out here in the middle of nowhere, a village so distant that even Dinalby's tax collectors didn’t bother visiting. “Perhaps…perhaps…” Cornelius muttered.

Halkur could tell that the old man didn’t notice when his daughter slipped out from behind the desk. It was only when Penelope took the swaddled up baby in her arms that the old man finally seemed to become aware. Halkur could see how the old man's eyes softened when he saw his daughter rocking the baby back and forth and staring down at it with big blue eyes.

“Is it a boy or girl?” she asked quietly.

“Boy,” Melody answered.

“Does he have a name?”

“None that we know of, and we didn’t stop to ask,” Halkur said, watching the way the young woman looked at the newborn.

Penelope was smiling down at the little baby, the upturn of her lips transforming her from beautiful to radiant.

“You have such beautiful copper hair, little one. I am going to call you…Sebastian,” she whispered.

Halkur saw how Cornelius’s shoulders slumped, the old man accepting the inevitable.

“Yes, my old pupil. I suppose I can help find the boy a home here in the mountains. Especially where I can keep an eye on him and confirm what you have already told me. That he’s just an innocent child and not some demonspawn.”

“My Skill hasn’t failed me yet, old man.”

“Are you staying for a bit?” Cornelius asked.

Halkur shook his head, focusing on Cornelius as he saw Melody giving Penelope instructions to aid the baby's - no - Sebastian’s, recovery from losing so much blood.

“We can’t. We only came here because it was the closest settlement nearby and the boy needed care and warmth. We’ll spend the next five days riding hard to catch up with the rest of the thrown together team before they reach the gates of Dinalby. Then on to Ajinport.”

Cornelius nodded. “Well, if you’re in the vicinity again, do drop in. It’s nice to know not all my friends and students have deserted me.”

Halkur nodded, placing a gauntleted hand on the old man's shoulder.

“Between you and me, I would’ve done the same. While the Adventurer’s Society must bow to politics, the Guilds get to keep their integrity, for those that have it. You did the world a favour when you burnt that bastard to a crisp. I’ll try to visit on the way to Helenica, but I make no promises.”

Cornelius nodded again. “This old man will take what he can get.”

Halkur followed Cornelius’s gaze towards the man's daughter as the woman continued to have eyes only for the child. Then he turned to the door, motioning to Melody. He’d done his part, and the innocent was spared. The notification in the corner of his vision showed that his actions had progressed at least one of his Paths. That was enough to confirm he’d done the right thing. Now the child's life was in the old man and his beautiful daughter's hands.

  

    
        Chapter 4

    
    
    
    
  I woke to the pale light of the morning sun peeking in through the window. Yawning, I tried to stretch my tiny arms only to find I was still wrapped tightly in a blanket. But things had changed. My previous wrapping, while warm, was rough, coarse, and honestly a little uncomfortable. This new wrapping felt luxurious against my soft skin. Life was looking up.

Then it happened. I had known it was coming. There was only so long I would be given a reprieve. My muscles had betrayed me. 

That’s right, I’d soiled myself. 

I did the only thing I could given the deplorable situation I found myself in. I bawled like a…well, you know. A caterwauling cry clawed itself forth from my tiny lungs.

The thud of quick footsteps was followed by a shadow falling over me and blotting out the light. Words were whispered softly and soothingly. I swallowed my pride, unable to do anything anyway as my posterior was cleaned of muck. The chilly air was like pinpricks on my bare skin and I shivered. My exposure didn’t last long, as I was quickly wrapped back up and carried out of the room I had woken in.

We descended a flight of stairs, my stomach dropping out slightly with each step. The next room was warmer, the air not so cool against my skin. And the smells, oh the smells; if this wasn’t the kitchen then I had to be out of my mind in delirium. I acknowledged that given my blood loss a few days ago that was a very real possibility. But no, this was definitely the kitchen. I was fed, once more something like milk dripping into my hungry mouth. I took as much as I could, knowing full well it would mean another… accident. But nutrients were necessary to grow up big and strong.

Then the voice above me started to sing. I hadn’t been prepared for such dastardly tactics. How dare they try to lull me to sleep! I had Paths to progress! But no, the woman holding me had to have a voice like a sweet summer breeze. I fought, and fought hard, but was soundly defeated. Though not before I saw those steps added to my Paths. A pyrrhic victory. As sleep claimed me, I promised myself I would do better next time.

And so my life fell into a routine. I would awaken hungry, scream for food, and be fed. Sometimes my ass would need a good wash, and the woman with the beautiful voice was always there to make sure that I was the cleanest and warmest of babies. 

While my mother, as I had started calling her in my head, was my primary caregiver. We were not alone in this residence. My slowly improving eyesight had identified an older man as well. Much older. I hoped it wasn’t something weird I had stumbled into.

Then there was my name. In my head I still often called myself by my name in my previous life, but more and more I had been swapping to Sebastian. Even if my Status hadn’t informed me of my new name, I would have gleaned it from how often my mother said it to me and how it sounded the same as the English version.

I spent every waking moment eavesdropping, clenching the little muscles in my arms and legs, and resisting sleep. For almost six months I focused on my Paths with everything I had. 

My hard work bore fruit in multiple forms. 

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Endurance VIII (6146/2500)
You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Endurance IX (6146/5000)

Reward: +1 to Stamina, +1 Unallocated Stat

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Willpower I (5146/10)
…
…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Willpower IX (5146/5000)

Reward: +8 to Mental, 1 Unallocated Stat

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Eavesdropping IV (6732/100)

…

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Eavesdropping IX (6732/5000)

Reward: +5 to Mental, +1 Unallocated Stat

I had progressed my Paths of Endurance, Eavesdropping, and Willpower over halfway. My gains had largely been driven by the fact that I had nothing else to do except fight against my weariness and listen to others talk. Even with nothing else to do all three Paths were only a little over halfway to completion. 

I set myself a goal of finishing all three by the time I turned one. That might have seemed difficult, except that I had unlocked two more Paths with my work.

Path Unlocked! Path of Linguistics - Helenian (0/10)

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Linguistics - Helenian I (738/10)

…
You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Linguistics - Helenian VI (738/500)

Reward: +6 Mental
Path Unlocked! Path of Crawling (0/10)

While I had only just unlocked the Path of Crawling, I’d had access to the Path of Linguistics - Helenian for three months now. In fact, I had progressed the Path to the sixth Tier already, earning me another six in Mental Stats. Better though, I was finally learning the language, and while I couldn’t yet speak it, I at least understood a little of what was being said around me. Which is why I knew what my mother was yelling.

“He’s crawling! Dad, come quick, he’s crawling!”

Even yelling like a crazed bat, her voice was still beautiful with her dark brown hair braided to keep it out of the way with a few strands left to frame her heart shaped face. Her father, my grandfather, came stomping into the room, presumably to see what all the fuss was about. The answer? The fuss was about me, you old coot! Look at me go!

I crawled a little more, moving a little closer. That’s right, praise me, crawler extraordinaire. Instead, the old bastard gave me a funny look with bright blue eyes, the mirror of his daughters.

“Isn’t he only six months old? It’s a little early to be crawling. Mind if I have another look at him, Penny?”

He bent over to scoop me up and I tried to make a mad dash for it. Instead I faceplanted into the floorboards and started wailing! Come save me from the big, bad man, Mummy!

“Dad, you’re scaring him!” huffed my mother as she scooped me up. “Haven’t you looked at him enough already? I thought you hadn’t found anything? My boy is just special, not demonic!”

With every word my mother worked herself into more of a tizzy. I felt a moment of regret for adding to her stress with my crying.

“I’m sorry, Penny. I’m just wary of these things. But you’re right. He… Sebastian… may be a little odd, but I have found no sign of any demonic taint or unusual growths. He’s fine, okay, fine.”

Who are you calling odd, you old codger?! I griped mentally.

My mental railing against the insults levied against my person seemed to do little to calm my mother, or me for that matter. My Status however was doing plenty of work on that front. With Crawling now available to me, I finally had a Path for improving my body. I mean, surely it would give me some Stats in Strength or Coordination. The sooner I was mobile, the better! Then the world would truly open up to me. As for talking, even if I knew the language, I wasn’t about to start speaking. I wasn’t sure that I even could, but there was no way I was giving old man Cornelius more fuel for calling me weird or examining me.

The next few months bled into each other. The air during this time was cool but lacked the bite of the earlier months. Winter had clearly come and gone. My mother would take me outside with her, setting me down in a basket as she attended to chores. A deep basket, as she learned very quickly that I was more than willing to climb out and graze my soft skin on sharp rocks in an attempt to crawl about outside. 

With eyes that now actually worked, I was able to see that we lived in a mountainous forest. The peaks loomed above, but were far enough away that they never seemed to block out the sun. Their tops were crowned in white, the snow not melting at those heights even in the slightly warmer air. Surrounding our large home was a forest of greenery. The trees had been driven back for a decent distance, and I was pretty sure I spied the black ashes of burned wood. But whatever fire had raged had kept the trees from reclaiming the zone around the three storey building where we lived.

At first, I hadn’t been sure if it was an inn or something else. Every now and then, we would have guests who would stay for a night or two. It took me a while to piece the words together, but I had finally understood them. My mother and crotchety grandfather worked for something called the Adventurer’s Society. The building we lived in was called an outpost. Basically a place for members of the Adventurer’s Society to stay, which meant it doubled as an inn for the rare merchant caravan that passed through.

However, most of the time it was just the three of us in the huge building. That suited me just fine, as it meant I was able to focus solely on my Paths. With my mother and grandfather often busy, they left me to my devices so long as they were close enough to observe me. Which had led to a few new developments. 

With my burgeoning freedom, more waking hours, and more activities I could partake in, I had completed my Paths earlier than originally planned.

You have Completed your Path! Path of Eavesdropping X (10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated Stats

You have Completed your Path! Path of Willpower X (10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated Stats, Advanced Attribute Unlocked: Willpower

Free Advanced Attribute Slot available. Would you like to select Willpower as an Advanced Attribute?

You have Completed your Path! Path of Endurance X (10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated Stats, Advanced Attribute Unlocked: Endurance

Free Advanced Attribute Slot available. Would you like to select Endurance as an Advanced Attribute?

I had chosen no to both offers. While I could see the use for such an Advanced Attribute, I just didn’t know enough. What if I couldn’t remove an Advanced Attribute once selected? There was too much I didn’t know and the rewards came from completing a Basic Path. For now, I would hold out for something better.

I’d advanced my other Paths as well, but was nowhere near completing either.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Crawling VII (1114/1000)

Reward: +4 Strength, +3 Stamina

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Linguistics - Helenian VIII (2891/2500)

Reward: +2 Mental 

With the completion of three Paths all the Unallocated Stats were pumped into my Talented Attribute. In the spaces left by the completed Paths, I found the opportunity for three new Paths and a very enjoyable new game I liked to call ‘find the baby’.

As I crawled underneath a couch and tried not to giggle, I brought up my Status to see how far I had come in nine months.

Soon I would graduate to walking. Then there would be no stopping me! But before that, I needed to start figuring out what Aether was, because that just had to be magic, right?
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        Chapter 5

    
    
    
    
  My frustration was immeasurable and my lack of progress an anchor around my chubby neck, dragging me down into the abyss! Lying on my back on the silky fur rug of some mountain beast, I flailed my limbs in discontent, my tiny white arms moving without rhyme or reason! 

It had been another two months, bringing me ever closer to the fateful one year anniversary of my birth. Not arrival in this world, since, you know, I had been awake in the womb for quite a while. But I was almost one year old by my method of tracking such things. Honestly it was hard to tell since I couldn’t really mark the days anywhere and I had no idea if this world followed a similar pattern in months. But that wasn’t what mattered! Only magic mattered. Only Aether mattered! And, as of yet, I had not managed even a single grain of sand’s worth of progress.

I knew magic existed by now. I’d confirmed it when I had watched my mother cook. She held the pan in one of her hands and then a faint white light would bloom on top. Within seconds there would be the sound of sizzling as she cooked something. She was using a magic pan! But I had no idea how. Why did it shine with a white light? Where was the magic coming from? Was she casting a spell? Was the pan enchanted? I knew nothing! And in my ignorance I continued to wallow.

“Is everything alright, my sweet boy?” asked my mother as she scooped me up off the rug and held me close.

I quieted down, restraining my desire to continue flailing. My mother was an angel, and she didn’t deserve that. My frustrations would need to find another outlet. As she rocked me back and forth, I let myself focus on other things than my utter failure to seize upon magic. Thankfully, the ever present Status and my burgeoning numbers gave me a small reprieve from the depths of sadness.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Sneaking II (812/25)

…
You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Sneaking VI (812/500)

Reward: +2 Coordination, +3 Stamina

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Hiding I (894/10)

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Hiding VI (894/500)

Reward: +3 Coordination, +3 Mental

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Stealth I (57/10)
You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Stealth II (57/50)

Reward: +1 Coordination, +1 Stamina, 4 Unallocated Stats

While my Paths of Crawling and Linguistics - Helenian had continued to progress, they hadn’t reached the next threshold just yet. Progress was much slower when my time was being divided between multiple Paths. The Unallocated Stats, as always, were pumped directly into my Talented Attribute, which I hoped was helping fuel my growth.

What I had learned through trial and error was that my Path of Sneaking rewarded me moving about undetected, while my Path of Hiding rewarded me for remaining unseen. 

The former required more controlled movement, which was kind of tiring if I was being honest. Hiding was much easier, especially since if I found a clever spot to hide, my mother would spend far longer looking for me, often resorting to getting my grandfather to root me out. I still hadn’t figured out how he did it, but he could always track me down instantly.

Path of Stealth was a little different. For one, it wasn’t a Basic Path. The Unallocated Stats as an early reward were a dead giveaway, along with the different breakpoints. As for progressing it, the Path of Stealth seemed to care about me accomplishing tasks that involved skullduggery without getting seen or caught. My favourite was absconding with my grandfather's pipe. Find the baby was a great game when I could run off with Cornelius’s favourite pipe before dinner. Though, the current score against the old codger’s was not in my favour. It was like he had eyes in the back of his head.

Of course, all my misbehaving and trickery had unlocked a new Path. A Path that was advancing at a decent clip, which left me with mixed feelings.

Path Unlocked! Path of Deception (0/10)

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Deception IV (131/100)

Reward: +4 Mental

My mother put me back down, and I immediately rolled over and crawled towards one of the chairs arrayed near the fireplace. A small wooden fence had been erected around the roaring, fiery maw to prevent me from approaching. An unnecessary precaution, as I had no desire to be burned. Instead, I pulled myself up on the chair, standing and surveying my domain. My mother clapped, and I gave her a big gummy smile, with two teeth proudly on display.

That’s right, Mummy! I thought, love your little chipmunk!

She produced a small piece of bread from the bowl she was holding and held it to my lips. I gobbled down the sweet, nut-infused bread like it was the soul of a demon trying to kill me and I was an immortal hero. I would’ve killed for some fruit, but there wasn’t much to be had in the mountains. Nuts and legumes, along with hardy vegetables, were the more common fare, coupled with some rare bread made with wheat from our stores and, of course, meat. Chicken mostly, but I was pretty sure I had smelled bacon one morning. If I had, then the old codger hadn’t been in a sharing mood. Even with simplistic food, it was still a step up from the milk drip I had suffered on for so long.

Outside, a cold wind was howling. The few windows and sturdy doors would occasionally rattle when a particularly strong gust would blow past. Winter was upon us again and I was ready for my next big trick.

“Mum, Mum, Mum,” I said, trying to get her attention. I could’ve been more concise, but I was a baby, and babies weren’t supposed to talk in full sentences. I wasn’t about to turn to her, all serious like, with a bucktooth smile and tiny pudgy arms, and say ‘Hello, dear Mother, please pay attention to me as I take my first steps. Ta-da!’ Not doing so though had continued to progress my Path of Deception. I didn’t know how I felt about that to be honest.

My repetition, however, was enough to grab her attention.

“Yes, darling, Mummy’s here.”

I flashed a big grin and took a wobbling step towards her, then another.

My mother crouched down, holding her arms out wide as she smiled at me, her shining mane of dark hair framing her heart-shaped face. I didn’t know if this world had different beauty standards, but when I called my mother an angel, I meant in beauty as well as temperament.

“That’s it! You’re doing so good! Come to Mummy!”

I kept my big grin on my face. How could I not? I might have the memories of another life, but I had the body, hormones, and changing neural connections of a baby. I was as much Sebastian as I was the boy I had been in my first life, and every day the past became less relevant. While I might never forget about the person I had previously been, I was growing into being Sebastian. And my mother was proud of me!

I stumbled the last few steps and fell into her arms with a giggle.

She lifted me up and twirled me around which set me to laughing as the world blurred by and the wind continued to howl. In our warm house we were safe and we were happy.

“You did so good! You walked all the way to Mummy!”

“What’s this now?” Cornelius asked as he stepped into the room.

I grinned at the old man, waiting for my mother to explain.

“He just walked from the chair all the way over to me on his own,” answered my mother, though she never looked over at the old man. At this moment she only had eyes for me! 

I was the bestest boy! I thought, Ha, suck it old man!

“Did he now? Ahead of schedule again. Maybe you’re right. Maybe he is just special,” Cornelius commented.

Damn straight, and don’t you forget it! I proclaimed mentally.

“Any word?” asked my mother, a hint of worry edging into her voice.

I looked up at her, trying not to let her concerns bleed into me. My baby senses were telling me something was wrong, and that made me want to cry. I didn’t though. I wasn’t going to bawl, at least… not yet.

“Nothing yet. They should have arrived by now. The Warden was sure that the Rift had gone undiscovered for quite some time. If it’s already broken open…then they may have been ambushed on the road, or gone directly towards the site rather than stopping in here to restock and prepare. With the weather turning on them like this…I don’t envy the ones who took on this job,” Cornelius replied. 

The old man reached into his pocket and pulled out his favourite pipe. Putting it to his lips, I watched it light on its own, the small flame visible only by the glow of the pipe as smoke puffed out like a tiny chimney.

My mother stepped away with me still held tightly in her arms.

“I told you I don’t like you smoking around Sebastian, father,” she admonished.

“Sorry, Penny,” replied my grandfather, tamping out the pipe and tucking it away. “Old habit when I’m feeling a little stressed.”

I didn’t care that the old man smoked. I was still focused on what he’d done with the pipe. That had been magic again! I was sure of it! Teach me your ways, old wise one!

Of course, I couldn’t say anything like that. The moment I did the jig would be up. He’d have me laid out on a table searching for signs of demonic possession in an instant! Not that I thought he’d find any. In all the months since I had woken up here, not once had I felt a hint of the demon again. It was just me in this body, at least as far as I could tell.

“It’s fine, father. I know you don’t like it when things don’t go to plan. Surprised you're worrying about some Adventurers though. We should’ve just left the Society after what happened.”

“And done what?” Cornelius griped. “I still needed to provide for you. My name as a teacher was tarnished from Helenica to the Deeping Gorge. No one with coin to pay for my services was willing to cross the Helenian nobility. I wasn’t about to take on Society jobs and risk leaving you without either parent. This was the best I could manage. It was only supposed to be for a few years anyway… but it seems they still haven’t forgotten the... incident. Or perhaps it’s me they’ve forgotten. So, up here we remain.”

I watched as the old man's shoulders slumped in defeat, folding in on himself like a collapsing black hole. My mother, angel at heart, swept closer to her father and pulled him into a one armed hug as she held me with the other. My little hand went questing.

“I’m not complaining father. You saved me from a fate worse than death. I just worry about you. Up here there isn’t a lot for you to do,” stated my mother.

“It’s fine, Penny. Just an old man's complaints.”

My mother graced us with a gentle smile which seemed to bring life back to the old man.


“How about I make something extra tasty for dinner? Your favourite perhaps? Pork and gravy with buttered vegetables?”

“I’d like that. What about Sebastian?” Cornelius asked.

Yeah, what about me? I thought.

“Can he stay out here with you? Perhaps you could read something to him,” suggested my mother as she placed me down on the fur rug before sweeping out of the room like a cook turned royalty. Or perhaps royalty turned cook in this case.

“What am I to do with you?” asked the grumpy old bastard.

I pulled his pipe out of my thick layer of clothes and held it up to him like I was making an offering. I wasn’t, of course. I was gloating! 

Look at me old man, I got your pipe again! Ha!

Cornelius reached down, gently taking the pipe from me. He glanced at the kitchen door before eyeballing me.

“You’re a sneaky little shit,” he whispered quietly, though the smile on his lips betrayed him.

Six more steps appeared on my Path of Stealth with the successful theft!

You have no idea, old man! I thought, Now teach me magic already!

  

    
        Chapter 6

    
    
    
    
  I woke with the sun, the pale light diffusing from the snow-laden clouds hanging in the sky like a woolen coat draped over the world. I couldn’t hear anyone else around, but that wasn’t a surprise since the bedroom I shared with my mother was on the third floor. The thick wooden floors muffled sounds incredibly effectively. While they might occasionally creak in a particularly violent storm, they would prevent me from hearing anything going on in the kitchen, common room, or Grandfather's office.

I rubbed my tummy through my warm, woolen clothes and remembered the food the night before. Mother hadn’t let me have much of the pork and gravy, instead feeding me mostly mashed vegetables, but the little I had gotten my grubby little hands on had been delicious! Whatever else I had to say about the old codger, at least he had good taste in food. 

With great care, I slowly climbed out of my cot and slid down the side of it while maintaining a death grip on the wood. Partially because I didn’t want to fall, but more importantly because I didn’t want to alert anyone I was awake. The first task of the day was working on my Path of Sneaking. As my feet touched the floor, I was thankful that the woolen clothes I wore covered them. They muffled any sounds I might make.

With the first step of my escape completed, I began the slow crawl towards the door that was slightly ajar. Mother always did that so she could hear my crying, and that meant I could let myself out without too much issue. However, I had to go slowly. If I rushed, my knees would thump against the floor and alert someone to my presence. Each knee shuffle and hand movement had to be slow and careful. I was the Silence! 

I was as careful with the door as I was with my movements, easing it open inch by inch until there was room for me to squeeze through comfortably without touching the door or the wall. I had learned that lesson on a previous foray. That time I hadn’t opened the door as much as I could for fear of it squeaking and then bumped it with my bum on the way through. The slight squeal had been enough to alert my mother and end my plans before I even really got started. Being sneaky meant not taking any half-measures!

Reaching the hallway, I continued my slow progress until I was at the top of the stairs. My memories of another life, and running up and down stairs like they were nothing, were in stark contrast with my experience now that I was Sebastian. Stairs were like mountains, and right now, I was staring down a steep slope.

Turning myself around, I began to slide down backwards ever so slowly, one step at a time. I caught my chin on the third step before getting into a rhythm. Left leg down, right leg down, left arm down, right arm down, repeat ad nauseum. The repetition was soothing even if it felt like it was taking forever. When I reached the second floor, I had to quietly crawl past the bannisters, ignoring the wooden railings that had been placed against them to prevent my tumbling through the gaps, and repeated my descent again.

I was already tired by the time I had reached the first floor, but my tiredness was secondary to my success and the sweet, sweet feeling of my numbers going up. It was my third attempt at a silent descent from my room and my first success!

Path of Sneaking went up by another three steps, while my Path of Crawling went up by one. A notification flashed in the corner of my vision and I pulled it open in my excitement!

Path Unlocked! Path of Climbing (0/10)

The new Path took me to the full ten Paths I could work on. Which made me wonder what would happen now if I unlocked another Path? I hoped nothing bad, but I still couldn’t ask anyone. I was looking forward to being able to talk and when I could slowly start dribbling in questions instead of, you know… just dribbling.

With the first part of my plan a resounding success, I continued to sneak through the house. I thought I was doing well until I heard my grandfather's voice.

“Penny, Sebastian is just outside the kitchen.”

That old codger had yelled the words from his office, a room I had yet to see the inside of.

A moment later, my mother swept in from the common room and scooped me up.

“Did you get down here all by yourself, my baby boy?” she cooed worriedly as she inspected me for bumps and bruises.

None on me, Mum! I got down the stairs swiftly and silently! Well, at least silently!

That didn’t explain how the old codger had noticed me. Could he see through walls? What kind of magic was that anyway?

My musings were broken when there was a furious knock of someone pounding on the door. The noise didn’t abate, and my mother followed closely behind Grandfather as he rushed to see what was the matter. From behind my grandfather's back, I watched as the doors were flung open, and a ragged group of people rushed inside carrying something. It was chaos, and I was finding it hard to follow what was going on as I was jostled about by the sudden movements of my mother as she made way for the people and then followed them into the common room.

I finally got to lay eyes on the cause of the commotion. There were five of them. Three humans, and unless my eyes deceived me, two humanoids I would call elves based on their almond-shaped eyes and longer, pointed, lobeless ears. They were all bloody and bleeding, the red mixing with a yellow ichor that clung to their leather armour and emitted an acrid smell that irritated my nose.

“He’s been bitten by a Giant Eyeless Spider,” yelled the female elf as she half-clung to the human man who was lying on the table, a white froth upon his lips.

“Penny, fetch your antidotes,” Cornelius stated in a firm voice.

I was plopped down onto the rug as my mother ran from the room in a swish of blue fabric. Quickly making my way to a nearby chair, I hauled myself up so I could see what was going on.

“What happened?” Cornelius demanded, his tone firm.

“We’re from the Farwalkers Guild,” answered the other elf, this one a man. Even beneath the blood and ichor, I could see his likeness in the female. Golden blond hair that fell to his neck was held back by a leather band. Dark brown leather armour covered the elfs sleek form as he looked at the frothing human with amber eyes. “We took the job to clear a Rift up here from the Adventurer’s Society, posted by the Wardens of Ajinport. 

“Our plan was to arrive here at the outpost yesterday, scout out the Rift, and determine what enemies we expected to face before resupplying and cleansing the Rift. Instead, we found signs it had already turned into a Breach on the way here. The spiders’ nest was obvious, but it looked like it was just Fluted Forest Spiders and a couple of Giant Spiders. We hadn’t expected that the Rift had a Champion within when it Breached.”

“Fucking Eyeless, body must’ve been the size of an Earth Drake,” muttered a shorter female human.

“So, it was a Rift from the Echoing Depths Dungeon in Helenica?” grumbled the old man. I didn’t understand most of the words he just used, but I was getting the gist. Listening in was also improving my Linguistic Path. “You defeated the Champion?”

“We did,” said the elf with a nod as his sister started to sob on the convulsing human on the table. “Thomas jumped in front of Vianola to protect her as she took the shot that killed the beast. We ran here straight afterwards. The poison has been working through him for at least four hours.”

I watched as Grandfather nodded. “Eyeless Spiders aren’t fast eaters. They like to enjoy their food over multiple days as the bodies slowly putrefy, drinking them bit by bit. He’s not beyond saving I think, though he’ll likely spend months recovering unless you intend to pay for a high-end antidote.”

“Do you have one?” Vianola demanded, the elven woman standing up from where she held the fallen Thomas.

“No. My daughter brews a little but she is a novice. Her antidote will help slow the progression, and I will do what I can to restore the tissue, but the energy for the healing will come from your friend, and he doesn’t look like he has a lot to spare. We’ll keep him here until he’s well enough for the trip back to Dinalby or Ajinport. Unless one of you wants to go buy the high end antidote and return with it.”

My mother chose that moment to rush back into the room with a small glass vial that was still bigger than anything I could hold. I watched as she handed it to my grandfather. He pried open the wounded man's frothing mouth and poured in no more than a third of the vial. Then he pressed his hand against the man's chest. I expected lights, I expected runes or something to appear. Nothing did. If the old man was doing anything, then I couldn’t see it or feel it. 

My distress must’ve been visible on my face as my mother scooped me up from where I stood in the chair having a stickybeak and cooed to me.

“It’s alright, Sweetheart.”

I’m fine, Mum! I thought, It’s the guy who got himself poisoned you need to worry about! Save him while showing me what Grandfather is doing!

But I felt nothing, saw nothing. In a world of magic, so far, I was blind to it.

Whatever Grandfather did, the man settled and when they wiped away the froth, there were no new white bubbles to replace them. I may give the old codger a hard time, but at that moment, I was proud to know him.

“Before you go to sleep tonight, give him another third of the bottle. The final third tomorrow morning. I’ll do another round of healing after each one. Just come and find me when you’re ready.”

“Will he live?” Vianola asked with a voice tinged with worry and fear.

“He should. He seems strong. The poison was deep in his tissue, and it’s not going to be easily cleansed. He’s weak enough that if we try and purge it all at once, he’ll likely go into shock and die. But if he makes it to tomorrow morning, he’ll live. You’ll have rooms of course, so you can get him comfortable and have a little privacy. Though I would suggest making use of the bathroom to clean up.”

The adventurers grunted their agreement, and the other two humans helped Vianola pick up the wounded Thomas. Mother quickly went to the desk to fetch them a key, and then they carried the wounded man up to the second floor, while the final elf remained.

“Don’t see too many elves working for Guilds based out of Ajinport,” commented the old man now that the room was mostly emptied.

I was placed down on the rug while my mother left the room, only for her to return a moment later with rags and a small pail of water to clean up the mess on the table.

“That is true,” agreed the elf. “I am Keryth. My sister, well, you saw how she feels about Thomas. She joined to be close to him, and I joined to keep her safe.”

Cornelius kept his gaze on Keryth for a moment before he gave a nod of assent.

“You killed the Champion from a Breached Rift; did it have the Trophies with it?”

“It did not,” Keryth admitted. “They’re still out there somewhere.”

What’s a Trophy? I thought, And why can’t I be big enough to go find it myself!?

Life as a baby just wasn’t fair. But the scene I had just witnessed had put a couple of things in perspective for me. This world was not a safe place, but apparently, with risk, came rewards. I was more than willing to take some risks once I was a little bigger! Growth spurt don’t cheat me now!

  

    
        Chapter 7

    
    
    
    
  I climbed silently out of the woven willow basket that my mother had deposited me in. Easing myself to the floor was going to be the second riskiest part of my manoeuvre. When none of the adventurers looked over, I knew that part one of my master plan was a success.

Progressing across the intervening space was fast as the silky fur of the rug was silent to my ears, so I crawled quickly to the edge of one of the lounges that surrounded the fireplace. Peeking around the corner, I assessed the second challenge of my master plan. Crossing the space from the rug, over the polished floorboards, and finally to the table at which the four adventurers were sitting.

The elven woman, Vianola, looked tired from where I hid, her shoulders slumped and her head drooping with her straight blonde hair falling around her, hiding her amber eyes. I guessed she’d been up all day and night by the side of her lover. Happy days, he was going to survive. At least that was what Grandfather had said. I was still grumpy that whatever magic had taken place had been invisible to my eyes and senses.

Next to Vianola was her brother, Keryth. He was the only other elf in their little group and a mirror for his sister with blond hair tied back in a warrior's bun and sharp almond shaped eyes the colour of fresh amber. Thankfully he was angled away from me, his gaze set firmly towards the windows and the blizzard raging outside. His positioning was actually why I had chosen this angle of attack, as I was most concerned about him noticing me.

On Keryth’s right was my target. The male human that hadn’t been poisoned by the Giant Eyeless Spider. His name was apparently Leo, a large bald brute of a man. Also, he was deathly afraid of spiders. Poor choice of job he’d chosen then, but that was his problem to contend with. 

The final member was a stocky female with shortcut brown hair and matching eyes. The others called her Cart. Didn’t sound like a name to me, but what did I know, right? Either way, Leo’s broad chest meant I should be hidden from her view so long as I came at Leo from the correct angle.

I suppressed a smile that bubbled up at my baby-like amusement and began my silent approach. My movements were painstakingly slow as I kept my head up and eyes on my target. Each step required me to raise my leg up as high as I could so that my clothes didn’t drag along the floor and give me away. 

Closer… closer… closer. 

I was within a metre of Leo when Keryth glanced at me casually out of the corner of his eye. I froze, leg half raised. I was done for! He was going to call attention to me and ruin the whole thing! The elf shouldn’t even have been able to see me. I was right at the edge of his peripheral vision. Then, like two ships passing silently in the night, his eyes moved away as though he hadn’t seen a thing. 

Was he giving me his approval to continue my game? I didn’t know, but I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. I closed the intervening distance, getting right underneath Leo’s chair. My tiny hand reached out and then I moved my fingers in a rapid motion up the adventurer’s pants leg.

There was an explosion of movement as Leo launched himself upwards out of his seat.

“The fuck was that?!” Leo screamed as he glanced down at his leg.

Instead of laughter, my eyes were wide with fright. Not because of Leo. I’d expected his reaction. What I hadn’t done is considered how his sudden movement would reposition the chair. As he’d stood, the wooden seat had almost gone flying. Only Keryth’s hand on the back of the chair had kept it from clipping me in the head.

Note for future self, I thought, always consider how inanimate objects will move when surprising someone!

I finally got over my shock, with the faces of four adventurers looking down at me as I sat on the floor on my bum. The patter of my mother’s feet was coming closer quickly so I did the only thing I could think of. I plastered a big happy smile on my face.

Gotcha big guy! You can’t get mad at a cute little baby! Right?! I proclaimed in my own mind.

“Can’t believe a baby snuck up on you, Leo!” Cart crowed in amusement.

“You try keeping track of him!” Leo grunted in annoyance. “How’d he even get out of that basket?”

My mother finally arrived and scooped me up, my pleased grin still plastered on my face.

“I’m so sorry,” she muttered. “He’s a very good climber and is perhaps a little too curious. I’m sure he didn’t mean any harm.”

Harm? I thought, No. Surprise? Definitely.

“It’s no problem, Miss Penelope,” Keryth replied as he shut the other adventurers down with a glance. “Though I am unsure if it was luck or cleverness on his part, but the path he took had the least chance of getting caught on his little foray.”

“Oh, I know,” grumbled my mother. “He’s always finding new places to sneak off to and hide. I’m constantly worried that if I don’t keep my eyes on him I will lose him. But don’t worry, I’ll take him into the kitchen with me so he won’t bother you again.”

“No need for that. If you want to put him back in his basket I will keep an eye on him,” Keryth offered. “I actually saw him approaching Leo so I can make sure he doesn’t escape again.”

“You what?” Leo said in shock. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

“About what, Leo? That a baby was going to grab your leg? I was more worried about you hurting him than the reverse,” Keryth countered before his almond-shaped eyes looked back at my mother.

“Well, if you’re sure?” answered my mother hesitantly.

“I’m sure,” Keryth confirmed.

I was gently admonished for escaping again before my mother placed me back in my basket not too far from the fire and placed a few wooden toys in with me. Ignoring the toys, I had a quick look and saw that my Path of Stealth had increased again, though not by as much this time. I guess my mission was only a partial success. Successfully surprising Leo had been my plan, but getting noticed by Keryth reduced the steps I earned along the Path. Still, progress was progress and the numbers were going up, which made me unreasonably happy.

Keryth kept a close eye on me and while I did escape my woven cage a second and third time, the effort was only enough to advance my Path of Crawling by a couple of steps. My Path of Linguistics - Helenian also increased by four, but I am pretty sure that was mostly because the adventurers were swearing at each other. At least, that’s what I guessed the unrecognised words were. As for my Sneaking, Hiding, and Stealth Paths, they languished under the keen-eyed gaze of my diligent elven overlord.

The adventurers left two days later when the snow storm finally abated. Thomas did not look well as they half carried him out. Still green in the face and vomiting occasionally, but apparently well enough for his companions to take him back to Ajinport where he could seek the help of better healers. I was bundled against the cold and held close to my mother’s chest as the adventurers were waved off.

“Why didn’t you suggest they seek Magatha’s help?” asked my mother, her sparkling blue eyes shifting to my grandfather.

“Magatha does not like to be disturbed. No one in this community does.”

“She might’ve made an exception for the adventurer,” countered my mother.

Wide-eyed, I listened to the back and forth, absorbing everything I could. Who was Magatha? Why would her help have mattered? Could she teach me magic?!

Cornelius sighed. “If I had thought he was going to die, I would have. Bothering her to improve his comfort on their return trip? Not worth it, Penny.”

“He still might die. The roads back are not safe, and even if the cold will not be as bad further down the mountain, it doesn’t mean it’s good for his chances.”

“Which is why I tried to get them to stay. Either they left to return to Ajinport, as they said, or they wanted to search the area around where they killed the Champion for the Trophies from the Rift Breach. Either way, it’s their lives and their choices.”

My mother huffed, jostling me against her and clearly still not happy. She let the matter drop though.

With the matter of the Adventurers over, my life returned to the quiet solitude. We didn’t see another soul for the rest of winter. Four months passed, and my progress continued at a steady pace. I had started talking in single words to try and get what I wanted. The addition of speaking accelerated my Path of Linguistics.

My first birthday came and went without celebration. I guessed it wasn’t a thing here or I had the timing all wrong. I didn’t know the day I was born but I did know that I had been brought to my new home in winter, which made this my second. Either this world had two winters per year, or more likely, birthdays were less of a thing in my new culture.

Still, I had things to celebrate. All my Paths had been progressing, some faster than others. I brought up the notifications again, basking in their sweet, sweet light as the numbers just kept going up.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Climbing I (1144/10)

…
You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Climbing VII (1144/1000)

Reward: +3 Strength, +2 Stamina, +2 Coordination

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Deception V (471/200)

Reward: +1 Mental


You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Sneaking VII (1831/1000)

Reward: +1 Coordination

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Hiding VII (2007/1000)

Reward: +1 Coordination

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Linguistics - Helenian IX (9892/5000)

Reward: +1 Unallocated

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Crawling VIII (7885/2500)

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Crawling IX (7885/5000)

Reward: +1 Stamina, +1 Unallocated

I was so close to completing my Path of Linguistics I could taste it. Or perhaps that was the bacon I had gotten for breakfast. Either way, it was fantastic and made my mouth water thinking about it. Not just because I would free up a slot for a new Path, but because completing it would provide enough steps to push Path of the Completionist to the next Tier.

Crawling wasn’t too far behind it, but I had to choose when to crawl and when not to because I was now walking. If my mother caught me crawling she would pick me up and encourage me to walk. I just couldn’t say no to her.

My Path of Deception had been progressing slowly, and that was a good thing in my mind. I didn’t want to be a liar, and while I intended to keep my secrets, that didn’t mean I liked having to behave differently around my mother. I was a child with fragmented memories of a past life and enough mental fortitude to make the best of my new life. My childish nature sometimes caught me by surprise, but most of the time I didn’t even notice when I was doing it. One minute I would be singing silly songs with my mother in the kitchen and the next remembering floating in an ocean talking to other souls about the lives we had all lived. The shift was jarring, but it had been getting better.

All of my progress was good, but not great. Numbers went up but nothing new, nothing special. That was, until now. My goal was so close that I could taste it if I wanted. Its shiny surface taunted me. I had to stop putting things in my mouth! Without a moment's hesitation I reached out and snatched the pipe off Grandfather's desk and ran. I heard the old man jolt up from his nap, but I was already out the door and running down the hallway, my chubby little legs pumping furiously.

“Get back here with that, Bastian!”

I ignored him and instead looked at the new notification as I continued to run.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Stealth III (205/200)

Reward: Skill Seed (Stealth) (Minor)

What the hell is a Skill Seed? I wondered.

Then I ran into the wall.

  

    
        Chapter 8

    
    
    
    
  I couldn’t remember exactly how the maths went, but I knew there was something about my size, speed, and the strength of the impact. Right now all the maths were telling me was my nose and forehead hurt. I swallowed the childish cry that bubbled up inside me demanding my mother come look at my boo-boo. I was an independent baby that didn’t need a kiss on the top of my head. Definitely not.

“What was that?” called my mother from the main dining area of the outpost.

“Bastian facing the consequences of his actions,” stated my grandfather as he walked up and easily pried his pipe from my fingers.

“You better not have spanked my boy, dad!” yelled my mother. I smiled in spite of myself, though I knew I should look contrite at being caught making off with my ill-gotten gains.

“I didn’t touch him,” Cornelius called back. “He ran straight into the wall all on his own.”

My mother swooped in a moment later and cooed over the bump on my head. I just lay on her shoulder and relaxed as she ferried me back to the dining room. The woven basket that once served as my makeshift prison hadn’t survived the middle of the cold winter. After my many escapes–and there were many–Cornelius had tossed the basket into one of the fires.

Instead, I was set down on the fur rug where my mother could see me as she cleaned and dusted the room. The snows outside were already retreating and I guessed she was preparing for the supposedly warmer months, when we would see a little foot traffic either in the form of merchants or adventurers.

While my mother worked I focused on the notification that had distracted me in my mad dash escape and been the cause of my unplanned impact with the wall.

Reward: Skill Seed (Stealth) (Minor)

Free Skill Slots available. Would you like to use your Skill Seed (Stealth) (Minor) to gain a Skill?

I didn’t make an immediate decision. On one side, I definitely wanted to say yes. So far I had no skills, and a stealth one, even a minor one, sounded like it would suit me just fine. When I still hadn’t answered the question a minute later a second message appeared.

Would you like to receive your Skill Seed (Stealth) (Minor) as a physical object?

I perked up. It seemed that if you didn’t want to use a reward, at least for Skills, you could get a physical object, which I was assuming could be used by anyone to receive the offered Skill. I kinda liked that. It meant that someone could decide at a later date if they wanted to use the skill. Maybe they could even trade or sell their rewards.

I wasn’t going to do any of those things. With three available Skill Slots and no idea how they worked, I was going to have to take a risk sooner or later. Unless I wanted to wait till I was old enough that my questions wouldn’t be unusual. I still didn’t even know if other kids could see their Status since mine had unlocked early. So, with no small amount of trepidation, I mentally agreed to using the Skill Seed to fill one of my empty slots. A new notification appeared immediately.

Skill Seed (Stealth) (Minor) used. Three available Skills.


	Muffled Steps - Reduce the noise you make while moving. 




	Shadow Blend - Become harder to spot when you are unmoving within a shadow.




	Reduce Presence - Minor effect of making yourself harder to notice.



It was easy to see that the three Skills offered were related to sneaking about, hiding, and making yourself harder to notice, which all seemed related to my Path of Stealth. I glanced at my Paths of Sneaking and Hiding. Both were around two thousand steps, which meant I was only one fifth of the way to completing them. At the rate I was going I would probably manage to do so by the time I was four unless I focused on them to the exclusion of everything else. But, what if using Muffled Steps or Reduce Presence made my Path of Sneaking advance more quickly? All three would help with my Path of Stealth, while Shadow Blend would only help with my Path of Hiding. 

Decision paralysis had seized me, because I absolutely wanted all three of them and at the same time none of them. None were clearly magical in nature. They weren’t saying I could pull shadows around me like a cloak, hang upside down off a balcony and in a deep voice tell people that I am the night!

But I was already committed. I had said yes to using a Skill Slot. Despite my misgivings, I wasn’t going to spend years agonising over my choices. So, I picked the one I thought had the widest usage in my current environment. 

The notification faded as Muffled Steps began to settle into me. I felt something twist inside of my stomach as some basic knowledge flooded my mind. I winced and squirmed like I was going to poop myself even as my head ached like I had run into the wall a second time. The feeling took over a minute to abate and by the time it finished I was lying on the rug, rolled away from my mother so she couldn’t see the discomfort on my face.

When it finally passed, I breathed a sigh of relief and examined the new sensation emanating from my stomach. The knowledge in my head made me giggle in excitement. There was magic. I knew it! Skills were imprints of Spells. I knew that it was designed to grow with usage and would improve by adding additional facets to what it provided based on my direction. The information provided also included that it would evolve once it reached its one-hundredth step. Finally, it wouldn’t function without aether. For the first time since I had arrived into my new life, I had magic at my fingertips. Or at my bellybutton, I guess. You know, since that’s where I felt the Skill connected too.

With excitement bubbling through my veins and the feel of the silky fur rug beneath my palms, I reached for my new Skill. Something rushed into the complicated loops and whorls that were Muffled Steps inside of me and I felt a slight fuzzy feeling around my feet.

“Are you practising out there, Penny?” called my grandfather from his office.

“No, father. Just cleaning…still. Feel free to come help!”

I immediately stopped using my new Skill, a cold feeling of worry replacing the bubbling celebration that had filled me just a moment ago. Had I given myself away? I hadn’t even considered that the old man might be able to sense me using magic. Maybe he hadn’t. Maybe he meant something else. When I saw him poke his head around the corner, narrowed eyes scanning the room, I knew he had sensed something.

I smiled innocently, lying on my back on the fur rug and pretending to just play. Grandfather must have lingered for a moment because I didn’t hear him retreat for the count of a few breaths. I breathed a sigh of relief, even as my Path of Deception gained another step. 

If I was going to make use of my new skill, I would need to figure out the limits of my grandfather's senses. I guessed I was maybe ten metres away from him if I was lying on the rug. That was in a straight line, ignoring the walls of course. I looked around before picking a destination and quickly crawling towards it. My mother scooped me up immediately and placed me on my feet.

“You can do it, Bastian. Practise walking for Mummy.”

I gave her a big toothy grin and toddled over to the other side of the room until I was as far from Cornelius’s office as I could get. Then I activated Muffled Steps again. Something flowed through my stomach as I felt the skill activate. That sense of fuzziness around my feet returned. So did the sound of Cornelius’s steps. I immediately stopped using the skill and hid in a cupboard, pulling the door closed behind me.

“Penny, are you sure you’re not using any aether?”

Cornelius’s voice reached me even in my dark hidey hole.

“No, father. Just cleaning. Where’d Bastian go? Bastian?”

My mother was calling for me, a hint of worry in her voice. I debated climbing out of the cupboard just to put her fears to rest. Instead, Cornelius beat me to the punch.

“He’s hiding in a cupboard behind the bar.”

Some quick footsteps slapping against the wooden floors warned of my impending capture. I scrambled to escape, all thoughts of appeasing my mother gone in my dash for freedom. She caught me one cupboard over and pulled me out of the dusty and mostly empty storage space. I grinned up at her through a few spider webs I had caught on my face in my attempted flight.

She sighed, brushing off the dust and webs with gentle fingers.

“What am I going to do with you, you little rascal?” she asked.

“Mum!” I yelled in response, knowing that wasn’t truly an answer, before laying down on her shoulder and sharing the dust and spiderwebs with her clean clothes like a dutiful son.

As she turned, I could see Cornelius watching me with a scrutinising gaze. I’d poked the old codger twice with the use of my skill. It was clear that he suspected something was amiss. My elation about my new skill was ruined. I wouldn’t be able to practise with it till I was out from under his gaze. Which was almost impossible because I wasn’t old enough to roam a little wider yet, and the old man rarely left the outpost.

Still nuzzled into my mother’s neck, I started making plans. There were other options. He’d asked my mother if she was using aether, which meant he couldn’t differentiate between one person or another easily. At least not in such close proximity, or perhaps not without having his eyes on us? After all, both times he’d come out to get a closer look. If I was right, there was another time I could practise. When we had guests. If I only used it while the guests were around, then the old man might chalk it up to the adventurers or merchants using their skills.

The thought was small comfort, and though my mood remained low, I focused on the next big thing. I only needed a hundred and a bit more steps on my Path of Linguistics - Helenian to complete it. Which would not only grant me a few more Unallocated Stats to invest in my Talented Attribute, it would also have me complete the next Tier of my Path of the Completionist.

My thoughts were interrupted as my mother took a wet rag and started wiping my hands and face, removing all my hard-earned dust and grime from the cupboards. I fought, hands trying to slap the smothering wet beast away, but my tiny baby arms were for naught. When she finally relented, depositing me back on the rug, I was clean once more and only a little damp.

“That was me, by the way, father,” called my mother as Cornelius once more popped his head around the corner.

I glanced at my mother curiously. The rag, I realised. It should’ve been dirty. But I felt clean, pristine skin with tiny beads of water still on my face and hands. Where’d that come from?

My question went unanswered because I didn’t say it out loud and let my mother know I was a weird baby. Instead, I focused on my almost completed Path, humming so that my mother would sing. The morning turned to afternoon, then to night, and the cycle repeated for three weeks. 

Then, on a morning like any other, with the snows in full retreat and the green of the grass beneath once more revealed, with the sun turning the sky a light grey as it waited to crest the horizon, I was woken by the most beautiful sound. Someone was banging on the door.

“Oi! Wake the bloody hells up! I’m hungry!”

You have Completed your Path! Path of Linguistics - Helenian X (10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated Stats

  

    
        Chapter 9

    
    
    
    
  The banging on the door continued but I couldn’t pay attention to it. Instead, it was the sweet sound of curse words that captivated me. Those new uncouth utterances were the final straw that allowed me to complete my Path of Linguistics - Helenian. I was now a native speaker, capable of demonstrating my mastery of the spoken word. That was, if I ever chose to talk in front of someone. To date, beyond a few single words said gleefully to my mother, I had only ever whispered to myself late at night in my cot. Just one of the ways I had progressed the Path.

The second notification came swiftly after the first and I rejoiced, expecting something amazing.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of the Completionist II (60/50)

Reward: 3 Unallocated Stats

Reading the notification left me feeling disappointed. I had hoped, given the seemingly special and difficult nature of the Path, that the reward would be better. Unallocated Stats were useful, but they didn’t feel...grandiose. My expectations didn’t align with the result, and probably like billions before me, I was left feeling a little hollow at the outcome.

I pressed my lips together and firmed my resolve. Was I going to lose my desire to grow just because the rewards weren’t as exceptional as I hoped? Hell no. I wasn’t even two years old. I had so many more years before me. While I might not be able to compare myself to others yet, I had all the hallmarks of a future powerhouse. A chance to be somebody. There was a fire in me that wouldn’t go out!

The five Unallocated Stats went straight into Talented as I clawed my way free of the blanket wrapped around me and began climbing out of my cot. I brought up my Status to see what I should work on.




	
Name - Sebastian


	
Skills (1/3)





	
Class - Locked


	
Muffled Steps (Minor) - 1
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Body Features





	
Strength - 107
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Path of the Completionist II (60/200)


	 



	
Path of Soulstealing (0/10)


	 






Completing my Linguistics Path meant I now had a free Path slot available. A small part of me whispered I should hold it open in the hope of getting a Path that related to Aether by leveraging my new Skill. But, I had no idea if that would work, and leaving an open slot that I could instead use for development also didn’t sit right with me. With the careful deliberation of a toddler, I decided that I would accept whatever Path was offered next, no matter how boring it was.

My feet touched the floor and I took two steps.

Path Unlocked! Path of Walking (0/10)

Every point matters. Every point matters. I kept repeating my mantra to myself as I accepted the new Path. At least it should be an easy one to complete. I went to take a step and then paused, wondering about something. It was time to conduct a test!

Instead of walking, I immediately began running around my room. I liked to believe my improved Coordination and Stamina played a factor as I managed to run laps around my cot with surprising ease. It probably helped that I had been walking for months. More importantly, I watched as the steps streamed in and notifications began flashing.

After ten minutes, I was ready to collapse. After twenty, I knew I couldn’t go on. It was almost thirty minutes before my body finally betrayed me and I tripped over my own feet, managing to fall sideways onto my arm rather than faceplant. The notifications numbed my pain.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Walking I (383/10)
…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Walking V (383/250)
Reward: +2 Strength, +2 Coordination, +1 Stamina

The steps had only started to slow down to a crawl in the last five minutes of my torturous practice. But the truth was plain to see, as far as I was concerned. It was like I was getting credit for my previous knowledge and practise. Since being born, I had wondered why my earliest Paths, Linguistics - English and Basic Numeracy, had progressed so fast. I had managed them in a fraction of the time it took to complete other Paths. My question was why? Now, I had a possible answer. Competency was a factor. The steps for Path of Walking had slowed toward the end. I had only gotten one in the last five minutes of my run, while in the earliest stages it was like I was getting one for every single step I took. 

I lay puffing on the floor, filled with the knowledge that my efforts on non-Path activities wouldn’t be completely wasted. After all, running came after walking. Though doing any more of the former was the last thing on my mind.

The door creaked open as my mother swept in to find me still on the floor, curled up on my side and trying to catch my breath. I smiled for her even as she looked over my small body with concern.

“You’re sweaty my sweet boy. You don’t have a fever do you?”

Before I could answer I was swept out of the room and down the stairs. It felt good to be carried as I was still recovering from my forced exertion. You’d have thought someone like me, who had completed the Path of Endurance, would be able to run for hours. But nay, I might have a slightly improved stamina, but it was working with the body of a baby. My limits were clear as day as I was literally carried away.

When we reached the bottom of the stairs I caught a glimpse of the common room where five people were eating before we blew past them and into my grandfather's office. It wasn’t a particularly large room, maybe a few metres long and wide, made smaller by the filled bookcases lining the walls. My grandfather had other curios beyond his pipe, but they were kept in a locked glass case behind his desk which was a mess of papers, more books, and other writing utensils.

The old man glanced up, his penetrating blue eyes looking from his daughter to me.

“What’s wrong, Penny? Are the guests causing more problems?” he asked.

“No. At least, nothing I can’t handle. Bastian feels a little hot and sweaty though. Can you take a quick look at him?”

Cornelius stood, coming around the dark wooden desk to lay a hand on my forehead. I expected to feel something, anything, as he used magic on me. But all I felt was the cool touch of his slightly wrinkled hand against my flush skin.

“He’s not sick. Just tired, I think. I thought I heard him running around his room upstairs.”

Instead of concerned, my mother turned apologetic, rocking me. “Oh, I am sorry, honey. Were you trying to get out of your room? Mummy had to make some food first for our guests.”

She continued to talk to me as we exited my grandfather's office. I spun my head to get a good look around my mother’s arm back through the door, hoping to glean a little more information for future stealthy forays. All I saw was the door closing as Cornelius turned back to his papers and whatever he was doing in there.

We returned to the living room, finally giving me a good look at the ‘guests’ who had gloriously woken me this morning with their sweet swear words and loud banging on the door. They looked less rough than I expected. Three human men were crowded around a single table, talking around mouths half full with eggs and flatbread. At the second table sat two dwarves, also eating, while going over a ledger together.

“Lass, do you think you could round up a few of the locals who are looking to trade?” asked one of the dwarves, his red beard braided and hanging down onto his broad chest.

My mother paused. “I suppose, though it’s quite a walk. How long were you intending to linger?”

I tried to contain my excitement. I doubted my mother would leave me here with Grandfather, which meant this might be the first time I got to go beyond the outside of the outpost we lived in. This was my chance to see more of where we lived, and since I might be out from under Grandfather’s eyes, perhaps an opportunity to experiment some more with my skill.

“We’ll be gone before lunch, lass. How many do you reckon you’ll be able to return with by then?”

“At least four, all with goods to trade,” she replied instantly. “But if you’re sending me out like an errand boy I expect to be compensated for my time.”

The red bearded dwarf leaned back in his chair, eyeing my mother in a way that said he wasn’t looking at her body but weighing her worth, or I supposed, the worth of her time.

“What are you thinking?”

“Are you moving any food?”

By this point, everyone in the room was paying attention to the exchange, though the eyes of the human men were more lecherous than curious. I’d have poked their eyes out for looking at my mother like that if I could. Instead, I settled for a dead-eyed stare. Being small and helpless was the worst.

“Aye, lass. I’ve got a variety of honey and meat pulled from The Endless Plains, along with some herbs from the same. Nothing beyond the second floor, mind you. The rest is furs and leathers. A few alchemicals as well, if any of them dabble. And of course, I’ve enough coins to make purchases if they’ve got something I want and aren’t looking to trade.”

Something told me there was a lie within his words. I wasn’t sure what about, but the dwarf just oozed untrustworthy to my eyes. Though, maybe I was just put off by the company he kept and their beady unwelcome eyes.

“A jar of red-stripe honey then.”

“Seems a little steep, lass,” countered the red dwarf. “How about a jar of the green-wing?”

My mother shrugged. “Send one of your guards to find them then. I’ll wish them luck and return to my other duties.”

The dwarf held up his hands in surrender. “Fine, lass. Fine, no need to get all twisted about it. A jar of the red-stripe honey, but only if you can get at least four of them here to trade.”

My mother bit her lip for a moment before nodding. “Alright, but payment up front. I’ll give it back if I fail to return with at least four willing to trade.”

Stroking his beard the dwarf let the silence drag on before grunting his agreement. “Suppose you’re not going anywhere with it. Flynn, go get me a jar of the red-stripe honey.”

“Come on, I’ll show you where it is,” said one of the human males who I was assuming was Flynn as he stood and moved closer to us. His eyes never left my mother's face.

My mother matched my dead-eyed stare. Flynn sneered after a moment, shrugging and stomping out the door in his worn leather jerkin towards the Dwarven merchants’ wagon.

The second dwarf, this one with a black beard, glared at the two remaining guards.

“Any of you give the lass trouble, and it’ll be me you answer to. Assuming the Society doesn’t hunt you all down and skin you alive. Keep your friend in line if you want to see Helenica.”

I flashed a big baby smile at the dwarf. Flynn returned shortly, and sensing how the tone of the room had changed, wisely handed over a jar of honey to my mother. I could see red stripes through the viscous golden liquid. At least they named things simply.

My mother carried me into the kitchen with her, putting the honey in a cupboard before letting Cornelius know where we were going. 

After setting me down long enough to pull on a warm coat for herself, my mother made sure I was similarly clothed, before scooping me back up and stomping loudly out the double doors of the outpost. 

She set off, marching down the dirt and gravel track that could loosely be called a path like the stone beneath her feet had personally offended her. I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. We were going on my first adventure!

  

    
        Chapter 10

    
    
    
    
  My head was on a swivel as I tried to take in as much of the world around us as I could. Which was to say, not a lot. The tall trees shielded the sky from us so all I could see was the grey blanket of the clouds above. The smell of pine needles and the earthy scent of exposed ground wafted through the air as the mounds of snow continued their fearful retreat from the warmer weather.

After finding that there was little else to see, and realising that this walk would not be particularly short, I decided it was time to implement my plan. I kept my eyes on my mother to see if she would react as I activated my Muffled Steps Skill. Like before, I sensed something odd swirling inside me near my stomach as a fuzzy feeling enveloped my feet. My mother didn’t react in the slightest so I kept the Skill going. 

Around five minutes later the sensation sputtered to an end. I felt tired, like I had spent another thirty minutes running circles in my room. Lethargy flowed through my veins like liquid sleep and I wanted nothing more than to close my eyes and let dreams take me. Only the thought that falling asleep on my first adventure would have been positively shameful kept my baby eyes open.

Instead, I pushed through, trying to activate my Skill again to no avail. Whatever that sensation of movement was within me, I had expended it all. A quick glance at my Status isolated the likely culprit. My Aether Core had a rating of Minor. That didn’t sound like a particularly good one to me. Five minutes of usage of a Minor Skill seemed pretty weak if I was being honest with myself. Especially since the usage hadn’t increased the level of the Skill at all.

While my initial results were depressing, I decided to focus on the other opportunities of this adventure. A chance to meet our somewhat distant neighbours. After all, if it took over ten minutes to reach the first, just how far away were they?

At a random point along the path my mother veered off into the trees, making sure to brush any branches out of our way. As we walked she pointed out things, like trees and bushes and named them for me. With the attention span of a child I quickly forgot about my displeasure with my lacking capability and started talking back to my mother.

“That is a Horndale pine,” explained my mother as she pointed to a towering tree off to the side, its trunk three times as thick as the nearest tree. “They’re unique to the Horndale Mountains.”

“Horndale pine,” I repeated. “Big!”

“That’s right,” she agreed. “They are very big. They’re logged on the lower slopes but they don’t grow as big down there.”

“Smaller?” I asked.

“Much smaller. They have less competition this high up the mountain. On the lower slopes other trees and plants fight with them for nutrients.”

“Trees don’t fight!” I stated. “Just grow.”

“Everything fights for its own survival, my sweet boy.”

“Where go?”

“We are going to see some of the others who live up here in our small community, if you can call it that,” replied his mother as she pushed another branch out of the way and led us between some tall standing grey rocks. 

Halfway through the small breach I heard a whomp sound and the ground shook slightly.

“Monster?” I asked worriedly.

My mother laughed gently, “No. Just a friend.”

As we came out the other side, I found a large cottage waiting for us. Walls made of stone were capped with a roof of wood and green moss. To the side was a small fenced area with chickens, a few sheep, and some goats. Standing beside the fence was a mountain of a woman who carried a huge timber post balanced on her shoulder. I guessed that it must have weighed over a hundred kilos. The woman casually dropped the piece of wood onto the ground where it made another whomp noise and shook the ground a second time. Next to the freshly dropped wood were two more pieces.

“Morning, Griselda,” greeted my mother, announcing our arrival.

Griselda's eyes flicked across to us, and I got my first good look at her. Specifically at how her jaw was more defined than I would’ve expected, even from such a mountain of a woman. She possessed black hair like wire tied back in a bun, and a pale green complexion. From my past life memories, I would have thought she had a somewhat orcish cast to her appearance. She wore fur pants that looked warm along with a wooly coat that almost certainly came from the sheep behind her.

“That you, Penny?” Griselda called as she squinted at them. “And this must be your boy. Cornelius mentioned him. What brings you a-calling this morning?”

“We have traders passing through. They were seeing if anyone wanted to trade or sell before they take their leave after lunch.”

“Bit early in the season,” Griselda mused. “Suppose they’re trying to get a jump on the other traders now that the snow is melting. Martin is up at his mine but I know the pieces he’s looking to trade. What are they offering?”

“They’ve got honey and meat from The Endless Plains’ dungeon along with some furs and leather. Though they said they had coins to purchase with as well if you weren’t looking to trade.”

Griselda nodded, reaching behind her to shoo away a goat that had stuffed its head through the fence and was trying to nip at her breeches.

“Who else are you intending to visit?” Griselda asked.

“Magatha, Hurin, George, and Kaylee. If one of them says no, I will also visit Teppei. The traders are paying me in honey, but only if I can bring at least four others to trade with them.”

“Call it an hour then, before you get back? I’ll finish fixing up this fence and meet you by the road with the others. Always better to approach as a group when it comes to these traders, rather than coming in ones and twos like we're beggars with our hands out.”

My mother offered her thanks, and we were off again. More walking lulled me to sleep despite my best efforts to the contrary. Between my early morning exercise, and my first extended use of my new Skill, I just couldn’t keep my eyes open. A short nap was all I got as a cavalcade of smells assaulted my nose.

The house we approached this time was made entirely of wood, with bushes and trees woven throughout. The gentle puff of smoke sailed into the sky from a stone chimney. Surrounding the house was an extensive garden, filled with more colour than I had seen throughout our mountain walk. There had been a few flowers along our path with white or yellow petals, but this garden had reds, purples, and blacks alongside blues, pinks, and whites. Small insects buzzed and hummed within the maze of plants in complete defiance of the rest of the mountain. Even the snow seemed less present here.

Before we could get much closer, the door of the wooden house slammed open. I was expecting some old crone to come stomping out, cane in hand, one eyeball bigger than the other, screaming bloody murder. Instead, a young woman barely older than my mother stepped through the door, with hair like the yellow flowers that decorated the garden and piercing green eyes. She wore a woolen dress the colour of old cream that sported fresh dirt stains no doubt from the garden.

“Penny, darling, have you finally come to learn how to solve your problems the proper way? Well, despite the rumours, I don’t trade in newborns so your little lad will need to be taken home first.”

“Magatha,” greeted my mother with an amused smile on her face. “I see you’re as subtle as ever. I won’t be joining you in your nude dancing beneath the moon.”

“You cannot blame a girl for trying,” Magatha countered with a friendly grin. “Well, if we’re not to consummate my undying affection for you, what brings you to my home?”

“Traders passing through. They’re at the outpost till lunch time. Looking to trade or buy from us poor mountainfolk. They’ve got honey, meat, furs, leathers, and alchemicals from The Endless Plains’ dungeon. Coin too, if you’ve got what they want.”

“My dear, I have what everyone wants. A situation you likely know as well,” Magatha replied with a wry smirk. “I suppose I do have a few new concoctions that could be worth selling. The honey, do they have any red-stripe?”

My mother nodded.

“Who else have you got?”

“Griselda will meet us on the road near her home in about an hour. I still need to visit Hurin as well as George and Kaylee.”

“I’ll be there then. Let me get ready and don’t leave without me! I'll wait with Griselda. I need to deliver something for Martin anyway.”

My mother waved, swapping me from one arm to the other before we left the sweet smelling cottage. It occurred to me as my mother carried me that she hadn’t seemed to grow particularly tired despite lugging me about for almost an hour already. I was reminded about how the increased Stats from The Myriad Paths would make one stronger, faster, and more enduring. That was ignoring the mental improvements and magic itself. Griselda had been more proof of that, lugging about huge fence posts on her own. Still, the body was a limit. Which made me think about how if Stats increased as a percentage, how would that affect beasts and monsters that were naturally bigger, stronger, and faster? I shivered at the thought.

“I know it’s a little chilly, Bastian. We’re over halfway though!” said my mother, mistaking my shiver for being caused by the cool mountain air.

The next stop was more of the same. The smell coming off the building near the stream made me think that George and Kaylee Miller, the people who lived there, were some sort of tanners or leather workers, maybe both. Unlike the others, they asked my mother to wait before joining us with bundles on their backs packed with furs and leathers.

We never made it to Hurin’s home as he found us before we could. Middle aged and wiry, with a bow strung over his shoulder and a long knife on his hip, the old hunter, which he clearly was, vanished silently into the forest after a quick chat with my mother and the Millers.

Despite being the last found, Hurin somehow beat us back to the outpost, already standing next to Griselda and Magatha where they waited on the side of the road. Griselda had a leather bag slung over her shoulder that held multiple swords, axes, and knives. Magatha also had a leather backpack that clinked as we walked, which made me wonder where she got the glassware from. 

I would’ve spent more time testing my Muffled Steps Skill but whenever I tried it was like I was grasping at wisps of aether, the Skill barely lasting a few seconds. The lack of progress had me worried.

The final leg of the journey was done as a group, and when we got back, just before midday, the dwarves and their guards looked like they were loading up and preparing to leave.

“Was starting to wonder if you’d make it in time, lass,” called the red-bearded dwarf. “Greetings to the mountainfolk. My name is Loan Foromir, and since the sunlight is wasting, let’s get down to business.”

I didn’t get to see what was traded though, my stomach betraying me with a burbling growl. My mother instead ferried me inside to feed me lunch. By the time I was done, the others had left, only stopping inside to share a few words with Cornelius, and for Magatha to request more glass vials from the old man. Where was he hiding them? In his office? I hadn’t seen any around the outpost.

Armed with new knowledge of my environment, my current limitations, and a little about the world around me, I began making plans. I had Paths to progress, and now that I could talk without garnering too much interest from the old man, it was time to figure out what I was doing wrong with magic and how to fix it!

I was a baby with a purpose, and I would not let my Talented capabilities go to waste! It was time to get down to business!

  

    
        Chapter 11

    
    
    
    
  That summer we got four more trading caravans passing through and six groups of adventurers. The trading caravans were mostly smaller operations, and I managed to glean that the pass through the Horndale Mountains where we were situated had no tolls. The alternatives were a sea route, with the associated shipping costs, and a far more travelled pass further to the south. That pass was an easier and safer trip, but had a sizable toll which ate into the profit of smaller traders. I learned all this by eavesdropping. Baby spy extraordinaire!

Then there were the adventurers who came through our small outpost for a variety of reasons. Well, more like three reasons. A couple of teams had been working on requests for the Ajinport Government to deal with Rifts that the local Warden had identified. Unlike the first such encounter, these Rifts hadn’t broken open, spilling out the monsters within. No putrefying, spider-bitten mortals dying on the outpost table this time. That didn’t mean they were safe. Not even close. At least one adventurer died dealing with them from what I could tell. 

The other teams came for non-Rift requests. One was our very own delivery, and my mother held my hand as I watched the adventurers unload crates of foodstuff and barrels of what I guessed were alcohol. The other three teams were on tasks for things that could only be found in the Horndale Peaks. Rare herbs that grew on the snowy peaks seemed a semi-popular one, with the final team hunting the Storm Eagles that apparently nested high up in the mountains.

I didn’t find out how successful they were as that team never came by the outpost again. Either they died or succeeded and returned to Ajinport directly.

Throughout the seasons–life continued. I worked hard on my Paths, driving them forward, and another year passed. Slowly but surely, the locals began to visit the outpost more frequently. That didn’t mean often, since just once in a season was more than they’d previously come by. I finally got to meet Martin, a quiet man, far shorter than his wife Griselda. He was built like a square brick and if he’d had a beard I might have mistaken him for a tall dwarf. I learned he was a blacksmith who liked to mine his own ore, and through careful eavesdropping, which I continued to work on even with my Path completed, that he and his wife lived up here in these lonely mountains to avoid the stigma Griselda received for being a half-orc.

As for Magatha, I only saw her twice. Each time she came, it seemed more for trade than anything else. Though her two visits were still two more than Hurin, who I only knew still lived from listening to other visitors talk. The man was a hermit in the truest of senses. Finally, there were the Millers. George and Kaylee were our most frequent visitors. When I was two and a half they started bringing along their daughter, Henrietta, who was four. Apparently, she was normally cared for by Kaylee’s mother who rounded out their four-person household.

And another season passed. More traders came through our quiet outpost. Two new families joined our community, one of them setting up shop directly across from the outpost. The other was a new Warden and his family who took over from Teppei. The new Warden, Thomas, had two boys, Jonathan and Timothy, who were eight and ten respectively. They were, from the information I gathered, learning the Warden trade from their father. Their mother, Felicity, was a baker by trade and my mother regularly bartered with her for warm fluffy bread to replace the flatbread we often ate with meals. Life was good.

And another season passed. Winter was once more in full retreat, the flowers beginning to bloom, and the sound of birdsong filled the air as they screamed that it was time to mate. I tried to focus on the beauty of their voices and not the reason for it. I was now three years old, by my own count, and my Paths had progressed accordingly.

In the almost two years that had passed I had completed another four Paths. Crawling was done, along with Walking, Hiding, and Sneaking. The latter two had provided an interesting message upon completion. Apparently either Path could be used to unlock the Path of Stealth, which I already had. There was a question there of how I had already unlocked it, but since it was unlocked, both Paths had instead given large bonuses to my Path of Stealth progression. That improvement had gotten my Path of Stealth to the next tier and my reward had been another Skill Seed, this time for a Lesser Grade Stealth Skill.

That should’ve been cause for celebration, but my Muffled Steps Skill was progressing at a glacial pace to match the frozen peaks of the Horndale above us. My limitation, it seemed, was my Aether. 

Whether it was the Stat itself or the line on my Status that said my aether core had a grade of Minor, I didn’t know. But either way, even when I was far enough away from Cornelius to use my Skill, I couldn’t maintain it for long. I’d managed to go from five minutes to six, though I suspected that was more due to the improvement of my Muffled Steps Skill than my aether. Adding another Skill to the mix was pointless when I lacked the aether to progress my current one. 

So, I took the physical object option, receiving a small dark marble. The substance felt like…nothing. I literally couldn’t describe it in words. Was it slick? Yes. Was it oily? Also yes. Was it solid? It certainly felt so. It was like…holding compressed air…only it wasn’t. I had long since given up on trying to define it. The Skill Seed was hidden behind a loose wooden board in the wall, along with a few other little things I had gathered over the last couple of years. I was definitely not a young kleptomaniac! More like a scavenger of lost shiny things that I hoped might have some value. Also, it felt good to have a secret nook.

With four free Path Slots available, and still no sign of an opportunity to work on developing my Aether Stat, I had doubled down on working on my physicality. Path of Running replaced Crawling, then Balance, had replaced Walking. Finally, Hiding and Sneaking were replaced with Coordination and Body Strengthening. Between them, I was finally starting to feel the difference in my body’s performance.

Every morning I would wake up early and do variations of push ups, sit ups, planks, and whatever other bodyweight exercises I could concoct while trying to keep it a secret from my family. I would finish up with running around the outside of the outpost in circles, much to my mother’s chagrin. Hard to blame her really. Ankle deep snow on her was more like thigh deep snow on me, and she seemed convinced I was trying to freeze to death. She’d given up trying to stop me though as the snows receded, instead taking her breakfast out the back of the outpost, rugged up and counting each lap I did out loud for me. Sometimes Cornelius would join her, oscillating between a distrustful gaze and rueful amusement, like the old codger still couldn’t decide if I was demonspawn or just a very weird kid with way too much energy. My answer? Why not both?!

After my morning exercise, it would be time for my lessons. Mostly on reading and writing. My grasp of Helenian was good, perhaps even excellent if my mother was to be believed, which she wasn’t. Loving, beautiful, kind, caring, and most of all, biased. That was how I would describe her. So, trusting her opinions on my performance was thrown out the third story window and splattered like a broken egg on the stones below. I was her beautiful, baby boy, even if I was no longer a baby, and I could do almost no wrong. Apparently pushing Henrietta Miller over after she snatched my toy horse was a step too far. Though Cornelius seemed to side with me on that one. The old codger apparently didn’t mind if I wanted to scrap, he just took issue with my dedication to my Paths. Which to me made him the weird one!

Reading and writing Helenian weren’t going quite as fast as understanding the language had, though perhaps I was being too hard on myself. Either way, as I hadn’t grabbed those Paths despite their offer, I was getting no bonuses for them. Yet. I did consider that I might take them later though they almost certainly gave Mental Stats and I was already doing more than well on that front.

Sometimes Henrietta joined us for lessons. Though she seemed to be behind me in her vocabulary, she was close enough on the reading and writing for it not to matter. That made me suspect her grandmother was teaching her, which begged the question why she needed to come to my lessons at all. The answer? Socialisation. There were only four kids in our spread out community, and I was the only one of comparable age. Which meant I was frequently exposed to the somewhat annoying girl. She was just so bossy! I didn’t care if she was a year or so older physically, she was decades behind me mentally! Probably! Hormones and a developing brain were doing weird things to me. Besides, since I had finished my Paths of Sneaking and Hiding, there really wasn’t a good reason to be around her. 

Honestly, I preferred the company of my mother anyway. But, she had her own tasks to work on, and more and more often I found Henrietta being foisted on me, sometimes with her grandmother to watch over us. Sometimes not. Apparently locking us in the outpost was safe enough that we didn’t need constant oversight.

After lunch, I would return to my own activities, once more trying to progress my Paths. I would be lying if I didn’t say it was growing harder and harder to muster the willpower to focus on them. The morose thoughts that I would never gain more magic than I possessed now had started to plague my thoughts and dreams. Every time I looked at my Status and saw the Aether Core - Minor entry, I wondered what it meant for my future.

I had, so far, refrained from asking pointed questions about the Status, Paths, and everything else. But my paranoia was slowly folding beneath the weight of my curiosity and fear of not achieving my goals. I knew that if something didn’t change, I would start asking questions. Questions that could eventually lead to Cornelius demanding answers. I just had to ask myself, was it worth the risk? The voice in the back of my head said it was. For today, I ignored it. Tomorrow though? Who knew.

Once evening started to approach, Henrietta would normally vanish, her father showing up to escort her and his mother-in-law home. Each night, before dinner, I would attempt to advance my Path of Stealth. Most nights I failed. Cornelius had grown wise to my antics and would almost always catch me before I managed to steal or replace something in his office. Little did he know that my ploy was working perfectly. By making the timing consistent, his wariness had grown lax at other times of the day. At least once a week I would make a separate attempt. They were almost always successful.

During dinner I would listen to my mother and grandfather talk. Sometimes they would tell me stories afterwards, but they were meant for three year olds which rarely captured my interest. They were mostly filled with simple warnings like ‘Don’t wander into the forest on your own’. Like I needed to be told that! Afterwards I would often vanish off to my room, exercising my tired body once more before getting wiped down with a warm rag before bed.

Over the last two years only a few things had changed, but I was three now, and perhaps that was old enough to start asking questions without inciting the Spanish Inquisition from Cornelius. As I lay in bed, running my small fingers over the slick Skill Seed that I kept hidden in my wall, I decided tomorrow was the day. Tomorrow, I would start asking some questions. Carefully tucking my treasure back into the hidden stash in my wall, I brought up my Status.
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I had come far. I had much, much further to go, and tomorrow was a new day.

  

    
        Chapter 12

    
    
    
    
  Sitting on the kitchen bench, I shovelled scrambled eggs with goat's cheese and warm fluffy bread dipped in red-stripe honey into my tiny gob. The taste was divine, made all the more enjoyable because I was tired from my morning workout. That is, if you could call a three year old doing pushups and situps a workout.

“When I get bigger, will I be as strong as Griselda?” I asked the room. 

I knew the answer of course. But last night, before sleep had claimed me, I had made the decision that it was time to start asking some questions and getting some answers. Not just from my mother, but from Cornelius as well. He just so happened to be conveniently in the room. Between the two of them I hoped to get an idea of what a child could see of their Status, if anything, and what my mother was willing to explain to her clever little boy.

Rather than answer me, my mother glanced at grandpa. Cornelius was sitting there, enjoying the same food as me, except he got to have some bacon as well. My envy was not the reason I was ignoring him. No, that was because I didn’t want to ask him directly lest I instigate the Cornelius Inquisition. The look my mother gave him might as well have been an entire conversation. It said ‘what should we tell a child?’

Everything, I thought. Tell me everything!

“If you keep running around and being so active, you might be even stronger,” commented my mother as her gentle, blue eyes slid back to me.

“Because being active makes you stronger?” I countered, fishing for more information.

Come on, I demanded mentally, Say Paths. Just say Paths. Give me what I need to ask the next question!

“Dad?” asked my mother as she continued to cook, likely working on the stew for lunch based on the smells.

Cornelius gave me a dubious look. No matter how many times he did it, I was always surprised by the brightness of his blue eyes when he stared at me. It was pretty clear where my mother had gotten hers from. But unlike my mother’s, who were always soft when they gazed at me, Cornelius’s regard was one of wariness and uncertainty.

“Dad!” pressed mother.

“Fine!” he grumbled. “He’s too young, but fine!”

I heard him mumble something about ‘odd kids’ before he finished his last mouthful and set his knife and fork down on his plate.

“Bastian, there is…a force that is somewhat like a god. Do you know what a god is?”

“Big, fluffy cloud man that snorts lightning and cries during storms! Lives in sky!” I answered. Total bullshit as far as I was concerned but it was something Henrietta had said so I could blame it on her if they called me on my bald-faced lie. The notification of my Path of Deception going up for once felt amusing rather than like poison in my gut. I hated deceiving my mother, but playing pranks on the old codger hadn’t lost its lustre even after three years.

“No. That’s…that is just not true. Did Henrietta tell you that?” Cornelius asked, his body-language softening as it did every time he was forced to see me as a little kid rather than potential demonspawn.

“Yep! She said there’s other gods too! A big one with trentacles, like the vines on the trees, that lives in the ocean! That’s a big water place that’s deeper than the stream behind our house!”

Cornelius rubbed his forehead, clearly not sure what to make of that or my intentional flubbing of a supposedly new word.

Can’t get one past this baby you crotchety old bastard! I proclaimed in my own mind.

The old man looked to my mother for support, or perhaps permission to give up. Her intentional ignoring of his entreaty made me laugh on the inside. On the outside I was all excited smiles.


“No. Just no. Those are just stories, Bastian. Those are not gods; they’re probably not even real. And if they were, they’d be more like…forces of nature…rather than gods. Even the one I am trying to tell you about isn’t really a god. At least, we don’t think so. There are those who worship it, but to my knowledge it has never once shown them favour or fortune. It just is.”

“Not big cloud or trentacle in water? What is it then?” I asked.

Cornelius groaned like I was a dentist trying to pull information out of him in the form of his teeth. “It is called The Myriad Paths, Bastian. It rewards hard work, effort, and a bit of luck, I suppose. There is a debate about whether it actually provides rewards or if it just recognises what you do and helps guide what you receive.”

“Myriad Paths will make me strong like Griselda?!” I demanded.

“Yes. Once you’re older, you’ll be able to see your Status. It will tell you the Paths you’re currently working on, like Running or Climbing. There are other things it will open up as well.”

I could sense him starting to close up and I needed him to keep going.

Tell me more, old man! I thought as I tried to keep him talking. “What other things? And what is Status?!”

Cornelius, rather than answering me, shifted in his seat and looked at my mother. “Penny, this is a bit above a three year old’s understanding. We should wait.”

“Wait for what, Dad? Either he understands or he doesn’t. You used to say curiosity should be rewarded.”

The words were like a slap to Cornelius’s face as he rocked back in his chair. I wasn’t an expert on the grumpy old man's emotions and whims, even after three years, but I thought he looked a little ashamed. I waited patiently as he took a few deep breaths before he focused on me far more intently, and for once I got the sense he didn’t see answering me as a chore.

“It looks like a bunch of numbers and words on a piece of paper. Only it hovers in the air wherever you’re looking. The age it unlocks varies. There have been lots of…studies into why and when it unlocks but the one I believe in is based on maturity and life experience. I know some Noble Houses have managed to get their children to unlock their Status around the age of four.

Ha! Finally! I cheered mentally.

I had an answer. A real answer. More importantly, I had enough of an answer that I now had a decision to make. Four was a year older than me. But with my life experience, could I argue that I had enough reasons to already have access? Admitting it meant getting more answers. It also meant more suspicion. A lot more. My paranoia went to war with my curiosity. My childlike curiosity won. Perhaps I had been safe for too long. Perhaps I just thought the risk was worth it. Perhaps it was neither of those things and I was just a dumb little kid. Either way, I wanted more! So, I outed myself.

“Oh! That’s a Status? So other things you said would be like Advanced Atteebutes?”

Two heads snapped towards me as I became the centre of attention. Usually, that was something I loved. Right now? Well, my mother looked surprised, but my grandfather looked shocked and suspicious. It was the latter that had me worried.

“You can see your Status, sweetheart?” asked my mother, her stew forgotten as it continued to simmer on the stove.

“I can see words and numbers that hover in the air,” I admitted. “The word Path is on it a lot like the My-reed Paths that grandpa said!”

Cornelius looked at me curiously, but my mother rushed over and hugged me.

“Oh my special boy! You mustn’t tell anyone else, alright? Keep it a secret and don’t tell anyone except for me or grandpa, okay?”

I nodded my head vigorously. 

Hells, I didn’t even want to tell either of you! I thought, Sometimes you have to give a little to receive a little! 

“Can I ask him some questions?” asked my grandpa, unsurprisingly serious at my admission of…exceptionalism.

My mother acquiesced but kept her arms around me.

“Can you tell me what the numbers are next to the words ‘Advanced Attribute’?” he asked.

I had a decision to make now. A chance to tell the truth, and admit to my Talented Attribute. Or I could lie and say I had two available slots, keeping from them the truth that I had already filled one. I was torn. Cornelius had always been suspicious of me and my origins. How could he not be? He was one of the few people in the world that knew I had been found within a demonic cult. I knew admitting to my Talented Attribute would spur his musings on, but at the same time, this was my family. If I couldn’t trust them, then I was never going to be able to trust anyone in this world. That thought was just too damn depressing.

So, I smiled, and took the plunge.

“It says one, then a picture of a falling wood log in the middle, and then a two!”

“Two,” repeated my mother. “Two is a good start to have.”

“It starts with a one? You’ve already got an Advanced Attribute? What one?” asked my grandfather quickly, riding over my mother’s musing. I felt her cheeks heat against the top of my head and guessed she must’ve been embarrassed for missing that little piece of information that I had doled out.

“It says…Tal-ent-ed.”

I said the word like I was sounding it out, the same as I did in the reading and writing lessons provided by my mother.

I knew I had fucked up the moment my big reveal was finally completed. My mother squeezed me harder but I could tell it was from worry rather than surprise. Cornelius looked like he had seen a ghost. In some small way, I suppose he kind of had.

Surprise! Weird reincarnated baby is now explainable! He’s just extra ‘Talented!’ I reassured myself.

Cornelius stood quickly and bade us wait before rushing to his office. When he returned he had a small sheet of brown paper on which he’d scribbled a word quickly, the ink still drying as it ran down the parchment.

“Can you see this word on your Status, Bastian?”

The word was in Helenian but I could read it just fine after a second. Exceptionalism. I played it off like I was taking the time to compare the scribble to my Status and not because it was taking me a second to read the word in Helenian when my Status was in English.

“Yep! That is on there!”

“That’s an Elite Path,” whispered my mother, her grip tightening. “What does it do?”

I schooled my face to passivity, trying to keep the appearance of ignorance. This time when my Path of Deception progressed it did feel like poison roiling in my tummy.

“It is…incredibly challenging to unlock,” Cornelius admitted. “There have been rumours of individuals born with the Advanced Attributes from this Path, but I have never heard of a child as young as Bastian unlocking the Path. Supposedly the nobility of Helenica have ways to try and force it, though I never witnessed them. They don’t even circulate what the criteria is. I just know that it’s supposed to get harder and harder with age.”

Cornelius paused and glanced out the window. “As for what the Path does? It grants Advanced Attributes that increase the rate at which their user progresses on their Paths.”

He paused as though for dramatic effect, though I already knew what was coming. 

“All Paths. Even Class Paths.”

My mother gasped. I looked up at her with what I hoped was a child's worry.

“Is it bad?” I asked. “Did I do something wrong, Mum?”

“No, honey. No. You didn’t do anything. You’re just very special. Good special. But you mustn’t tell anyone what you have told your grandpa or me, okay? No one. Not Henrietta or anyone else. Promise Mummy?”

“I promise,” I agreed readily and was rewarded with another tight hug.

Her words were a balm but like any child, I could sense her worry and discomfort. She wasn’t mad at me. She was afraid for me. Having my paranoia validated filled me with dread rather than self-righteousness. 

With the remnants of ink on his black-feathered quill, my grandpa scratched at a semi-legible word onto the parchment between us before spinning it to face me.

“Can you find this word on your Status?”

“Men-tal,” I read out loud. “Yep!”

“What number is next to it?” he asked.

“Umm, one… five… two…” I replied slowly, stating each number separately.

The look on the old codger’s face was priceless. If he’d seemed shocked at my earlier reveal, this last one looked like I took a shovel to his face and broke his jaw. That’s how wide his mouth was before he closed it.

“Well… that explains a lot,” he grumbled.

  

    
        Chapter 13

    
    
    
    
  My grandfather cradled his head with one hand, looking older and more tired than I had ever seen him. It was a reasonable response, as far as I was concerned, because I was pretty sure I was blowing his mind.

“So, beneath this word,” he asked, pointing at the word ‘Skills’, “you have a one and then a line, like this, and then a three?”

I nodded vigorously. My mother had retreated to her stew, but she kept glancing at me with worry. I just beamed back at her when I caught her in the act, hoping to dampen her clear concern for me.

Only one of us needs to worry, Mum. I thought, I’ll do enough for the both of us, promise!

“Three points for Skills isn’t bad. You already have a Skill though. Can you read it out for me?” Cornelius requested.

“Muff-led Steps!” I stated clearly, intentionally getting the word wrong. Once more, my Path of Deception ticked up by a point. It seemed to me that you could progress the Path even when you were telling the truth, so long as you were doing it in a deceptive way.

“That’s a Stealth Skill…have you always had it?”

I shook my head. “Got it from floating words.”

“A Path Reward…”

Cornelius sighed and scribbled another word on his scrap sheet. 

“Is this word on your Status?”

“Yep,” I answered after crawling closer and looking at the word the right way up. I could’ve read it upside down. Either way, Path of Stealth was mostly definitely on my Status.

Cornelius rubbed his temples while glancing at my mother.

“What is it, dad?” she asked, leaving the stove and joining us at the table where she pulled me away from the edge.

“It’s an Advanced Path. But the Skill Rewards don’t start till the Third Tier. It shouldn’t be possible, even with his Talented Advanced Attribute.”

Cornelius got a far away look in his eyes as he turned to the window, clearly trying to process the latest bombshell I had dropped in his lap. The moment he reached a conclusion was so obvious that a blind man could’ve picked it out from across the room. The way his body rippled as he straightened his spine and his eyes shifted from the vacant look of someone half asleep to burning with the intensity of a bonfire. The signs all spoke to the old man having found a thread to pull on.

“Do you see this word?” he asked. Affinity, I read, and once more nodded with childlike innocence.

“What does it say underneath it?”

“Shad-ow, then a line like that one, then Strong, then a different funny line, then one, zero, zero, then another different funny line!”

I was jolted sideways as my mother scooped me off the table and wrapped her arms around me. It was so quick I missed Cornelius’s reaction. When I had recovered from the whiplash I found him looking at me. I expected suspicion and wariness. Instead, I saw pity.

What is it, old man? Is Shadow bad? I worriedly thought .

“What does it mean, dad?” asked my mother as she rocked me gently like I was still a tiny baby. At three years old I must’ve weighed at least ten kilograms, but she showed no signs of struggle with my heft.

“I don’t know, sweetheart. I…don’t know. I’ve heard of a few individuals who were supposedly born with strong affinities. I even met one. They said that they found it easier to progress Paths and Skills related to their Affinity. I suspect that’s why he’s so far down the Path of Stealth then. He probably also has the Paths for Hiding and Sneaking. Do you, Bastian?”

The old man spelled them out for me. I didn’t see a reason to hide anything at this point except for perhaps my Path of Soulstealing. I admitted I had completed them.

“Completed? Three years old and he has two completed Paths already…”

Cornelius just shook his head. 

I turned to my mum and whispered in her ear, “More.”

“More what, honey?” she whispered back, ignoring my grandfather turning to listen to our stage whispers.

“More than two.”

“How many, dearest?” she asked, her voice clearly filled with trepidation for what my answer might be.

I debated lying. I could’ve undersold it and excluded the Paths of Basic Numeracy and English. I would lie about what those Paths were, but not about the number. I suspected that the old man might be able to see through one of those lies when I admitted to some of the other numbers on my Status.

So, I counted on my fingers, watching their eyes get bigger and bigger as I went up until I firmly stated the final tally.

“Ten!”

Cornelius rubbed his face like he was trying to wipe away the surprise. He couldn’t. He still looked like a fish out of water, gulping for air and unable to find it in this new world he found himself in.

With a sigh, he wrote down a few more words and turned the page to face me, pointing to the first two words. My stomach dropped from the apprehension as he asked me to tell him what it said next to Aether Core. Time to find out if my dreams of magic were truly doomed.

“Min-or,” I answered.

He pointed to the second series of words.

“Weak.”

Cornelius slumped back in his chair. “Well, he might not be the second coming of Darthinian, Lord of Darkness, but he’s not that far short!”

My head swivelled back and forth in confusion.

Who the hell is Darthinian and what does that have to do with me? I demanded mentally.

“Is it bad?” were the words that came out of my mouth.

She shook her head. “Most people have a Minor Aether Core.”

“Minor,” I repeated. “What does it mean?”

“It means you have a small reserve of Aether,” Cornelius answered. “The energy that is used to power Skills, cast Spells and activate enchanted items.”

“Do you have a Minor Aether Core?” I asked my mother.

I saw the war on her face as she debated lying to me. But she didn’t.

“No, I have a Lesser Aether Core. Your grandfather has a Greater Aether Core.”

“Oh,” I said, hugging her more tightly.

All my fears were coming home to roost. I had been reincarnated into a world of magic, grasping powerful rewards with my bare hands and sheer will, only to find that the thing I desired most was likely out of my reach. But, there was a small hope. Could my Aether Core be improved?

“Can I get a Lesser Aether Core like you, Mum?”

Rather than answering me herself, she looked at the old man.

He moved his head back and forth. “It’s possible. Horrendously expensive, but possible. I know that the alchemical ingredients for the Aether Core Growth potion can only be found as trophies from defeating Champions on the Fourth Floor or lower of a Dungeon. But those alchemicals rarely hit the open market. They’re sold at auction and are snapped up by the wealthy.”

“The other option is some Class Paths can improve the Aether Core as well, but he won’t be seeing those till he’s twelve, and even if we found a Class Path that could improve his Aether Core, it’s probably going to be an Adept Class Path. That means he’d need to complete his Basic Class Path first, which means he wouldn’t see it till he’s seventeen years old. Maybe sixteen with his Talented Attribute. Maybe there are some other Paths that offer an Aether Core improvement as a reward, but I don’t know of them and I can guarantee they’re an Elite Path.”

I feigned confusion, triggering another point on my Path of Deception. In truth, I had understood most of what the old man said. It was news to me that I wouldn’t get a Class Path till I was twelve. I wasn’t sure of the relevance but it sounded important. And he seemed to think that even with my Talented Attribute it would take me at least four years to complete the Basic Class Path, whatever that meant. I could be waiting till I was twenty to do magic. At three years old, that didn’t seem like a long way away. No, a long way away was four years old. Twenty might as well have been unfathomable.

“Why so sad, my sweet boy?” asked my mother.

“Thought I was special,” I mumbled.

She squeezed me tight and pressed her cheek against my own. “You are. But no one is good at everything, darling. You are still very special. With everything else you have going for you, you could end up a powerful knight! Would you like that?”

Did I want to be a knight? Not really. I supposed I could still be an adventurer and see all the sights of this new world. Maybe get strong enough to go into the Dungeons and get the alchemicals I would need to access magic myself. It was a small comfort, but it was a comfort. Slowly, I pulled myself mentally out of the depression spiral I had been sinking into.

My eyes turned to the old man to find him watching me curiously. “Do you want to get stronger then, Bastian? To be a knight?”

I nodded slowly like I was unsure. Apparently that was the right answer as Cornelius looked at my mother.

“You’ll teach him, then?” she asked in surprise.

“It would be a shame to waste his talents. I can’t teach him much, but I can definitely teach him a few things. With ten completed Paths he’s almost certainly got the Path of the Completionist unlocked. There are some excellent rewards on that Path if he can reach the third tier. Maybe even the fourth tier. Most people don’t bother with going beyond the third tier but if he sticks with it he might even reach the fifth tier.”

“What does that give?” my mother asked, saving me the trouble.

Keep it up, Mum! I may never get to be a mage, but I’ll be damned if I don’t make a strong warrior instead! I reassured myself mentally.

“An extra Affinity slot,” Cornelius explained. “The fourth tier gives an extra Advanced Attribute slot.”

My mother’s eyes widened, and I tried not to gasp. That sounded amazing!

“Or at least, that’s what I read,” admitted the old man. “Was in the Adventurer Society’s archives in Helenica. So, it could be wrong. But if it’s true, it could give Bastian another leg up. Plus, completing Paths will advance his Path of Exceptionalism.”

They weren’t wrong. Another six Paths completed would see me at the second Tier on that Path. I was wondering what the reward would be now that I knew for certain that it was an Elite Path and apparently very hard to unlock. I would be exceptional! Just not an exceptional mage any time soon. I tried not to let that thought eat away at me and failed miserably.

My mother nodded seriously before sitting me on the edge of the table with her hands on my waist. She crouched down so we were at eye level.

“Starting tomorrow, Bastian, you’ll spend at least two hours every day training with your grandfather. Alright?”

I nodded, scrunching my little face up to try and match her seriousness. Whether or not I was successful mattered less than the smile that graced her lips. I threw myself forward and was caught up in another hug.

For the rest of the day, I was left to my own devices. I worked on my Paths with a vengeance. Every time the creeping thoughts of my Minor Aether Core started intruding, I would pick a Path to focus on. That night, I didn’t even make it to my bed I was so tired, collapsing on the rug by the fire after dinner. Vague dreams of being carried up the stairs and a blanket being wrapped around me told a story that my waking mind had failed to recognise.

When the sun peaked in through my window the next morning, I was already up. A quick workout and breakfast followed before I found myself in the old man's office. Ignoring his curios, my ass comfortable in the chair across from him, I focused on his face as he peered down at me.

“Bastian, are you ready to begin?” he asked, more formal than I had expected.

“I am,” I answered.

  

    
        Chapter 14

    
    
    
    
  I waited patiently, staring into the old codger's blue eyes. What would it be? A speech? Was he going to explain what his plan was for teaching me? Was the office a ruse, and we were going outside where I would continue straining my young body to eke out progression along my physically focused Paths?

“Can’t sense that then?” Cornelius mused as he watched me for a reaction.

“Sense what?” I asked in confusion.

What game are you playing, old man? I thought.

“Aether,” he stated succinctly and looked down, organising some notes on his desk. “Do you know what aether is, Bastian?”

“Magic!” My excitement in my statement came from a kneejerk reaction as my whole body reacted, veritably vibrating in my seat. Then the truth came crashing home, and I began to slump. My lacking capability feeling like an anchor around my feet, dragging me down into the dark abyss.

“That is true, in the simplest of senses,” Cornelius replied in a gentle tone, clearly sensing my deflating mood. “Aether is the energy behind spells. It is required to activate and power Skills, which you can think of as a drawing of a spell that you get access to. Like your Muffled Steps. It’s also required to activate and power enchantments.”

“What’s an enchantment?” I asked. I knew of course. Well, sort of. I had expected them to be self powering. Finding out that they only worked when you provided aether was news to me. Either way, I couldn’t appear too knowledgeable. My Path of Deception agreed, though for once tricking the old man didn’t make me feel good.

“Certain precious materials can… channel — like water between the banks of a river — our aether,” Cornelius explained, clearly struggling to find the words and imagery that would make sense to a three year old. “The process of channelling aether tends to destroy them over time, so the more resilient they are the better, and therefore the more they are valued. Silver and gold are the two weakest conductors with the lowest lifespans. You’ve seen those coins before?”

I nodded. “Shiny metal the traders use!”

“Exactly. So, using special techniques and specific des… drawings… enchanters can make items that do the same sort of things that spells and skills do.”

“Like Mummy’s frying pan!” I yelled excitedly. I wasn’t feigning it either. I had seen her use it many times without a fire going beneath it. I had always assumed she was using some sort of simple spell, but the frying pans handle had a small amount of silver metal passing through the wood. I had thought it was just… well, metal. Now though, it sounded like it was a simple enchanted item.

“Yes. It was a present I bought for her when we moved here. And… I suppose a gift for myself as well. Penny, your mum, makes a lovely breakfast. Since it’s not used a lot, it’s probably got another couple of years left before the aether warps the enchantments to the point where it doesn’t work anymore. That is beside the point though. To activate an enchantment, you need to be able to channel your aether. And to do that effectively, you need to be able to sense it. Now, I can’t help you sense your own aether, and trying to teach you how to do that is even harder than what I am going to teach you.”

He looked at me expectantly. I didn’t disappoint him.

“What’s that?”

“How to sense my aether. Every morning, we will spend two hours in my office while I work. You can bring things to play with, or look around my office, or ask me questions. But I want you to focus on the room around you and search for something, anything, that feels different. Then, when I ask, you’re going to point to where you think I am using aether.”

I kicked my legs as I thought. “How will we know if I got it right and didn’t just guess?”

Cornelius leaned back with a smile on his wrinkled face and amusement twinkling in his eyes. “Normally, at your age, we wouldn’t. But you can see your Status. When you get it right, you’ll get a message that you’ve unlocked the Path of Aethersensing. Working on that Path will improve your Aether Stat, which is a repre…shows how powerful your Aether is. Which is something you’ll need to use any Skills you get since you have a Minor Aether Core.”

I glanced at my Status. I had no open slots for a new Path, and nothing was close to completion except Path of Climbing, which was still months away! My worry must’ve been obvious as Cornelius leaned forward to peer over his desk at me.

“What’s wrong?”

“No room for another Path,” I mumbled.

Cornelius leaned back. “Oh, when you unlock the Path of Aethersensing, just tell your Status a Path that you don’t want to work on for the time being.”

You can do that?! What?! I thought.

“But then, I can’t complete that Path?”

Cornelius shook his head. “When you remove a Path from your active list, it loses all progression to the next Tier. Those are the numbers on the left, Bastian. But, you can always pick it back up later if you really want. There are thousands of Paths… do you know what thousands is?”

“Lots and lots and lots,” I answered.

“Close enough. There are lots and lots and lots of Paths in the world, Bastian. Not all of them are worth spending time on, even if you unlock them.”

I heard him mumble something after that, catching the words ‘maybe’ and ‘talented’ in his quiet grumblings before the old man focused back on me.

“So, where is it?”

I was confused for a moment before I realised that he’d been using aether around me the whole time. I swung my head around wildly, trying to look as much as feel a difference around me. There was nothing. Well, nothing that felt different. As for odd, well, the shelves along the walls had plenty of odd things. Despite all the weird little things around the office, I couldn’t feel anything weird. Finally, I looked back at Cornelius and shook my head.

“Keep trying. I’m going to work now, unless you have a question.”

I did. I had several. But I also had two hours every morning now with the old man. I needed to pace myself, and let him reveal some things on his own. Shaking my head, I began looking around the room, doing as he asked as I tried to feel something different. Searching for the magic that I had never been able to sense.

After the two hours were up, my number of successes amounted to exactly zero. Cornelius didn’t seem to mind though as he escorted me out to the common room. Mother was there waiting with some rough brown paper, a quill, and a few books. Henrietta was nearby, playing on the rug by one of the fires with her grandmother sitting in the chair and warming herself. The woolen pants and shirt she wore were of an unusually good quality and dyed black which made her blue eyes and shoulder-length, dark, brown hair stand out.

“Hey, Bastian!” squeaked the four year old girl as she stood and rushed over to join me. I tried not to let my annoyance show on my face. I must’ve been successful as Path of Deception ticked upwards.

It wasn’t that I disliked Henrietta. She seemed nice enough, for a four year old. The problem was me. I was a three year old boy in body, with the biological development to match, but memories and thoughts of someone who had gone through puberty. The result was I felt more at ease talking with adults than I did with those my own age, like I was constantly forced to put on an act when Henrietta was around — which thinking about it wasn’t that different from talking with Mum and Gramps. 

Anyway, it was made all the worse because it was clear she just wanted a friend. I could see why. Being out here in this small community situated in the middle of the ass-end of nowhere was probably incredibly lonely. Between those thoughts and my mother’s encouraging smile I decided I could live with it. Being kind cost me little.

“Hey, Etta,” I replied, using her shortened name like she had done with me.

“Wanna play hide and seek after our lessons?”

It had been the game I often suggested when she first started coming by for lessons. A way to work on my Paths of Hiding and Sneaking. That was no longer something I needed since I had completed them both. So I opted for a new game.

“How about we play… escape the monster?”

“What’s that?”

“One of us is the monster, and the other one has to get away from them. We can play out on the road after the lessons. The monster has to try and catch the other one and they escape if they get through the doors.”

It was a simple and stupid game, but at least the running and exercise should work on a number of my Paths. As Henrietta agreed, I was struck with a simple question. I’d never really considered it before, but every other individual or family in our community had a reason for being here. 

Magatha was clearly some sort of witch type, which probably didn’t fit in well around most people. Griselda and Martin were here to avoid the stigma for Griselda’s Orcish heritage. I’d gathered that from eavesdropping in the past. 

The Warden and his family were here because it was his job to be here to keep an eye out for Rifts appearing in this stretch of the Horndale Mountains and to report them. Hurin was…just a loner. Maybe he was hiding from something, but since I never saw him, I couldn’t say. Even the new family that had moved in and opened a sort of waystation were apparently trying to turn a profit by transforming our pass into a more palatable merchant route. So their goal was clearly wealth, or at least something resembling comfort. 

But the one time I had visited Henrietta’s home, it had seemed like her parents were tanners or leatherworkers. They had a lot to lose and little to gain by being here as opposed to a larger settlement or city. The question gnawed at me until our lesson started, before it was promptly forgotten in a deluge of reading and writing.

Once the lesson was over, I stayed true to my word, playing with Henrietta outside for a couple of hours before the sun started to dip. Like clockwork, her father, George, showed up to escort her home along with Grandma Lucille, a name the surprisingly spry old woman had told me to call her. Watching the old woman walk down the poor excuse for a road without issue, despite being in her fifties or sixties, reminded me once more that the nature of this world was different to my old one. With improved Stats, even as your body started to weaken with a lifetime of injuries and age induced problems, you could still be self-sufficient.

With the distractions finally gone, I settled inside near the fire, absentmindedly playing with a wooden toy while I considered what I had learned. The information about aether, enchantments, and spells was interesting, but not where my mind continually went. My focus was on the ability to remove Paths from actively being worked on. Loss of progress would sting, but if I managed to unlock the Path of Aethersensing sooner rather than later, I needed to have a plan for which Path I would drop.

Path of Exceptionalism, Completionist, Stealth, and Soulstealing were all excluded from my list of potential Paths to remove. The first three were harder to progress and gave better rewards. Losing progress on them would be devastating. Soulstealing should have been a consideration, since it had gone nowhere in three years with not a single point of progression. But, that was because I hadn’t figured out how to progress it. If I didn’t have the Path active, I’d likely never work out the trick to gaining steps in it. Unless I managed to learn about it from a book or something of course. I wasn’t about to mention it to my mother or grandfather.

Some of my other Paths were options though. Deception of course, since I had never really liked lying to my family, even if I did it more than I was comfortable with. Running was close to the next Tier and could likely be put on hold for a time and replaced with Aethersensing. The same was true of Balance and Coordination. Body Strengthening was at least a month off the next tier and would’ve been the one I dropped if I unlocked Aethersensing now. But based on my performance today I wasn’t unlocking it any time soon. Then there was Climbing which was approaching the final hurdle. I needed to complete it, both to progress my Completionist and Exceptionalism Paths, as well as for the bonus Stats to put towards Talented.

With a plan in place, I went happily to dinner with my family. Tomorrow I would do it all over again, pitting my body against my Paths as I tried to improve myself with the goal of one day adventuring across this new world.

  

    
        Chapter 15

    
    
    
    
  Every morning after breakfast, I trudged into the old man's office. And every morning, I left with nothing to show for it. Weeks passed like this, as my other Paths ticked up bit by bit, I began to wonder if maybe I just wasn’t meant to do magic. Well, beyond Skills anyway. 

One of the benefits of revealing my access to my Status was being able to work on Muffled Steps. Every day I exhausted my aether supply trying to push the Skill to last just that bit longer. Numbers were going up slowly but surely with my single skill. My Path progression also continued with most of the Basic Paths increasing by at least a few steps every day.

As I walked out of Cornelius’s office, I found my mother waiting to give me my lessons. Henrietta wasn’t around today so it was just the two of us. My mother must’ve noticed my dejection as she scooped me into her arms and rested me on her lap as she took a seat near the fire.

“What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

“I can’t sense it,” I whispered softly, perhaps slightly ashamed. Her reaction to my revelation about my Affinity, Talented Attribute, and the rest of my Status had given me the sense that I should’ve been able to brute force my way through any problem with sheer willpower and natural capability. My failure to do so with Aethersensing was poking holes in my ego, which might be good for my long-term social skills, but it wasn’t helping with my mood. Motivation was suffering, and out here in the boonies, my motivation was almost all I had.

“The aether? It takes time, darling. When grandpa and grandma taught me, I was already twice as old as you. It still took me months. Keep at it, and don’t give up. I’m proud of you just for trying. Grandpa says you’re doing really well, and he’s always happily telling me how often you try not to get distracted.”

I nodded against her chest, seizing on the chance to change the topic. “Where’s grandma?”

I felt my mother’s body stiffen against me at my question and immediately felt terrible. I hadn’t even considered that it might be a sensitive topic, my childish curiosity running my mouth before my brain could catch up.

“She died when I was a teenager. Her and grandpa used to be adventurers. They would go into Dungeons to improve themselves and I guess for the wealth they could earn. It’s a dangerous life though. When grandma died on a trip into the Dungeon, your grandpa retired from that life, which means he stopped being an adventurer. Do you want to know why?”

I looked up at her striking blue eyes and angelic face expectantly. Her smile had a tinge of sadness to it, but the happiness within was brighter still.

“He didn’t want to risk the same thing happening to him and leaving me alone in this world. So, he became a teacher for the Adventurer’s Society. Teaching is a very prestigious and coveted position because, with the right Skills, it helps people get better at their Paths.”

“Like, faster?” I asked.

My mother nodded. “Exactly right. Your grandpa has a Skill for Teaching Aether Paths. So, don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll figure it out soon.”

I smiled before nuzzling back into the cuddle. Being in my mother’s arms felt safe. She didn’t say anything for a time, letting me calm down and reset with the only sounds being our breathing underscored by the crackling of the fire. Finally though, it was time to get to my lessons. With them out of the way, I was free to do whatever I wanted. My mother was watching over me as I started playing in the rocky backyard beyond her limited garden of vegetables and herbs.

She kept an eye on me as she got her hands dirty dealing with weeds and turning soil. I was keen to play but also work on my Paths, so like a good, albeit violent, child, I picked up a stick and fought invisible enemies while running all around the area. A loud caw interrupted my latest imagining as I pretended to fight an ugly troll in the form of a sapling that was barely taller than I was.

I turned to find a large crow resting on one of the garden's fence posts. It had drawn my mother’s attention as well.

“Not afraid of people, huh?” she mused. The garden had a couple of scarecrows to keep away the birds, but this particular one, easily bigger than my head, didn’t seem bothered in the slightest.

Instead, it stood there, cocking its head back and forth as it watched us, though I felt like it spent far more time on me than it did on my mother. Finally, as if its curiosity was satisfied, it let out another caw and took to the sky, flying deeper into the forest as it followed the line of the mountains north.

I raised my stick, turned imaginary sword, in the direction the bird had flown. “What’s that way, Mum?”

She glanced up, hands covered in dirt and looked where I was pointing. “Hmm? North of us? More mountains mostly, but far more wild. Behind us, going south, the trees grow smaller as we get further away from the cold and approach the coast. That means where the land meets the sea. Do you remember about seas?”

“Lots of water. Bigger than lakes. You said that if you were to go out in the middle of it you wouldn’t be able to see any land!” I answered. The topic had been a part of one of my many lessons.

“Good boy,” she said, showering me with praise as she normally did. “Well, you tend to find more people the closer you get to the sea. More people means less beasts and monsters. North, though…there aren’t many people. Maybe none at all until you cross to the other side of the mountains, and even then there’s only Varingia in the far north and the small communities that surround it who hunt the frozen tundra. Sorry, darling, I am lecturing again. You asked what was north of us on this side of the mountains? Wilderness filled with beasts and probably a few monsters.”

I nodded. Monsters, eh? My next imaginary fight was against a gigantic bird in the form of a crow that I decided was terrorising our community by swooping down and stealing goats and sheep from Griselda. In my fantasy, the aerial hunter was after Henrietta and it was my job, as the hero of my own tale, to save her. My stick…I mean sword, struck true, puncturing the heart of the beast as it collapsed in a pile of black feathers.

My imaginary play had lasted for hours. I was covered in sweat and more than a little tired. But, it had paid dividends as the notifications flashed before my eyes.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Coordination VI (500/500)
Reward: +1 Coordination

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Running VIII (2500/2500)
Reward: +1 Stamina

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Balance VII (1000/1000)
Reward: +1 Coordination

Coupled with the increase I had gotten for Muffled Steps earlier in the day, I was happy to see that despite my misgivings, I was still progressing. It reminded me that as long as I put in the effort, the numbers would keep going up and that alone made me feel amazing.

Under careful coaxing, I returned inside with my mother. That night she told me stories of the trolls that could be found in the mountains. She warned that they rarely came this far south but that if I ever saw them I was to run and find her or grandpa. Failing that, to hide.

The following day I expected to be like all the rest, but when I came downstairs, I found a familiar group of adventurers seated in the common room, enjoying some breakfast. I, of course, couldn’t say that I recognised them. Not surprising since the last time I had seen them I had been one year old. But it was hard to forget those sharp, amber eyes. They zeroed in on me the moment I reached the bottom of the stairs, my mother swooping in with more food.

I froze up and my mother noticed, immediately trying to make me more comfortable.

“Morning, sweetheart. We have some guests passing through. This is Keryth, Vianola, Thomas, and Leo from the Farwalkers Guild. Everyone, this is my son, Sebastian.”

My eyes roved over each one, refreshing my memory of them. Keryth was a lithe, male elf with golden blond hair and amber eyes. A bow rested against the table next to him along with a buckler. On his hip was a knife that was as long as my arm. I remembered him the most, since he was the one who caught me pulling off one of my pranks. Caught me, and let me do it anyway.

Next to him was Vianola. If my memory served me, and it often did, she was his sister. I probably could have told that from her appearance alone. She was a mirror of her brother, perhaps even the same height, though it was hard to tell with them sitting. Like her brother, she was dressed in some comfortable-looking but worn brown leather armour with fur peaking out around the wrists and near where her pants met her scuffed boots. She also had a bow, though it was smaller with an odd shape to it that I couldn’t quite figure out.

Seated by Vianola was Thomas. The last time I had seen him, he’d been frothing at the mouth with the green skin of someone deep in the throes of poison and knocking on death's door. He looked much better this time, with scruffy black hair and green eyes. Next to him was a larger shield made of a pale brown wood and crossed with metal bars to reinforce it. The shield was paired with a sword on his hip that was as tall as I was.

The final member was stuffing his face with my mum's cooking. Couldn’t blame him.

You may be a messy bastard, but she’s a good cook so I will let it slide. Just clean up after yourself, you brute! I thought.

Leo was the one who I had pranked by sneaking up on him and tickling his leg. He was as broad as ever and balder than I was as a baby. Like Thomas, he had a shield resting nearby along with an axe. I guessed it was hard to sit with that on his hip. Or maybe he’d just tossed it down to get at the food. My stomach growled in protest, or perhaps support. I needed food too!

I gave a shy wave which was enthusiastically copied by Vianola and Thomas. Leo just grunted, barely acknowledging me, his entire body focused on cramming as much food into his gob as he could. Only Keryth gave me a more thorough appraisal.

“I remember him,” admitted the elven man. “He was quite a sneaky little baby. I watched him right there by that fire for you, Penelope.”

My mother blushed. “Oh, that’s right. You did. He was a bit of a troublemaker back then.”

Still am, mother! I thought in amusement.

My heart wasn’t in it though. I was too focused on the adventurers. What had they seen? Where had they travelled to? I felt my curiosity bubbling away like a witches’ cauldron on the night of a full moon!

What should I ask? I mused.

My mother beat me to the punchline. “Last time you were dealing with a Rift, right? What brings you into the Horndales this time?”

Keryth’s eyes slid off me and focused on my mother. “We’re actually not on a job. We’re relocating to Helenica.”

Cornelius chose that moment to sweep into the room, dressed in sturdy and warm woolen clothes. “Is that so? If you’re not in a hurry, perhaps I could convince you to extend your stay a little?”

I was as surprised at the old man's comment as the adventurers clearly were.

What are you up to, old man? I wondered.

  

    
        Chapter 16

    
    
    
    
  My young mind was working at a feverish pace as I tried to predict where this conversation that the old man had started was going. I may have been smarter than the average bear, but I was still slower than the words that followed.

“What did you have in mind?” Keryth asked.

“If you could spare a few days up here, spent teaching my grandson a thing or two about how you fight and operate, I could be convinced to part with this.”

Cornelius held up what looked to me like a simple red coin. I had, of course, seen coins in this world before, though only silver and gold. This red coin was new and had an oddly slick and oily appearance. Not unlike my Skill Seed, now that I thought about it.

“Just the one aether coin?” Keryth countered. “That’s enough for a day of our time. Maybe two.”

Cornelius produced a second coin, mirroring the first with its fiery red colour and shiny surface.

Leo snorted. “That’s not nothing. Decent amount to be spending on a what? Four year old? What makes you think he’d even remember anything we showed him?”

Grandpa didn’t seem bothered by the warrior's words but I was! The gauntlet had been cast!

I’m probably smarter than you, you bald bastard! Better be careful or you’ll find another spider crawling up your leg and this time it’ll be a real one! I yelled mentally.

My eyes were already searching the room for places I might find a spider to sneakily deposit onto Leo’s leg. 

“What Leo is saying,” Thomas interjected. “Is that, are you sure you want to spend so much on him when he’s so young? We could leave our contact information and perhaps come and spend some time with your grandson once he’s a little older. It’s the least I can do for the man who helped save my life.”

Next to Thomas, Vianola was nodding her agreement, drifting closer to her lover at the reminder of his near-death experience in these very mountains. Or, at least, that was how I read their body language.

“He’s actually three years old,” Cornelius corrected. “And I think you’ll be surprised at how much he retains. Either way, the offer remains. Two aether coins for three days of your time.”

Of the four adventurers, only Keryth looked intrigued by the idea. Leo continued to finish his meal, either not caring enough to remain involved in the conversation or perhaps just more interested in his food. Thomas and Vianola seemed willing to do whatever Cornelius asked, though their eyes did stray to the two red coins more than once. What had they called them? Aether coins? I may not have all the context, but I was betting that the name was an apt descriptor of what those coins were. Physical objects made from aether.

Is this a solution to my lacking aether? I mused.

The question was, how much were they worth? The coins were relatively small, all things considered. Yet they were enough to pay for the time of four adventurers for three days. But I lacked the value of these particular adventurers to complete my little mathematical exercise. How valuable were these adventurers? I didn’t know. Perhaps I would find out while they taught me. As I could already see they were going to agree.

“Very well,” Keryth agreed. “Three days. Was there anything in particular you were hoping for us to teach him?”

I could hear in the elf’s voice how he remained somewhat dubious about teaching a three year old. I didn’t blame him. Hells, even I wasn’t sure what they could teach me. What was the old man's game anyway?

“Weapons. I want you to teach him the absolute basics of each of the weapons you use,” stated Cornelius in a clear voice.

“What?!”

The yell was, of course, my mother. How could she risk her little boy getting hurt?

I, however, had caught on to where Cornelius was going with this. Three days wasn’t enough to do more than teach me how to stand and hold a weapon without cutting myself. But his goal wasn’t for me to learn how to use a weapon yet. His goal was very clearly to help me figure out which weapon, or perhaps weapons, I felt the most comfortable with. I didn’t blame him, even if my mother did, as she came storming into the room from the kitchen.

“Dad, what in the hells are you doing?” she demanded with hands on her hips.

While Keryth, Thomas, and Vianola showed no reaction, the same could not be said of Leo. I could see the way his eyes lit up when he laid eyes on my mother, standing there in the doorway to the kitchen wearing a warm, woolen skirt, stockings dyed a dark blue, and a snug white blouse that revealed nothing of her upper body. Her brown hair was curled up in a bun that was probably meant to be utilitarian but instead drew one's gaze to her blue eyes and heart shaped face. Leo was clearly smitten, but at least he looked more like a lovesick puppy dog than the leering glances that a lot of the traders’ guards that passed through gave her.

“You won’t have to worry about a thing, lass. I’ll keep your boy safe out there and make sure he doesn’t get hurt. Besides, it’s proper for a boy to start learning how to defend himself. Maybe he’s a bit younger than usual, but that just means he’ll be ahead of the rest of the lads around here.”

I tried not to roll my eyes at Leo’s babbling.

What other ‘lads?’ We’re in the middle of nowhere! The Warden’s boys will be men before I am even a teenager, you dolt! I scoffed.

My mother apparently felt the same as she gave Leo the same glare she had been directing at grandpa.

“He’s too young,” she stated.

“They won’t be letting him use their actual weapons, Penny. He probably couldn’t even lift most of them! But it’ll help me determine who I should request to come visit and tutor him. Assuming that’s what he wants?” argued the old codger.

Six sets of eyes flicked to me, filled with either encouragement, curiosity, or worry, depending on the source. No points for guessing who was who. I, of course, nodded vigorously. The old man was planning for my future, and I was all in!

My mother still seemed uncertain, her bright blue eyes moving between me and grandpa, much to Leo’s chagrin as he was summarily ignored. Good thing too. I wasn’t looking for a step-father. Especially not this bald brute!

“You promise he won’t actually touch anything sharp?”

It was Keryth who answered, the elf returning to the conversation now that things were actually being decided. “We’ll carve a few sticks to mirror the weapons. Nothing sharp, I promise. Though, we will be limited to what we know, Factor Hawthorn.”

I paused for a second as it was the first time I had heard the word used in regards to the old man. I wondered if it was a title. Cornelius didn’t seem to react so I ignored it for now.

“And what exactly are those?” Cornelius asked.

Keryth didn’t even need to look at his team before he answered, which told me just how well he knew them.

“Dagger, long-knife, short-sword, arming-sword, one handed axe, one handed hammer, shield, hatchet, and bow. You’ll need to search for others if you want anything more unique or someone who wields a two-handed weapon.”

Cornelius nodded as I continued to remain glued to the exchange. My mother was still listening, and I could see her chewing her lip, caught between trusting her father and a mother’s worry. 

“That sounds like a good start. So, we’re agreed?”

Keryth nodded. “No time like the present.”

He stood up, the others following suit and I listened closely as he gave orders.

“Vianola and Thomas, you two look around behind the Outpost for wood suitable for carving and light enough for a…three year old to lift. Leo and I will take the front.”

The elf paused to glance at Cornelius. “We should be ready to start around lunch time, Factor. That’s the earliest I can have something carved to fit the requirements without putting steel in the boy’s hands.”

“Perfect. Then he will still have time for his morning lessons. We’ll see you out back after lunch.”

The two hours spent sitting in the old man's office were some of the worst yet. Not only did I not manage a single correct answer about where he was sending aether, even by guessing, but I was distracted the entire time by thoughts of weapons. Would I be a sword and shield wielder? Or perhaps something more brutal like the one handed axe? I knew I would probably find a dagger the easiest, given my small body, but that wasn’t a particularly heroic mental image and I kept discarding it. As for a bow, well, I had no idea. I’d never used one in my previous life, and it was hard to imagine how it might feel in my hands.

I scarfed down my lunch like a raccoon that had found its way into a prized trash can, before being led out into our ‘backyard.’ My mother was in her garden, likely as much to tend to her plants as she was to keep an eye on me. The adventurers themselves had clearly found a fallen tree or something similar as I could smell the scent of freshly hewn wood, which they had turned into seats for themselves.

Each of them had a small knife in their hands, the blade no longer than their thumbs as they whittled wood. The shavings landed on the ground in front of them with a decent pile already collected.

Keryth had noticed us exiting the outpost the moment the door had opened. His sister, Vianola, was aware of me within my first few steps. The other two only became aware of us as we approached the wooden gate that fenced off my mother’s garden from the barren ground that stretched to the forest's edge. I could spy little dark patches interspersed amongst the sparse grass and rocks of the mountain. Even with the snow melting, no new trees seemed to have grown beyond some short shrubs and sprouts which showed the wounds of my overactive imagination and poor excuse for swordplay.

Keryth seemed to have noticed as well. “Wise to keep the area clear between the forest and the outpost. Keeps the beasts away I imagine, and makes it easier to see threats without trees getting in the way. How did the previous Factor manage it?”

“He didn’t,” Cornelius answered. “That’s how he died. Goblin tribe passed through and burned the old outpost down after looting it. Word is he took quite a few with him, though for all I know he got murdered in his sleep. Haven’t seen any of the little blighters myself since being here. Must have been a migration or a tribe expansion. But a few of those who have combed the peaks north of here have mentioned seeing signs of them. I suspect there is a tribe a few weeks travel north of here. Thankfully, goblins are lazy bastards. They wouldn’t hunt more than a few days away from their home. Still, it doesn't hurt to be prepared.”

“Listen closely. That’s how you live a long life,” Keryth commented, his words directed at his comrades though his eyes flicked to me. They had begun to worry me, those amber eyes. Like they saw too much. Though if he had suspicions, he hadn’t voiced them where I could hear.

“Alright. I’ll go first,” Keryth volunteered, standing up. His lithe body moved like an uncoiling snake. “So, your name is Sebastian? Are you ready, Sebastian?”

“I am,” I replied, hating how high pitched my young voice sounded. I may have been a child amongst adults, but I didn’t want to feel like a child. Reality be damned!

Keryth motioned for me to join him as he moved to a clear area with mostly grass beneath us. I moved to stand across from him, all eyes on me once more. I guessed they were waiting to see whether their time was being wasted on a three year old. Quietly, I resolved to do my best rather than pretend I was less than I was.

“Good. We’re going to start with how to stand,” Keryth began.

  

    
        Chapter 17

    
    
    
    
  “Keep your front foot flat to the ground,” Keryth admonished as he walked around me. “People think being on your toes will let you react more quickly, and to a very small extent, they’re right. But that only works if you already know which direction you’re going to move. Your back foot should be raised though. Up on your toes, ready to push off. Your front foot picks the direction and your back foot determines how quickly you move.”

I did as I was told, lowering my heels back onto the ground as I held the small, wooden dagger I had been given. Not that I had any idea if I was holding it right. We hadn’t gotten that far just yet. Apparently there was a lot more to standing than I had ever known.

“Daggers are a terrible weapon for combat,” Keryth commented as he continued to walk around me, using a long thin stick that had been whittled down to push and prod at me as he adjusted my stance.

There was no follow up explanation from the elf so I gave him what he wanted.

“Why daggers bad?” I asked, keeping my words slightly dumbed down.

“I didn’t say bad. I said they’re terrible for combat. In a fight, whether it be a monster, a beast, or a fellow humanoid, you’re going to want range. A decent warrior with a spear will keep someone with a dagger at bay all day. Beasts can be even worse. You’re not Beastkin so you lack natural weapons, like claws and sharp teeth. Getting in close is just asking to get cut up.”

The other adventurers were still sitting around whittling wood for my training weapons, but I could see them all nodding their heads or grunting in agreement.

“Then why learn?” I asked.

“Why learn the dagger?” Keryth asked, confirming my question.

I nodded as he pushed my hip gently, forcing me to bend my leading leg so I was in the beginning of a squat.

“A few reasons. While an open battlefield is terrible for a dagger, they make good backup weapons in case everything goes wrong. They’re also good in enclosed spaces where a larger weapon becomes…difficult to use. Then there is the fact that they’re easy to conceal, meaning you can take them places where you normally wouldn’t be allowed a weapon. Lastly, and I don’t know if this is your grandfather's intention, but learning the dagger can help unlock the Path of Weapon Mastery. Do you know what a Path is?”

I intentionally avoided glancing at the old man. Keryth had shown on more than one occasion how observant he was. In fact, I had begun to suspect it was an Advanced Attribute that he had that let him notice those small details. So the last thing I wanted to do was give him a hint to work off of, like glancing at grandpa or my mother before answering.

“Sort of. It’s like…numbers that tell you how good you are at something?”

Keryth gave a small smile. “Something like that. Well, I suspect your grandfather is preparing you for a couple of impressive ones. Alright, your stance is…okay. Now, let’s work on moving while keeping your footing.”

Keryth continued to talk for the next two hours as he made me slowly move around the yard. In the last hour, he finally started teaching me some basic attacks, because apparently daggers did not have defensive moves. Or at least, none they were willing to teach a three year old. The lesson had been either dodge or you get cut. Parrying with a blade so close to your hand was a good way to lose a finger if you were lucky. The whole hand if you weren’t.

By the end of it, I was slick with sweat which had me growing cold in the cool mountain air. My mother took me inside to warm up a little before dinner, and we spent some time going over my reading and writing of Helenian. Then it was time for dinner. While we ate separately, Mum made enough for the adventurers as well and they took theirs in the common room.

After dinner, gathered around the fire with everyone, I listened as the old codger asked for news of Ajinport. I didn’t understand half of what was said, but it sounded like some politics were shifting and taxes were up in preparation for raids along the eastern border of the country by the Orc tribes that lived in the plains.

I was dead tired as I walked upstairs, but that didn’t stop me from exercising some more before crawling into my bed. 

The sound of Thomas and Vianola in the room below made me regret ever working on the Path of Eavesdropping, and I opened my notifications from the day as a distraction.

Path Unlocked! Path of Daggers (0/10)
Path Unlocked! Path of Footwork (0/10)

I looked at the two new Paths on offer. There was no room for them, yet. But once I completed my Path of Climbing, maybe I would pick one up. The problem I foresaw was that without a teacher, I would just be doing whatever I thought was best. That sounded like a good way to waste a lot of time for little reward. I’d need to think on it. Though, Keryth’s words had caught my attention. How did one go about unlocking the Path of Weapon Mastery? That sounded like an Advanced Path to me. Maybe even Elite. I would need to ask the old codger. Those were my last thoughts before sleep claimed me.

The next two days followed the same script. As usual, I spent the morning working on my aethersensing with grandpa. Then, I would spend some time in the backyard learning the basics of a weapon, before taking a break for lunch, followed by more weapon training, then reading and writing, then dinner. Thomas taught me how to move with a shield and the difference between blocking and parrying using it. I quickly grew to appreciate how tiring using a shield could be as I was forced to keep my tiny arm held up and the shield that was larger than my small chest tucked in tight. My left arm ached terribly after that, which was my excuse for fumbling the one-handed axe in the afternoon. 

The second day taught me that I was terrible with a bow, which wasn’t really surprising. They were actually really hard to draw and I just didn’t have the strength for it. Though, I didn’t mind the sword or the hatchet. Of course, it wasn’t all bad news. While my weapons training had gone alright, my other training had gone far better!

That evening, we all sat down to eat together in the common room, and I listened closely to Keryth’s assessment of me, asked for by the old codger.

“I’m honestly surprised he managed it all without complaint,” Keryth stated with a small amount of admiration.

“Agreed,” Leo mumbled around a mouthful of my mum's cooking. “Tough lad you’re raising there, miss. Thought he’d keel over after the first day, but he soldiered on. Ain’t never seen anything like it from a little kid.”

The bald warrior was clearly trying to butter my mother up, but he was going entirely the wrong way about it. Her frown was a simmering pot waiting to boil over into a full-blown glare. She had tolerated my training at best, wincing at every little bruise or tumble I took. I was her little boy, and in her eyes, I was too young to be training with these brutes. Her words, not mine. I was sore from head to toe, and I loved it. The notifications told me that I unlocked the Paths for everything I had been taught except for the bow, which made sense, since I was freaking terrible at it!

“As I was saying,” Keryth continued with a pointed look at Leo who had the sense to look abashed. “The boy did reasonably well. He seemed to have a natural aptitude for the sword, hatchet, and long-knife.”

That surprised me. I knew I had done decently with the sword and hatchet, but the long-knife, a blade twice as long as a dagger albeit not quite a short sword, had been one of my shortest sessions. I assumed it was because I was bad at it.

“Shields and bows?”

Keryth shrugged. “Maybe. It’s hard to tell at his age. He seemed awkward with them, but that could just be due to his height and strength.”

“Thank you for the assessment,” Cornelius replied. “As promised.”

The old codger placed the two shiny, red coins on the table in front of Keryth who nodded and placed them in a small leather satchel. Grandpa began asking them about their plans in Helenica but I didn’t get to hear about them as I was scooped up and ferried off to bed. In the morning, when I woke with the sun, they had already left.

My morning exercises left me more sore than usual as my body was still healing from all the bumps and bruises from training. Breakfast passed uneventfully, and the moment I had been waiting for came quickly as I walked into the old codger’s office and pulled myself up into the chair across from him. I’d held off for two and a half days with all the questions that had been bottled up inside of me. I let them loose in a torrent at the old man!

“Why were coins you gave them red? What’s Path of Weapon Mast-ry? How come Keryth always spots me? Is it cause his eyes are funny coloured? I couldn’t sneak up on him! Why have them teach me? What’s a tutors?”

The old codger sighed at the litany of questions and put down his quill, taking his time to stopper his ink bottle as he intentionally kept me waiting.

You evil old man! I’ll get you for this! Something in this office is going to go missing when you least expect it, and you’ll have to wait to find it like you’re making me wait! I fumed.

“The coins first. They were aether coins, made by me. I can make one a day if I don’t use my aether for anything more than our little lessons.”

“Does that mean you’re not practising your Paths?” I demanded.

The old man leaned back in his chair and stared at me with his bright blue eyes, his head framed by wisps of grey hair. He was clearly surprised that I had connected the two.

“Yes,” he admitted. “But that’s fine. I run out of aether a lot more quickly up here advancing my Paths. It was one of the reasons I was sent here. That’s beside the point though. I can, perhaps, produce enough aether coins to pay for tutors for you from time to time. Tutors are just teachers, by the way. With the right tutor, you’ll find your Path advancement going a lot faster. So, I think it’s worth it. What about you?”

“What do with aether coins?” I asked, my answer dependent on just how much he was giving up for me.

“You use them to power enchantments mostly. The ones I create are made from fire aether so they’ll likely be traded with a blacksmith or something similar.”

I nodded slowly, something distracting me slightly that felt like an itch on the top of my head. “Can everyone make them?”

“No, your aether needs to be incredibly strong or you need a lot of it to forge a single coin. Your mother can’t, for example.”

“Path of Weapon Mast-ry?” I asked.

“It’s an Advanced Path that can be unlocked by progressing at least seven weapons to at least the eighth Tier of their Paths.”

“What’s tier? Is it good?” I pressed.

The old man sighed.

“The tier is just how far you have progressed. A number next to the Path. As for the Path of Weapon Mastery, its rewards would suit you, no matter what you decided to become. A knight, an adventurer, or something else entirely.”

I looked thoughtful for a moment. Seven weapon Paths to the eighth Tier wasn’t a small amount of work. Given that I could likely only work on a maximum of four of them at a time, I was probably looking at a couple of years of work with basic training. Without someone to teach me, it could be even longer. It annoyed me a little that it would take so long, but you achieved nothing without effort I was finding.

“Keryth,” I probed, continuing my line of questions.

“Ah. Yes, Keryth almost certainly has Awareness or perhaps even Perception as an Advanced Attribute.”

I looked down in thought. If Keryth’s Advanced Attribute allowed him to notice me that easily, had I made a mistake in denying the other Advanced Attributes I had been offered?

Before I could second guess myself, grandpa interrupted me.

“Well, I have answered most of your questions. Now you can answer mine. Where is the aether?”

I looked up at him and then pointed above my head, where the fuzzy itchiness I felt was. His eyes lit up.

  

    
        Chapter 18

    
    
    
    
  Path Unlocked! Path of Aethersensing (0/10)

I stood up in my chair, threw my arms up in the air and cheered for all I was worth.

“You got it then?” asked grandpa.

I nodded vigorously. My work over the past month had paid off, and I even beat my mother’s time to unlock the Path of Aethersensing. She had said she took a few months while being twice as old as I was. Maybe I wasn’t so terrible at magic after all? Maybe I was just suffering from a lack of ‘fuel’. It was a pretty lie, but I seized onto it like a drowning man finding a piece of flotsam among the wreckage of my dreams.

“Excellent. Well done, Bastian. Well done indeed,” said Cornelius in congratulations as he smiled at my antics. I think it was the first time that he had praised me to my face. Which was why his next words came as no surprise to me. “Make sure the Path is in your list of active Paths and let’s go again.”

I did as told, removing my Path of Coordination with some trepidation. I had completed it up to the sixth Tier and it now sat in my list of Completed Paths. I’d only lost a few days worth of progress along it which totalled less than ten steps, so I didn’t feel too bad about it even if my mind railed against the indignity.

Numbers go up! Not down! I demanded.

A small price to pay for my Aether Stat to start going up I reminded myself and sat back down. The rest of the lesson followed the usual trend, and even with the Path unlocked I still only successfully detected grandpa’s aether one more time. The steps it provided were sweeter than honey, but not enough to even get me to the first tier.

“Why still hard with Path?” I asked as we were finishing up.

“Hmm?” Cornelius absently mumbled, as though taking a second to process my question. “Oh, that would be the distance. The two you noticed were almost against your skin. Paths themselves don’t teach you anything, even if the rewards they give can. They just measure your improvement and practise. Now shoo, I have some other work to do.”

I was summarily kicked out of his office and went wandering into the common room. As expected, mother was waiting there with Grandma Lucille and Henrietta. Henrietta ran towards me when I entered. Today her brown hair was tied in two braids that hung behind each ear. Her blue eyes always reminded me a little of my mothers even though Etta’s were a darker shade.

“Bastian! We’re staying for dinner tonight! What should we play?” she yelled as she approached.

My eyes flicked to my Status for a moment as I put on what I thought was a thinking face.

“Do you need to use the toilet?” asked my mother.

My face went back to normal quickly, and I shook my head vigorously while blushing. Apparently thinking and constipation were somewhat similar in my mothers eyes.

Come on, Mum! I railed mentally at the insinuation, I was thinking! Thinking!

I returned to pondering the question without putting on a face to do so. I wanted to progress my Path of Climbing as a priority as it was probably two to three months away from completion. Plus, it would help with Body Strengthening and maybe Balance. The pièce de résistance was my Path of Stealth. It had gained some steps as I snuck some of Leo and Thomas’s food while they had visited. A little at every meal. Keryth had caught me every single time. The elf had said nothing though. With my successes over the other adventurers, I was in the final two hundred point stretch for my Path of Stealth, as I now knew that Advanced Paths only had five Tiers. Which meant I needed to incorporate it into our game.

I motioned Henrietta closer and whispered the game in her ear, causing her to nod and giggle. Grandma Lucille and my mother eyed us warily with knowing smiles. Mischief was afoot, but Etta and I were playing together and that was apparently more than enough for them to overlook whatever hijinks a couple of kids could get up to.

My mother sat us down and had us take turns reading sentences from a book. The letters were large to make it easier to read, but clearly not produced using something like a printing press so I still stumbled over a letter here or there written in the Helenian form of cursive. Etta did worse, but not by much, her lips pursed in focus as she clearly felt she was competing with me.

There’s no competition, Etta! I noted mentally, I’ve got more than a decade on you!

The writing that followed was easier, though I was forced to admit that Etta had a neater script than I did. Mother would call out a word for us both, and we would be forced to try and write it out, spelling and all. Then our work would be reviewed. My mother would give out two points per word in the form of strokes on our rough, brown, working paper. One for legibility and one for correct spelling. I was losing badly on the former even if I was winning slightly on the latter. 

I tried to slow down and not rush but my little hands were betraying me. They were inexperienced with holding the quill or the careful motions required to produce the letters. While I was certain I had higher Stats for Coordination than Etta, she had more developed fine muscle control just because she was a year older than me. Coupled with her at least half a year of experience over me, I was railing mentally at the injustice of time! I took it as more proof that I only got out what I put in and made a plan to practise the careful movements in my own time as well as to never let my physical fitness start to decline.

As our lessons ended, Etta and I made to run for it before being pulled up short and sat down for a quick lunch of incredibly tasty sandwiches. The bread wasn’t warm, though it was still fresh at least. The meat and gravy filling may have been leftovers from the night before, but it was almost as good as when my mother had just finished cooking it. I tried not to fill my belly too much, since I had plans, but Etta had no such compunctions and finished off my leftovers as well, smearing gravy across her face much to Grandma Lucille’s chagrin.

After we were cleaned up, I led Etta out the front door and looked around to see who was watching. Across the road was the new trading outpost. No sign of the Kellins, the couple that owned it, out front so I guessed they were inside doing something, or more likely Frederick Kellin was off visiting some of the other members of our community to deliver goods or pick them up.

With the coast clear, I turned back to Etta. “Alright, you understand the plan?”

She nodded her head, braids bouncing slightly. “We sneak out back, and I help you climb up. Then, you wave, and I run inside and bang on Factor Hawthorn’s door then run away like it’s a prank. I hide in the kitchen and keep doing it till he comes in to find me!”

I was actually impressed she managed to remember everything I told her. Our lessons had gone for at least two hours and yet she still had all the main points. We skirted around the outpost, going from the front to the back. Grandma Lucille was following, albeit slowly, likely trying not to interfere with our game. By the time she caught up, I should be out of sight and she should be following Etta back inside.

Getting around the back of the outpost, I dodged my mother’s garden and moved to where I saw some decent handholds in the wood to start pulling myself up. I kicked off my boots and socks quickly. Then, with my hands on the wooden wall, Etta scooted down underneath me and tried to push me up, doing more to hinder than to help but I didn’t say anything lest she change her mind and not assist me with my planned stealthy incursion.

My fingertips grabbed hold of a gap in the wood, and I started to pull myself up, my muscles straining at my own bodyweight but more than up to the task. I pulled myself up a few more handholds as I got my bare feet in place and started using their ability to push me up and balance. Within ten seconds, I was up above the first story door and hidden behind some wood that was meant to buttress the small overhang that shielded the back door from the rain.

Grandma Lucille came around the corner and caught the tail end of Etta dashing into the now open backdoor. The old woman didn’t seem bothered in the slightest, slowly following the girl back inside. The entire time, I didn’t move for fear of giving away my position. 

As soon as she passed inside, I went back to climbing. I didn’t look down after the first time, realising just how high up I had gotten when compared with how small I was. A fall from this height wouldn’t kill me unless I landed truly badly, but it would hurt! Inch by inch, I pulled myself up until I got to the third story window for my bedroom. I was about to climb inside when I heard a loud caw.

Hanging onto my own windowsill, which my mum had opened up to air out my room, I looked down to my mother’s garden to find a large crow resting on one of the wooden fence stakes. I couldn’t tell if it was the same crow as last time, but instead of eyeing a few of the juicy vegetables hanging on the plants in the garden, it had its head cocked to the side watching me. We waited there like that for a full ten seconds, which is longer than you think in a staring competition, before it let out another loud caw and took flight, once more heading north.

I shook myself, wondering what that was all about, before finally pulling myself in through my open window. Sneaking out my own door, I silently padded down to grandpa's bedroom. The door opened without a sound at my gentle push, and I took in a far more lavish room than my own one. 

The bed was bigger, with room enough for two if you didn’t need to have a lot of personal space. He had another desk, though this one was smaller with a mirror on it and a few keepsakes carefully placed across its surface. I saw a lock of tied blonde hair like an old fetish or perhaps a keepsake, and my thoughts drifted back to the story of my grandma. I decided to leave the keepsakes alone. My plan was to conduct a harmless prank, not to inflict unnecessary cruelty on the old man. 

I moved to the bed and grabbed one of his pillows. This would do nicely. Then I quietly snuck back out and moved down the stairs to the second floor where I waited. I heard a giggle below me and a quick set of knocks followed by the patter of boots as Etta bolted back into the kitchen. A moment later I heard the office door on the first floor open.

“Bastian, what are you up to? I’m trying to work!” Cornelius grumbled. I figured this was probably the second time Etta had played knock and run on his office if she kept to the planned timelines. Third, if she got too excited and started early. Either way, I was thankful when I heard Cornelius heading for the kitchen.

Quickly and quietly I moved down the stairs. My mother wasn’t in the common room so I darted past and straight into the old codger’s office. I slapped down his pillow in his chair where he couldn’t miss it and was back out the door in a flash. My footfalls were quiet, the noise faintly present, as I intentionally didn’t use my Muffled Steps Skill in case grandpa sensed it. Then I was free and clear and heading for the front door where I ran into my mother as she was coming back in.

“I’ve been looking for you, my little man. What mischief are you getting up to?”

Her words were delivered with a gentle smile, and I grinned in response.

“Penny!” called my grandfather, his words laced with annoyance as he found my little present.

My grin got even bigger, both at pulling one over on the old man and for the additional steps that went into my Path of Stealth at a successful reverse heist.

  

    
        Chapter 19

    
    
    
    
  Four weeks passed in a blur, and even with the additional foot traffic from traders and adventurers, my days had fallen into a routine once more. Every day, without fail, I practised the Path of Aethersensing with my grandpa. I could reliably detect two to three uses of aether around me in the couple of hours we spent together and it had shown dividends.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aethersensing I (53/10)

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aethersensing III (53/50)

Reward: 3 Aether

None of my other Paths had progressed up a Tier in the same period, though I had gained at least a few steps in all of them. I had also improved Muffled Steps by a single point. I was happy with how everything was going and brought up the details of the two Paths I was most interested in at the moment.

Path of Stealth IV (854/1000)
Path of Climbing IX (8388/10000)

Stealth was closing in on the finish line, and at the rate it was going I thought I would probably manage to finish it shortly after the trading season ended and the winds turned icy rather than merely cold. As for Climbing, I had been spending extra time on it, my arms growing sore every day from pulling myself up and over anything I could get my hands on. It had grown to the point where the old man was paying Griselda to build what was effectively a training course made of wood in the backyard for me. It wouldn’t be done for weeks yet, but I was excited at the new opportunities.

We were just finishing up lunch when I heard the outpost doors swing open. I doubted it was traders at this time of day and spun around in my chair to see who it was. The three individuals who marched in wore steel armour over leather with their breastplates and greaves polished till I could see my reflection in them. Two were men, one older and one younger, while the third was a woman who was taller than both. Following the three warriors were two more individuals, a woman and a man, wearing cream white robes and breastplates over the top.

“Halkur,” Cornelius said in greeting. “It’s been what? Three years? Your letters said nothing of you coming through the pass.”

I wondered for a moment why the name sounded familiar. 

The older warrior smiled and opened his arms, stomping forward to wrap the old man up in a friendly hug.

“Even if I had written you, we would’ve arrived long before the letter. A Warden found signs of a Demonic Cult on the lower slopes of the Horndale. South of here and almost halfway to Ajinport. We dealt with the Cultists, but there were signs that they had been making forays higher into the Horndale. We’ve been dispatched to investigate.”

Cornelius nodded seriously while my mother moved to stand behind me, wrapping her arms around me while I stood on my chair goggling at the warriors before me. Mentions of a Demonic Cult had jogged my memory, and I could recognise my saviors now. How different would my life have been were I raised in the cult instead of by my wonderful mother and my crotchety grandpa? I shivered at the thought.

“How long will you be staying?” Cornelius asked.

“We’ll do a search of the area, and the denizens of the community. We’ll start immediately, but we’d appreciate a place to stay for the night when we’re done,” Halkur answered in a gruff voice.

“You’ll have it, of course. I’ll make a note in the book of your use of the outpost. I assume the Shining Light Guild will foot the cost?”

Halkur nodded and frowned slightly, unwilling to meet Cornelius’s eyes as he spoke his next words. “We need to check all of you as well. Is there anyone else in the outpost?”

“Just the three of us,” Cornelius replied. “Go ahead.”

Halkur stepped forward, and I sensed a fuzziness around me. I would’ve recognised the feeling as aether passing over me even without the notification of progressing my Path. I could tell my mother felt the same as her arms twitched while still wrapped around me. 

“Clean,” stated Halkur clearly, and the other two warriors relaxed slightly. I hadn’t realised till that moment how tense they were.

“How many others live nearby?” Halkur asked.

“Fourteen,” Cornelius answered after a moment before he detailed who he was aware of and roughly where each of them lived. I caught a sneer from the female warrior and the male priest, mage, whatever the less armoured ones were, when grandpa mentioned Griselda’s heritage.

“A Hedge Witch?” Halkur looked to Cornelius for confirmation when the old man got to Magatha.

Cornelius nodded with resignation, but when I glanced up at my mothers face I could see the look of worry she wore clear as day. A few more words were shared with the female priestess or mage making notes on a piece of brown paper the entire time. Then the five-man crew was gone and this time I caught the clatter of metal on stone as the horses they had rode in on took off down the road. I realised why I hadn’t heard them arrive as we watched them leave. They’d gone to Kellin’s trading post first, the married couple standing outside their store and home, watching the five members of the Shining Light Guild gallop down the road.

My mother put me down on my feet next to grandpa.

“I’ll just go reassure them,” she said quietly.

“Good idea,” Cornelius agreed, watching his daughter hold her skirts up as she walked across the road with the dust still settling.

“What’s Domonik Cult?” I asked.

Cornelius pursed his lips, and I could tell he was at war with himself. I didn’t blame him. The question was as loaded as they came, and while I might appear smart for my age, I was still a three year old.

“A Demonic Cult,” he stressed after an interminable wait while we both watched my mother charm our neighbours and settle their fears. “Is a group of people who have made a…deal…with a type of monster.”

“Why make deal with monster?” I asked.

“Because, Bastian, the monster gives them something in return. Usually, it’s a Path. A very powerful one.”

I nodded with all the seriousness a three-year-old that didn’t come up to his grandpa’s hip could muster.

“Why bad then?”

“Because the only way to progress the Path is to do very bad things. Bad things that help the monster.”

“Like eating last piece of candied honey?”

I knew what he meant, and my Path of Deception ticked up at my playing dumb. This was one of those times that I hated lying to my grandpa, but what was the alternative? Telling him that I understood the concepts of murder, torture, or maybe even human sacrifice? Not a chance.

“Worse things,” Cornelius muttered darkly. “Much worse.”

If he was going to say any more, we were interrupted by my mother’s return.

“They’re scared,” admitted my mother immediately. “I invited them to eat with us tonight, but they declined when I told them the Shining Light Guild will be staying as well.”

“Can’t say I blame them,” Cornelius replied. “While Halkur is a moral man, not all of the members of the Shining Light Guild are. Well, nothing to be done about it.”

Cornelius turned and started walking back towards his office while I followed my mother towards the common room for my afternoon lesson.

“Do you think they’ll find anything?” called my mother right before her father had vanished behind the walls of his office.

“In our community? No. If there were cultists passing through our woods, Hurin would know. If they were in fact climbing the Horndale, they were probably doing so further south. The question is, why?”

Cornelius left that question hanging before closing the door to his office. I performed terribly at my afternoon lessons, half because I was distracted and the other half because my mum was distracted. I could see it in the worry lines on her beautiful face and how she glanced at me when she thought I wasn’t looking.

Don’t worry, Mum! I thought reassuringly, I’m a demonslayer! Not a demon worshipper!

Of course, that had been when I was sharing my body with a discombobulated demon's soul. I had more than a few doubts about whether I could manage the same against an actual demon. Or demon-possessed I guess, since that was what this body had almost been.

The warriors of the Shining Light Guild returned for dinner, their armour slightly less shiny after all the dust from the road and tromping through the underbrush. I even noticed a few leaves stuck in places they were less likely to notice.

I slipped away as soon as I had finished eating, uncomfortable beneath some of their hard gazes. Before I vanished I did learn that true to the old man's prediction, they found nothing. They even managed to track down Hurin who had told them he’d seen no sign of crossings within two days' walk of us both north and south.

Perhaps it was their failure that had the warriors of the Shining Light staring around them like there were demons hiding in the shadows. Whatever the reason, I wanted none of it and escaped up to my room without even considering attempting one of my pranks or stealth operations on the hardened warriors.

My mother ducked in to check on me but I decided on an early night rather than my usual workout. As far as these shining assholes should be concerned, I was just a normal little boy, and normal little boys didn’t do full exercise routines before bed to eke out a few extra steps on their Paths. Sleep, for once, was freedom, rather than wasted time.

I woke with the sun, its pale light barely shining through my curtains. Getting out of bed quietly I dressed myself and crept downstairs only to find that my mother was already up and cleaning empty wooden plates from the common room tables. She noticed me as I reached the bottom of the stairs and smiled over at me before following my gaze and glancing at the table.

“They’ve already left, dearest. Did you like them?”

Her question had a tremor to it, as though she wasn’t sure which answer she wanted to hear. Did her baby boy aspire to be the kind of person who scared the common folk? Not really.

I shook my head like I was worried and she knelt down and opened her arms wide. I crashed into them a second later and felt the warm comfort of a mother’s hug wash away all my worries. I hated that feeling, you know the one, where you’re completely innocent but something about the situation makes you feel like you’re guilty somehow. My mother’s presence and the fact that they were gone finally let the stress and anxiety I had built up inside of me fade away.

Cornelius found us there, a few minutes later ,still hugging. It seemed that today was an early day for everyone. Usually the old man was up after me as my mother and I vied for the position of earliest riser.

He took one look at us and gave a nod. “Let’s have an early breakfast, shall we? Maybe break out some bacon for me, Penny, and some of your red-stripe honey for Bastian?”

Thankfully, my mother didn’t need much of an excuse to spoil me or her dad so we ate a tasty breakfast as a family with cooked tomatoes, warm bread from the Kellins drizzled in red-stripe honey, a couple of eggs, and I even managed to sneak a few small pieces of bacon off the old codger’s plate when he wasn’t looking. Though it didn’t increase my Path at all so maybe he let me have them. I was expecting the day would follow its normal routine from there as we settled back into my lessons. Instead, my mother threw a wrench into the works.

“I’m going to go check on Magatha this morning, dad. I was going to take Bastian with me.”

  

    
        Chapter 20

    
    
    
    
  My leather boots slapped against the stony road as I ran in front of my mother. She had offered to carry me as we made our way over to Magatha’s, but I had decided not to waste the opportunity to work on my Path of Running. For once, the sky above us was clear blue with not a cloud in sight. The gentle buzz of insects filtered through the sound of the leaves rustling interspersed with birdsong. It was the perfect morning and I was free!

“Don’t get too far ahead, Bastian!” called my mother. 

Like the dutiful son I was, I heeded her words, pivoting and jogging back to her. As I got close I started giggling before dodging her outstretched hand as I raced past her. My smile must have been infectious because she matched it as she turned to give chase. My laughter grew louder and I picked up speed as I looped back around trying to outpace her.

Unsurprisingly, my short legs were no match for my mothers longer ones and, even with one hand holding up her brown skirt from the dust of the road, she caught me within a few seconds. As she picked me up and spun me around, I laughed some more, complaining half heartedly.

“Down! Down!”

She put me down and continued to chase me down the road for a few more minutes before I tired out enough to simply walk. As I recovered she filled the silence of the road with her words.

“What is the name of the road we’re on?”

“Northern Horndale Pass,” I answered quickly, still puffing.

“Good. And where does it lead?” she asked, quizzing me.

“Which end?” I countered. Details were important.

My mother was clearly amused at my antics and raised an eyebrow at me. “The Eastern end.”

“Dinaliby!” I yelled.

“Which is in the country of?”

“Ajinar!”

The quizzing continued for the rest of the trip, my mother keeping me entertained while also trying to educate me. I shouldn’t call it trying, since she was clearly succeeding. She kept the questions focused to our immediate surroundings for now, though I expected in the future we would expand and start looking beyond the countries on either side of the outpost. 

To the east we had Ajinar, with the Capital being the city of Ajinport. It sat on top of the Dungeon known as the Endless Plains. I had tried to ask more questions about the Dungeon itself, but my mother had skillfully avoided answering them, instead using them to segue into new questions. 

She only lightly touched on the political structure of Ajinar, definitely not phrasing it that way, but when I didn’t know the answer she had explained that Ajinar, like Meravia to the West, was ruled by an aristocracy. Ajinar was smaller than Meravia and only had four Ducal families, each overseeing a province, with the Royal Family ruling from Ajinport which rested next to an inland lake that connected to the Southern Sea.

The people of Ajinar were mostly human or beastkin, with equal representation among the Ducal Houses, though the Royal family of the country were bearkin which kind of meant that the beastkin had more power than the human families.

“Why don’t we see any beastkin?” I asked. It seemed odd that I hadn’t seen any of these beastkin using the Northern Horndale Pass.

“The Ducal House Fenrith controls the Southern Pass,” answered my mother. “They are wolfkin and many beastkin traders use their pass and pay their tolls to…earn favour with them. Do you understand what I mean?”

“Go south so wolfkin like them?” I offered.

“Exactly, you’re such a clever boy,” my mother cooed. Deception ticked up a point and seeing it made me feel sick. I did my best to ignore it as the discussion continued.

The conversation turned to the other side of the Horndale mountain range. To the West, where my mother and grandpa were from, lay the country of Meravia. Its capital, Helenica, was one of the oldest cities on the continent and according to the people of Meravia, the birthplace of the Helenian language which was treated as the common tongue on the continent. 

While my mother didn’t say it, I had to wonder if the use of Helenian as the common tongue had influenced the countries around it. Because like Meravia, Ajinar was an aristocracy.

Helenica sat upon a Dungeon, which I was beginning to suspect was the case for most major cities. In this case the Dungeon was called the Echoing Depths, and was apparently far more profitable than the Endless Plains Dungeon of Ajinport.

If we had continued following the road in the western direction we were headed, the first city we would have arrived at beyond the Horndales was Drevorn. It was ruled by the Ducal House of Landrin, who laid claim to all the land between the city of Drevorn and the lower reaches of the western slopes of the Horndale. 

“And that’s why House Landrin and House Firthholm don’t like each other,” explained my mother.

“Because they both think mountain belong to them?”

“Yes, dearest. But they both keep to their own side of the mountain.”

I put on a thoughtful look that was only half fake. “Which side we on?”

“Neither,” she answered. “That’s why we don’t see any tax collectors, and perhaps why a few of the others choose to live up here. It would be too much effort with very little to gain by one House or the other to claim we are on their lands. The other House would have to respond and in the end they would spend more coins than they would gain. So, they leave us alone because they don’t want the expense or the hassle. If you go down the slopes, on either side, you’ll find little villages set up to mine stone and ore or log the trees. Maybe even a few hunters in the fur trade on the western side.”

“Not on Ajinar side?”

“Not enough coin in it. The Endless Plains has plenty of beasts and monsters with fur that can be hunted.”

I pretended to look confused and my mother just smiled a little as we continued our walk, diverting off the road and into the forest. I smelled Magatha’s garden long before I saw it. Even with winter now over, her garden was in full bloom and it looked more colourful than the last time we had visited, though something about it seemed off. 

Magatha stormed out of her cottage before we had even reached her garden. Unlike the first time, when she had seemed incredibly pleased to see my mother, this time the young Hedge Witch looked ropable.

“Did your father send those self-righteous bastards to my doorstep, Penelope?!”

My mother nodded her head. “He told the members of the Shining Light Guild where everyone on the mountain was. If he’d lied, they would have found you anyway, and it would’ve been worse.”

Magatha gritted her teeth, her blonde hair tied back in a bun with stray strands loose in the gentle breeze. Her fiery green eyes finally started to calm down as she unclenched her hands from her pale brown dress.

“Why have you come, Penelope?” she asked.

“To make sure you were okay,” answered my mother as I tried to watch the garden, my mother, and Magatha all at once. “I know how some of them can be and wanted to be certain they hadn’t crossed any lines.”

“Crossed lines? Look at my garden!” Magatha spat with a wave of her arm towards her garden.

I finally focused my full attention on the small bushes, herbs, and plants within the low-fenced space. Some were fine, but it was clear from the hoof prints and broken or squashed shrubs that someone had walked a horse through the garden.

What a dick! I agreed mentally, my thoughts going to the sneering man. Or could it have been one of the women?

I didn’t know, but I was ready to be as furious as Magatha about the insult! Walking forward I knelt down touching some of the broken plants. Behind me I could feel my mother watching me and hear the sound of Magatha’s feet as she descended from her porch to join in or perhaps prevent me from doing more damage. My fingers gently traced one of the squashed plants and I paused as they ran over the purple flower. It was half destroyed, petals missing, but it felt fuzzy against my fingers and I cocked my head to the side as my Path of Aethersensing increased. 

I lifted the flower to my face to have a closer look when Magatha moved up next to me. Looking up at her, she no longer appeared furious. Instead her gaze was now filled with curiosity. That should have been the warning I heeded, but I was so focused on my new discovery that I didn’t think anything of it as she handed me a leaf, a yellow flower, and finally a small bulb-like tuber that she pulled from one of the many pockets on her dress. 

I raised the yellow flower to my nose. It smelled nice, its scent faint but sweet. I handed it back almost immediately. The tuber was the same and had a smell like freshly turned soil. 

The leaf, however, fuzzed in my hands, and I saw my Path of Aethersensing increase a second time. Holding the leaf up to the sun that was shining down between the trees, I could see faint lighter green lines that spread through the leaf that hadn’t been visible when I was looking down at it.

Magatha removed the leaf from my hand before I was finished looking which broke me out of my trance. I looked about only to see my mother frowning and Magatha levelling a pointed stare at her.

“You used a Spell on my son. What was it?” demanded my mother.

I went white. I hadn’t felt a thing. Aethersensing hadn’t picked up on anything. What had I been doing? Why was the leaf so interesting to me?

“It was just a Lower Inhibitions Spell, Penny. It should already be wearing off. Now, why don’t you tell me why your three year old son can sense aether?”

My mother didn’t answer immediately, instead looking at the three plants in Magatha’s hand.

“It was on the flower?” she asked, to which Magatha gave a small nod.

“Don’t you dare ever do something like that to my son ever again!” growled my mother, and for the first time ever I saw what she looked like angry. Her brows were drawn down, her lips pursed, and eyes furious. I couldn’t feel any aether around her, but that might have just been because I was still learning. She looked like she was ready to go to war. It reminded me once more of just how much I loved my mother, and just how much she loved me in return.

Magatha had the good sense to look a little ashamed after my mother’s rebuke.

“I’m sorry, Penny. You’re right. I shouldn’t have approached it like that. I was still furious about those golden assholes… and then I saw the way your son paused when he was handling the duskpetal and I just…I didn’t think. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

My mother’s glare softened but only marginally. “See that it doesn’t.”

I, like my mother, was still annoyed. But, that annoyance was at war with my curiosity, and as per usual the latter was winning. Mostly, I was impressed with the subtlety of Magatha’s magic. When I thought of magic I thought of fireballs, lightning bolts, and swords coated in shadow. Magatha had managed to influence me by performing some simple magic on a flower and letting me smell it. It was so devious yet powerful that I was somewhat gobsmacked. It also had me wondering how developed Magatha’s Aether Core was. Could it match grandpas or was it closer to my mothers? I didn’t know, but I hoped to find out.

“So, Penny, why can your three year old son sense aether?” Magatha asked a second time.

Mother’s glare eased into a frown. “Father is teaching him.”

“He’s a little young isn’t he? Though…I suppose he’s certainly got some talent in it,” Magatha commented before turning back towards her cottage. “Well, I suppose you should come in then. I’ll put on some of my special tea for us by way of an apology, Penny.”

“And how are you going to apologise to Bastian?” countered my mother as we followed Magatha inside of her home.

Magatha glanced over her shoulder at me, green eyes alight with mischief.

“Oh, I’m sure I’ll come up with something.”

  

    
        Chapter 21

    
    
    
    
  The inside of Magatha’s cottage was simultaneously everything I expected it to be, and far more boring than I had hoped. When I heard the term Hedge Witch, I had thought there would be more insect and animal body parts along with a giant cauldron. There was a cauldron, but it wasn’t gigantic. More like a large pot really, with silver streaks through the black metal which told me it was likely enchanted.

The cottage itself was one big room, with a sleeping area tucked away in the corner, a trapdoor that smelled like it led to a larder, and a wooden table that looked like it could seat four and was meticulously cleaned. That same cleanliness was mirrored throughout the single-room home, only marred by some plants that were hanging from metal wires embedded in the roof. The greenery and scent of nature gave the room a warm feel despite the darkness, as the room only had a couple of small windows.

Magatha busied herself around a cooking pot filled with quickly boiling water, this one also streaked with a couple of lines of silver. As she worked, I explored. Along one wall, in carefully constructed racks, were small flasks filled with a variety of different coloured liquids. None of them were labelled so I had no idea what each one was, but I could feel Magatha’s eyes on me as I brushed my finger along each potion bottle. It was the third, a dark purple one, before the tips of my fingers felt a faint buzz. Far fainter than the duskpetal I had held in the garden, but more than enough apparently to progress my Path of Aethersensing.

“He really is quite talented,” Magatha noted to which my mother readily agreed.

“Is he interested in herbalism and alchemy?” probed the Hedge Witch as she poured the boiling water into a decanter filled with a variety of dried leaves. It seemed to me that the love of tea was universal, crossing worlds. I, for one, had never seen the appeal. Though maybe I had just lacked the palate to enjoy it in my previous life.

“He’s three, Magatha. He’s mostly interested in playing and causing mischief,” countered my mother. I could tell she was lying, since she knew very well just how dedicated I was to working on my Paths. A glance at Magatha’s face told me the Hedge Witch suspected as well. I supposed you didn’t learn a spell like Lower Inhibitions without understanding a little about how people functioned. Either way, the Hedge Witch pressed on, clearly taking an interest in me. An interest, I might add, that was not reciprocated. Alchemy was fascinating to me, but only in the outputs. I was interested in what potions, tonics, and whatever else an alchemist concocted could do for me. Not in the process of creating them.

“Well, maybe you could bring him by more often? He might develop an interest if he spends some time in my garden. I’d be happy to teach him a little alchemy too.”

My mother raised an eyebrow, but I was just confused. Why did Magatha care about teaching me? I had always gotten the sense that the Hedge Witch didn’t like men overly much, though admittedly, I had a very limited number of interactions with her. Thankfully, my mother mirrored my curiosity.

“That’s awfully generous of you, Magatha. What’s in it for you?”

The Hedge Witch smiled coyly at my mother over the rim of her mug as she blew on the hot tea.

“Well, I assume as he’s so young you’d want to stay and supervise. I’d get the benefit of a little teaching and the pleasure of your company. Your son might unlock some new and interesting Paths in the future. That sounds like a win-win to me, don’t you think?”

Magatha sipped her tea as she finished her explanation, watching my mother with green eyes that had been fiery about the state of her garden only five minutes ago now smoldered for an entirely different reason. While Magatha was waiting for my mother’s reply, I was making as much use of my time with the potion rack as I could, fingers moving from one potion to the next. I was almost done, having found another four aether-infused potions when my mother chose to answer.

“I’ll think about it, Magatha. Though I admit, it’s all going to depend on how you apologise to Bastian.”

My mother sipped her own tea while I tried not to laugh out loud. I knew my mother loved me, of course, but to see her abuse Magatha’s interest in her to extort a more expensive or useful apology gift out of the Hedge Witch for me was something I wouldn’t have expected.

Magatha seemed to accept my mother’s suggestion and strode over to her potion rack, pulling out three bottles. I noted that all three were ones I had recognised as aether-infused which meant Magatha was taking my mother’s offer seriously. From left to right, they were a dark green, a dark red, and finally a pale purple. The last one had been the easiest to sense.

Magatha drew my attention to her face as she lifted the bottles up slightly. “I am sorry, Bastian, for using a spell on you. As an apology, you can have one of these potions. The first is a bug repellant. It needs to be applied every three days but it will keep bugs up to one metre away from wherever you drip it. You only need to do one drop, so, knowing the size of your mother’s garden, this would last your mother a month or two and keep all the nasty little biteys off your mum’s plants.”

She put the dark green one down on the table and held out the dark red one.

“This is a minor healing potion. It will heal small cuts and scrapes. You drink most of it and apply whatever is left to the injury. It takes a few hours to work, but that’s better than the days these things normally take.”

She added the dark red one to the table, placing it next to the dark green one. Finally, she held out the pale purple one.

“This is a nightvision potion, made from the crushed duskpetal you found in my garden. It lasts for less than an hour, but while it's working, you’ll be able to see in the dark.”

Magatha placed the final potion on the table before looking down at me. “So, which one would you like?”

I knew what I wanted immediately. The problem I was having was whether I should ask for the one I wanted, or the one that would help my mum. I knew that from time to time mother would have issues with bugs eating some of her plants or getting into her vegetables. I could help her by being a good and dutiful son and choosing the bug repellant potion. Or I could ask for the one I really wanted, which was the nightvision potion. As for the minor healing potion, what did I care about a few scrapes and cuts. Those were my training wounds and definitely not from my attempts at stick-based swordplay in the backyard and tripping over rocks!

I looked at my mother and she smiled at me encouragingly, which was no help at all! What I had hoped to see was her longing for the bug repellant potion, after which I would have admitted that my mother deserved all the help she could get, and easily picked the green potion. She slipped out of her chair and moved over to crouch next to me.

“You like the nightvision potion, don’t you?” she asked, hand on my back.

I nodded slightly, a little ashamed of myself for not choosing the potion that would help her. My choice didn’t seem to bother my mother though as she stood and motioned to the nightvision potion.

“He likes that one, Magatha.”

The Hedge Witch casually handed over the pale purple potion to my mother who tucked it into a pocket in her dress. Magatha replaced the other two potions in her rack and busied herself cleaning up.

“So, they’re gone then?” Magatha asked.

“The Shining Light Guild? Yes, they left this morning to return to Ajinport,” answered my mother.

“I don’t know how you can stand them.”

My mother looked out the slightly ajar door. 

“I know that some of them are simply people who joined for an excuse to commit violence and lord their position over others,” agreed my mother. “But others, like Halkur, the one leading them, are good men who are just seeking to protect us from the demons lurking in the darkness.”

A shiver went up my spine at her words. Demons lurking in the darkness sounded an awful lot like my own experiences with the fiends. It didn’t help that I had a Path of Soulstealing, which while I didn’t understand yet, certainly didn’t sound good. That and my unusually high Affinity for Shadow were causes for concern. Just how did I relate to demons? I didn’t think I was one, even if I seemed to have some of their traits. I’d just have to make sure that any lurking I did was for good, and not ill.

My mother and Magatha finished up their conversation a few minutes later, and we began the walk home, which I of course filled with questions and play.

“Mum, how come some plants had aether in them and others didn’t?” I asked.

“Hmm? Oh, well, most plants don’t have any aether. In fact, it’s probably only a rare few that do. Usually, reag…plants for alchemy, which is making potions, among other things, are harvested from dungeons. In dungeons, aether is in the air itself and so the plants become infused with it.”

“How come Magatha’s duskpetal was like that then? Did it come from a Dungeon?”

My mother shook her head. “No, Magatha was likely infusing them herself. She has a similar amount of aether to me and skills for improving and infusing the plants in her garden.”

I mulled over the new information. The fact that plants didn’t naturally produce aether was interesting, which begged the question about animals.

“Do animals have aether?” I wondered out loud as I jogged back and forth near my mother, unwilling to waste time on simply enjoying the stroll when numbers for my Path of Running could be going up!

“Most,” my mother answered. “Though it’s rarer for them to have more developed aether cores like your grandpa. With smaller animals, or bugs I guess, it becomes less frequent. Hmm, do you know what a bee is?”

I grinned. “Little yellow bug with stingy tail!”

“They aren’t always yellow, but yes. Well, most bees won’t produce aether, but the queen usually does.”

“How come?” I demanded in my childish voice.

My mother simply shrugged, smiling at the empty road and me. “I don’t know, sweetheart. I am sure some people do though, or at least they think they do.”

She paused for a moment, and when I didn’t voice another question she chose to ask one of me.

“Magatha offered to teach you a little about plants and potions. Did you want to learn from her?”

“Don’t care,” I replied easily, running around my mother. “Up to you, Mum!”

She seemed happy with my answer, reassuring me that she’d ask me again in a few months. I hoped she didn’t though. While the potion was interesting, tending a garden wasn’t really what I had in mind for my future. There was a great big wide world out there for me to explore, and I intended to see as much of it as I could.

The outpost finally came into sight almost twenty minutes later and while my feet were tired, the sound of an axe or hammer striking wood out back filled me with excitement. With my nightvision potion in hand and admonishments from my mother to be careful with it, I ran upstairs to hide my new prize in my secret stash. Then I climbed up on the chest filled with my clothes and peered out the window. There, in the backyard, was Griselda, chopping wood as my obstacle course slowly came to life. 

I jumped down off the chest and started doing push ups, impatient to begin using my new obstacle course. The numbers had to keep going up, no matter what!

  

    
        Chapter 22

    
    
    
    
  Today was the day. The first iteration of my obstacle course behind the outpost would finish being built around lunchtime. Or at least, that is what Griselda had promised me yesterday. 

It had taken three weeks for the half-orc woman to build the obstacle course, which sounded like a long time, but in reality she had only been working on it a couple of days each week. I had watched her do parts of the task, including felling trees on the edge of the forest in the distance, then trimming off all the branches and leaves which were then piled off to the side. 

Once the pile was large enough, Grandpa would come out, and I had gotten to personally watch him conjure flames from nothing before he torched the small pieces of wood and greenery like he was wielding a flamethrower that spewed red-hot flames starting at half a metre from his outstretched hand.


That scene alone was something I had been waiting to see for almost three years. Certainly, I had witnessed other acts of magic, but none had been so obvious and visceral. In some ways, I realised I was envious of the old man. My own magic, if I ever learned to use it beyond my Skills, was steeped in shadow and far more subtle. I doubted I would be flinging bolts of darkness around or any such thing in the near future. Possibly the far future too.

Still, I had other things to look forward to. While it may have taken Griselda three weeks to finish my obstacle course, I had not wasted that time on sitting on my three-year-old ass. Instead, I had pursued my Paths with the same dogged dedication I had applied since birth. 

My work ethic continued to pay dividends, and I was flirting with being only one hundred steps off completing my Path of Stealth. The reward for doing so was almost certain to be decent, but the secondary reward of freeing up a Path slot meant I could take up the Path of Coordination again. That was one option, at least. The more likely choice I would make would be to talk with the old man about when my first tutors in weapons would be arriving and specifically which weapons they would be teaching me.

Stealth wasn’t my only Path to progress. Running, Balance, and Deception had gained a few steps but were still a long way off of their next Tier. Climbing was closer at four to five months away from completion by my estimate. On the other hand, Body Strengthening would likely progress to Tier five in another month or so. Then there was my crowning jewel, Aethersensing. I brought up the most recent notification.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aethersensing IV (128/100)

Reward: 1 Aether

I was still over a year, maybe even two, away from completing the Path, but just seeing my capabilities in magic progressing was a balm upon my soul. With those emotions buoying me, I threw off my covers and climbed out of bed. The crisp mountain air sent goosebumps crawling across my fair skin. 

What followed was my normal morning routine. I performed my standard bodyweight workout in my room before getting dressed and rushing downstairs for breakfast. There was no bread today, but my mother made up for it with a couple of extra eggs which I now knew she got from Griselda every few days and stored in our own larder. 

Then it was off to the old man's office for my Aethersensing training. Over the two hours, I succeeded in identifying where he was producing aether three times, which was a pretty average result.

As I let myself out of his stuffy office, I darted for the back door off the kitchen instead of heading to the common room where I would normally have reading and writing lessons. As I burst out the door, I found my mother already working in her small garden, her hands covered in dirt as she pulled out weeds and turned the soil.

Beyond the small fenced off area and the couple of creepy looking scarecrows meant to ward off the birds, I spied Griselda’s hulking form hammering down the last log with a large wooden mallet. All of these sights I had expected. What I wasn’t prepared for was the form of Etta waiting near the garden fence and watching my obstacle course with wide eyes.

When she noticed me a moment later, she ran over. Her dark brown leather pants and jacket were so heavily padded that her run turned into a sort of weird waddle, like a duckling fresh out of the pond. 

“Bastian! Bastian! Look what Griselda made for us!” she exclaimed in delight, her blue eyes alight with excitement.

What’s this ‘us’ business? I fumed mentally. This is my obstacle course! I fought my toddler tantrum instincts wanting nothing more than to pitch the ultimate fit.

Instead what I said was, “Yeah, it’s going to be fun.”

My mother shot me a knowing look, clearly hearing my lack of enthusiasm at the idea of sharing my new toy…I mean training facility, with a four year old girl. Still, I could be a little magnanimous. Maybe if I let her practise with me enough she might get the Path bug the way I had it and we could push each other to greater heights in friendly competition. I doubted it, but stranger things had happened.

“It’s done,” Griselda stated, walking around her work and pushing, shoving, or patting the wood to make sure it was sturdy.

I had to admit, the results were impressive. There were balance beams of various difficulties and shapes, rising in height until the tallest reached the top of Griselda’s shoulder which put them at almost two metres off the ground. Some were thinner than others, though I noted most of the thinner ones were closer to the ground. The half-orc woman had also created angled jumping boards, a zig zag hurdle, what I knew as monkey-bars but had no idea what they were called in the Helenian language, and three climbing walls. The only things it seemed to be missing were rope bridges and swings as far as I could tell.

Cornelius chose that moment to walk out the back to join us, no doubt the old man having been paying attention from inside.

“Excellent work, Griselda,” he said, his tone complimentary as he walked up to survey the playground he was ostensibly paying for. “I have an order for quite a bit of rope, though it won’t be here for a month or so. Would you be available to help make some additions to the obstacle course once it arrives?”

“For a similar price, sure,” Griselda replied in agreement.

“I don’t think it would be as much work. How about the additions to the course and eggs for a month instead.”

I watched as Griselda tilted her head, dark brown eyes narrowing in thought as she did her own mental calculations. A grunt of agreement followed and I watched as the old codger handed over a fiery red aether coin. It still didn’t help me tell exactly how much the aether coin was worth though. Griselda had invested basically seven days on her own in building my obstacle course. The Adventurers that had passed through had been paid two aether coins between the four of them for three days' work, though the time spent was vastly different. Griselda had slaved away basically from shortly after breakfast till the sun was setting each day, meanwhile the Adventurers between them had spent maybe twelve hours with me across the three days. 

I couldn’t even use the two different tasks to figure out just how much more valuable the Adventurer’s time might have been. Since we were in the middle of nowhere having the aether coin to purchase from the traders that were passing through might have been more valuable to Griselda. My head was tying itself in knots, and I gave up trying to figure it out for now. Due to the distraction, I was too late to say goodbye to Griselda as she was already stomping off into the distance, lugging a bag of tools that probably weighed three to five times what I did.

“Bastian, let’s try it!” Etta suggested excitedly.

“I’m going first!” I yelled, running for one end of the obstacle course. I might have been willing to share my new play equipment, but that didn’t mean I was going to give up the inaugural run.

Climbing up onto the first circular stump was easy enough since it was only a little above my knee height. The balance beam ran directly across to another platform which then used slightly angled jumping boards to ascend to the next slightly higher platform. The obstacle course started out easy, getting progressively harder, and I wondered just how much of the design had been supplied by my grandpa.

I ran across the first balance beam, not even slowing down in the slightest and found myself surprised when I got steps in both my Path of Running and Balance. I threw my hands up in the air at the numbers going up. 

My mother did not share my excitement.

“Bastian! Be careful and go slower until you get more used to the course!” she admonished with a worried look in her eyes.

Henrietta followed at a more sedate pace, made even more difficult by her thick clothes. I waited for her to join me on the next platform as they were big enough for the two of us. The moment she did I was off again, jumping from left to right on the angled boards. I completed them as easily as I did the first challenge. My mother settled down while Cornelius nodded his approval and headed back inside. Tomorrow, I would ask him about his plans to find me tutors. Today, though, would be for just me, my obstacle course, and I supposed a little interloper that I was sharing with under duress. 

My intention was to complete the obstacle course once, getting a feel for each challenge. After that I would start tracking how long each run took with an aim to improve them with subsequent attempts. A surefire way to see my Paths progress, I figured.

After the fourth obstacle I got tired of waiting for Henrietta, who while completing each of them, was taking far longer than I was. Instead, I rushed ahead, completing challenge after challenge. I was about to cross a thin balance beam that was over a metre off the ground when my mother called out to me.

“I’m just going inside to get some more water, sweetheart. I will only be a moment okay?”

I nodded with a smile and started walking slowly across the wooden beam, keeping my focus on my feet as I put one in front of the other. 

My left foot swung out as I took a careful step.

Suddenly the trees were facing sideways as my world flipped. My mind struggled with the change and the lurching of my stomach. I spun wildly, and something dark covered my vision.

My breath left my chest as I collided with the hard ground. Gasping for air I flailed, my mouth working like a fish as I gulped futilely for a breath that wouldn’t come. The first wisp of air brought the pain back to the forefront. My body hurt everywhere and darkness returned, blotting out my vision of the cloudy sky overhead along with a rush of wind. 

I could hear Etta screaming bloody murder as my mind tried to make sense of what was happening through my haze of confusion.

A warm liquid carved a rivulet along my cheek which finally brought me back to my senses just as a shiny beak tried to slam down into my eye. 

I was under attack. My first thought was the giant crow from before.

The viciously questing beak vanished and was replaced by hooked talons. 

I rolled away, covering my face. The sharp talons found my hands instead of my eyes, ripping and tearing at them till they bled freely. I screamed as something raked across my skull, my hands moving up to shield the top of my head as I rolled again. The dark-feathered bird pursued me across the hard ground.

My rolling carried me over something sharp and solid, stabbing me in the back as I continued to roll, trying to evade my tormentor. Curling up in response to the new pain, I tried to protect anything vital as screaming continued to ring in my ears. It was my own cries, I realised. 

Feathers brushed against my face as my hand snaked out, trying to dislodge whatever was stabbing me in the back. The bird's claws raked incessantly across my arms as it tried to get at my face once more. 

My questing hand found the object behind me and wrapped tightly around it. The rough surface against my bare skin helped bring everything back into focus, and I lashed out with the rock I had grasped. 

The crow’s squawk was filled with surprise and pain. In that moment, I transformed from prey into predator. The giant crow, easily half the size of me, tried to gain some distance as it spread its wings to escape. I dived on it before it could, trapping it beneath my weight. Then, still screaming, I began bashing it with the rock in my hand. At some point, in my rage and pain-filled assault, I went from using one hand to two. A few strikes later I watched its black eyes turn dull as red blood leaked out of the remains of its cracked skull.

Filled with a mix of pain, fear, and rage, I felt something around the dead bird. Something I had only felt once before, a memory barely remembered. I reached out without thought, sucking the feeling into me like taking a gasping breath after emerging from beneath the water's surface. A notification appeared in the corner of my vision. Then there were arms around me, lifting me up. Words were being said, lips moved, but I couldn’t make sense of any of them.

I tasted blood on my lips and realised I was about to faint from the pain. Or maybe it was blood loss. It was hard to tell. Looking up at my mother’s distressed face, I tried to smile, but it felt wrong, my lips not responding how they should. The notification was the last thing I saw before I succumbed to the aftermath of my adrenaline fueled battle.

Path of Soulstealing (2/10)

  

    
        Chapter 23

    
    
    
    
  When I woke, it was to the burning pain of something rubbing against my skin. I screamed at the top of my lungs only to find two strong hands holding me down.

“I know it hurts, sweetheart. Be brave. We need to clean the wounds.”

My mother’s words were strained, the stress and worry so clear in her voice that I could almost taste it. For a minute I thought that I actually could taste it, but it was just my own blood dripping into my mouth.

The cloth she held descended again, and the rest of my senses started working, rearing their heads once more through the sea of pain. The sharp smell of highly concentrated alcohol reached my nose, cutting through the pain like a hot knife through butter. Then the rag reached my cheek, and I clenched my teeth against a fresh scream as my mother cleaned my many wounds.

The next sense to return was my hearing. Sure, I had heard my mother, but she was very close to my face and I could see her lips moving. The rest of my hearing was finally following, and I could hear Etta crying and babbling somewhere behind me.

“Bastian was just…” she sniffled. “Crossing the… balance beam. Then it hit him! I saw him fall and… the bird kept scratching him…”

She continued to wail and described the attack on me in the words of a four year old. The entire time my mother continued to clean my wounds and I existed in a state of burning agony. If the cuts weren’t hurting, then the alcohol was. I reached up with one hand and tried to feel my lips. The side of my lip moved without the rest of it following and my fingertips came away red and sticky.

That bird had done a number on me. After a few more minutes of pain my mother sat me up and I saw she was holding a small potion bottle filled with a dark red liquid. 

“Just a little drink, Bastian. Then you need to rest,” she cooed.

My first magical potion and it was to try and heal the wounds I sustained from fighting a damned crow. 

Well, I reassured myself, at least this will be memorable.

The liquid hit my lips and I felt a small amount dribble out of the slit in my sliced lip. I could sense the aether within the liquid faintly, though it was overshadowed by the distinct taste of dirt.

No wonder Magatha likes tea! You’d have to if you’re sampling potions that consistently taste like dirt!

For all my mental griping and simmering anger at the wounds I had taken, and a little at myself, the potion’s contents left a warm feeling in my stomach as it settled. I felt sleep calling and my mother rocked me in her arms to hasten my journey.

When I woke again, I was being prodded by fingers. I glanced around in worry, but all was well. The fire roared nearby, keeping me warm as I found they had laid me down on the rug in the common room. The fingers belonged to Magatha who was kneeling next to me, with my mother and grandfather behind her.

“The lip will need to be sewn,” Magatha noted as she pulled at the corner of my mouth. “I can sell you a lesser healing tonic which should last a month. But he’ll still have the scars. I can brew something to remove them over time, but he’ll need to take it regularly. Even doing so, it will likely take a year for them to fully fade.”

As Magatha talked, my mother’s hands had drifted to cover her mouth, tears in her eyes, and I worried about just how bad the damage was. Fear wormed its way into my stomach and the baseless worry that my mother wouldn’t look at me with the same love found a home. It was stupid, I knew. But between all the violence, pain, and other dark emotions I had been filled with for the past few hours, I couldn’t hold back the little voice that said I was now damaged goods.

So, of course, my mother chose that moment to remind me exactly how much I was loved. She scooted down onto the rug, smoothly curling herself around me as I was pulled into her embrace.

“Don’t worry about a thing, my sweet boy. You did so well. You were so strong and brave. I am so sorry I wasn’t there!”

I felt liquid landing on my head and realised she was crying. Everything came back into sharp focus. She wasn’t unhappy with my appearance. She, like me, was blaming herself. I saw the sequence of events from her point of view. She had stepped inside for just a moment, leaving me unobserved. Something that had happened plenty of times before. Only this time, I got hurt. Badly. And she wasn’t there to protect me. I didn’t hold it against her. No, my enmity was reserved for that blighted bird.

I turned into her, getting comfy in her warm embrace.

“It’s okay, Mum. I’m fine.”

My words were apparently the signal to open the flood gates as she began crying harder and rocking me. Magatha thankfully decided to move off to the side and give us some privacy as she whispered something to grandpa. My mother and I stayed curled up together until we were interrupted by Cornelius.

“We need to sew the lip if we want it to heal,” he explained, eyes more focused on my mother than me.

I was guided back to the table and Magatha began talking quietly as she worked. I realised too late that she was doing it to distract me, which seemed a kindness unexpected from the Hedge Witch until I noticed her glances at my mother.

Something oily was smeared around my lips, and I jolted in surprise and no small amount of pain. My mother reached out to hold my hand as the smell of something like cinnamon filled my nose. The area that had been oiled was growing numb quickly, and a moment later I saw the shiny pointed tip of the needle held in Magatha’s strong fingers. I braced myself for more pain but felt nothing except a slight tug against my skin as the needle vanished just below my sight. The pulling came again and again and when Magatha was done I could see that the needle was stained red.

My mother filled the space that Magatha vacated, rag once more in her hand and the smell of alcohol replacing the cinnamon scent of the oil. Rather than painful, the alcohol-soaked rag felt cold now as my mother dabbed at my lips. Then I was fed another few drops of the healing potion, wrapped in bandages and carried upstairs. I was asleep before my head even hit my pillow.

When I woke up it was late. Or perhaps early. I couldn’t tell much except that it was still dark outside my bedroom window. My mother was nearby, seated in a chair and asleep herself with a blanket draped over her. Climbing out of my bed silently, I activated Muffled Steps. My foot touched the wooden floor, and I didn’t hear a thing. Slowly, I crept to the door and then out into the empty hallway. My feet quietly carried me to my mother’s room, my aether draining quickly into my only Skill. There was something I had to see.

My mother’s room was much like my own, only her window faced out to the western side of the Outpost we called home, while mine faced north. Her bed was sturdy and made up, unslept in except for a missing blanket. A small table and chair rested beneath the window and on that table was a mirror. I climbed up onto the chair and in the darkness, with trepidation filling my heart, turned to see my own reflection.

I was a mess. Dark black string was threaded through the left side of my lower lip, holding the two pieces together. I couldn’t see most of the cuts on the rest of my face beneath the bandages. But most wasn’t all and what I could see were angry red lines where the crow’s talons had carved rivers into my flesh. A couple of tufts of my tarnished copper hair were missing near the front of my head and I wouldn’t have been surprised to find there were more towards the back. My dark green eyes were the only pieces of me that looked unharmed, which only served to remind me of that sharp, dark beak stabbing down and trying to pluck them out.

Next, I held up my arms. They were similarly wrapped in bandages, but there were enough small gaps to see the same rends that marred my face were mirrored all up and down my arms. My legs had been thankfully spared with just a few bruises from my fall. Still, Magatha had said that I would have scars and seeing the state of my body I felt like the Hedge Witch had understated just how many I would have. Anger bloomed in my heart seeing what the crow had wrought, some of it directed at myself. Could I have been more observant? Had I become complacent about the dangers of this world? The answer to the former was a definitive yes, but for the latter, I didn’t think so. Wasn’t that one of the reasons I worked so hard on my Paths after all?

My thoughts were interrupted by the quiet creak of the door behind me. I turned in a hurry, almost falling off the chair, to find Cornelius framed in the doorway. In the dark it was hard to see his expression, but his shoulders weren’t slumped. He moved inside, leaving the door open as he came to join me at the mirror.

Now that he was closer I could finally see how his eyes looked resolute.

“Don’t worry about these cuts, Bastian. You did well. Exceptionally well. And we’ll get potions from Magatha to make the scars fade with time.”

“Why did it attack me?” I whispered, hating how small my voice sounded.

“I don’t know. But I am going to figure it out. Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.

I shook my head. Maybe in the morning I would, but right now I was still wallowing in self pity while my wounds throbbed with dulled pain.

“Want to go back to bed?” Cornelius offered.

I shook my head again.

“Come on then. It’s still a couple of hours till morning and your mum could use some rest. I’ll make us an early breakfast.”

He picked me up, no strain showing in his arms as he carried me downstairs. The food he made was plain compared to what my mother cooked, but the hard bread toasted in the pan with some butter from the larder and a few mushrooms was enough to fill my belly.

We sat, eating in companionable silence, the old man not pressing me to talk. My mind, finally clear for the first time since the attack, drifted back to what I had felt and seen right before I passed out. The sense of something in the air around the crow as it died, and how I had drawn it in like an inhaled breath. Then the notification. The first steps in my Path of Soulstealing. Was this the legacy of my birth? One of my first Paths, that seemed to only progress from killing living, breathing creatures?

The very thought left me feeling queasy, my breakfast roiling in my stomach at the idea of killing animals to progress. I almost succumbed to a fit of pique and relegated the Path of Soulstealing to the side, removing it from my Path list. Only my damnable curiosity saved it. Sure, killing the crow had progressed the Path, but was that the only way to progress it? With a future as an adventurer still the plan, I would likely have to kill beasts and monsters. So, hopefully there was a way to progress the Path without turning into some sort of psychopath.

I decided it could remain. For now.

  

    
        Chapter 24

    
    
    
    
  The days following my injury passed in a flurry of activity. The outpost was the busiest it had been in the past three years. Normally we only ever had one group, be it Adventurers or Traders, staying with us at a time. While in retrospect I could see how the traffic had been growing over the last couple of years, this was the first time that we were hosting groups simultaneously.

Of the groups that were sitting in our common room, the first was a team of three adventurers from the Farwalkers Guild. One human man and two women made up their group, and they were apparently on a task to hunt some beasts north of us. What beasts, they didn’t say.

Besides the adventurers, there were two groups of traders taking a break before beginning the next leg of their journey. One was going east, having come from Helenica and now making their way to Ajinport. The members of that trading company were completely made up of humans with a handful of guards protecting four wagons. From what I could tell the lead trader was an older gentleman and the younger was his son. They had two wagoneers as well which rounded their numbers out to a group of almost a dozen dusty men and women who were occupying two of our tables and enjoying my mother’s stew and some ale from the larder.

The second trading group was going west, headed for Helenica with their first stop beyond the Horndales to be made in Drevorn. I knew that because the lead trader, a gruff old woman that looked like she chewed leather for breakfast, had been asking the Helenian traders about the road ahead. Her wagon train was smaller with only two, though they were notably bigger contraptions and pulled by comparably bigger horses. 

What really caught my attention though was one of the guards of the second train that chose to sit at a table alone. He was a beastkin. I admit I’d had some preconceptions about what beastkin might look like from my first life. Faint memories had surfaced of shows with animal eared women. Not that I had watched them, or at least if I had, I didn’t remember doing so. But still, those faint memories had influenced my expectations. 

The man before me was not like those mental images. He was clearly wolfkin, with a wolf's face atop a humanoid body and covered in grey-blue fur from head to toe. If I was to describe him to someone having never seen a wolfkin I would’ve called him a werewolf, only he was shorter than the average human rather than taller. That height disparity didn’t seem to be an issue for him though as I watched every other human guard's wariness around the wolfkin. I also noticed how the claws on his right hand had been filed down, likely to make it easier to grasp the sword on his hip, while his left hand still sported razor sharp claws that look like they had been shaped to be even sharper than was natural.

My fascination with the wolfkin did not go unnoticed and occasionally I would catch him glancing at me. Something about the wolfkin just oozed danger and that sparked a sliver of fear within me. I hated it. Hated that feeling with every fibre of my being. So, refusing to be a slave to my fears or let them take root in my psyche after the crows attack, I instead chose to face them.

Walking over to the table the wolfkin was seated at, I pulled myself up into the chair across from him before climbing up onto the table. Others had noted my approach but no one chose to interfere as I sat down on the table. The wolfkin was dressed in a dark grey leather vest that covered his chest but left his arms free and unencumbered. Beneath the table he was wearing loose pants of the same material that for the most part hid the fact that he wasn’t wearing any boots.

“Hello,” I said.

“Hello little child,” replied the wolfkin, his voice deep and smoother than I had expected. If I was being honest, I had thought it would have more of a growl to it.

“I’m Bastian,” I offered, trying to play into the fearless child persona I was putting on.

“Hello Bastian, I’m Nazim.”

His response didn’t sound aggressive so I decided to just come out swinging and hope my childish ignorance would save me from any rebuke.

“Are you wolfkin, Nazim?”

“I am. Have you never seen a wolfkin before?” he asked, leaning forward curiously.

I shook my head vigorously. “Mum says beastkin don’t come through our mountains because they use the southern pass to make House Fenrith like them!”

Nazim looked away and growled. I froze like a deer in headlights thinking I had overplayed my hand. Instead, Nazim slumped, glancing back at me with eyes tinged with defeat.

“Your mum is mostly right. Most beastkin either use the southern pass, or those with a little more coin take the sea route from Ajinport. But I am barred from House Fenrith lands and can find no work in Ajinport. Do you know what this word means? Barred?”

I shrugged casually like I couldn’t read the expression on his face, my Path of Deception ticking up in the background.

“Means…can’t go there?”

“It does. So, I go west to try my fortunes in Meravia.”

“That’s the country Helenica is in!” I said excitedly, continuing my act.

Nazim snorted. It sounded louder coming out of a snout instead of a nose. “It is. Your mother teaches you?”

I nodded vigorously. “She does! Lots of things!”

“Did she give you those scars?” Nazim asked far too casually.

I blinked in surprise. The pain had faded from my wounds but it was easy to forget the marks they had left on me if I wasn’t thinking about it.

I looked down and shook my head in response.

“Was it someone else?” pressed the wolfkin.

I shook my head again and whispered my answer. “It was a bird. Attacked me.”

Nazim looked curious. “An eagle?”

“Crow,” I muttered.

“Must have been a big one,” Nazim commented. “What happened to it? The Factor for this outpost deal with it?”

“I hit it with a rock till it stopped.”

Nazim watched me for a few seconds after my answer, his yellow-eyed gaze boring into me before he smiled. If I was being honest, it looked more vicious than friendly, but maybe that was just his face.

“Little warrior, huh? You’d fit in well with us wolfkin.”

I assumed it was a compliment and offered a shy smile in response.

Silence stretched between us to the point it became awkward and I debated leaving the room, but there was one thing I was curious about. One day my curiosity was going to get me in trouble. Hopefully it wasn’t today.

“Why doesn’t House Fenrith like you?” I asked. “You seem nice to me.”

Nazim looked at me intently before looking away. “I won a battle that I was meant to lose.”

After his response he stood slowly, his movements languid in the way I was beginning to associate with experienced warriors.

“It was nice to meet you, Bastian,” he muttered before heading for the door. I heard him tell the merchant he was working with that he was taking a walk.

I climbed down from the table and went looking for my mother afterwards but my request to go out back and train on my obstacle course was summarily denied. She just couldn’t spare the time to come watch me since she was cooking for so many, and she wouldn’t let me outside without hovering over me like a hawk. I winced at that simile and decided to use something else in the future. Instead, I went upstairs to my room and tried to do some training.

 

The next month passed quietly, falling into a new routine. Magatha visited once a week to drop off a tonic to help erase my scars. Apparently the potion had to be taken shortly after being brewed or it would lose its efficacy. Something I never thought I would be doing was tracking potion shelf-lifes in a fantasy world, but here we were.

Funnily enough, after my many complaints about the Minor Healing potions flavour, the Minor Scar Rejuvenation potion tasted like berries. It was sweet enough that I would’ve happily poured it over pancakes. Mother refused to let me though and instead I had to drink it in its entirety. Grandpa was clearly paying for the potions and I saw a fiery red aether coin exchanged each time. I was unreasonably annoyed about seeing the coins disappear just to restore my appearance, since every one spent on the potions was one less to pay for tutors for me.

After the first month the scars had faded from red to shiny silver, but if the potions were working to erase them I couldn’t tell. 

Mother continued to hover close to me whenever I went outside. I didn’t know if she still blamed herself for what happened to me. She shouldn’t, as far as I was concerned. The fault lay entirely with that bloody bird and it was long dead. Grandpa had retained one of its legs, cut off and dried up, resting on a shelf in his office. The talons had looked longer and more wicked than even I had expected. Perhaps that is just how crows were in this world? I didn’t know, and I didn’t care enough at the moment. All I wanted was to work on my Paths and see my numbers go up.

Sitting up in bed as the sun peaked through the window and the crisp air prickled my skin, I reviewed the results of my hard work. My gains were self-evident as I went through the notifications and brought up my Status.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aethersensing V (269/250)

Reward: 1 Aether

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Body Strengthening VII (1027/1000)

Reward: 1 Strength
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My Muffled Steps Skill had gained another two points in it, but it was slow going still due to my limited aether reserves. I was hoping that continuing to improve my Aether Stat might help but it was too early to tell if it was having much of an impact. What was more interesting to me was how close I was getting to completing the Path of Stealth. I knew Advanced Paths only had five tiers and I was more than ninety percent of the way there thanks to my strong Affinity for Shadow.

Happy with my trajectory, I resolved that today was the day I would pressure grandpa about my tutoring because soon I would have two free Path slots available.

Coming downstairs, I found the old man eating an early breakfast, along with my mother who looked dressed for a day of hard work. Normally, if she was working inside she wore lighter clothes, but today she was in some tough woolen clothes dyed a dark brown that I maintained was intentional to hide the dirt stains.

“Ah, you’re up,” Cornelius said around a mouthful of egg.

Before he could continue, the back door burst open and Etta charged in, two brown pigtails flying behind her with her father, George, following in her wake.

“Bastian! Bastian! I’m going to be living next door!” Etta shouted.

  

    
        Chapter 25

    
    
    
    
  “What?”

The word was out of my mouth before I could stop myself.

“We’re going to live next to you!” Etta repeated, as though that would answer my question.

I gave up on getting a straight answer out of the four year old girl and turned to the old codger.

“The Millers have asked me to spend more time training Henrietta on aether,” Cornelius explained to me. “They’re going to pay for her lessons to be taken with your own, which are going to become longer as well.”

Oh! Well, when you put it like that, I thought. You’re teaching her to help pay for my tutors? I suppose I can live with that… if I have to.

“And if Etta is going to be here learning five days a week or more, it doesn't make sense for us to be travelling so far each day back and forth. Plus, it’s good for her to have a friend to play with,” George Miller added, resting a hand on the top of his daughter's head.

I stared at Etta’s father, feigning ignorance. George Miller was a tall man. Maybe half a hand taller than grandpa with a slimmer build than I would’ve expected on someone who spent their life following a trade. His hair was a dusky brown and cut short. Unlike most of the other men who I had met upon our little slice of mountain, George didn’t have a beard and was clean shaven. I could see the similarities between him and his daughter, except for their eyes. Etta had blue eyes that were darker than my mother’s and grandpa’s. George’s were a deep brown.

“Did you want some breakfast, sweetheart?” asked my mother. “What about you, Etta, have you eaten?”

“We’re good,” George answered in his daughter's stead. “Etta just couldn’t wait to come and tell Bastian. We’ll head back over to where the new house is going up and see you there after you’ve broken your fast.”

I frowned a little at the formality, and even more after they had left out the back door they came in through.

“What’s wrong, Bastian? I thought you liked Etta,” asked my mother as she placed down some fresh bread dipped in red-stripe honey for me along with a fried egg.

“She’s just bossy,” I grumbled.

“I think if you made an effort she would listen to you instead, if that’s what you want,” she suggested as she sat down to eat as well.

“It’ll be good for you to have some competition as well,” Cornelius mumbled around his own toast.

I didn’t respond, resigned to my fate and instead tried to enjoy my breakfast. The red-stripe honey was divine, and I quickly forgot about the intrusion of Etta into my lessons with the old man.

After breakfast and getting properly dressed, we exited the backdoor into my mother’s garden. When Etta said she was going to live next to us she had perhaps understated just how close. I could see the work site from the garden, a little west of us and back from the road maybe twenty metres with a copse of trees shielding them from sight. There were also more than just George and Henrietta present. As we approached, I spied Kaylee Miller and Grandma Lucille. Kaylee was much like her daughter, brown-haired and blue-eyed, dressed in dark brown furs. Grandma Lucille had taken up a seat on a wooden chair next to a small wagon piled high with wood and other building materials.

The other two people present were Martin and Griselda. Martin, the shorter of the two, was talking with George and pointing out things while Griselda was casually unloading the wagon on her own. The half-orc woman’s wiry black hair stood out in stark contrast with the cream of her woolen clothes. Just seeing her lifting logs that must’ve weighed north of a hundred kilos was enough to motivate me, and I debated turning around and heading back to my obstacle course to work on my Paths. As per usual, my curiosity won out. I’d never seen a house built and was interested to see how they would go about it.

“Morning, Cornelius,” Martin called in greeting as we approached. The blacksmith stomped over toward us with George in tow. “Good to see you too, Penny. Bastian’s growing fast. Reckon he’ll be taller than you by the time he’s grown eh?”

My mother smiled her agreement as I looked up at her rather than watch Martin who was blatantly avoiding looking at or asking about my scars. I didn’t mind the gruff blacksmith but I think he could’ve chosen his next words better as instead of asking about my injuries he decided to make the situation awkward in an entirely new and unexpected way.

“That hair of his is like burnished copper though. He get that from his father?”

Griselda chose that moment to walk past, smacking her husband gently across the back of his head. Martin, rather than looking annoyed, blushed a bit in shame.

“Forget I said anything, Penny. I didn’t mean nothin by it.”

My mother’s smile was a little strained. “It’s fine.”

I heard the worry in her voice. Did she think I was going to ask who my father was? Should I, just to keep up appearances? It seemed like the sort of thing that a boy would be curious about and the fact that I had never brought it up was probably a little odd.

Guess my Path of Deception will get some more work, I griped mentally, hating the fact that I was putting on a show for my loving mother.

“I, err, better get back to it then. So, Cornelius, what are you thinking?” Martin asked, making a quick exit from the mess he had created.

“I’ll dry the wood,” answered Cornelis. “But you know more about building than I do, I would say. Lucille and Etta can go join Bastian back at the outpost. Penny said she was happy to continue their lessons and it will keep them out of the way.”

As Martin agreed, I sensed something nearby and looked towards where I felt the faint fuzziness. George Miller was getting started nearby with a shovel and I faintly sensed aether flowing into the ground near his feet. My Path of Aethersensing ticked up but I hadn’t figured out what he was doing until the hard ground seemed to give way beneath the shovel. I didn’t really understand how he was doing it, but I did notice how Cornelius’s eyes flicked to the man for a moment.

I didn’t get to see anything else as mum and Grandma Lucille escorted Etta and I back to the outpost. What followed were more lessons on reading and writing, with the addition of some basic maths. Grandma Lucille lounged by the fire knitting at a speed that was frankly insane to see. The distraction of what I was certain was a Skill, even if I couldn’t sense the elderly woman using aether, wasn’t enough to ruin my natural talent and past life knowledge as I thoroughly trounced Etta in all academic pursuits. Perhaps it was childish of me to want to compete with her, but then, I was a child. Sure, I had some knowledge from my past-life that led me to making plans and understanding certain concepts faster, but I was still a child physically and I couldn’t help it.

Etta, conversely, seemed to take her losses as a personal affront and tried to focus harder on our afternoon lessons, all to the faint sounds of hammers and axes working in the distance. For the afternoon, Etta and I got a great view of her new home going up from my obstacle course. She was still far more tentative than I between each obstacle but I could tell she was improving. 

I, on the other hand, was going slower than normal. The reason was twofold. Firstly, I was wary of another attack, pausing between each obstacle to check the area, sky included. Well, maybe sky prioritised. The second reason was that I was intentionally making each obstacle harder. Like, having to cross the balance beam with one arm held straight up or hopping across on one foot, though I limited the latter to the balance beams lower to the ground. Another was trying to cross the swinging bridges without moving my arms at all. Whatever I could think up to make it harder, I did, and found that my Paths appreciated the extra effort as step after step rolled into them.

Nothing sweeter than numbers going up, I thought, eminently pleased with myself.

In the distance, the house was being built at a breakneck pace. Sure, it had five people working on it, but even so it was another firsthand demonstration in how the increased Attributes of the people of my new world made tasks simpler. Griselda and Martin could both easily move around logs of wood on their own that would’ve taken three to five people in my previous life. Cornelius lifted a hammer that I would’ve thought his old bones would struggle with and casually hammered in nails longer than my arm from a metal bucket that I assumed belonged to Martin. Oddly enough, George seemed the only one who wasn’t sure what to do with himself, often being directed somewhere by his wife or Martin and Griselda. It made me wonder if I could expect the same from the Paths I was completing or if there was more to it. The locked Class section of my Status beckoned but I didn’t know anything about what it meant beyond the little tidbits grandpa had dropped when they discussed if my Aether Core could be improved.

I climbed down after finishing the obstacle course and made my way over to my mother who was sitting nearby with Grandma Lucille.

“Mum, does everyone have a Class Path?” I asked.

“They do, once they’re old enough,” she answered, her bright blue eyes shifting over to me. “What made you ask about that?”

I pointed at the house going up in the distance. “I was wondering if that’s why they’re all so strong.”

“Clever boy you’ve got there, Penny,” Lucille whispered, her hands still knitting something from dark grey wool.

My mother smiled at Lucille’s words before returning her attention to me. “It’s one of the reasons.” 

“When do you get a Path?” I demanded as I climbed up onto her lap. Etta finished her own run of the course and came over to join us covered in sweat and dirt.

“Well, it differs. Different races get access to their first Class Path, which we call the Basic Class Path, at different ages. For us, humans, it’s at the age of twelve.”

“Can we get it earlier?” I wondered.

Come on, is there another cheat I can activate to stay ahead of the game? I hoped mentally.

My mother took my hope and smothered it immediately.

“No, honey. Not even the nobles seem to be able to unlock their Class Paths earlier and if anyone could, it would be them.”

I lay my head on my mother's chest as I considered my next question.

“Do you have a Basic Class Path, mum?”

Etta was now paying attention as well, having climbed into Grandma Lucille’s lap next to us.

“No, sweetheart. I am on the second Class Path, which we call the Adept Class Path. What about you Lucille? You must have started your Advanced Class Path?” my mother asked, trying to draw the older woman into the conversation.

“I am,” agreed the old lady. “It’s called Quiet Weaver of the Mountains. Only broke through after we moved up here in the Horndales so it’s at the first Tier. Might make the third before these old bones give out. You know, when we came here, I thought to myself, ‘Lucille, that cold weather is going to be the death of you! You’ll catch a chill in your bones and it’ll never leave!’

“Not what happened though. Wish I had lived up here all my life. Only thing that seeped into my bones was the quiet serenity of this place. Mind you, wouldn’t have met my husband if I had and then I wouldn’t have this little beauty to chase after.”

Lucille wrapped her arms around Etta who giggled and tried to escape half-heartedly.

“That’s why George wanted to move closer,” Lucille said as she went back to knitting. “Make sure little Etta gets the proper training to make sure she gets a good Class Path when the time comes. And not like I could teach her Aethersensing. No point wasting her talent.”

I tried not to look over sharply at Etta as she snuggled into her grandma while her new home was built in the distance.

What do you mean, wasting her talent? I demanded mentally.

I didn’t ask out loud. I had a feeling I would find out soon enough.

  

    
        Chapter 26

    
    
    
    
  That night we sat around the table eating a dinner of roasted lamb and vegetables. Mother had invited the Millers to eat with us but Kaylee had declined, assuring us that they wanted to enjoy their first meal in their new home. As good as the food was, I couldn’t shake the questions rattling around in my brain.

“Why are you giving Etta lessons?” I blurted out around a mouthful of potato.

“Chew with your mouth closed, sweetheart,” admonished my mother.

I closed my mouth and kept chewing, eyes intent on the old codger. Eventually he cracked, and by eventually, I mean after he had finished his own mouthful.

“Because they are paying me to,” Cornelius stated succinctly before spearing a piece of meat with his fork.

“Yeah, but why are they paying you? And with what? We don’t need more furs!”

I could admit I was being a little contrary about the whole situation because I would no longer have the old man to myself during my lessons. Would less attention result in less progress? Was I worried about that? Absolutely. While I may have come to terms with the fact that for now I was below average at best when it came to magic, that is definitely not where I wanted to stay. Every minute spent working on my Path of Aethersensing was valuable and having a distractible four year old sharing my space during the time set aside for developing that Path seemed like the worst possible outcome.

“With aether coins and some lessons for you,” Cornelius answered after finishing off the piece of meat.

His bright blue eyes lifted as if to gauge my reaction and smiled at what he saw painted across my face.

“What do you mean aether coins? I thought you need a Greater Aether Core to even make them! And what lessons? I don’t want to learn how to…whatever it is you do with fur.”

Cornelius set down his utensils, shifting back in his seat as he regarded me. “You’re right, mostly. To produce an aether coin you normally need a Greater Aether Core, or at the very least a Lesser Aether Core with specific Skills or Advanced Attributes. Most people can’t make them. So, the fact that George Miller can is to be kept a secret. Do you understand?”

The serious tone he used on me left no room for question and I nodded obediently. Playing tricks and pranks was one thing. Outing Etta’s dad for his capability was quite another. I, better than most, understood the importance of keeping some things a secret.

“Good,” Cornelius acknowledged with a smile. “And he won’t be teaching you anything about skinning animals or the like. He agreed to teach you a little swordwork. Etta too.”

I smiled at the mention of swordwork only to frown once again at Henrietta intruding on my lessons. My frown vanished as quickly as it appeared because it wasn’t like I was ever going to be able to convince Mister Miller not to teach his own daughter. That did beg a question though.

“Why is he paying us and giving me lessons?” I asked.

“Hmm?” Cornelius mused, eyes drifting back to me as though he’d been lost in thought for a second. “Oh, that’s because Aethersensing is a more valuable Path. Or at least, seen as being less acc…easy to learn. And also because I have a Teaching Skill related to Aether and George does not have any Teaching Skills related to swordsmanship.”

New information! I crowed mentally. Gimme the answers, old man!

“Why does Teaching Skill matter?” I pressed, standing up on my chair and leaning forward.

“Careful, Bastian. You’re going to get gravy on your shirt,” warned my mother.

I carefully moved my plate with one hand though the damage may have already been done.

“Because Teaching Skills make Paths progress faster,” explained my grandpa.

I tilted my head as though begging for more information and with a sigh the old codger continued.

“If someone has a Teaching Skill, they can keep it running with a small amount of aether while they teach the subject. Anyone nearby will find their related Paths progressing faster, though it’s not as simple as that. The amount it improves will be based on a bunch of facts…things. Like, how far along their Path are they? How high is the teacher's Skill? What is their natural aptitude? Do they have an affinity for the Path? Basically, it’s complicated. But, it’s also a highly covet…desired job. And in the cities, it pays quite well. Which means it also costs quite a lot, which is something we should discuss.”

I was still processing the information that I was learning aethersensing faster because the old man was teaching me when he dropped the final comment on us. Why did we need to discuss it? Mother, for once, beat me to the punch.

“Do we need to discuss it, dad?” she asked.

“It may be years away yet, but it’s worth bringing up. Especially to plan for the future and how much we might need to save. As well as whether we should attempt to get him into Clawcrest Academy in Ajinport or Songleaf Academy in Helenica.”

“Huh?” I asked.

My mother clammed up, focusing on her food. Though, it looked to me like she was playing with it rather than eating it.

“Your mum said you were asking about Class Paths today. Well, as you know, you will be offered a Class Path at the age of twelve. In the cities of Ajinar and Meravia, at the age of ten, most children will start attending an academy or school to help them develop to the best of their potential…based in part on how much they can afford. Better schools cost more money.”

I nodded slowly, starting to see why Mum was not happy with the discussion. Did that mean that when the time came I would be separated from my family? In my heart, my desire for improving myself went to war with my love for my family. I winced as neither thought seemed to be able to gain a lead, the idea of being away from my mother tearing me apart while whispers of never gaining a better Aether Core demanded I do everything and anything to change my fate.

My mother’s arms around me were what brought me back to the present, allowing me to voice my worry.

“I’d have to go away?” I asked in a small voice.

My mother shook her head vehemently and her fiery gaze landed on grandpa. “I’m going wherever my boy goes, dad.”

Cornelius sighed in a put upon way. “I know. Which is why we should start discussing this now. There are obvious… issues… with going back to Helenica. But… Songleaf Academy is the best academy on the continent. It’s also the most expensive. But, if Bastian keeps up the hard work he’s put in until now, then it’s probably the best place for him.”

My mother looked away, her eyes staring into the darkness outside of the kitchen window. 

“Would they take you back?” she asked.

Cornelius nodded while I looked back and forth between them in confusion. Would who take the old codger back?

“They said I could return after ten years, if I wanted. That’s still three away. It’ll be almost thirteen by the time we need to move. Enough time for cooler heads to prevail, though I doubt they will have entirely forgotten. Which could cause issues themselves.”

“And put my boy in danger,” hissed my mother, pulling me tighter towards her.

“If he keeps it up, I think he’ll be able to take care of himself at the Academy,” Cornelius replied with a slight smirk. “And if we move as well, we would get to see him on the weekends and during the holidays.”

When my mother didn’t respond, grandpa added his final commentary as he stood up and took his plate to the sink. “It’s still years away. We just need to start thinking about it, Penny. Sleep on it for a night or two and we can talk some more.”

With dinner over and my mother in a bit of a mood, I stayed downstairs rather than go do exercises in my room. She told me a story about Varingia in the North. A city steeped in the ice and snow that was sitting atop a horrible dungeon that few adventurers wished to test their mettle against. Why the dungeon was horrible she refused to say, perhaps worried I would have nightmares. 

The following day started as normal, with the best workout a three year old could manage, followed by breakfast. Then I was off to the old man's office. Only today there was a second chair placed in front of grandpa's desk. My bum had barely touched my usual seat when I heard the sound of the back door banging opening and some muffled words. Then Etta was rushing into the room and climbing into the chair next to mine.

“Morning, Bastian!” she chirped happily. Today her hair was done up in a woven crown rather than in pigtails and she was wearing rough woolen pants rather than the dresses she was normally in.

“Morning, Etta,” I replied, doing my best not to let my dissatisfaction leak into my voice. It wasn’t her fault after all and I didn’t want to be an ass about it.

Grandpa slipped into his own seat and gave a quick explanation to Etta about what he would be doing. Etta seemed to pick it up quickly enough and the lesson began shortly afterwards. The first time the old man asked us where the aether was, neither of us got it right. The same happened the second time. The third time however, Etta pointed to right next to her right arm.

“Well done, Etta. You got it. What about you, Bastian?”

I just shook my head. Wasn’t he only creating one pocket of aether for us to sense? Or was there more than one now? Since, you know, there was more than one kid. Was I already being outperformed by Etta?!

“Don’t worry about it. Just keep trying,” Cornelius reassured us, returning to his writing.

Over the course of the rest of the lesson I managed to detect the aether two more times. Not a personal best, but at least an average showing, which would have been fine if Etta hadn’t managed to pinpoint the aether three times!

Am I developing a complex about this? I wondered mentally as I left the room.

Thankfully, in the reading, writing, and basic maths lessons, I managed to do better than Etta. My thoughts on the matter highlighted something about myself that I hadn’t really considered till now. I thought about that aspect of myself as I walked towards the backyard with Etta to meet her father. Previously, I had only really had one set of lessons with Etta. Sure, they covered multiple topics, but it was a couple of hours a day, a few days a week. The rest of the time, I was on my own, doing my own thing. My only competition had been myself. But now, we were moving to a new norm where I would have multiple different lessons with Etta and they were going to happen at least five days a week.

Am I that competitive? I wondered. 

The answer was an obvious yes. I had kept score in both of our lessons and was definitely measuring myself against Etta. Which on one hand was kind of ridiculous, since I’d had far more time than she did to work on my Paths, not to mention the fragmented memories of my past life. On the other hand, she was older than me, so maybe it evened out.

Either way, I didn’t see that part of my personality changing any time soon. I would simply strive to be the best, which meant not only beating Etta, but also, beating myself.


As our feet touched the stony ground of the backyard, with my mother in her garden so she could keep an eye on me, we found George Miller waiting against the obstacle course.

Etta’s dad was clean shaven, as always, with his brown hair swept back and a pile of wooden practice weapons I recognised piled near his feet.

“Are you two ready to learn how to wield a sword?” he asked with a casual smile.

Etta and I both rushed forward excitedly. We were ready, and I refused to lose!
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  I moved my feet, the soles of my boots grinding against the rocks and hard packed dirt of our backyard. The only nearby greenery was my mother’s garden from which she watched me like a… I winced. I couldn’t think of something not avian. A mother duck would’ve been the best comparison, I decided. Ducks were friendly, right?

Next to me, in her loose pants, with her hair tied up in a crown, Etta held out her own wooden sword. Her father, George, walked around us slowly in a circle with his own wooden blade which he used to subtly nudge us to correct our stances.

“I want to make this fun for you both,” George explained. “So, I thought we would start out with practising a few basic movements. Like, how to step when you’re moving forward or backward and judging distance. That way we can get a bit of a workout in for you both. Then we’ll work on some different slashes and we can finish up with some sparring. You two against me, of course.”

The last words were said to my mother more than us and I glanced back to catch her frown.

Understandable, I thought. I wouldn’t trust me or Etta to swing at each other either. Even with blunted wooden swords. Not yet, anyway.

The sun was already past its zenith when we started, and I had expected Mister Miller's lackadaisical approach to mean he didn’t work us hard. I was wrong. The movements of stepping back and forth quickly had left my legs cramping. If I was faring badly, Etta was worse. My friend and rival had fallen over in the dirt at least ten times. Each time, her father had helped her back up, patted her down, and then encouraged her to keep going. By the time we got to sparring, my arms were filled with lead and I struggled to lift my wooden blade.

“Perhaps we can save sparring for tomorrow?” suggested my mother, though her tone belied the intent behind her words.

George didn’t respond right away, instead assessing Etta and I. While I was still able to get my practice blade off the ground, Etta’s was already showing damage at the tip from being used as a walking stick.

“Perhaps you’re right, Penelope,” George agreed. “They do look like they have had enough for one day. Come on, Etta. You did really well.”

George scooped his tired daughter up into his arms, wooden blade and all, before sparing me a curious glance.

“You as well, Bastian. Rest up and stretch before bed. We’ll continue at the same time tomorrow.”

I tried not to groan and failed. I was carried inside by my mum and managed to shovel down some food before being wiped down with a rag. By the time Mum was done washing me, the tub of steaming water, thank you very much grandpa, had gone cold and looked more like mud. I did as George suggested, stretching my sore and aching muscles before bed, and then fell asleep with ease.

And just like that, a new routine was established. Every morning I would wake and do a simple bodyweight workout before eating a hearty breakfast with my portions growing to match my new energy expenditure. Sometimes the Millers joined us, bringing their own food, which was laden with more spices than my mother’s cooking. Something about the cuisine of Ajinar versus Meravia. I liked their spicy food, as long as it wasn’t a Scar Rejuvenation Potion morning. The sweet berry flavour did not mix well in my stomach with whatever they spiced their eggs with, as I learned one fateful morning.

Then, Etta and I would continue our aethersensing lessons with grandpa. My friend and rival continued to outperform me to the point where I asked the old codger why she was so much better than me. The answer was as simple as it was obvious. Etta had a larger Aether Core. Grandpa thought, based on her performance, that it might be more developed than my mother’s as well, making Etta more sensitive to the aether around her. 

Was I envious? A little. Okay, a lot! But I still had advantages Etta didn’t and they showed in all other aspects of our lessons. In reading, writing, and mathematics I continued to improve by leaps and bounds, only overshadowed by my swordsmanship. At first, during our lessons with George, the man had favoured his daughter. The time he spent on her was almost twice the time he spent correcting and helping me. But that began to change, as day after day, Etta struggled to last into the tail end of our lessons. More often than not, for the last thirty minutes, Etta would sit off to the side with Grandma Lucille or my mother, and George would train me one on one. I couldn’t call the look he had in his eyes one of respect, as how could he, a grown man, respect the sword skills of a three year old. But he definitely spent more and more time with me which was showing in my burgeoning capability.

Then, the evening would be spent with my family, enjoying dinner and stories around the fireplace. The old codger had finally relaxed a little, enjoying a nightcap of some amber liquid as he regaled me with tales of his time in Helenica and my mum’s childhood. I knew what he was doing, and I wasn’t the only one. My mother always gave him a side-eye at his choice of stories, but even I could see that she was softening to the idea of returning to Helenica when the time came for me to attend an academy.

While my training regime had gotten even more full, the traffic through our pass had begun to quiet down with winter beginning to reach out its cold tendrils. Soon we would be snowed in. On those last few caravans we finally started to receive a little more information about the increased traffic. It had been known that more smaller traders had chosen the northern pass through the Horndales rather than the southern due to House Fenrith raising the tolls they charged for keeping their pass safe and using their roads.

What hadn’t been known was the reason for the increase. It had finally come out that orc tribes of the Ravi Plains to the east of Ajinar were stirring. The tribes of the Ravi Plains were known for raiding eastern Ajinar for slaves, though apparently it mostly occurred in cycles. The current slave population held by the orc tribes was apparently either growing too old or had died. No one knew which. What was known was that after the coming winter the orcs would begin raiding to refresh their slave population and House Fenrith had been called to provide coins and warriors to help repel the worst of the orc raids.

Hearing this news made me understand a little more about why Griselda was hiding up in the Horndales with us. I could imagine that many of those affected by the orc raids wouldn’t be able to see past her appearance, holding her accountable for things that she had nothing to do with. It just made me certain that I would never mention the kind and strong half orc woman around those not of our community.

As the days grew longer over the following month, I finally started to notice the effects of the Scar Rejuvenation Potion. The smallest of my scars were already gone, and while I knew I had another year to go before they would be completely healed, I at least had confidence that I would be made whole.

Which led me to today. Today was it. The day. One I had been waiting for for so long. I hid inside of a cupboard in the kitchen, waiting with more patience than any three year old should possess, for the moment I knew was coming. It was the one day a week I had off from lessons and outside the first snowflakes had started to fall, not yet enough to drape the world in white but more than enough to see my breath frosting the glass windows.

Over the past month I had noted something during breakfast. On the days where the old man had tea with his lunch, he would often excuse himself to go to the bathroom during our aethersensing lessons. Today was just such a day, courtesy of my own suggestion as we got ready to have lunch about how nice a warm juice would be on such a cold day. The old man lacked my sweet tooth, but he had taken the hint and asked Mum to brew him a tea. So now, I just had to wait, knowing that soon the call of nature would take hold and the old codger’s office would be empty.

I didn’t have to wait too long, hearing the office door open and grandpa stomp through the kitchen and out the backdoor to relieve himself. The moment I heard the back door swing I crept out, relying on my physical talents and avoiding using any aether that might trigger the old man's aethersense. Rounding the corner quick as a whip I bolted into his office and headed straight for one of his display shelves. My target was an old enemy, or at least, what remained of him. Snatching up the crow’s claw I replaced it with a little piece of brown paper that had the drawing of a stick figure holding a sword. Because what was the point in a well executed heist if you didn’t get to gloat about it?

Then I was out the door again and heading upstairs quickly but quietly. I was on the third landing before I heard the kitchen door bang closed as grandpa came back inside, then a second, quieter bump as he closed his office door.

I waited patiently, counting the seconds, before the notification pinged in the corner of my vision, immediately followed by a second notification. I narrowed my eyes out of curiosity and focused on the first message.

You have Completed your Path! Path of Stealth V (1000/1000)

Reward: 5 Unallocated Stats, Advanced Attribute Unlocked: Stealth, Elite Path Unlocked

Free Advanced Attribute Slot available. Would you like to select Stealth as an Advanced Attribute?

Elite Path available. Please select a single Elite Path from the following:


	Path of Infiltration




	Path of Shadowing




	Path of Thievery



I would have liked to claim that I knew exactly what I wanted, and in part, I did. The five Unallocated Stats were immediately applied to Talented, as why wouldn’t I get the most out of my biggest advantage. But that was where my ‘knowing’ ended. The offer of Stealth as an Advanced Attribute was oh so tempting, except I was holding that slot open for Aethersensing. 

Then there were the three Elite Paths on offer. I had no idea what any of them would provide. Thievery sounded a little dodgy, though I supposed that I had been stealing stuff from the old codger’s office for a while now, even if I always ended up returning them later. Infiltration made perfect sense, because what had I just done, if not infiltrated his office? Only Shadowing left me a little confused. Did it mean, like following someone secretly? Or did it refer to my Affinity? Or was it something else entirely?

I found choice paralysis creeping in and instead opened the second notification. 

Achievement Acquired! Complete three non-rudimentary Paths before the age of six.
Reward: Path of Exceptionalism!

Error. User already has the Path of Exceptionalism unlocked. 

Checking details.

Assessing…

Assessing…

User has previous achievement to unlock Path of Exceptionalism. Changing reward. Achievement deemed to be assisted by Talented Advanced Attribute. Reward reduced.

New Reward: 10 Steps on Path of Exceptionalism

Path of Exceptionalism I (90/100)

I smiled at the bonus even as I grimaced at the reduction. It seemed that the Achievement was being penalised slightly because I already had the Talented attribute. It made sense if this particular Achievement was meant to unlock access to the Path of Exceptionalism but it still stung a little that I wasn’t able to double dip, so to speak. 

Doing some quick math I glanced at my Path of the Completionist. Normally, when I completed a Path, Path of the Completionist would increase by twelve. Ten normally, plus an extra two from my Talented Advanced Attribute. Path of Exceptionalism conversely would go up by five. This time, they both increased by a little more than double that amount. I chalked up the extra improvement to the fact that this was the first Advanced Path I had completed, plus the extra ten in Exceptionalism from the Achievement. The numbers were going up once more and I pumped my little fist in excitement.

However, that still left me with a decision to make about the Stealth Advanced Attribute and my Elite Path options. With no better choice available I opened my mouth and yelled at the top of my lungs.

“GRANDPA!”
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  “You what?” Cornelius asked, clearly exasperated as he sat at his desk.

“I completed my Path of Stealth,” I stated again, kicking my legs back and forth with a pleased smile on my face as I sat in the chair across from him.

The old codger rested his head in his hands for a moment. “I feel like I should be more surprised, but this is starting to feel like the new normal. A four-year old with a completed Advanced Path… just… insane.”

“What did it give you?” he asked without lifting his head.

“Five Unallocated Stats, the Stealth Advanced Attribute and one Elite Path, but I have three options to choose from.”

“What are the Elite Paths?”

“Thievery, Infiltration and Shadowing,” I answered quickly.

Gramps sighed. “I suppose we should get your mother involved before we make a decision. Penny!”

“What’s going on?” asked mum a few moments later as she leaned around the office door with a concerned look on her face. She had been on edge ever since the crow attacked me and was constantly worried that something was wrong.

“Bastian has something he would like to tell us,” Cornelius explained with a gentle smile on his somewhat wrinkly lips, most likely to reassure my mum.

“I completed the Path of Stealth, mum,” I said.

“And?” grandpa prompted.

“And…” I replied, dragging it out with a smile on my face. “It offered me a few rewards that I am not sure what to do with.”

“Bastian…” Grandpa grumbled in annoyance so I finally relented.

“It offered me the Advanced Attribute Stealth as well as one of three Elite Paths.”

I sat still with a shy smile on my face while my mother digested the information, entering the office and taking the seat next to mine. 

“Well done, sweetheart,” my mum said in congratulations. She seemed to be warming up to the idea of my progress. I wondered how she would feel in a moment when she heard about the Elite Paths. “So, you want our help picking which Path?”

“And…whether I should take the Stealth Advanced Attribute,” I replied while nodding my head vigorously. The action made me feel the scars more than usual as the movements stretched my skin in ways they weren’t normally pulled.

“Why wouldn’t you? It’s a useful Advanced Attribute for scouting isn’t it?”

The latter was addressed to Grandpa who gave a slight nod. “It’s one of the two Advanced Attributes that all Ajinar and Meravian Wardens take. The other is Perception, since I can see Bastian is curious about their second required Attribute. Scout Attributes, as that is the primary purpose of the Wardens.”

“But then I wouldn’t have room for Aethersensing!” I interjected. That was of course the reason for my hesitation. I only had one more Advanced Attribute slot available. Grandpa thought once I finished the Path of the Completionist I might earn a third. Of course, I knew by now that Class Paths could unlock additional Advanced Attribute slots, but my Basic Class Path was still just over eight years away. Path of the Completionist likely wouldn’t be done until I turned ten at the rate I was going. Maybe even longer. Could I go that long without having magic? I certainly didn’t like the idea.

“That’s the reason you're hesitant?” Cornelius asked. “I thought you were holding out for something like Swordsmanship.”

I hadn’t been. In fact, I didn’t even know that was an Advanced Attribute.

“No,” I grumbled. “I wanted to be able to do magic. Like you.”

My mother got that sad look on her face that said ‘I’m worried that you’re going to have your heart broken.’ I hated that look as much as I loved my mum. Because she was usually right.

“To free cast magic and learn spells you need two Advanced Attributes, Bastian. Not one. Aethersensing to let you sense your own aether so you can recognise the complex shapes you need to weave it into, and Aether Manipulation, to actually control and direct your aether,” grandpa stated in a sad tone to match my mum's expression.

“So, I won’t ever be able to cast spells like you do?”

“Well, you could… but you’d be doing yourself a disservice. Your Aether Core is quite small, so even if you got Aethersensing and Aether Manipulation, you wouldn’t be able to cast many spells and you would probably be locked out of most higher tier spells without an aether supply to help you cast.”

“But, it’s possible,” I pressed. “You said we might be able to improve my Aether Core!”

I felt my childish emotions bubbling up inside me. They told me I should scream and run from the room, find somewhere to cry and let it all out. My mind prevailed over my body and I swallowed my despair, taking a calming breath or three, and waited.

Grandpa watched the entire process with an eagle eye before he gave his answer. “If… if you’re set on this path, Bastian, I will do everything in my power to make it happen.”

My mother was beaming beside me, our smiles matching as grandpa sighed and nodded.

“Fine. Fine. I’ll… start asking around. It’s not going to be easy, but we’ll see what we can do. So, no Stealth Advanced Attribute then. So, let’s talk about the Elite Paths on offer. Infiltration, Shadowing, and Thievery.”

“Thievery?!” mother exclaimed, shooting a concerned look at me. I gave her an awkward smile.

What did you think I was doing on my stealth missions, mum?! I thought mentally.

Out loud, I said, “I gave everything back!”

“He’s been ‘borrowing’ things from my office, Penny,” grandpa explained. “And he’s telling the truth. He does always bring them back. Which makes me wonder, what did you take this time?”

I pointed to my little folded up drawing sitting where the crows claw had been. The old codger laughed a little, his belly shaking beneath his dark blue tunic.

“You can keep that one. So, shall we get back to the Path options?”

Mother nodded, giving me a side eye that told me to be on my best behaviour. I sat up a little straighter.

“So, while we shouldn’t waste this opportunity for young Bastian, it’s not as important as you think,” the old man explained, pulling out his pipe and sticking it in his mouth. When mother turned her narrowed eyes on the old man he held his hands up defensively. “I’m not lighting it, Penny. Just thinking! Now, I don’t think it’s that important because… I don’t think Bastian should do more than reach the first Tier before he puts the Path to the side.”

I blinked at that. Shouldn’t I spend lots of time and effort on an Elite Path? They were supposed to give the best rewards, after all. Except for Class Paths. And maybe Dungeons. Probably some other stuff I didn’t know too. But for what I had access to at the age of three, the best rewards. Definitely!

“Why?” I asked.

“Because you’re going to struggle to gain steps in it. Elite Paths aren’t as easy to progress as Basic and Advanced Paths. They often have very specific requirements. Thievery won’t work, because you’re just going to give the items back to me. Shadowing will work at the start but it will see very little growth after the first few steps because you can only shadow your mum, myself, and maybe Etta or Lucille. Not enough variety. Same problem with Infiltration. Even with your Talented Attribute and Shadow Affinity, you’re going to struggle to progress any of these Paths in the mountains. Best to save them for when we move for your schooling. So, the question is, which one is going to give you the rewards you want.”

“Not Thievery,” my mother answered immediately.

“Why not?” grandpa countered, which I was thankful for because that’s exactly what I wanted to ask.

“I don’t want my son to become a thief!”

“Doesn’t mean he’ll stay a thief. He would need to complete the Path but the rewards don’t actually have to be used for thievery,” the old man replied, puffing as though his pipe were lit.

“What are the rewards?” I demanded, standing up on my chair seat so that I could rest my hands on the table. I was like a mini-mafia boss demanding the goods. The goods being the rewards. The sweet, sweet rewards.

“For Thievery? Some extra Skill slots, some unallocated stat points, a Lesser and Greater Skill Seed for thievery-related Skills, and the Sleight of Hand Attribute which is a tier three Attribute.”

“Tier three? Attributes have tiers? What is Talented?!” The questions just flew out of me. I was going to throttle the old man for withholding information.

“Talented is a tier two I think. I don’t know the name of the tier three or tier four version. But tier alone doesn’t define the strength of an attribute. Talented is far superior to Sleight of Hand and harder to get.”

“What about the others?” asked my mum.

“Shadowing? Not sure. Probably the same but with a different Advanced Attribute. Infiltration though offers Invisible Presence, which is one of the more impressive stealth-related Attributes. Stealth helps you conceal your body. Invisible Presence just makes living things ignore you.”

The room went silent as everyone digested the information. I didn’t need to hear much more myself. Thievery and Infiltration had been the two I was interested in anyway. Shadowing just sounded too stalkery to me. I was a weird kid, not a creepy kid. Plus, I didn’t want to disappoint my mother. Or I suppose, I didn’t want to knowingly disappoint her. Which made the choice easy.

“I think I like Infiltration,” I suggested.

My mother beamed, pulling me into a hug while my grandpa looked at me knowingly and snuck a quick puff of his pipe. My Path of Aethersensing ticked up as I detected the small amount of aether flaring inside the pipe. My envy returned seeing his casual use of magic. One day, I reassured myself. I mentally made my choice. 

Elite Path selected. Path of Infiltration unlocked.

As soon as I was done, I moved the Path out of my core list and replaced it with Path of Swordplay. My reasoning was simple. There was no way my mother was going to stop hovering around me like a mother duck until my scars had faded and I grew a bit more. Infiltration made it sound like I needed to break into a location. I had my doubts that grandpa's office counted. Like he had said, this was an Elite Path and would have stringent requirements to meet to gain progress. Plus, if he was right about the rewards, then while they were good, they wouldn’t help me until I had gained some more Skill Slots and I already had a Lesser Skill Seed upstairs in my nook. 

So, I would wait till winter had passed, mother had settled, and the Path of Climbing was done. In the meantime, I would work on my Path of Swordplay with Etta and her dad, gaining some easy physical Stats in the process.

My mother finally let me go, standing up and heading for the door. “I should go get dinner started. It’s going to take a few hours if I am going to turn this roasted lamb into a stew and make some dessert to celebrate my little man completing his first Advanced Path. Maybe some honey drops in warm dough?”

I nodded emphatically. I loved honeydrops, especially the red-stripe. Her smile at my reaction lit up the room, Pops and I grinning back until she was gone. The moment she left the room, our eyes drifted back to each other. I plopped back down in my seat and waited without breaking eye contact. The old codger stared at me for a good minute before he grunted.

“Extra lessons then?”

I nodded with a cheeky smile.

“You know that even with extra lessons and your… talent, that Etta will likely finish this Path before you?”

I nodded again. There was no point ignoring the obvious. I was lacking in the aether department. But, the old man had promised to do everything he could about it. If he was putting in his best effort, how could I do any less?

He grunted and began scribbling on brown paper as I cast my senses out and started searching for aether. With time and effort, I would make up for my shortcomings and become a mage. And a swordsman. And an infiltrator. And whatever else I could get my grubby little hands on.

  

    
        Chapter 29

    
    
    
    
  I could feel something just wasn’t right during dinner. My mother was more quiet than usual, despite the celebratory nature of the meal and dessert, which made me wonder what was going through her mind. So, like any nosey child, after a quick wash with a rag and being put to bed, I got back up. 

The moment I was out from under the furs that made up my covers, I experienced instant regret. Winter was truly upon us once more and the chilly evening air was cold enough for my breath to frost. Beneath my furs my feet had not been exposed to the cold wooden floorboards of my room. Now, they were slowly turning to little icicles attached to my ankles.

Even with the weather against me, I didn’t relent in my quest to find out what had been bothering mum. So, I silently crept from my room. Walking down the stairs, I skipped the second from the top, knowing it would creak beneath my weight, and carefully made my way to the second landing. 

Laying down at the top of the stairs that led to the ground floor, I was finally close enough to hear my mother’s voice as she spoke to grandpa. Unfortunately, the wood was muffling whatever she was saying and so with some trepidation, I descended the rest of the way to the ground floor.

The pair of them were by the fire, mother with a blanket over her legs to ward off the cold. Grandpa was seated closer to the fire, pipe in his mouth with plumes of wispy white smoke curling upwards from the glowing coal that mirrored the burning logs nearby.

“Dad, how could you make that promise?” asked my mother quietly.

“For Bastian’s Aether Core?”

“Of course. He wants to be a mage like you so badly. Clearly he looks up to you, which is probably why he’s always annoying you.”

Do not, I griped mentally. Who wouldn’t want to be able to do magic? Gramps is alright, but I am in it for the magic, mum! The magic!

“Perhaps, Penny. Perhaps not. Maybe he just knows what he wants. Why is the promise bothering you so much?”

“Because I know you can’t afford it, dad. Maybe you can afford to improve his Aether Core before he gets his Class Path, but then you won’t be able to afford to send him to one of the better schools. Songleaf Academy is out for certain. Maybe we could have afforded that if you spent the next six years saving up for it with aether coins, but then, how are you going to pay for tutors for him? Unless you have made some of your own improvements, it doesn’t add up. I’m afraid you’re going to leave him disappointed.”

You’re not wrong mum, I thought. I would be a bit disappointed. But, Aether Core is definitely the number one priority! Who cares about school? Actually, thinking about it, it’s a school for magic, right? Okay, I do care. Maybe I should’ve taken Path of Thievery after all! Then I could pay my own way…assuming I didn’t get caught. Oh shit, what did I miss?

“...you’re right though. I haven’t improved my own Paths by much and my Class Path has been almost stagnant since I was sent up here. But, there is a way to get enough money to handle everything. Enough to get some tutors up here next spring for Bastian, though they won’t be the best. I still have a couple of friends in the Adventurer’s Society willing to do an old man a favor on the cheap. His Aether Core, since he seems set on it, is my main priority. Which means we won’t have enough for a school, let alone Songleaf Academy. So, I’ll ask Agnes.”

Who the hells is Agnes? I wondered. Mother solved my problem there, as she usually does for most of my issues.

“Aunt Agnes?” Mum ground out. I thought she sounded mildly incredibly furious. “Aunt Agnes abandoned us! She turned her back on us after what happened!”

“Just me, actually,” Cornelius interjected. “She offered to take you into her household when they decided to banish me.”

“What? You never told me that,” said my mum, sounding a little confused. “Why wouldn’t you tell me?”

“Would you have taken her offer?” grandpa asked .

“Of course not, dad.”

“That makes me happier than you know, my little Penny flower,” muttered the old man, a hitch in his voice. “I wasn’t as sure back then, and I was selfish. I didn’t want to lose my daughter.”

I watched as my mother moved over and hugged her dad. She was a grown woman, and yet I could see the way she clung to the old codger was the exact same way I clung to her.

“I’d never have abandoned you, dad.”

I heard the sound of soft choked out crying and realised it was the old man. It was enough to get me tearing up and I wasn’t even involved in the interaction. It also made me feel a little guilty for eavesdropping. I wiped my eyes before they could do more than blur a little. They held each other for another minute before the hug broke apart and my mother moved back to her seat, wiping her own eyes.

“So, Aunt Agnes isn’t all bad,” Mum said, though there was still a bite to the way she said her aunt’s name. My grand aunt, I realised. “Why does that matter?”

“Your Aunt is a wealthy woman,” grandpa replied, wiping away his own tears as he took another puff of his pipe. I noted mother didn’t tell him not to. Apparently he could smoke, just not around me. “She has more than enough coin to pay for tuition to Songleaf, assuming he can pass the entrance exams.”

“But? There’s always a ‘but’, dad.”

“But, your Aunt doesn’t do things for free. Not even for family. She would’ve taken you in and taken care of you, but likely just to train you up to be one of the hosts for her auctions. She saw you as an investment. No doubt she would’ve protected you, and maybe it would’ve been a good enough life. I’m getting off topic. The point is, she won’t invest in Bastian’s schooling unless she thinks she’s going to get something out of it.”

“And what will she get out of it?” asked my mum.

Yeah old man, what’s your stingy sister gonna get out of it? I added in my own head.

“If we can help Bastian progress his Paths enough to the point where he can be a contender at Songleaf, not just a run of the mill student, then she will agree to pay his tuition with the hope that he can open doors for her. Her auction house is good enough for the merchants and adventurers, but she’s lucky to get a few barons along to most events. If Bastian can get a count’s son or daughter to come along, then that would be money well spent in Agnes’s eyes. Or better, open up new suppliers for her.”

“You’re suggesting we treat him like what… a ticket salesman for Aunt Agnes’s auctions?”

“Do you think Bastian would complain, if it got him into Songleaf?” grandpa mused.

No, no I would not, I answered silently. I’ll dance for my dinner if it gets me into the premier academy that apparently is all about making numbers go up faster. Sign me up!

“You don’t have to decide tonight, Penny. Hells, you don’t even need to decide this year. But we should start talking with Agnes at least a couple of years before we intend to move back to Helenica. Assuming that is still the plan? She’ll want to come see the ‘goods’ before she invests.”

“She would really come all the way out here for that?” asked my mum.

Grandpa snorted loudly. “Hells no. But she’d send someone she trusted to come do a review and gauge Bastian's progress. We still have years though. Who knows. Maybe Bastian will change his mind about what he wants. He’s a persistent little bugger, but he’s also only three.”

Almost four, I thought. Now that winter is really starting it won’t be long till I am four!

I saw my mother shuffling and figured she was probably going to be getting up to head for bed soon. The meat of the conversation was over and it was time for me to make a quick exit before I turned into a pumpkin. I turned towards the stairs and noticed a rat's tail slinking away into a crack in the wooden wall of the second landing.

We have rats now? I wondered in annoyance.

Sneaking back upstairs was even harder than coming down because my legs had absorbed the cold like a dry sponge tossed into water. I crawled back under my fur blankets, shivering a little as I slowly but surely warmed up.

The conversation between my mother and my grandpa hadn’t changed anything for me. Even if I hadn’t known that I was going to be paraded around like a prized horse, I still would’ve put in the same amount of effort. The euphoria I felt seeing the numbers go up and experiencing the physical changes, even in such small increments, was indescribable. If there was a peak in this world, I wanted to find it.

I fell asleep dreaming not about fighting dragons or saving damsels, but about scaling a mountain, one hand hold at a time. The peak was above me and with every strained movement I grew closer to it. Finally, I turned and looked down on the land below through the clouds that were beneath me. The apex.

I woke the following day with a refreshed desire to do my absolute best. The winter that followed was the coldest in my life, either one. Griselda lost one of her sheep to it which brought her small flock down to five. Somehow the goats fared better, according to the half orc woman when she came to visit us, caked in snow and offering to sell the extra sheep to us. 

Gramps, as I had started calling him, readily agreed. I was convinced he loved the taste of lamb more than he loved smoking his pipe, and that was saying something.

The Warden and his family made no appearances in the Outpost, nor did Hurin or Magatha. The Kellins across the road from us came by once a week to have dinner, bringing their own food to share with us and Frederick Kellin partaking in a little of Gramps’ drink in exchange. His wife, Jennifer, was looking heavily pregnant and I had to listen to my mother telling her repeatedly that if they needed anything, anything at all, to come by the outpost.

If the Kellins were an infrequent guest, the Millers might as well have been fixtures. Etta and I continued to take lessons together. Since playing outside was not an option for us, as the snow came up to our chests, our lessons grew longer. I wasn’t complaining, even if Etta was prone to getting distracted. My Paths grew by leaps and bounds under the new regime, as my fourth birthday passed unmarked.

As much as I loved the sight of the white blanket out my window that covered everything and made the mountain peaks above nothing but shadows behind the clouds, I was starting to go stir crazy by the time the snows started to melt. It was almost time to get back outside and start exploring. My scars weren’t gone, but where they had once been thin silver lines, now only the worst remained. Another two to three months and they would vanish entirely. Which was good timing as I expected the first traders and adventurers of the season to start showing up soon.

Calling up my Status I looked at the notifications of my improvements over winter.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Swordplay I (872/10)

…
You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Swordplay VI (872/500)

Reward: 2 Strength, 2 Coordination, 2 Stamina


You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aethersensing VI (997/500)

Reward: 1 Aether

While all my Basic Paths had gone up between six hundred and nine hundred steps, it was my Path of Climbing I was truly focused on. With only three hundred or so steps to go, I was preparing to complete another Path and free up a slot, and with the weather turning warmer it was finally time to do a little work on my Path of Infiltration.

  

    
        Chapter 30

    
    
    
    
  Sitting on the edge of one of the common room tables, I played witness, with childlike glee, to absolute bedlam. Gramps and mother had not been remotely prepared for the changes that the orcish slave raids were playing on our normally quiet pass through the Horndales.

The common room was positively bursting with two merchant caravans, their guards, two teams of adventurers, and a party of four men whose jobs I did not know, all paying customers with small silver coins vanishing into Mum’s skirt.

My mother rushed past me in a swish of light blue cotton fabric, her dress flaring about her like it had grown wings. In her pale hands she carried four plates which despite her speed didn’t look even slightly precarious. While my mother wasn’t at risk, the men she was serving certainly were.

“Where’re the drinks, love?” belched one of the fat pricks. Clearly, I did not like the guy, and it wasn’t just because he looked like a slightly wrinkled, bald dick.

His three companions were no better. They were all quite brawny, ranging in height from Gramps down to half a hand taller than a dwarf. Their skin was weathered, one and all, which made me wonder why, despite the difference in appearance, they all looked so similar. It was probably because I hated them already, I decided.

“They won’t be long,” replied my mother as she laid out the four plates of steaming meat, avoiding the hand that strayed where it shouldn’t. I was absolutely furious witnessing the brazenness of these clods and debated heading to the kitchen to find a knife.

As my mother moved towards the bar to pour drinks for the men, Gramps finally made his appearance. My guess? The old man had just been waiting for an excuse, as he was watching over Mum every bit as closely as I was.

“Gentlemen,” Cornelius said in greeting.

“Ain’t no gentle men here, right fellas?” Senior Dickhead guffawed .

The other three laughed, slapping the table, right up until grandpa put his hands on senior dickhead’s shoulders. The way the bald man tensed up was priceless. I don’t know why he did, as he looked far younger and stronger than grandpa, but for some reason he suddenly had the look of a deer caught in a trap.

“You and your friends are from Ajinar?”

Gramps’ voice was smooth and calm, the four men freezing while the other tables paused to watch.

“We are. What’s it to ya?” mumbled one of the buffoons.

“Then, you probably won’t know me by reputation, but let me give you a little advice. If you ever try and lay a hand on my daughter again, I’ll set you on fire until there’s nothing left of you but a grease stain on my floor. Now, do we have an understanding?”

I finally saw what had Senior Dickhead so worried, as the shoulders of his dirty black shirt smoked under grandpa's hands.

“We understand. Right, boys? Didn’t mean nothin by it. Just weren’t expectin’...”

“It would be wise if you didn’t finish that sentence,” interrupted the old man.

“Right…right. Won’t happen again!”

“See that it doesn’t.”

Grandpa finally let the idiot go just in time for Mum to swoop in with four wooden mugs filled with what looked like ale. That seemed to be the signal for the rest of the room to return to their own conversations as the buzz of words and gossip once more filled the air.

Gramps walked past me and whispered, “Keep an eye out?”

I nodded with a smile and went back to people watching, while keeping an eagle eye on the assholes. It made me feel good to afflict them with my… wariness of birds. I wasn’t afraid of them! Definitely not! 

Listening in on their conversation let me learn why they were dirtying up our mountains. They were prospectors, and with the issues to the east, had decided to see if they could uncover a new mine. I could read between the lines though. One of the merchants had mentioned a possible conscription to deal with the orcish slave raids. These men were as much looking for a new mine as they were avoiding conscription. Given their size and strength, they probably would’ve been some of the first conscripted if the nobility of Ajinar decided to go down that path.

Then, the prospectors moved onto discussing their plans. Apparently, they intended to set up a home and small warehouse nearby. And by nearby I meant across from the outpost, right next door to the Kellins. It made a very, very annoying sort of sense. If they were mining in the area, they would want to be able to sell what they found. Doing it through the Kellins’ trading post would mean they didn’t need to wait around hoping to catch a merchant caravan. Instead, they could be off at their mine for days and just drop by to store their haul.

On top of that, it made it awfully easy to purchase supplies. I hated that it made sense as the last thing I wanted to see were these idiots’ faces. Not after the way they treated my mum. Gramps might’ve been fine with a little warning, but I was willing to acknowledge that I was a bit more vindictive. An attempt had been made, and even if no more followed, that was still cause for a punishment in my eyes. 

A plan started to formulate.

These… men were miners. What sort of Attributes and Skills would miners have? Probably Strength and Endurance-related Attributes. Skills for finding ore or gems? Maybe ones that reduced the wear and tear on their equipment? Or boosts? I wasn’t sure to be honest. I didn’t really know just how esoteric Skills could get. Either way, I very much doubted they had anything like Perception or another Awareness-related Attribute. 

As for me? I had a very real need to work on my Path of Infiltration. It was a match made in heaven. 

Of course, they didn’t have a house. Yet. If they were anything like the Millers, they would have something up in a day. Come to think of it, I didn’t think they were. So, two days then. Two days for me to plan what to do, and by do, I meant their punishment.

As though it had been fated, Magatha chose that moment to walk into the outpost. As always, she looked quite a bit like a ray of sunshine. Beautiful, even if she was outshone by my mother. Magatha’s golden hair was tied up in a bun and she took a glance at my mother as she served a room of over twenty guests, basically our maximum capacity, on her own. The prospectors didn’t miss Mags’ entrance and eyed her up like a piece of meat, taking in her brown woolen dress and wolf fur coat. The sneer on her lips silenced the words no doubt forming on their tongues as she swept towards Gramps’ office with her satchel still strung over her shoulder.

I hopped off my little perch, trusting Mum to yell if she needed anything, and followed after Magatha.

“Cornelius, I’m here to drop off Bastian’s Scar Rejuvenation Potion,” said the Hedge Witch as soon as she was through the door. While she flirted endlessly with my mother, she was always businesslike with Gramps.

As per usual, the old man pulled out a fiery red aether coin from his desk and handed it over for the potion. Magatha pressed her finger down on the coin and slid it back towards Gramps.

“Can you make me thirty more vials? I’m preparing a few new drafts to sell to some merchants.”

“Sure, Magatha. Give me two days though.”

I watched as Magatha smiled agreeably and turned to leave, sparing me a quick glance before she headed for the door. I followed again, seeing my chance to ask the question burning on my tongue.

“Magatha!”

The Hedge Witch spun, looking down at me. “What is it, Bastian? I’m in a hurry.”

I pursed my lips. “If I wanted to make somebody really itchy…what should I sprinkle on their clothes?”

“Your mum?” Magatha asked, her eyes narrowing.

I shook my head vigorously with childlike horror written on my face.

I’d never do something like that to mum! What do you take me for? I griped mentally.

“Your grandpa?” Magatha pressed, her green eyes looking confused.

I shook my head again and let my eyes drift over towards the direction of the common room.

Magatha followed my gaze and then her green eyes lit up matching the mischief in my own.

“I see. Are they leaving today?”

“Nope! They’re prospectors. They said they're going to build a house next to the Kellins and live up here!”

Magatha stood up straighter and tapped her lips in thought. “In that case… I’ll bring you something to help when I return in two days. This will be our little secret, right?”

I grinned my agreement and gave a quick nod. It was only after Magatha had left that I realised I may have made a mistake. I wanted to make those assholes as uncomfortable as they had made my mum. Magatha was a Hedge Witch though, so just how much further might she take it? And it wasn’t like I had any way to verify that whatever she gave me would do what she said it would. I might need to test whatever she delivered first, but how?

I was still pondering the question when sword practice started. Etta was across from me with George between us. Ever since we had started having regular practise, Etta had taken to wearing her braided hair up and around the top of her head like a crown. Or a bird's nest. The latter usually after we were done sparring. Today she was in homespun leathers made of the fur of a black bear which I knew Hurin had taken down a few weeks ago at the tail end of winter.

George was similarly garbed, though the fur only covered his shoulders, wrists, and boots while the rest was more wool from Griselda’s farm. I liked George as a teacher, mostly because at some point during the winter he had decided that while his daughter was progressing on the Path of Swordplay, I had an actual talent for the blade. Because of that, he would often set Etta to practising forms while he would have me complete the form a few times before starting to go through variations of the movements. 

It was all dumbed down of course. As talented as I might appear, I was still a four year old. But the extra time and effort were showing in my development and I had begun to find that I actually loved working with a sword.

“What is the name of this movement?” George asked me as he demonstrated a small step forward into a diagonal downwards cut.

“Wolf’s Paw,” I stated.

“Good. Show me.”

I repeated the movement a few times to the best of my ability. Each time, George still found faults with my movement and pointed them out. Six tries later he finally nodded in approval. That didn’t mean my movement through the form was flawless, just that it was good enough to continue.

“Now Wolf’s Paw into Stalking Prey and then finish with Warden’s Lunge.”

I did as asked, making a small step forward, cutting down diagonally, then circling while lowering my centre of gravity, before completing a fast short sidestep in the opposite direction and lunging with the tip of my wooden sword at an imaginary enemy.

“Good. Good. That was almost perfect. Your steps were a little too wide in Stalking Prey. Remember, short steps and low to the ground. The only people who should be caught in the air are those who can already fly. And I don’t know anyone who can fly, do you?”

“Nope, Mr. Miller!”

“Alright, practice that sequence a few more times. I am going to work with Etta on a defensive set. Then we can do some sparring, alright?”

I grinned from ear to ear and nodded. You would’ve thought that letting a four year old and five year old swing at each other with solid pieces of wood was a terrible parenting idea. Well, I would have. Apparently though, it was totally fine if it was a part of ‘training’. 

So, with a smile on my face, I repeated the forms George had set for me, while looking forward to both some sparring as well as finding out what kind of concoction Magatha cooked up. I just hoped it wouldn’t kill them. Maybe I shouldn’t have agreed to keep it a secret after all.

  

    
        Chapter 31

    
    
    
    
  I winced as the front door creaked quietly, breaking the tranquility of the night. Holding my body still, I glanced towards the stairs and listened intently, waiting for the sound of a door opening that would indicate I was busted. Long seconds passed as I controlled my breathing, and after half a minute I was satisfied that the noise hadn’t been loud enough to wake anyone.

With silent steps I slipped through the small gap of the open door and out onto the outpost’s road facing facade. The air was crisp, my breath misting in front of me, and I rubbed my hands on my cheeks for warmth. Across the expanse before me lay pockets of dirty brown snow still clinging to the road’s edge. Another week and even they would be gone.

Straight ahead lay the dusty, rock-filled road, and beyond the Kellins’ house and trading post. The small windows of their shop were dark but I could see a small flicker of light in the section set aside for their home. The pale, white smoke coming out of their chimney was the obvious cause of the light as they kept their house warmed while they slept.

It’s not like we’re short on wood, I thought as my eyes drifted to the Kellins’ new neighbours’ home.

If the Kellins’ house looked almost as well put together as Etta’s, then the prospector’s home looked like a ramshackle piece of shit that was on the verge of falling over. I knew my opinion was coloured by my dislike of the men, but even so, it wasn’t a good house from what I could tell from the outside. Logs looked slightly misaligned and beaten into position rather than shaped. Most of the long nails, from their own supplies, had been fully hammered in but a few hung out of the edges like sores on a sickly, oaken beast. Soon to be sicker, I reminded myself as I checked the pocket of my fur jacket to make sure the potion that Magatha had given me was still safe. It was.

The two days since my chat with Magatha had passed in a flurry. Gramps had allowed Etta and I to watch him work as he took buckets of fine sand from the storage area of the stables, then melted it with a spell that seemed to generate a sheen of intense heat, before using a relatively simple tool in the form of a metal rod to shape the glass. As he had worked he’d explained that the task was made easier since he could control the amount of heat which meant that the molten glass didn’t cool until he was satisfied with it. Just being near the process had seen my Path of Aethersensing continue to progress which brought it to the next Tier and added another point to my Aether stat.

Gramps wasn’t the only one who was satisfied, as Magatha had seemed very pleased with the new batch of potion bottles. Then, she had pulled me aside before leaving and handed me the potion that now rested safely in my pocket. 

Her instructions regarding the potion had been very straightforward while revealing absolutely nothing about what it would do. I was not to get any of it on myself or my clothes. It was odourless and to get it to work I just needed to drip it around their house. I had asked if it was dangerous to breathe in, apparently it wasn’t. 

Magatha had told me to sprinkle it around the outside of their house, but that wasn’t what I was going to do. My question about inhaling it was specifically because I intended to enter their house. After all, the goal was twofold. Punish the men who had thought it was alright to harass my mum, and perform a successful infiltration for my Path of Infiltration. If it wasn’t enough to progress the Path to the first Tier then I would likely have to perform a second break-in, almost certainly of the Kellins’ trading post.

Path of Aethersensing, as the most recent Tier up, had been removed temporarily in favour of the Path of Infiltration. It meant losing a day of progress but that seemed like a small price to pay for the rewards I should get from reaching the first Tier on the Path of Infiltration. It was an elite Path afterall.

With everything ready, it was time to tempt fate. I peaked out from beneath the outpost’s wooden awning and surveyed the clear night sky. Stars twinkled far above along with the gentle light of the moon. I took my time searching the sky to make sure there was nothing flying up there that might decide to swoop down and attack a small child. I couldn’t see anything, though that didn’t mean it was safe. 

Satisfied that this was as good as it was going to get, I did one final scan then sprinted across the intervening space. The rocks and old snow crunched beneath my feet as my short legs pumped furiously. The entire time I expected talons to pierce my back or wrap around my arms and lift me into the sky. So, it came as a surprise when I reached the edge of the prospectors’ house without issue.

I paused, catching my breath and hunkering down in a spot of darkness as I listened for any noises inside. I heard someone mumble and a small amount of shuffling, before a head poked out the open window. While Etta’s house had windows already, courtesy of grandpa, he had given no such assistance to the new miners. Their window was just a square area cut out of the wooden logs and open to the night air.

The head was hard to recognise in the dark but it looked like it had hair so it wasn’t baldy, the one who had tried to grope my mother. I could tell he was looking around a bit and became worried that maybe they had some sort of night sight. It would’ve been a useful Skill for someone who worked in mines, though any such usage would require aether. I held my breath, expecting to be noticed in my little pocket of shadow along the wall. A second later the man leaned back inside and I heard more shuffling and the sound of fabric rustling.

Even with the prospector gone, I still held my breath and realised that if they were sleeping that lightly that I would need to wait. I settled in, trying to flex my leg and arm muscles within my coat and woolen pants to keep warm. The minutes stretched and a voice in the back of my mind that hated the discomfort I was in from crouching in the cold kept telling me to just sneak inside and get it over with. I ignored it, choosing patience and waiting in spite of my unhappiness. It was hard to track time but I thought it had been maybe half an hour when the sound of breathing grew deeper with a slight hitch like they wanted to snore but couldn’t figure out how.

Crawling out of the shadow, I activated Muffled Steps as I approached the window, cursing myself for not doing so during my mad dash across the road. I had never actually tested how well it worked while I was moving quickly, but in hindsight it may have saved me from shivering in the cold while I waited for the light-sleeping prospector to return to the world of dreams.

The window was at my head height and I had to pull myself up to peek inside. With my head cresting the window the first thing I noticed was the smell. These men had felled the trees for their house themselves but being in such a rush they hadn’t let the wood dry first. With the moisture leaking from the wood, even in the cold weather, a musty smell pervaded the interior.

At the back of the room were three, not four, sleeping pallets. Two of the men were curled up with each other while the other two slept separately on their own makeshift beds made from what looked like rolled out reeds that felt out of place in the Horndale Mountains. I guessed they brought those with them from Ajinport or wherever they had been in Ajinar as I had never seen reeds like it on my few walks with mother.

All four breathed slowly, indicating they were asleep, but I still wasn’t taking any chances. I would’ve used the door but they had managed to rig up a few pieces of wood and bound them with rope to function as an entrance. Glancing at it from the inside, I doubted I could have even moved it, which just reinforced my initial thoughts that these men specialised in Strength.

As quietly as I could, I slowly pulled myself up onto the wooden frame of the window, activating Muffled Steps sporadically whenever I moved my feet, until I was straddled across the frame. Getting up hadn’t been too hard, but lowering myself back down was another feat entirely. My arms burned as I tried not to bang my knees or feet into the wooden wall and alert the prospectors. Carefully, my feet touched the floor, not making a single sound as Muffled Steps masked the contact. Finally, I released my hold on the window frame and turned slowly. The sound of four slow, deep breaths answered me. I was in.

Ha! Infiltrator extraordinaire. No one ever expects the kid saboteur to break in! I crowed mentally.

With my successful ingress, it was time to get to work. Taking the potion out of my padded fur jacket I started to slowly move around the edges of the room, keeping Muffled Steps active. With each step, close to the ground, I dripped just a little bit of the potion until I had covered their storage area, which was mostly backpacks, pickaxes and other tools for mining. Next was their makeshift table and kitchen and I made sure to drip a little of the potion around their food supplies without putting any on the actual food. Didn’t want them to eat it by accident and die or something. Finally, I moved close enough to their sleeping area and let a few drops fall along the wooden floorboards. One drop landed atop another and the normally gentle drip sounded like a shout to my ears.

I crouched down in fear, thinking I was about to be caught. One of the prospectors made a loud snoring noise and rolled over while another grumbled. None of them woke but I was forced to remain crouched with only a metre separating me from the nearest miner as I waited for their breathing to even out. It was faster this time, but I still thought it must’ve been ten minutes. The entire time my calves burned but I wasn’t willing to move an inch. 

Only after the sound of their breathing returned to that slow and deep cadence that I associated with a deeper sleep did I start to move once more. Muffled Steps hid the sound of my footsteps as I crept back towards the window, though I knew I didn’t have much aether left in me. Maybe enough to get out the window but that was it. My escape took just as long as my entry and when I finally lowered myself to the cold ground outside I was covered in sweat from the exertion.

Remaining careful, or paranoid depending on your viewpoint, I scanned the sky once more. Nothing stood out, but given how I woke one of the miners up with my sprint last time, I wasn’t willing to start sprinting so close to their window. I tried to activate Muffled Steps but felt nothing but wisps of fuzziness in my stomach. With no aether left and my escape almost a certainty, I began a slow and quiet walk towards the road.

I got as far as the road’s edge when a piercing cry split the night. Without a thought or glance around I bolted, sprinting for the outpost door that hung just slightly ajar, how I had left it. The piercing cry came again, but I couldn’t tell if it was closer or further away. I reached the door in a tangle of limbs and only a last second fear of being caught kept me from crashing into the wood. I turned as I slipped through the gap and noticed a shadow against the sky in the distance, vast wings moving like wavering shadows as it climbed into the sky.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

Whatever the winged menace had been hunting, it wasn’t me. I slipped inside and closed the door silently, turning towards the stairs where I noticed a rat watching me from the second landing. The moment I looked at it the little vermin scurried off, as quiet as I was.

Gramps needs to do something about the rats, I griped as I slowly climbed the stairs and headed for my room.

The notification blinked in the corner of my vision but it could wait till I had reached my bed and no longer had to worry about being caught. I grinned with every step, my first raid a resounding success.

  

    
        Chapter 32

    
    
    
    
  I opened my new notification the moment I was safely in bed.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Infiltration I (12/10)

Reward: 1 Extra Skill Slot, Skill Seed (Infiltration) (Lesser), 2 Unallocated Stats

My fist pumped beneath my blanket as I tried to keep from shivering. The sweat from my nighttime foray clung to my skin and in the cool night air it felt like little spheres of ice growing out of me. Even that couldn’t reduce the happiness I felt at my first successful Infiltration. I hadn’t expected to get so many steps from the single attempt and wondered if it was due to how close I got to the prospectors and how many of them there were. Or perhaps it was just because it was my first time. It could have even been inflated by not getting nabbed by whatever the shrieking, flying creature was. I didn’t know, and without revealing my foolishness to my mum, I wasn’t going to know. So, I moved on.

 

Now that I had achieved the first tier, I needed to decide what to do with my rewards and then swap Path of Infiltration back to Path of Aethersensing. The Unallocated stats went into Talented, bringing it to one-hundred and forty eight. Just two more and I would be getting a thirty percent bonus on all my Paths, and with Path of Climbing close to completion I knew where those Unallocated stats were coming from.

The extra skill slot was something new and I looked at how they were displayed on my Status.




	
Skills (1/4)





	
Muffled Steps (Minor) - 20








I knew that Minor Skills only took up one slot, while Lesser Skills would take up two. I hadn’t asked about more powerful Skills yet but I assumed they would take up more slots again, which left me wondering about what to do with the next notification.

Free Skill Slots available. Would you like to use your Skill Seed (Infiltration) (Lesser) to gain a Skill?

When I didn’t answer immediately another option showed itself.

Would you like to receive your Skill Seed (Infiltration) (Lesser) as a physical object?

Did I? I had held off with the Skill Seed for a Lesser Stealth Skill because I barely had enough aether to progress my Muffled Steps. But it seemed like I would have enough Skill Slots to use either the Infiltration Skill Seed or my Stealth one in my little hidey hole. Added to that was how Gramps had told me that Path of the Completionist would also reward me with additional Skill Slots which should mean I had some more available soon.

Even though the new skill would level more slowly, Muffled Steps Skill had proved priceless. Having another skill option just seemed like a must have. So, I bit the proverbial bullet and mentally selected accept on my Infiltration Skill Seed.

Skill Seed (Infiltration) (Lesser) used. Three available Skills.


	Controlled Grip - Minor improvement to your finger strength.




	Lesser Nightsight - See slightly better in the dark.




	Reduce Scent - Slightly suppress your personal scent.



The first thing I noticed was how all three options were pretty closely related to the task I had carried out. Improving my grip would’ve made climbing in the window quicker while still maintaining my silence. Gaining Nightsight could have helped me scan the sky for threats better. Finally, Reduced Scent was a little less obvious but may have been because I smelled more than the potion I had been liberally spreading. In fact, the only reason the prospectors probably didn’t notice me was that they smelled even worse.

The question was: which option would serve me best? I ruled out Nightsight, not because it was bad, but because I had a potion for it tucked away in my nook. The remains of the potion I had used tonight were safely stored next to some shiny rocks and a Lesser Skill Seed. Because of course I had kept some of the potion. You know, just in case I needed it for something. Like evidence for Gramps.

That left Reduce Scent and Controlled Grip. The former was almost entirely for stealth, though I supposed it might see some use if I was ever allowed out into the forest around us. Controlled Grip on the other hand had multiple uses, particularly climbing and my swordsmanship. In the end, that made the decision an easy one. When in doubt, choose the option that gives you more options.

Controlled Grip appeared in my Skill List, and my number of available slots went from three down to one. I wanted to test the skill right then and there, but with no aether left I decided it was finally time to rest and allowed sleep to claim me.

I woke up late the following morning, or at least late for me, which meant the sun was already past the horizon. The noise that had woken me repeated a second time, the voice of someone loudly complaining downstairs. Whatever they said was thoroughly muffled by the door and distance. Standing up I tiredly got dressed and stumbled downstairs, my stomach leading the way as it demanded nourishment with quiet gurgles and groans.

Reaching the bottom floor I found the source of my early, or late I supposed, awakening. The prospectors were back, and looking a little worse for wear. Last time they had eaten at the outpost they had looked a bit dirty. They still looked dirty with the addition of the pitted eyes and lethargic movements of those who hadn’t slept well.

“Bloody bastard bit me right on the head! Look at this shit,” grumbled the bald one, pointing at a swollen red bite on his forehead tiredly. “Think one of those trees we chopped down must’ve had a nest in it!”

“Yeah, should’ve seen the roaches and flies in the food. Looks like they got in there last night. We’re going to have to buy some more supplies as I ain’t eating that crap,” muttered another in agreement.

Insects, I thought. That’s what that potion does. It attracts them, though that bite looks like it was done by a spider.

My mother chose that moment to come out of the kitchen carrying some fresh toast and eggs. Today she wore a sturdy, dark green, woolen dress with a cream coloured apron tied around it and her brown hair done up in a bun. I waited to see how the miners would react but they all just quietly grumbled their thanks and refused to meet her eyes.

She stroked my hair as she swept past me heading back to the kitchen. “I’ll make you some breakfast, sweetheart.”

I just smiled and glanced back at the miners. They were watching her leave but rather than ogling, as they had done previously, they looked wary.

“Maybe it weren’t the logs,” mumbled Baldy. “Maybe she’s a witch. You know they can cast curses like that on a man or a house.”

“What are you talking about, Griff? If she were a witch then why are you eating the breakfast she made?” said one of the others with a snort as he stuffed his face.

Griff mumbled something I couldn’t hear before one of the others pointed out that they needed to set up their mine sooner rather than later else they would run out of coin paying for breakfasts and new supplies. The discussion moved towards their mining plans and I tuned them out after that. Heading to the kitchen, I enjoyed a quick breakfast before trundling off to the old man's office. Etta was already there and she waved when I entered. She was in her usual homespun wool and furs with her hair up for sword practise this afternoon.

Gramps didn’t say anything at my late entry, though he did shoot me a questioning glance before he got back to work. The day passed quickly, with the usual lessons and swordplay that followed. When dinner came around, the common room was mostly empty. The Kellins had joined us for dinner, and I was left to amuse myself on the rug while Cornelius had a drink with Fred. By the fire, Mum and Jennifer were also having a chat.

I listened in, eavesdropping as always, while practising my sword forms with a wooden practice blade. Mostly the discussion was about when Jennifer would give birth and what their plans were, which just seemed like adult problems to me and something that might happen in my far future. I was only four after all, filled with a desire for adventure and to explore this vast world and all the things within it. 

I went to bed that night, sore but happy, which is why it was such a surprise when I was gently shaken awake. Something large loomed in the dark over me, and I felt a moment of fright until the haze of sleep cleared enough for me to recognise Gramps.

“Wassit?” I tiredly asked while rubbing my eyes.

“Jennifer has gone into labour. Your mum has gone across to the Kellins’ to help but we need to fetch Magatha and it’s not safe for Fred to go wandering around in the dark on his own. Your mum asked me to wake you up and let you know in case you woke on your own and found the outpost empty,” Cornelius explained.

“So, you’re going to go get Mags?” My voice was half-tired and half-worried. I’d never been alone in the outpost before let alone at night.

“It’ll be fine. I’ll lock the place up before I leave and I will be back as soon as I fetch Mags and escort her back to the Kellins’ place. You’ll be fine, Bastian. Be brave.”

In the dark, Gramps bright blue eyes were almost luminous and I nodded woodenly. He waited a moment to make sure I was alright before he stomped out of the room, fully clothed and rugged up against the cold outside. The outpost was silent except for the thud of his boots on wooden steps followed by the creak of the front door and ending with the click of the lock falling into place. He had departed and I was alone.

With no one else around, all the sounds of the house that were normally so comforting were brought into a sharper focus. I leaned up against the wall and pulled my fur blanket up around me. Every groan and scrape of the outpost as the wind whistled through mountains outside was like nails on a chalkboard. 

I don’t know how long I lay there, just listening to the sounds of the night, when a new noise joined the gentle orchestra of my home. This one was discordant, a weak scratching sound that ran at odds to the wind and wood. I pulled my blanket tighter and watched the door, almost missing it as it crept into my room, little nose tilted and sniffing the air. Its beady eyes shone almost red in the dark as it spotted me. The rat and I stared at each other, eyes locked in fierce contest as I waited for it to run away like it had every other time.

Instead of running though it crept closer, step by step, with such a slow cadence that it looked unnatural on the small rodent. I couldn’t help but feel slightly mesmerised by the way it stalked forward, more like a hunting cat than a fat, little rat. Halfway across the room now, it continued to move towards me, clawed paws scraping quietly against the wooden floor. I couldn’t take my eyes off the odd little creature.

My window rattled, drawing my attention towards it. The moment my eye contact with the rat broke I suddenly felt normal again and all the thoughts of focusing on the rat fled my mind. Fear crawled up my spine as goosebumps broke out across my skin like a spreading rash. 

The rat had been doing something to me, mesmerising me somehow. I needed to see what it was doing but couldn’t look back at it for fear of being drawn in a second time. Glancing at the door, I knew I needed to escape. I tried to stand and disentangle myself from my furs when the sound of claws catching on wood and a horrible hiss came from the one place I knew I couldn’t look.

  

    
        Chapter 33

    
    
    
    
  My hands shoved at the fur blanket frantically as I tried to free myself from its confines. I pushed hard from underneath, lifting the covers off my legs right as something impacted the other side of them. An angry hiss and the sound of claws scratching rabidly followed my impromptu blanket shield. I kept moving forward, folding the blanket over the top of the rat. It behaved as violently in response as one would expect, screeching bloody murder and flailing around like a…well a rat in a sack.

With my legs free I backed away, looking to the door. I could run and make my escape, but the rat would either give chase, or worse, try again on another night when I wasn’t awake. Or had it only tried because I was alone? I didn’t know! The adrenaline pumping through my veins made it hard to think and the terror I still felt was leaving me feeling muddled.

My willpower reared its monstrous head and everything calmed down. I had fought worse than this. In the womb, I destroyed a Lesser Demon Prince. Within a few days of being born I survived a mortal wound. And just a few months ago, I killed a crow that launched a surprise attack on me. This rat, weird though it might be, would fall just like every other beast that had thought me its food.

The wriggling form of the rat moved towards the edge of the blanket . Escape was within its grasp. I grit my teeth and dived forward, trying to land on top of it. The little bastard was too slippery and managed to escape so I threw my pillow at it and bolted for the door, throwing it open behind me. 

I knew the bait was set as I heard the scrabble of claws as the rat gave chase. I just hoped the precious seconds I had bought for myself would be enough. My mother’s room waited just a little ahead of me. Ducking through the door I activated Muffled Steps as I ran for her mirror. Moving as fast as I was, the sound wasn’t completely hidden by my skill, but it was definitely muted. Putting the mirror on the floor, I turned and ran back behind the half open door to the room and crouched.

The rat skidded on the wooden floor, its elongated claws a hindrance to its speed as it turned and rushed into the room. Watching it in the mirror I waited till it was about to pass the door then sprung forward, getting a hand on the back of its neck. The little bastard screeched and hissed in fury. Thrashing it tried to turn and bury its long, dark claws into my skin. Instead, my stomach grew warm and fuzzy as aether flowed into Controlled Grip. My fingers felt like they were made of steel as I closed them slowly, one hand holding the rat by its neck, the other by its hindquarters so it couldn’t curl up and use its rear claws. The entire time, I watched it from the mirror, not looking directly into its eyes as my fingers began to squeeze its neck.

The hissing turned to squeaks of fear, the rat thrashing about. Then even those feeble noises faded as it struggled to get air through the crushed tube that had once been its neck. I felt my aether bleeding away second by second, but I refused to let go. My forearms hurt from holding on so tightly as I strangled the little rat to death. Just as my aether was about to bottom out, I felt the rat die. Not because it stopped moving. I was too paranoid to trust something like it. Instead, I could tell from the feeling of fragments of something surrounding it, just like with the crow. Without thinking, I inhaled them like they were air, feeling them vanish into somewhere inside of me.

I shook myself from the trance I was in, releasing the rat. I glanced quickly at my Status, searching for one specific line.

Path of Soulstealing (4/10)

Sighing tiredly, I collapsed onto my bum. The dead rat lay on the floor before me, like discarded trash. Was this what I was? I had no regrets about killing the rat. Not even a little bit. It had clearly come after me with the intent to do something horrible and deserved not an inch of mercy. But, was I stealing its soul? Its chance at entering the Ocean of Souls, like I had after my previous life?

I didn’t know, and I was honestly too tired to think about it. Besides, I had other problems to handle first before I got all philosophical and mopey. There was a dead rat on my mother’s floor for one, possible damage to my blanket and a moved mirror. I started with the easiest task and stood up to return the mirror to its rightful place on my mother’s table. With that out of the way I felt a slight shift back to normalcy. The danger was over. I just needed to handle the fallout. 

I turned back to the scene of the crime.

Scooping up the rat I looked at its lifeless form. For the most part, it looked exactly like I would’ve expected a rat to look. Dark grey fur covered most of its body, not including its tail. An elongated nose led to a mouth filled with a couple of large incisors. What was odd were its front claws. I had of course heard the clacking on the wooden floor when it ran, but now that they were up close I could see how much longer and sharper the claws were on its front paws compared with its rear ones. 

Very odd, I thought. Though, maybe that’s just how rats are in this world. Would certainly help with digging, or I suppose, cutting up little boys that are left at home all alone!

I suppose I couldn’t blame my mum or gramps. I mean, we lived in the middle of nowhere and while it was dangerous outside after dark, it seemed unlikely that something could easily get into the outpost. The building was pretty sturdy. I knew I was just avoiding thinking about what I needed to do next, so I stopped myself from getting even more sidetracked and carried the dead rat downstairs. As I reached the ground floor, I made a beeline for the fireplace. 

Tossing the carcass down on the floor I sat down close enough to the warmth and waited for someone to come home.

I didn’t have to wait for long.

Not a minute later the front door banged open and Gramps stomped into the room. Looking at him I couldn’t help but think that he seemed a little tired. A feeling I could strongly relate to.

“What are you doing down here?” Cornelius asked. “Did you get scared and want the warmth and light of the fire?”

I debated lying. My Path of Deception could use the steps. But, I decided not to indulge in it. Gramps couldn’t protect me if he didn’t know what was going on, and if animals were going to keep attacking me, I needed protection. At least until I was a bit bigger and older.

“Rat tried to eat me,” I stated.

The old man's face scrunched up in confusion. “So, you had a nightmare?”

I shook my head and pointed at the carcass. The old man walked over to join me. Standing next to me I realised that based on our height difference, I would probably be taller than he was when I was fully grown. My musing was interrupted as he moved closer to the fire.

“Tell me what happened,” said the old man as he lifted the rat's carcass slightly to reveal its crushed upper body, but still very visible, long front claws.

I launched into my recounting of the events. How I had been awake and huddled up in my room, totally not scared and afraid to go to sleep in an empty house. How I had heard the rat coming and seen it sneak into my room. The unnatural nature of its movements and how I felt mesmerised, unable to look away or act. Then the rattling of the window causing a distraction that broke the spell over me. Whether it was a literal spell, I didn’t yet know. Then my mad dash to escape and the trap I had set up for it. Finally, how I had held it down and strangled it to death. I didn’t mention the Path of Soulstealing though, and its omission caused my Path of Deception to tick upwards.

As I told my story the old man listened carefully, not interrupting until I was finished.

“How did you manage to choke it? I wouldn’t have thought you would be strong enough. They’re fast and flexible little critters.”

“I used my Controlled Grip Skill,” I answered, realising I hadn’t mentioned that in my story.

“You got a new Skill?” Cornelius mused, tapping his lips thoughtfully. “Where from? Controlled Grip isn’t a Stealth Skill…”

I bit my lip. I’d really put my foot in it now. No point in lying, I decided. Better to fall on my sword, metaphorically speaking.

“I got it as a reward from the Path of Infiltration.”

Gramps grunted in response, kneeling down so that he was eye level with me. His bright blue eyes were so like my mother’s that the thought of looking away didn’t even occur to me.

“Whose house did you sneak into?”

The question sounded so simple. The look on Gramps’ face told me the answer wouldn’t be.

“The prospectors’,” I mumbled.

“Come again?”

I thought he sounded surprised rather than angry so I repeated myself.

“When did you manage to do that?”

“Last night. After everyone was in bed, I snuck out and climbed in their window while they were sleeping.”

The truth was supposed to set you free. I very much doubted that statement was true, given how angry Gramps looked.

“Bastian, that was incredibly dangerous. There are beasts that live in these mountains that hunt at night and a little boy would be just about the right size for a good meal! Promise me you won’t ever do something like that again!” Gramps reached out and held me in place with his arms, his blue eyes filled with a mixture of anger and worry.

“...I promise,” I whispered, knowing it was a lie. The increase to my Path of Deception twisted the knife in the feelings of guilt I already had. While I might not do it again any time soon, I knew I would do something similar or equally as risky in the future in the pursuit of the Myriad Paths. “Are you going to tell Mum?”

Gramps looked away conflicted for a moment before turning back to me. “I won’t if you won’t. The last thing your mother needs is one more thing to worry about. The same goes for the rat. We don’t need to let her know about that, but if anything like this ever happens again, I want you to run and find me. Alright?”

I nodded woodenly, my lack of sleep finally starting to catch up with me as I yawned. All the excitement and adrenaline had worn away at the edges of my resistance that was keeping me awake. I barely felt it as Gramps carried me back upstairs and tucked me in. My dreams beckoned and as they claimed me I just hoped they wouldn’t turn into nightmares.

***

Cornelius looked over the rat’s carcass again now that Bastian was asleep. The front claws were all wrong. Too long and too sharp, like the talons of a bird more than the claws of a rat. Just like that crow that attacked the boy. Something was happening, and he intended to get to the bottom of it. In the morning, he decided he would send word for Hurin. The hunter might know what was going on, and if he didn’t, he could at least investigate if there were more animals like this appearing around the outpost. Cornelius moved back to his chair, pulled out his pipe and lit it with a strand of aether. He wasn’t going back to sleep tonight.

  

    
        Chapter 34

    
    
    
    
  Kral watched as Jik stirred the pot slowly, the liquid bubbling and hissing, warmed by the fire beneath. Filled with meat and mushrooms, the stew should feed the tribe for days. All thanks to Kral. Because Kral knew things. Things that other goblins didn’t know. Once, he had been a shaman's apprentice in the Gutripper Tribe that had lived lower down the mountains. 

They were all dead now, sacrificed on bloody altars right before his eyes. A fate that had been intended for him as well. But, he had been spared. One of his captors, a human with eyes blacker than the deepest cave, had pulled him from his cage and shown him things that even the Gutripper tribe’s shaman hadn’t known. Symbols and rituals to talk to things that lay beyond this world, and those things talked back.

The human had helped him perform his first ritual, lines of fresh blood crisscrossing his body, as he spoke with something that was formless. The reward was a Path. A new one, that Kral had never heard of. The Path of Soul Sacrifice. The greatest Path Kral had ever possessed. Then Kral had been brought back to the altar, another goblin from his Gutripper Tribe strapped to the stone. Kral didn’t remember the goblins name, only how it had screamed as he cut his own palm with the serrated dagger and began to draw the symbols in blood on its green skin so like his own. When he rammed the dagger into its chest the screaming had stopped and Kral’s power had grown. The aether in his chest, once so weak, had grown stronger as his new Path reached the first Tier. The feeling had been indescribable.

He had wondered, of course, if the human was just fattening him up for his own slaughter. Kral’s fears had never come to pass. After the human and his companions were done sacrificing the rest of his tribe, they had let him go. He had wandered for days, higher into the mountains, looking for a new home. A bear had tried to attack him, only to realise too late that Kral was no easy target as the earth itself trapped the beast. Kral’s Skill, Manipulate Earth, had once only been good for carving out new sections of the Gutripper Tribe’s cave. Now, with more aether at his command and in his channels, it was a weapon. 

Kral took his time with the bear, beating it in the earthen trap using mounds of hardened dirt and rock until it was barely clinging to life. Then, he climbed in with it, taking the serrated dagger he had been given, and drew the symbols on its fur and head. It took him over a minute to carve his way into its heart but when he finally did, his Path of Soul Sacrifice went up a few more steps.

Over the next few weeks, Kral maimed and killed every beast that came for him, sacrificing them all to the whispers in his mind as they granted him more and more power. But, soon, the beasts he killed offered little to no advancement for his Path. The voices demanded more, and so Kral went looking, finding a new tribe. The Skullscar Tribe was smaller than the Gutrippers had been at the height of their power. Less than a hundred goblins, but they willingly took in Kral, thinking him weak given his gangly form, a new runt for them to beat.

Kral knew he was smaller than most other goblins, but he was also smarter. So, he waited, letting some of the weaklings bully him into joining them on a hunting trip. He knew they would use him as bait, because that’s exactly what he would’ve done. But once they were far enough away from the tribe, he trapped the three goblins he was with in an earth pit, sacrificing all of them in blood and screams to the whispering voice. Their deaths pushed his Path forward once more, granting him even more power. An aether core that could support more powerful spells. But, Kral didn’t know more powerful spells.

The voice had a solution though. It just needed a vessel, a body to inhabit, so it could show him how. The Skullscar Tribe shaman was the body it wanted, but Kral wasn’t so foolish. He had grown to like being powerful and he knew that if he gave the voice a powerful body, then it would rule over him. Kral wanted to be the one to rule. So, he agreed, following the instructions the voice provided for a new ritual. Not just any body could become a host. First, they needed to be broken. Piece by piece, they needed to have their body and mind fractured. Only then, through those cracks, could the voice take control.

Kral reassured the voice that he had captured the shaman and was in the process of breaking him. In truth, Kral had killed the Shaman and the Chieftain, claiming the tribe for his own. Females warmed his bed every night, lavishing their attention on him, while the smallest and weakest runt of the tribe was kept in a cage and beaten every day. Kral took pleasure in starving Jik, making him weaker and weaker until the little goblin could barely even stand. Only then, did he relent, reassuring the voice that his vessel was ready.

Jik was tied down atop a new altar, consecrated in blood, as Kral whispered guttural words that echoed in the darkness as though eternal. The runt’s screams frightened even Kral as a dark presence entered Jik’s body and the little goblin opened eyes that flashed yellow then red in the darkness. Kral had waited, savouring the moment when the crimson glow faded, and the reality of the situation set in. Kral had summoned the voice into a vessel so weak that the being from beyond would become Kral’s slave, rather than his new Chieftain.

Kral took to beating Jik, threatening to kill him and send the voice back to the beyond. He had the Path of Soul Sacrifice, what else did he even need Jik for. Kral had expected that Jik would resist. The runt didn’t, revealing new truths. The voices were those of demons, ones strong enough that under the right circumstances, they could make deals with the living. The power Kral received from his Path was an exchange, a gift from the demon for all the tasty souls that he had delivered to its gluttonous maw. But there was more. Other Paths that Jik could help Kral unlock. Paths that would grant him the Skills to become truly powerful, and all Kral had to do in return, was deliver more souls to Jik.

Kral debated turning down the offer, but Jik whispered to him constantly of the Paths of Blood or Death Magic. Of Stone Magic that could elevate Kral’s Earth Magic Affinity to new heights. But always Kral came back to the thought of Death Magic. His Path of Soul Sacrifice had granted him an extra Affinity slot and his Adept Path of Dark Ritualist had given him plenty of Skill slots. All Kral needed to do was the ritual to gain the Affinity for Death Magic.

Beneath the stars, on a night with no moon, Kral drank a mixture of deathbloom and honey. The bitter taste had immediately been forgotten as he began to twitch, his body dying as the deathbloom started to turn his innards to mush. Nearby, held in a cage of earth, Jik screamed bloody murder. Kral had made sure the little demon-possessed runt couldn’t interfere with the ritual. He’d even made another goblin test it first. His new apprentice, Pimf. She still warmed his bed, but her sacrifice had granted her a new position in his Skullscar Tribe.

As Kral was dying, he held down the scared rabbit and started to cut. The connection between them forged, the knife opened the rabbit’s innards and it began to bleed and thrash uncontrollably as it died in Kral’s place. When he was done, he licked his blood covered claws and looked at his new Death Affinity. 

Jik’s anger lasted for weeks despite the beatings. It was only when Kral began starving him to death that the demon-possessed goblin finally relented and explained how to gain the Path of Death Magic. The danger was real, the ritual as dark as any Kral had done before. But what was the price of half his tribe when compared with real power? He would keep all the females alive and enough of the males that they would repopulate in a season. It would take longer for their power to grow, but enough of the females were hunters that they wouldn’t starve.

And it had been worth it.

Dark light danced around Kral’s claw as he watched Jik stir the stew. Nearby, a rat snuck out of a hole, running towards Jik and squeaking something before it vanished again.

“What did it say?” Kral asked, stroking himself as Pimf practised nearby.

“It said two mountain trolls are moving south further down the mountain,” Jik answered, his voice the same as it had always been to Kral’s ears.

“Why do you summon them into rats and small birds?” Kral asked, watching as the demon-possessed rat left.

Jik sneered at Kral. “For the same reason you did to me. To keep them under my control.”

Kral sneered back, pointing a finger wreathed in death aether at Jik. “What about the ones I made you send south? What have they told you?”

“Only one returned,” Jik answered. “The other two have not yet. Either they decided to take the risk of escaping over the reward of a new, better body. Or they died. Probably died.”

“And the one that did return?”

“Said there were humans. Not many. Maybe twenty.”

Kral’s smile widened. Twenty humans. Perhaps enough to progress his Path of Soul Sacrifice to the fifth Tier. The thought had him so aroused that he stood, stumbling towards Pimf before dragging her by the ear towards his tent. She screamed just how he liked it.

“Feed the tribe, Jik. Feed them, and you can take a runt tonight.”

Kral ignored Jik’s sneer as he entered his hut. The skeleton beside the door rattled. Kral didn’t need a big tribe any more. Every corpse was just more material for his army. Kral liked being in charge.

***

Halkur watched as the barn burned, its flames roaring high into the night sky. The bright reds and vivid oranges were reflected in his shining armour as the sound of crackling wood turning to ash filled the night.

“Think that is the last of them?” Melody asked from behind him.

Halkur shook his head sadly. “We’ve been at this together long enough for you to know that there is always someone else who decides that it's worth sacrificing others and themselves for just a little more power. With the orcs raiding the east and conscription instituted by the nobles…if anything, it’s going to get worse. Shove people into a corner and they will look for a way out. Some of them will take any way they can find. That’s just people.”

He finally turned to look at the short mage. She was still young in his eyes, though he realised she must be approaching thirty winters now. For many, this time would have been when they were halfway through their Adept Class Path. Halkur knew Melody was knocking on the door of her Advanced Class Path. The price and reward of a life spent fighting evil. It had started to show on her face, as it no doubt did his own, the scars of a life hard-lived.

The door of the farmhouse nearby banged open and three more members of the Shining Light Guild stomped out, bags slung over their shoulders as they headed for the horses. Halkur hated the looting, but he had his orders. Times were tough and if the looting kept the Guild members satisfied, then he was to allow it. Halkur just hoped they weren’t becoming the evil they hunted.

  

    
        Chapter 35

    
    
    
    
  The morning after my brutal encounter with the weird rat was almost a complete return to normalcy. I woke tiredly with the sun, its pale light passing through the cloudy skies to shine in my window. To say I was still tired was an understatement, but with the resilience of a child who can’t tell when he’s being moody, I soldiered on.

We enjoyed breakfast as a family, with my tired mother more bubbly than usual after helping deliver the Kellins’ first child. A healthy baby boy they had named Francis after Frederick’s own father. I learned that from my mother. Magatha had apparently been instrumental in making the birth a smooth process and even providing some potions to speed up Jennifer’s recovery. Either way, mother talked about how Frederick would need to handle the majority of the work around the trading post while Jennifer and the baby rested. Since Frederick still had to leave for deliveries or collections from the others who lived nearby like Griselda and Magatha they were going to pay Mum a little to attend the shop. I hoped the payment was in honey.

While mum was effervescent despite her lack of sleep, Gramps was the opposite, acting even quieter than usual. He normally took his time to linger over breakfast and chat with mum and I but today he was all business and then out the door. I didn’t find out why until the prospectors showed up to pay for breakfast from mum. Gramps had gone over to assist with their bug problem and also dry the wood of their house. I knew he was probably doing it to make up for me messing with the group of miners and I wasn’t sure how to feel about it. In a way, he was undoing the punishment I had inflicted on the men for attempting to grope mum. On the other hand, the bugs had already bitten the prospectors and ruined their food, so maybe the damage was already done. Either way, it didn’t help that it meant Gramps wouldn’t have enough aether to make an aether coin today, which directly bit into my future aspirations.

That one bit me back a bit, I thought. But it was worth it.

I watched the prospectors from the rug near the fire with Etta as we waited for Gramps to return and start our aethersensing lesson for the day. Etta and I even followed the miners to the outpost front door after they ate their breakfast. Watching from the doorway, I saw as they entered their piece of shit house, loaded themselves up with tools, blankets, and supplies, before they marched south into the forest.

Not too long after they left Gramps returned and the daily lessons got underway. Aethersensing passed quickly, as did reading and writing which was cut short as mother headed over to the Kellins’ to help Jennifer and take them some lunch. Grandma Lucille had been watching us during our lessons as she knit what looked like a particularly fancy, woolly hat. Rather than take over the lesson in my mum's absence, she smiled and shooed us away, telling us to go play.

Which is how I found myself climbing up the outside of the outpost.

“Bastian! You shouldn’t do that! It’s too high!” Etta yelled from somewhere below me. Glancing down at her I saw she was looking around at the sky with obvious paranoia as though she were the one who had been attacked by a crow.

I already checked, I reassured myself. No buzzards today.

“It’s fine,” I called back, moving my hand up to the next handhold as I hung almost three floors off the ground.

My goal today was to climb onto the roof of the outpost. It was a place I had never been before and I hoped, by pushing myself, it would help accelerate my Path of Climbing which was nearing completion. Plus, it meant I could experiment with my new skill, Controlled Grip. 

The skill was a bit of an aether hog, and by that I meant it cost more to maintain than Muffled Steps, which made sense since Controlled Grip was a Lesser tier skill and Muffled Steps was a Minor tier skill. So, to save my strength and my aether, I was only using it when performing particularly dangerous manoeuvres, like holding onto the top of the windowsill with one hand.

Pushing up with my foot while I maintained my Controlled Grip on the windowsill with one hand, I reached out, stretching to my limit to catch the edge of the roof. It was sloped downwards, most likely to keep the snow from accumulating during the winter, but it made for an awkward climbing position. Keeping Controlled Grip going and my fingers tense around the wood I performed a quick transition as I brought my other hand up. For a moment, it felt like I was going to slip and my stomach dropped. A sense of vertigo filled me. The angles were all wrong and with my arm bent in a weird way to hold onto the roof. It was like I was agreeing with gravity’s demands that I should be going down. Then my second hand caught the lip and the sensation fled.

Awkwardly, I pulled myself up over the lip and then shimmied up onto the roof. I wasn’t game to sit down as the angle was steeper than I would have liked. Instead, I began crawling higher, bracing myself with my boots against the grain of the wood at each step. When I finally reached the peak, I decided it was all worth it. At the apex of the roof, I was the equivalent of four storeys above the ground, which made me wonder if we had an unused attic. The thought was fleeting as my mind was instead captivated by the vista.

Towering trees, like a sea of green, could be seen in all directions. Beyond that sea to the east I could just barely make out the distant lower slopes of the mountain where a river seemed to peak out into what I thought might be a few green fields. It was honestly too hard to tell. To the west and north, the Horndale Mountains rose higher into the sky. On cloudless days I could sometimes make out the forms of the storm eagles that roosted in those cold and windy peaks. Today was not that kind of day, their peaks hidden behind dark grey clouds that threatened rain. I spent a few minutes enjoying the view before I glanced back down towards the edge of the roof and asked myself a simple question.

How the fuck was I going to get down?

The answer was apparently a second round of risky climbing antics while my mum alternated between yelling at me in worry and annoyance. My Path of Climbing was far less angry at me for my risk taking and rewarded me with the single greatest number of steps for a single climbing attempt to date. I decided I would do the same again tomorrow, only this time without Etta so that she couldn’t run off to dob me in.

Going inside for lunch was far less fun than climbing.

“Bastian, what if you’d fallen? You could die if you fell from that height!” Mum admonished me as she laid out sandwiches for everyone. “Promise me you won’t do that again?”

“But mum,” I complained. “I was fine! Plus it… really helped.”

Etta was looking at me in confusion and I didn’t blame her as I tried to avoid mentioning the words ‘skill’ or ‘path’.

“Even if it did, it doesn’t hurt to go a little bit slower. Slower is still faster than dead.”

I grumbled quietly at her response but I had avoided agreeing to the promise. Was it risky to climb so high when I was so small? Yes. Would it have been just as risky if I was bigger? Probably. Was I willing to take risks to complete my Paths? Absolutely. Reckless as it was, I wouldn’t settle for being mediocre.

I looked over at Etta and surprisingly she looked down and away, muttering something that sounded like ‘sorry.’

“It’s fine,” I whispered back. She was just a kid and she thought I was in danger when she couldn’t see me any more. I decided not to hold it against her that she ran and found my mum.

No one spoke for the rest of lunch. My mother was tired from the night before and likely stressed out due to her daredevil son. Etta clearly felt bad about ratting me out. I didn’t want to rehash the conversation or worse, have mum pressure me into making a promise I didn’t want to make. Because if she did pressure me into saying the words, I knew I would keep my promise. I loved her too much not to. Lunch ended in silence.

The afternoon of swordplay went swimmingly, which reminded me to talk with Mum and Gramps about learning how to swim at some point. After all, we had a small creek in the tree line behind the Outpost that should be deep enough. Maybe I could even complete a Path of Swimming.

After swordplay, George was having a chat with Gramps which left Etta and I sitting on the lowest rungs of the obstacle course together. We were both matted with sweat and dust from the workout. But, while I wore a huge smile on my face, relishing the feeling of growing stronger and the after workout endorphins, Etta looked morose.

I debated not saying anything, but in the end my better nature won out over my desire to keep the young girl at arms length.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t get it,” she mumbled.

“Don’t get what?” I pressed.

“How you’re so much better than me? I’m bigger than you and older than you. Mum says I am really smart, but you always beat me at reading and writing and you remember everything Miss Penelope tells us about places and people. Even Dad pays you more attention when he teaches us because you’re better with swords. So much better. I don’t get it. Why are you so much better than me? Am I just bad? Why would Mum lie to me?”

Etta lapsed into silence and I finally took a good look at myself and her. I had been competitive with her from the moment I learned about her aether core, maybe even before that. The reason why was obvious to me in retrospect. Etta was the only other kid I interacted with, and given the nature of the Myriad Paths, time was a huge factor in how powerful someone could be. She was the only person I could compare myself to.

But, in my competitiveness I had ignored one simple fact.

Etta was just a kid.

“Your mum isn’t lying,” I whispered. “You are smart. I’m just really smart. It’s like how you always beat me when Gramps teaches us. I even asked him for extra lessons to try and keep up with you. Know what he said?”

Etta looked over at me from beneath her dark lashes. “What did he say?”

“He said I could have the extra lessons, but that they wouldn’t help me catch up to you. Your aether core is just too big of a… helper. That no matter what I did you would always get more out of the lessons than I would. He said I wouldn’t be able to catch you.”

Etta perked up a little, shuffling closer to me. “Did he really say that?”

I nodded. “He did.”

Etta smiled for a moment before frowning. “If you’re smarter, that explains reading, but what about swords?”

“I can answer that, sweetheart,” George interjected as he approached, no worse the wear for spending almost three hours teaching us swordplay. “Bastian is a bit of a natural with swords. In fact, if he keeps it up, he might be even better than me when he grows up.”

I beamed while Etta frowned a little. Thankfully this time her father leapt to the rescue, saving me from reassuring her.

“But, if you keep up your aethersensing lessons, then when Bastian is a legendary swordsman you could be a powerful archmage!”

“Really?” Etta squealed as she leapt towards her dad.

George caught her, spinning her around with ease. “Of course. Just work hard, my little lady!”

“I will, Dad! Promise!” she yelled happily.

The words left a bittersweet taste in my mouth, a reminder of magic out of reach for now even as I enjoyed their interaction. George seemed like a good dad. 

I was about to slip off the obstacle course and head inside when I heard yelling from behind us.

Frowning I turned towards the north, looking across the barren ground to the edge of the forest. Three adventurers had just broken through the tree line and were sprinting for us. Behind them, the trees shook as something gave chase.

“Mountain trolls!” screamed the lead adventurer.
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  Before I knew what was happening, Grandma Lucille had Etta and I by the arms and was pulling us inside. The old woman's fingers were like an iron vice around my arm as she forced us through the backdoor in a hurry. Behind us, Gramps had been moving to meet the Adventurers. I didn’t see where George went. 

The moment we were in the backdoor and Grandma Lucille’s grip loosened I grabbed Etta by the hand.

“Follow me!” I charged up the stairs heading for my room with Etta following close behind.

Grandma Lucille might have been following us but I didn’t notice. Charging into my room I pulled myself up onto my clothes chest beneath the window. The view was somewhere between perfect and horrific. Etta joined me a few seconds later.

In the distant tree line, two hulking forms pulled themselves free of the Horndale pines. It was hard to tell from so far away, but I thought they must have been around four or five metres tall with long, gangly arms that hung down to their knees. Their faces were wide and flat with sunken eyes above a wide nose. Swept back wiry black hair stood out starkly against their mottled grey and green skin. The moment the two trolls were free of the trees they roared their hunger at the adventurers and began loping across the barren ground with long strides that ate up the distance at a truly terrifying rate.

The adventurers were still in full retreat and had already crossed almost half the distance to the safety of the outpost, though I had to wonder if the building would be able to stand up to an attack by the trolls. The closest adventurer to us was a female archer with short, dark hair, wearing brown leathers, and a handaxe slapping against her thigh as she ran. Behind her was another woman who was short with a squat, but buff build, and a bald head. She wore dark brown leathers as well, with a spear in one hand and a shield in the other. 

The rear was brought up by a big man wearing a helmet and breastplate holding a large metal shield that would have covered him from his chin down to his knees. His other hand held a battleaxe. While slower than the two women, he was still moving at a decent clip considering how much weight he was carrying. It was still slow when compared with the trolls though.

Seeing the adventurers run, I knew that the man bringing up the rear had no chance of reaching the outpost before the trolls caught up to him. He must have realised it too as he spun and planted his shield in the ground. It didn’t do him any good as the first troll barreled into him swinging one of its long arms in a backhanding motion. The adventurer went flying through the air, landing several metres away. I was surprised when he immediately climbed to his feet, clearly ignoring the dent in his shield and planted himself like a tree in the troll's path. 

The troll kept coming and I thought for a moment that the man was going to get punted a second time. Instead, the fleeing archer spun, skidding in the dirt and rocks as she drew and released an arrow in one fluid motion. Etta gasped next to me and a second later I realised why as the arrow ignited mid-flight. She had sensed the aether used, I realised. The flaming arrow descended in a smooth arc towards the troll and I thought it was going to get hit in the eye but the monster turned its head at the last second. The arrow scored a thin line along the side of the troll's head, deflected by the bone beneath.

In the wake of the attack, the other two adventurers leapt into the fight. The spear-wielding woman charged forward, her spear stabbing out short of touching the troll. Yet when she lunged the troll bled despite the lack of contact, even if it was only for a few seconds. Another skill I realised, something to project her weapon beyond its physical range. It didn’t do her any good though. I watched the troll’s wounds stop bleeding in the time it took her to reset her stance. Just like the stories from my past life, trolls possessed a form of regeneration. Could the ability be just the nature of trolls or was it an Advanced Attribute they possessed racially? I didn’t have time to continue the thought as the adventurer with the shield had waded back into the fray to meet the second troll. Again, I expected the man to get punted by the charging troll, but this time the troll’s charge was arrested by a ball of liquid fire hitting it in the face.

I cheered, noticing Gramps standing nearby with balls of flame circling around him. As I watched, another fireball launched towards the troll landing on its chest. The troll bellowed and I wasn’t sure if it was in anger or pain. The burn marks healed more slowly as its mottled skin charred and blackened. 

Powerful as the fire blasts were, and even with the wounds caused by flames healing more slowly, it quickly became obvious that the trolls weren’t going down easily. One of the trolls swept its arm towards the spear-wielding adventurer so quickly that the movement was basically a blur to my eye. She was launched away, her scream of pain a worrying accompaniment to the whooshing sounds of fireballs launching at the trolls. When she landed I could see that she was bleeding heavily from three claw marks across her chest, abdomen, and legs.

Next to me Etta vomited while I barely held onto my lunch. The adventurers' guts were hanging out and I doubted she had long to live. The archer rushed to her side and I felt tingles rushing up my arms as I realised we might be in real danger. With only one front liner left and two trolls still very much alive would Gramps be able to hold out? And why wasn’t he doing more? I thought he was supposed to be a powerful fire mage? The fireballs seemed strong, but they weren’t doing enough damage to the trolls. Then I remembered that morning and how he’d spent time fixing the prospector’s house followed by teaching us. Was he low on aether and conserving it?

I got my answer a moment later as the shield-wielding adventurer was snatched up by one of the trolls in one hand and squeezed until he popped like a balloon. It happened so fast he didn’t even have a chance to scream. Bile rose in the back of my throat and I was just glad Etta hadn’t looked up to see what was going on yet. Instead she crouched down behind the window next to me and cried softly. The trolls were incredibly strong, highly resistant to damage, and possessed regeneration. Perfect killing machines.

Then one of them died.

Blue flames coalesced around the old man’s outstretched hand and the lead troll ran towards him in a mad dash to cover the last stretch of rocky ground to the outpost. The monstrous beast was too slow. A lance of blue flames hit the troll in the neck, then punched straight through it, burning a hole out the other side. The head rolled free, bouncing along the ground as the body collapsed in a heap. Little spurts of vibrant green blood painted the barren rocks near my mother’s garden that had sat their pristine and unmarred.

The other troll screamed in fury and charged right as Gramps collapsed to his knees, the flames circling him little more than wisps. Still, I saw the flames around him stir in response, shooting forth in a staccato rhythm of tiny fireballs that each made a small oomph noise.

“No!!!” I screamed, banging my fists futilely against the window as the troll ignored the mini fireballs peppering it and charged headfirst towards Grandpa.

I didn’t want to watch the old codger die and I was about to look away when the troll tripped, going down in a tangle of limbs that sent vibrations through the outpost.

Then I saw George moving, a shining silver sword in his hand as he crossed the distance to the outpost. I had fought with George for over a month now, so I knew how he moved when we sparred. This was nothing like that. It was like the ground was ice and he was skating, each step landing and carrying him forward. The troll clambered back to its feet just in time for George to arrive, the first swing of his blade being deflected by one of the troll’s clawed hands. The blade left its mark on the troll but as with the other attacks, it had stopped bleeding almost as soon as the blade left its skin.

I shook Etta as she cried next to me. “Your dad’s fighting.” 

Telling her that proved to be a mistake.

“What?!” she screeched, pulling herself back to her feet and ignoring the vomit on her clothes. “Daddy! Run, Daddy!”

She immediately tried to clamber down and run for the door, but I kept her on the chest, fighting to prevent her from putting herself in danger while also watching George. The Adventurers had been young, perhaps a little over twenty. A similar age to George. The difference between their capabilities was night and day. As I held onto a frantic Etta, I watched through the window as George dodged a claw, sliding along the ground on one hand and knee only for the ground to literally push him back to a standing position in one fluid motion. 

Earth magic, I realised. George’s aether coins were brown. He was using earth magic! 

George didn’t waste a single bit of movement, always avoiding the claws by the smallest margin while exacting bloody vengeance with his blade. George danced back out of range of a particularly vicious swipe from the troll. When it followed, the ground gave out beneath it and it toppled down once more. The troll was just starting to push itself up when George stepped to the side of it, his sword swinging down in a perfect arc. I had seen how little damage the adventurers’ weapons had done and expected the same result. My eyes lit up with shock as the sword passed cleanly through the troll's neck and then embedded itself in the stone below. Then, as though it had been a knife through butter, George raised his sword again without any sign of strain. 

I wondered if he’d even made the ground release his sword from the grave he’d buried it in.

When neither troll moved I finally let Etta go.

She was out the door in a flash as I rushed after her. We ran downstairs and out the back door with Grandma Lucille in tow. She had been waiting at the bottom of the stairs, probably to prevent Etta from doing the exact same thing I had. Though I noticed that the old woman looked a little more pale and worried than usual. Mum was already outside helping Gramps back to his feet as he muttered darkly. The one remaining adventurer wept nearby, kneeling over the spear-woman. I avoided looking towards them, not wanting to see the spilled innards and blood.

George walked towards us, vibrant green blood dripping from his blade. Etta ran to meet him and I watched as she was scooped up at the same time I arrived next to Gramps.

“You okay, Gramps?” I asked, tugging on his leg.

“I’m alright, Bastian,” he replied reassuringly as he patted my head before grumbling. “The damnable cold mountains make it hard to create fire. Good thing George was here to help or that could’ve turned out even worse. Penny, mind fetching some of my vials?”

My mum nodded. “What are you going to do, Dad?”

I stared up at their faces as the old man looked at my mother, a sadness in his visage that I had only seen once before.

“Try to console the inconsolable.” 
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  The sparse grass of the mountains crunched beneath my feet as I threaded my way through the shrubs and trees. Mum walked beside me carrying a brown leather bag from which an occasional clink could be heard. Her expression, normally so bright and cheerful, was instead sad and thoughtful. I knew what was on her mind, even if she wasn’t saying anything. After all, she was a good parent, and good parents didn’t foist their worries and fears onto their children. At least, not intentionally. 

Just an hour ago she had almost lost her father. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe Gramps had a little left up his sleeve. But to me, it seemed like he had been running on the dregs of his aether. If George hadn’t appeared to deal with the remaining mountain troll then at least a few of us would’ve ended up as troll shit. Not a fate I would’ve wished on anyone, but especially not Gramps or Mum.

After Gramps had hobbled off to offer what comfort he could to the lone surviving adventurer, we had been tasked with collecting the trolls’ blood. I had tried to see if I felt anything around the troll's bodies like when I had killed the crow and rat. Nothing had happened. Either I was missing something or I had to be the one to kill them. That was a dark thought. My testing done I had worked on the task Gramps had set us.

The vibrant green liquid was apparently a powerful reagent for a few different types of potions, the most obvious one being potions of healing. It also stunk like rotten fruit. Smell aside, Gramps had instructed us to leave a third of the collected blood as a token offering to the adventurer. As for the remaining two-thirds, well, that was why we were out walking when it would be night soon. We were to deliver the filled vials to Magatha who should have a way to reduce the loss of efficacy of the troll blood. That was how I had interpreted his words anyway. Gramps had definitely not said ‘efficacy’ to a four year old.

As always, I smelled Magatha’s home before I saw it. The fragrant scent of flowers mixed with the earthy scent of tilled soil wafted beneath my nose like a physical trail that led directly to her sturdy, wooden house. This was only my third visit but just like the other two times, Magatha was walking out her door before we had even reached the edge of her garden. By this point I was convinced she had some skill or spell to sense when someone approached.

“It’s a bit late for a visit, Penny. Were you hoping to stay the night? Because I don’t really have somewhere private for Bastian to sleep while we spend some quality time together,” Magatha quipped, her dark green dress looking a little worse for wear with dirt stains decorating it.

Magatha smiled for a moment at her little opener before frowning at Mum’s lack of a reaction or retort. “Something happened. What’s wrong?”

“Mated mountain trolls chased a team of adventurers back to the outpost. Only one of the three survived,” Mother answered quietly.

Magatha stepped down off her porch, moving towards my mother and wrapping an arm around her. “Well, you’re alright. Did… did you witness some of the fighting?”

I looked up at them both as my mother nodded. “Dad fought and killed one of them. But he was running low on aether before the fight even started. If not for George…”

Mother’s words were broken by a sob and Magatha folded her into her arms. I joined in, wrapping my arms around one of Mum’s legs. I knew she had been worried, but it must have felt terrible to bottle it all up while we walked. Her tears were short lived. Drying her eyes and extracting herself from Magatha’s arms she let me continue to hold onto her.

“Dad had us collect plenty of the trolls’ blood. We thought you might be willing to do some brewing with it, to the benefit of us all?” Mum said, still drying her eyes.

“Well, I hate to barter at a time like this, Penny, but what was Cornelius thinking in terms of the deal?” Magatha asked, putting one hand on her hip as she eyed the leather bag Mother was carrying. 

I could plainly see the avarice in her eyes and wondered if trolls’ blood was just that valuable or if it was something else. Then, I realised what that something else probably was. A Path, maybe even two. Probably her Class Path as well. The reward would be at least twofold for the Hedge Witch.

“Dad said a three-way split for whatever you can produce. One third to you, one third to Dad and one third to George. To do with as we please. We would obviously prefer healing potions but if you think there is something that would sell better then we’re open to your suggestions.”

Mum’s eyes were still a little red from the crying, but her voice was firm, which of course made me grin cheekily at Magatha as I saw her grind her teeth. It certainly felt better to tease her rather than thinking about how the adventurer with the huge shield got popped like rotten fruit by one of the trolls.

“That is… agreeable. I have all the ingredients for a few greater healing potions and the rest can be lesser healing potions. It will go through my stocks a little so I think… I want three sevenths with the remaining four split between Cornelius and George.”

Mum pursed her lips in thought though I could see she wasn’t a huge fan of the deal. Of course, the blood wasn’t the only thing we had to barter. There was another offering on the table. One where an equal three-way split might be possible, and I was very keen on that outcome. After all, any extra silver or gold we could make from selling the potions would likely go towards my tutors or academy fund. So, I made my play.

“Will you still teach me?” I asked, making myself sound a little more childish than usual.

“Of course,” Magatha replied with a bright smile. “It would be a pleasure to have Penny and you come for regular visits.”

I didn’t miss the order on her preferences, though I did hope I wasn’t throwing Mum in the deep end.

“And… a three-way split?” I suggested, a bright smile on my face as I looked between Mum and Magatha.

The Hedge Witch frowned ever so slightly at my words, her blonde brows drawn down in something between annoyance and curiosity. Mum, however, was smiling for the first time since the trolls. I just kept on looking between them with wide eyed curiosity. In the background I saw my Path of Deception tick up, probably due to my acting.

“How many vials do you have?” Magatha asked, the frown still on her face. I didn’t care how unhappy she seemed as the moment the words were out her mouth I knew she would cave to my request.

Mother opened the leather bag to show the pile of clinking vials and though I couldn’t see inside from where I was I knew that there were over a dozen filled glass containers of the bright green liquid.

“Fine,” Magatha answered, seeing the small treasure trove the look in her eyes transitioning from annoyed to greedy once more. “But you will come by for lessons twice a week.”

“How about we just come by for most of the day instead of two visits?” Mum suggested.

I nodded, knowing my one day off a week was now history. It didn’t bother me since time left to my own devices usually just resulted in small pranks related to my Paths anyway. The question was, would the lessons mostly focus on my aethersensing or something else? I didn’t know yet, and it would be a few days till I would.

“Fine. That works too. Did you want to come in for some tea?” Magatha offered.

“We should get going before it gets dark,” Mum replied as she handed over the bag. “I’ll pick the bag up when we come for Bastian’s lessons.”

Magatha smiled, her eyes locked onto my mother with not even a glance for me. “Looking forward to it.”

We waved our farewells and started the long walk back to the outpost. My mother waited until we were a good distance from Magatha’s before she spoke again.

“You didn’t have to do that, sweetheart.”

I shrugged, picking my path down the road. “It’s fine, Mum. You and Gramps would just put it towards my learning anyway, right?”

Mum smiled at me knowingly. “Of course.”

“I can listen to Magatha talk about plants or whatever for a while if it helps you and Gramps.”

She stopped me then, bending down to fold me into a hug. “You’re such a good boy.”

I cringed a little at her words, considering my recent antics had involved climbing on top of the outpost, infiltrating the prospectors’ new home to cause a bug apocalypse, and strangling a feral, mind-fucking-with rat. Good wasn’t how I was viewing myself at the moment. Still, a hug from Mum was a hug from Mum and I wrapped my arms around her.

The rest of the walk was a quiet affair as the sun was starting to set. The skyline had dimmed to orange by the time we reached our home. Dinner was a quiet affair with just the three of us, though I could still hear the occasional sob upstairs from the surviving adventurer.

That night, laying in bed, I wondered whether it would be similar for me when I eventually started adventuring. If I had a team, what would it feel like to lose one of them? It was easy to imagine as I just considered what it would feel like to lose Mum or Gramps. I’d be a wreck as well. But, travelling alone seemed like a really lonely way to live. Some memories of my past life leaked in, reminding me that in life, you had to take the bad with the good. So, of course, in my childish mind, I decided I would just have to become strong enough that I would never lose anyone. I knew it was a lie, but it was such a pretty one that I held onto it. One day it would shatter, and I would be forced to pick up the pieces, but that day wasn’t today. 

If I dreamt that night, I didn’t remember it. In the morning, the adventurer was already gone. Gramps told us over breakfast that she had slipped out before dawn. Hard to blame her for running from the site of so much pain. I hadn’t forgotten my thoughts from the night before and threw myself into my studies and lessons with a vengeance.

The next few days passed in a blur but my hard work paid off as I looked over the notifications with a smile.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Swordplay VII (1052/1000)

Reward: 1 Coordination

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Balance VIII (2512/2500)

Reward: 1 Coordination

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Climbing X (10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated Stats

I immediately put the two Unallocated Stats into Talented which took me to a nice round one-hundred-and-fifty in the Advanced Attribute and a perfect thirty percent bonus to the completion rate of all my Paths.

Which just meant one thing. What Path was I going to fill the slot that the Path of Climbing had vacated? There was the Path of Infiltration, or the Path of Coordination. Then there were all the weapon Paths I had unlocked. Or I could wait two days and see what Paths my lessons with Magatha might offer. I opened my Status as I pondered the question because thinking about it brought me no closer to an answer.
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        Chapter 38

    
    
    
    
  I watched as Magatha dug at the roots around one of her plants, the dirt getting under her fingernails as the fresh, loamy smell washed over the pair of us. Squatting in the garden right next to her was leaving my thighs burning but I figured if I suffered enough I might get a few steps into the Path of Body Strengthening before the day was done. Unfortunately, the day was very much not done.

“This tuber is called a greyknuckle, owing to its colour and the ridges you see along the sides,” Magatha explained, holding a fist sized lump of grey that I might have thought was a rock. “It’ll be the core ingredient in what we use today.”

“What are we brewing today?” I asked, only mildly curious as I reached out to poke the tuber. I felt no fuzziness so this plant wasn’t one that was filled with aether.

“My special tea,” Magatha answered as she patted the dirt back down.

“That doesn’t sound like it uses aether.”

“It doesn’t.”

I frowned at her answer. “I thought you were going to teach me things to do with aether.”

“You’re getting those lessons from Cornelius,” Magatha countered. “But before we get to alchemy, which can be dangerous, first we’ll learn a few mundane brews… which can also be dangerous.”

“Dangerous how?” I demanded with narrowed eyes. How could boiling some water and throwing in some tubers be dangerous? Sounded more like cooking to me. Oh gods, it was cooking! I didn’t want to cook! I was having buyer’s regret and the day had barely begun.

“Some plants have analgesic effects, some taste like meat, others make for a sweet or bitter tea, while others still can ward off disease or increase blood flow. But for every plant that can help you, there are five that can harm you. Some that will make you soil yourself, or break out in a fever that will last for days and wish for death. Some will even just kill you. So, first we will learn the basics before I teach you anything more.”

“Okay,” I replied. “But… what’s analgesic mean?”

“Means it makes things hurt less. Which can be good, but too much can be bad. Do you understand?”

I nodded, realising Magatha was babying me a bit. But then, I was a four year old and she didn’t know just how weird… I mean smart, I was. Mum sat nearby, watching, though she had brought a few bundles of parchement and her quill along. They were order forms apparently, to make sure we got our winter supplies delivered to the outpost before the weather shifted. We had a few months yet, but the Adventurer’s Society moved slowly apparently so it was best to get them in early in case mistakes were made.

“How do you always know we’re coming?” I asked, keeping the conversation going while Magatha had me washing the gray tuber in a small, wooden bucket.

“Noticed that, did you? Your boy is quite observant.” Magatha directed her last comment at my mother who looked up from her own scribbles.

“He is far smarter than you’re giving him credit for, Magatha,” Mum replied without looking up from her scribbles.

“Oh don’t be like that, Penny. And just call me Mags.”

“Can I call you Mags?” I asked.

“No, as your teacher I am Miss Magatha.”

“Sounds too formal,” I grumbled as I held out a cold hand with a washed greyknuckle tuber.

Magatha didn’t take it, just watching me for a moment before turning to my Mother.

“I know you said he’s smart, Penny, but just how smart are we talking? Can he use his aether already?”

My mum's quill paused in its movement and I mentally sighed.

Might as well have just screamed out yes, Mum, I thought. Whatever you do, don’t ever play poker!

“Why do you ask?” Mum replied, not answering directly though the damage was already done.

“I’m deciding what to teach him, Penny. That’s all.”

Mum glanced at me, and I knew she was trying to decide how much to share. For me though, I could see it was already too late. Even if we didn’t tell Magatha anything, she would suspect enough to concoct her own story. I really didn’t like the idea of sharing more than I already had, but I also didn’t see a world in which whatever Magatha came up with wasn’t to my detriment. Fully trusting the Hedge Witch wasn’t in the cards, given I hadn’t even trusted mum or gramps with the whole truth; but perhaps giving her a little more to work with might help me get more out of these lessons. Especially if they were actually useful and I kept getting them for another five years.

Mum looked relieved when I gave a slight nod of my head.

“Bastian can see his Status,” she said quietly, as though the trees had ears.

“What?!” Magatha screeched, whirling on me. “I thought you said he’s only four!”

She looked down at me like I had grown a second head and I simply grinned back, enjoying her surprise.

Take it all in, Mags! I’m amazing! I thought, my smile remaining plastered to my face.

“Yes, well, he can. It’s why Dad is teaching him. He’s only got a minor aether core but he is set on learning to cast spells, so Dad is working with him so he can complete the Path of Aethersensing early enough to move on to the Path of Aether Manipulation.”

“Only a minor aether core?” Magatha replied, her surprise fading to pity. I hated the look in her eyes as my smile wilted under her gaze.

I’ll beat the odds, Witch, just watch me! I thought in defiance.

Magatha gave me an odd lock.

“That’s a little unfortunate and will make any lessons on aether more than a little challenging.”

“Just bad luck,” Mum agreed. “Dad is looking into solutions, unless you’ve got a suggestion?”

Magatha shook her head. “Nothing in the Horndales to help grow an aether core. At least not near us. Maybe there are creatures in the far north that might help but I wouldn’t know. We’ve got the Storm Eagles which can be used in potions or rituals to help grow the Storm Affinity. Mountain Trolls for unlocking the Path of Lesser Regeneration and the Grimfaced Owls for the Path of Nightvision. But nothing for aether cores outside of Dungeons and Rifts.”

She glanced at me as she finished and smiled gently. “Remember those creatures and what they’re good for. While they can help to unlock and advance some Paths, we can also use them to brew potions that produce the same effects as the rewards for those Paths.”

“Is that how you made my potion of nightvision?” I asked.

“Good memory. Clever boy indeed. You must have more than a few mental Paths that you’re working on?”

She was clearly fishing for information so I just smiled and shrugged. Her frown in response made my Mum laugh.

“You’ll need to do better than that to outsmart my boy, Mags.”

Magatha looked like she had bitten into a lemon but brightened up at Mum calling her Mags.

“We’ll see,” commented the Hedge Witch. “Come on inside, both of you, it’s time to start brewing.”

I had been right. Brewing was just cooking and it was horribly boring. By the end of the day, I had been offered the Path of Brewing. A basic Path which apparently rewarded Mental Stats and even a few Aether Stats towards the end of the Path. I was admittedly tempted by it if only for the extra Aether, but I also knew they would be months away and unless I did some brewing at home, the Path would progress slowly. I decided I would give it more thought once we got home.

The rest of the afternoon I was left to my own devices as Magatha flirted with my mother. Mostly unsuccessfully from what I could tell. With Mag’s attention elsewhere I was given free rein, so long as I didn’t break anything. So, of course I went searching for aether-imbued potions and plants. Every step in my Path felt great but I realised part way through when I doubled back that Magatha was doing the same thing Gramps did. I could tell after one of the small, ferny plants I had touched didn’t feel like it had aether in it on my second round. Still, I wasn’t complaining as I had gotten a handful of steps in record time.

That night, as I lay in bed, I continued to worry over my next Path choice. My first thought was to add in another weapon path and work towards unlocking the Path of Weapon Mastery. The question was, who would I get the lessons from? George might know how to wield other weapons, but would he teach me? If not, Gramps would need to find me tutors, which meant I couldn’t work on the Paths for now unless I wanted to accept a glacial pace while I fumbled around figuring them out for myself.

Then there was the Path of Brewing. It seemed like a straight forward Path to learn and I was getting lessons in relation to it, but did I really want to learn alchemy? How would that even work if I was running around all over the place? I didn’t really want to lug a cauldron, even a small one, with me everywhere I went. It seemed like the weakest of my choices, if not for the fact that it would reward me with more Aether Stats and the fact that I had a teacher.

Picking the Path of Coordination up once more was an option, and the completionist in me screamed to do it, except for the problem where the Path was only one twentieth of the way to being finished. It did have the benefit of almost certainly going up with my sword training which made it a strong contender.

Finally, there was my Path of Infiltration. Among all the options it had two things going for it that none of the others did. For one, it benefitted from my Shadow Affinity which should boost its growth. That was a huge point in its favour. The other was that it was an Elite Path and so would give the most powerful rewards. The negative was also that it was an Elite Path and so progress was far more challenging and specific, with a lack of places around the area for me to infiltrate.

I couldn’t deny that the Path of Infiltration was the one I wanted to take, but I thought it was a bad choice here and now. If I was just a little more immature I would’ve taken it anyway, but after I infiltrated Etta’s place, if I even could, what would I do next? All that was left was the Kellins’ and Gramps had insinuated that infiltrating the same place twice wouldn’t progress the Path. Even with the bonus from my Shadow Affinity there was no way I would hit the next tier from just those two and Mum wouldn’t help me infiltrate Mag’s or Martin’s and Griselda’s homes.

I sighed in acceptance, pulling my covers more tightly around me. The Path of Infiltration would have to wait. In that light, and without news of any tutors from the old man, it really came down to the Path of Coordination or the Path of Brewing both of which had issues. Which was why I filled my empty Path slot with the Path of Hatchets. I wanted to ask Mags more about brewing before I made a final decision and if I picked back up the Path of Coordination and then swapped to Brewing I would lose a week's progress. Not a lot, but more than I could tolerate. On the other hand, a week's worth of work on the Path of Hatchets might be enough to get me to the second tier, which meant some easy stats and progress I could bank for the future.

With my decision made, I let sleep claim me and dreamt of hatchets splitting cauldrons.

  

    
        Chapter 39

    
    
    
    
  “Manage your distance!” George yelled at Etta as she tried to keep me from closing with her.

The advice fell on deaf ears as I stepped forward, sweeping my practice blade up from a low guard. Etta tried to back away and block at the same time. It was the right move but she didn’t commit enough and underestimated how much I was advancing. The clack of wood echoed over the backyard as her sword was deflected upwards leaving her body exposed. I finished my step and palmed her in the chest knocking her into the dirt for the third time that afternoon.

She ground her teeth as she clambered back to her feet in a small cloud of dirt. George moved towards us, checking his daughter for injuries before he helped dust her off a little. He whispered something to her that I didn’t catch though I did hear her reply.

“But he’s faster and stronger,” Etta whined quietly.

I looked away so that they wouldn’t see my face as I silently agreed with her. Etta was a little over a year older than me, but after training with her daily for months it was easy for me to measure her speed and strength against my own. She was quite fit from all the exercise, but I was fitter. A side effect from doing workouts in the mornings and evenings along with all my other lessons. Then there was the fact that I had completed enough tiers on physical Paths to further enhance myself. Still, I tried not to abuse my superior speed and strength in our bouts, relying instead on skill. I wasn’t always successful.

“Okay, ready to go again?” George asked as he backed away from us.

I nodded my agreement while Etta huffed and reset her position.

“Good use of the Wolf’s Paw,” George added as he reached his preferred distance to watch us from. I smiled in acknowledgement of the compliment and waited.

Etta came at me fast, clearly trying to gain the initiative.

So that was the advice he was giving her, I thought.

Giving ground step by step, I parried her attacks as fluidly as I could. Even I could feel how sloppy we both were in comparison to George’s movements when he demonstrated for us, but every day I felt I got a little bit better. Between slashes, I glanced behind me to make sure I wasn’t going to trip over a rock and then started circling right. Etta and I were both right-handed and circling to my left was only an option if I had already deflected her blade to open up her right-side. Otherwise it was just begging to get rushed in a position where I would struggle to defend. Of course, that is exactly what I was setting her up for. As she tried to match my footwork, I deflected a thrust so that her arm was across her body and quickly reversed my steps to the left, tapping her on the ribs gently with the blade before stepping back.

Even with the light touch, she winced at the contact and I figured it would leave a small bruise. Less than the fall to the dirt though. Still, her eyes smoldered with indignation. I thought she might try and rush me in anger.

“That’s enough for today, Etta,” George announced, heading off any issues before they arose. Etta stomped off towards her house in the distance and I watched her go, wondering what I had done wrong. She almost never managed to beat me in our spars, in fact the only time she did was when I was attempting to incorporate new attack patterns and forms into my existing repertoire.

I looked at George, my face adopting a childlike confusion which was not an act. “What did I do?”

“It’s not you, Bastian. Etta’s trying very hard to work on something and her lack of progress is bothering her. Did you want to spar or have you had enough?”

I grinned and squared up. 

An hour later, after eating dirt more times than I could count, we finally called it a day. Trudging over towards our pile of firewood I mentally went over my sparring with George. I hadn’t landed a single strike on the man in our hour of practice. It wasn’t because he used his superior speed or strength, in fact, I thought he might even be moving slower than I was. He was just that much better than me, reading my movements like a scribe reads a book. Though I did acknowledge that he still had reach on me, and even though he tried to reduce that imbalance by using a shorter blade and keeping it closer to his body, the advantage wasn’t completely removed. 

I smiled. Even losing, I had loved every minute of it. There was something exhilarating about fighting, even if it was just sparring. Pitting myself against an opponent and doing everything I could to achieve victory. I was still high on that feeling as I picked up the smaller of two axes and went back to work.

My mother watching me from her garden meant I didn’t get too adventurous with my movements as I practised with the hatchet. Normally it was just used to trim branches off the fallen trees that would then be used as kindling. In my hands though it might as well have been a full-sized axe. Thankfully, my Path of Hatchets didn’t care about the size discrepancy. Moving through different footwork, I swung the axe around, probably looking as much like a lunatic as someone who knew what they were doing. As the sun finally set, the notification I had been waiting for appeared in the corner of my vision.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Hatchets II (25/25)

Reward: 1 Strength

I smiled as my strength increased again. I had completed the first Tier of the Path earlier in the week which had also granted an increase in strength.

The rest of the evening was normal with another workout performed before bed and I went to sleep looking forward to the following day. I had some more questions for Magatha and I would finally decide whether or not to take the Path of Brewing.

Rather than walk to Magatha’s I convinced my mother we should run. Was I trying to eke out a few extra steps on my Path of Running? Absolutely. Did I still have a great time? Also absolutely!

Magatha was waiting for us in her garden as we approached, a little tired and sweaty from all the running.

“Penny, dear, exercise is good for the body, but if you make yourself any more desirable then the heavens might descend to claim you,” Magatha said with a straight face.

I rolled my eyes while my mother simply smiled as though she heard such compliments every day. On second thought, if we lived somewhere more populous, she just might. Thinking about it made me annoyed. Poor mum never asked for all the attention and yet people were always showering her with it regardless. It made me feel a little guilty since the only reason she was seeing Magatha so often was because of me.

In a fit of pique I decided to try and refocus the conversation by being incredibly rude. “How many Advanced Attributes do you have, Miss Magatha?”

The Hedge Witch did a double take, eyes narrowing at me. I didn’t expect her to answer. The idea was just to make her pay attention to me instead of attempting to flirt with my mum. So, I was surprised when she did.

“That’s not something you normally ask someone, Bastian. But, since Penny did reveal your little secret to me, I suppose I can share a little as your teacher. I have five Advanced Attributes.”

My jaw dropped. “That’s so many!”

Magatha looked a little confused, her gaze drifting back to my mum. “Did Cornelius not explain Class Paths to him yet?”

I looked up at my mum. What’s she talking about? I demanded mentally.

“Not in detail. Just that humans do not unlock them until they turn twelve and that it is important to get a suitable Class Path.”

Magatha grunted in annoyance. “Well, I am teaching him too, and I say he should know. Do you know what makes a Class Path different to other Paths, Bastian?”

I shrugged and shook my head, absolutely enraptured.

Feed the knowledge straight into my brain, Mags! Just pump it in there! I thought.

Magatha barely paid attention to my mother as she drew closer.

“Class Paths are the only Path where every Tier is equal distance from the last one. Ten Tiers, each one-hundred steps. They also give some of the best rewards outside of Dungeons and Rifts. Like, extra Advanced Attribute slots. That’s why I have five. Before I got my first Class Path I only had two slots. Then my Basic Class Path gave me a third and my Adept Class Path, which I am currently working on, gave me a fourth.”

“But, you said you have five,” I pointed out. “Where’d that one come from?”

“A very expensive ritual,” she replied easily.

“Could we do that for me?” I asked excitedly.

“If you collect the required materials, I will help you perform the ritual,” Magatha agreed. 

I pumped my fist. Even if it took me years to get everything needed, the idea of an extra slot for an Advanced Attribute sounded amazing. 

“Will you tell me what Advanced Attributes you have?” I asked as I calmed down.

Magatha watched me with a placid face, without revealing an inkling of the thoughts going on behind her eyes.

“Very well. I have the Advanced Attributes of Aethersensing, Aether Stability, Herbalism, and Alchemy. The fifth is for me alone to know.”

I wasn’t about to begrudge the Hedge Witch her secrets when she was being so forthcoming. That didn’t stop me from asking more questions though.

“What do they do?”

“Aethersensing you should know. Aether stability helps my aether linger in the environment for longer which is very important for what I do. Herbalism helps me glean more information from studying plants and herbs. Mostly herbs though. I learn less from other plants. Alchemy makes my brews last longer and increases their effectiveness.”

“Makes them last longer?” I asked out loud as I thought back to my potion of nightvision with dread. “How long do they last?!”

“Depends on the brew. Most healing potions last around six months. A potion of bug repellent… around four months. A potion of adhesive probably lasts for decades if not longer.”

“What about my potion of nightvision?” I demanded.

“Nine months give or take. Depends on how it is stored. In the cold? Closer to eleven months while if it is kept warm more like six or seven months.”

Magatha sounded entirely clinical as she talked about the shelf life of potions while I screamed internally at realising my beautiful potion of nightvision was now just a fancy light purple liquid in a bottle.

My reaction was clearly painted across my face as Magatha smirked at me while my mother rubbed my head gently in support of my loss.

“You never used the nightvision potion did you?” Magatha asked.

I shook my head.

“Well, I suppose we’ll just need to brew a new one then, won’t we?” suggested the Hedge Witch.

My face lit up. “Really?”

“Of course. But not today. Consider it a reward to aspire towards over these visits. If you show me you have some capability and that you are taking these lessons seriously, then the reward will be that together we will brew you a new potion of nightvision.”

I glanced up at Mum, who was smiling encouragingly, then back to Magatha.

“Okay! Umm, but don’t we need something from a Grimfaced Owl to brew that?”

Magatha smiled at me and I think it might have been the first genuine smile she had ever directed at me. “Good memory. It does. But that’s what Hurin is for.”

I glanced around looking for the hunter as we entered Magatha’s house. If he was nearby, I didn’t see him. As I entered the house I made my decision, adding the Path of Brewing to my list of Paths.

  

    
        Chapter 40

    
    
    
    
  Staring at the two leaves on the table, I searched for a difference. They were both dark green and lobed with a faint white sheen around the edges. I counted each lobe and found they had the same number, even though the leaf on the left was slightly bigger. They were also both symmetrical. Reaching out a finger I touched each leaf gently, feeling the fuzziness within. A hint of aether but beyond that, nothing.

Minutes passed as I searched for the difference before pointing at the smaller leaf on the right in frustration.

“This one is smaller.”

“Congratulations, you’ve proven you have eyes,” Magatha replied, her voice dripping with sarcasm so thick I could’ve spread it on a piece of bread and eaten it. “Use that head of yours that your mother is so proud of.”

I bit back a retort and considered what I knew about Magatha. If she said there was a difference between the leaves then there must be one. I had no way of telling if one had more flavour or something than the other. What I did have, was the ability to sense aether to a small extent. Something Magatha also had. 

Yet, instead of matching Aethersensing with Aether Manipulation to cast spells, the Hedge Witch had Aether Stability. I remembered a while back mum had mentioned that plants filled with aether were almost always found in Dungeons. There were apparently a few exceptions. Magatha’s garden was filled with plants that had a hint of aether to them. 

Aether Stability made a lot more sense if Magatha was imbuing the plants with aether herself. Which meant I needed to focus more on my aethersensing. Going back to the two leaves, I closed my eyes and focused on the feeling beneath my finger as I gently touched each leaf. The fuzzy feeling of aether pressed against my skin was a constant but as I dragged my finger across the leaves I hit a dead patch. The fuzziness buzzed around the edges of my finger, but at the tip there was nothing. I did the same check with the other leaf but I could feel aether all across its surface. Doing a more thorough search of the first leaf I found two more dead spots.

“This leaf has spots on it with no aether!” I exclaimed.

“Well done,” Magatha admitted from where she sat drinking tea and chatting with my mum. “The first step to brewing is knowing what you’re brewing with. Minor changes in the amount of aether can turn an exceptional brew into little more than sludge. More aether does not mean better just as less aether does not mean worse. Alchemy is about creating a balance in whatever you formulate that allows the catalyst to shine.”

“If I complete the Path of Brewing will I get the Alchemy Advanced Attribute like you?” I asked.

Magatha snorted in response. “No, you’ll be able to take the Brewing Advanced Attribute, which can be improved to the Alchemy Advanced Attribute. Now, get all the leaves out of that basket there and separate out all the ones with aether dead zones from the ones with a consistent spread of aether.”

For some, the task may have been a boring one. For me, it was a golden opportunity to advance my Path of Aethersensing. The day dragged on and I was pulled away to have lunch after I finished sorting the leaves. After lunch, Magatha examined my performance.

“Good enough for someone without the Aethersensing Attribute,” she commented as she gathered up the pile of leaves with dead spots and dumped them into a bucket. The remaining leaves were scooped into a bowl as she drew me back to the table with a mortar and pestle. “This is called Bitterleaf. A boring name that some moron came up with because, as it sounds, it tastes bitter. If we brewed this into a tea, it would be good for only one thing. Cleaning out someone's stomach if they were a bit clogged up. What does that tell us?”

I had a few ideas. Assuming that by clogged up she meant constipated, then my guess was that there was an oil in bitterleaf that the human body didn’t easily digest. Of course, I couldn’t say that, as what four year old would know such things.

“It means we shouldn’t eat it?” I offered. My Path of Deception ticked up in the background.

“I just said we could drink it, under certain circumstances. What it means, though, is that your body isn’t good at… turning it into shit…” Magatha paused as my mother softly snickered in the background. “Which means that we can use it as a base. In alchemy, a base is something that is used to move something else into or around the body.”

“Does that mean potions give you the shits?” I asked.

My mother couldn’t take it anymore, bursting into laughter. I smiled cheekily while Magatha rolled her eyes at the pair of us. It took almost a minute for mum to calm down.

“Children, the both of you. But yes, drinking too many potions can give you the runs. Mixing different types of potions can do that or worse. So, don’t do that unless you know that they won’t interact.”

I nodded along with a smile as we got to work with the leaves. First, I had to grind them up with a mortar and pestle which took another hour. When that was done, we needed to boil them. I had expected we would use the cauldron for that, but instead, it was just a metal pot. Once it was done, we then whisked off the layer of oil floating on the top and moved that to a smaller glass bottle. There was still water in with the oil and we had to boil it out until there was a thin layer of faint yellow oil lingering in the bottom of the glassware. Finally, Magatha poured the oil into another bottle which was already filled with oil and marked with the words ‘Bitterleaf Oil.’

The entire process had taken most of the afternoon and I was surprised to find that I had gained a couple of steps in my Path of Brewing as we walked home. Magatha had promised that next week, we would use the base I had helped make to brew my first potion. Knowing the Hedge Witch, I expected that it would be something like a bug repellent potion.

That night I offered to brew tea for Gramps after dinner. The act didn’t net me any more steps in my Path, but I figured if I did it a few times a day for the old man then it would add up.

The following day, after breakfast with fresh tea brewed by yours truly, I sat in Gramps’ office. My legs dangled over the edge of the seat kicking back and forth as we waited for Etta to arrive.

“Gramps, how many Advanced Attributes do you have?” I asked.

After getting the same information from Magatha I thought it would be a good idea to compare with Gramps. I was planning to ask Mum later as well.

The old codger gave me the side eye as he looked up from the tome in front of him. The dark woolen shirt he was wearing contrasted with his grey beard making him look a little like salt and pepper. I tried not to let myself get distracted as he opened his mouth.

“Why do you ask?”

“Magatha told me most of hers. She’s got five. She let me know what four of them were! I wanted to know how many you had because you’re further along your Class Paths than she is right?” I explained.

“I am. You can usually guess how far someone is along their Class Paths simply by their age. Magatha, unless she is exceptionally talented…”

“Like me!” I interjected.

Gramps smiled. “Yes, like you. Unless she was like you, then she would be somewhere around the fourth Tier of her Adept Class Path.”

Without more context I had no idea of figuring out exactly how long Class Paths were supposed to take to complete. So, rather than act like a little know it all, I just stared at the old codger with a blank and confused look on my face. My acting was clearly good enough to convey my thoughts on the matter to the old man.

“Basic Class Paths take between eight to ten years for most people. Another twenty for the Adept Class Path. Another thirty for the Advanced Class Path. Forty for the Elite Class Path. That’s the human standard.”

“What?! Doesn’t that mean someone would need to live till they’re over a hundred to complete all the Class Paths?!”

Gramps shushed me and I realised I had stood up on my chair in my excitement. I sat back down and once I was settled he continued his explanation.

“It does, though that isn’t all of the Class Paths. The final Class Path we know of is the Master Class Path. I would guess it takes fifty years to complete, though if anyone achieved it they’re not telling the Adventurer’s Society about it. Or maybe the Adventurer's Society isn't telling us. Do you understand what this means?”

I did the math in my head. With my Talented Attribute I was already advancing at an increased rate of thirty percent. If it took one-hundred-and-sixty years to complete the Class Paths then at my current rate I would manage it in one-hundred-and-twelve. Still too long. But, Gramps had mentioned that my Talented Attribute could be improved. There were also other ways to increase the speed of development.

“That I have a chance of reaching the Master Class Path?” I ventured in answer to his question.

Gramps nodded. “It’s been done before. Anyone with a Master Class Path is known across the continent, perhaps even beyond. They are the greatest heroes and villains of our history. You would go down in the annals of history. Is that…”

I interrupted him again. “Do elves live longer than we do?”

Gramps nodded, leaning toward me with his arms resting on his desk as he waited.

“Doesn’t that mean they are more likely to reach Master Class Paths more easily than we are?”

“Somewhat,” he agreed. “They unlock their Class Paths later than we do though and they advance more slowly on all Paths. The inverse is true for those shorter lived, like orcs. They unlock their Class Path earlier and advance slightly more quickly. But on average they live shorter lives. The Myriad Paths is relatively balanced, Bastian. If it wasn’t, then it would be easy for one race to simply dominate the others.”

“What about Beastkin?”

“Earlier. Same as orcs, generally, with a few exceptions. Bearkin live slightly longer.”

“And the Royal Family of Ajinar are Bearkin?”

Gramps smiled again. “Paying attention to your mothers lessons? You’re a good lad, Bastian. And yes, they are. They rule Ajinar, despite Wolfkin and Catkin unlocking their Class Paths earlier. Though, in this case, it’s not about Class Paths that give the Sevgi Family an advantage over their supposed peers. It’s a bloodline.”

“A bloodline? What’s that?”

“A special Path that is carried through a family. In the Sevgi families case, the rumour is that it guarantees that they will unlock an additional Affinity slot along with the Blood Affinity. Makes them very hard to kill and incredibly capable physically. Coupled with their already increased strength and size from being Bearkin, they are probably the most formidable warriors to the east, matched only by some of the best orc warlords,” Gramps mused.

“Do you have a bloodline?” I asked curiously.

The old man laughed ruefully. “No. They’re not common, and even then, most of them aren’t that strong. They might just give a few extra stats or marginally improve an Affinity. The powerful ones are rare and almost always carried in noble families.”

I thought about that for a moment. The question I had was about a chicken and an egg. Did those with bloodlines become nobility due to their increased capabilities, or were they named nobility because of their bloodlines. The answer, of course, hit me in the face.

“Is that because the nobility seek out people with bloodlines and marry them into their families?”

Gramps did a double take before sighing. “Bastian, you are too smart for your age. Don’t let it get you in trouble.”

He looked away and muttered quietly, though I still heard the words. “Even though I know you will.”

Etta chose that moment to burst into the room with a wide smile on her face and George right behind her.

“I unlocked my Status!” she shouted to the room.
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  The news of Etta unlocking her Status shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. Thinking about it as George and Etta entered the room made me realise, I had always kind of worked under the assumption that Etta had her Status unlocked even though I knew that wasn’t truly the case.

“So, a celebration then?” Gramps asked, his smile pleased, though it paled in comparison to the pride writ clear on George’s face.

“A celebration,” George agreed while Etta cheered beside him before running over and throwing her arms around me. For my part I endured the attention.

Outside the door I could hear three other voices in the kitchen, all female. That meant that Grandma Lucille and Kaylee were also here. The former was fairly common as Grandma Lucille almost always sat in on Etta and my reading and writing lessons. Kaylee on the other hand was a rare sight in the outpost except for dinners.

Etta released me and climbed into her own chair, ready for the day's aethersensing lesson with a huge smile still plastered to her face.

“Are we having the celebration for lunch or dinner?” Gramps asked.

“Dinner, Cornelius. The kids should still get their daily lessons in.”

Cornelius nodded before looking pointedly at George. “Were there many changes to Etta’s Path with the access? Or anything else I should know?”

I could see the indecision on George’s face. There was definitely something, though it was clear he wasn’t sure if he wanted to tell it to the old man. Or was it me he didn’t want to know? Both had their merits, after all Gramps was not family to the man and I was a kid who could very easily blurt out secrets to anyone who asked.

George finally came to a decision as he answered, “I’ll talk with you about it later. After the celebration. There is something else I wanted to discuss with you anyway.”

Gramps nodded and settled in behind his desk, shuffling some paper around as he prepared for the daily lesson.

“Alright sweetheart, do your best okay? And remember how proud of you mummy and daddy are,” George said encouragingly to his daughter before his eyes flicked to me. “I will see you both this afternoon for sword practice.”

The rest of the day moved by in a blur, with Kaylee and Lucille cooking up a storm while my mother fed a trading caravan that stopped by the outpost for lunch while the merchant leading the procession made some quick trades at the Kellins’ trading post. The lessons themselves followed the usual trend, with Etta beating me handily at aethersensing, only to lose to me by two points in Mother’s reading and writing lessons. Sword practice still saw me beating Etta easily, though we skipped over my usual one-on-one time with George to get cleaned up for dinner.

While I scrubbed myself with the warm, wet rag under my mother’s watchful eye, I considered how Etta had performed throughout the day. She had only just unlocked her Status, yet the only lesson I could confidently say she had performed better than usual at was aethersensing. Normally, she would detect between four and five uses of aether in the two hours while I managed two to three. Today, she had located six, and the lesson had been slightly shorter than usual due to a few interruptions for questions about the celebration.

In the other lessons, Etta hadn’t shown any improvement which meant her Stats hadn’t made a sudden jump. I was making an educated guess, but to me that sounded like she already had most of her Stats. Thinking back to my own experience of unlocking my Status, it had unlocked early to give me access due to needing to make a decision about an Advanced Attribute. 

My thoughts on the matter were that Paths must be automatically assigned as you unlocked them, and for the normal base Stats, they were also assigned automatically. Most kids wouldn’t complete a Path anyway until they were five or six, maybe not even then. It also had me suspicious about how the nobility forced an earlier unlock of the Status. Did they force their children to train in a specific Path or Paths until they unlocked an Advanced Attribute?

It was all a guess, but I was pretty sure I was onto something. In a way, it was both clever and cruel. These kids must be trained like child soldiers from the time they could walk, because the Path used would almost certainly have to be one of the simpler ones. It couldn’t be Walking or Crawling as neither of those had awarded an Advanced Attribute. Running maybe? I hadn’t completed it yet so I didn’t know.

“Time to finish up, my little man,” admonished my mother gently as she brought over a towel.

I was summarily dried and dressed before heading downstairs to the common room. A veritable feast had been made with lit candles decorating the long wooden table adding a flickering ambience to match the roaring flames in the fireplace. Grandma Lucille and Gramps were already there, and as I climbed into my seat, Etta rushed into the room with her parents right behind her.

Etta sat next to me, with Grandma Lucille on her other side. George and Kaylee sat across from us while Gramps and mother were at the ends of the table. After everyone had taken their seats and the drinks had been poured, George stood and raised his glass.

“To my little girl, Henrietta Miller. You’ve unlocked your Status and begun to find your own path in this world of ours. May it be long and full of love, laughter, and happiness. But let us all never forget that to have these things we must strive to improve ourselves, as you have been doing my little Etta and will continue to do. For our paths are myriad, but only through hard work will we find the happiness we seek. To my Henrietta, and her bright future!”

The rest of the adults raised their cups, and I mimicked them. 

“To Henrietta!”

We all drank. For Etta and I, it was just some juice, but I could smell the wine and whiskey of the adults’ drinks. Then food was heaped onto our plates and whatever the adults were doing was forgotten as I gorged myself on honey-baked ham and crisp roasted vegetables drenched in gravy. I ate until I was fit to burst, Etta matching me mouthful for mouthful. The pair of us stumbled over to the rug by the fire and laid down to let our stomachs settle while the adults continued to chatter.

No presents were forthcoming so I figured that wasn’t part of the celebration. Then, after another hour the adults all cleaned up the mess. Etta had already drifted off, snoring gently. Her father scooped her up as the Millers bid their farewells for the night and left through the kitchen door to head home. I wasn’t far behind Etta and blearily opened my eyes as my mother carried me upstairs. Lying in bed, I was ready to fall asleep when I heard the back door open again.

Did someone forget something? I wondered tiredly. Then a second door opened that I recognised as Gramps’ office door by the signature squeak right before it closed. Climbing out of my bed, I crept downstairs, avoiding using Muffled Steps as I didn’t want to alert Gramps that I was awake. I could hear my mother in the kitchen washing the dishes and slipped up right next to the door so I could eavesdrop on what was going on inside. If it was just Gramps scribbling, I was going back to bed, but he never went into his office this late at night. He’d normally be helping Mum or sitting around the fireplace with her enjoying a smoke on his pipe.

“...you’ve got your privacy now, George. What is it?”

Even muffled through the wood, the first voice was clearly Gramps and he’d already told me exactly who was in there with him.

“This doesn’t leave this room, Cornelius. Agreed?”

“Agreed. I’ve kept your secrets, George. What’s one more?”

“That’s the only reason I am trusting you with this, Cornelius. This is every bit as dangerous as my own secret. Perhaps more so. If mine was to get out, my family might come looking for me. If this one was to get out, my family would only be one of our problems.”

“You’re not filling me with confidence, George. I’m not even sure I want to know now.”

“You would have figured it out anyway, because I am not just here to share a secret. I need a favour as well.”

I heard Gramps sigh loudly. “Now I know I don’t want to know.”

“Etta has the improved version of my bloodline,” George said quietly, though with my ear pressed to the wood I could still hear it.

“I don’t know the details of your bloodline,” Gramps replied.

“The Arman Bloodline Path has three variations. Arman Blood, Arman Heritage, and Arman Legacy. The first is what most of my family get. It’s nothing too powerful, merely providing ten to twenty extra Aether and Unallocated Stats. Useful, but nothing to truly set us apart.

“The Arman Heritage version, which is what I have, does the same but also improves an existing Affinity. It may do more, but the last few tiers are difficult to progress. It is… rare in the family. Last I checked, only three of us have the Path. My father is one of them.”

George paused, and I heard Gramps mumble something but couldn’t make out the words. My body was growing tired from holding so still, but I wasn’t willing to move an inch. This information was amazing, and though I felt a spike of envy for the rewards of these Bloodline Paths, I had to know what Etta possessed.

“And the Arman Legacy?” I heard Gramps ask quietly.

“Hasn’t been seen in two generations. I don’t know all the details, but I can tell you what Etta has already unlocked. She has managed to progress to the second tier. The first was the Aether Talented Attribute. The second was an additional Affinity slot. If the Path bears any resemblance to my own, then the third tier will improve an Affinity.”

Aether Talented sounded like my own Advanced Attribute, though I wasn’t sure what to make of the additional word. Did it mean that it only worked on aether-related Paths? I didn’t have time to wonder more about it as the conversation kept going.

“If any of the ducal families find out…” Gramps commented quietly.

“I know, Cornelius. Believe me, I know.”

“You shouldn’t have told me. I don’t want to know about this. I’ve got enough on my hands with Bastian.”

“I had to. I need your help.”

“With what? I’m already teaching her. With her Advanced Attribute, she’ll likely complete the Path of Aethersensing within the next year and a half. Maybe even quicker. Then I will teach her the Path of Aether Manipulation. What more can you need from me?”

“The heart of a storm eagle,” George answered, his voice firm.

“What… the extra Affinity slot. You want to grant her a tier two Affinity…”

Silence reigned for a moment in the office with only the sound of pots and plates clinking and the slosh of water being moved around in the kitchen to fill the absence.

“And you need me because you have no real ranged spells,” Cornelius said.

“Exactly. I’ll protect us, but I need you to bring one of the birds down.”

“And Magatha has agreed?”

There was no answer but I was guessing George had nodded or something because the conversation continued.

“I’m not comfortable leaving Penny and Bastian unprotected,” Gramps stated.

“Of course. I’m going to pay Martin and Griselda to come stay here at the outpost while we’re gone. Etta, Kaylee, and my mother in law as well.”

“And Hurin to come with us? Has he agreed?”

“I haven’t managed to speak with him yet, but I am hoping he’ll act as our guide up the mountains,” George answered.

Silence followed again before Gramps finally answered.

“Alright, on one condition. I’ll help you bring down a storm eagle if you help me catch a few coldfang serpents.”

What in the hell is a coldfang serpent? I thought.
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  Serissa stood in the garden, working hard to control her aether as she wove the basic spell form. Holding the tiny threads of aether together had beads of sweat forming on her previously pristine forehead even though the aether threads were less than a hand’s width from her body.

Behind her, but outside of her line of vision, stood her tutor Madam Valerican. Serissa couldn’t see her but knew that her tutor would be as placid as the water she so easily commanded. Today she was dressed in a light blue silk dress that flowed out at her hips to cascade down to the ground like a fountain. A bonnet on her head shielded her from the sun, matched by Serissa’s own bonnet of white.

Next to Madam Valerican was Serissa’s father. King Dominic Athaneas was an imposing man, even to Serissa. Where Serissa’s hair was a rich brown, her fathers was a short cut blond. His black doublet was threaded with gold stitching which was mirrored in his pants. The boots he wore were shined to a mirror sheen, and as always he carried his blade, Decimator, at his hip. The only blemish to him was his green eyes, which were so pale as to look like willow leaves. Those eyes were one of the few things Serissa shared with her father.

Tomorrow, she would turn six, and the chance for what her father desired would slip through her fingers. If she failed, she would become just another of her father’s children to be turned into tools for his rule, rather than named heir to the country of Meravia, the greatest country on the continent!

She pushed harder, commanding her aether threads to match the spell form that Madam Valerican had taught her. Finally, after another ten minutes, and with almost no aether left, the spell manifested in front of her. A small globe of water no bigger than a finger spun into being. Then the spell matrix collapsed and the water went from a swirling ball to splattering on the grass before her. Serissa waited, expecting the Myriad Paths to notify her of her success. Nothing happened.

Frowning, she glanced at her Paths. The Path of Aether Manipulation remained there with another twelve steps to Completion. Serissa had thought this would be enough to complete the Path. She sighed and shook her head. Her Father was already walking away while Madam Valerica rushed forward.

“How much more?” asked the older woman.

“Ten to go,” Serissa whispered.

“We can still try. Come, child.”

Serissa followed, knowing it was futile. She managed to perform the spell form again but collapsed from aether exhaustion on the third attempt. When she woke it was in her own bed, well after midnight. In the corner of her vision a message from the Myriad Paths flashed, waiting to be read. Serissa opened it, already knowing what it would say.

Achievement Acquired! Complete three non-rudimentary Paths to the ninth Tier or higher before the age of six.
Reward: Path of Aether Exceptionalism!

Path Unlocked! Path of Aether Exceptionalism (0/10)

She cried into her pillow. Aether Talented was still a useful Advanced Attribute, but it would only apply to aether-related Paths. She had failed her family, failed her father. She bawled into her pillow till she fell asleep. In her dreams, she had been truly Talented.

***

Kalin moved through the forms smoothly, his sword singing in the bright sunlight. Or so he thought. The thin bamboo stick struck out as his ankle moved an inch out of place, leaving a red welt on his skin.

“Again,” demanded the Blademaster his mother had hired to teach him. The guards nearby said nothing about seeing their future duke whipped on the practice yard. They had, after all, seen it almost every day for two years.

Kalin brushed himself off, his black hair tied back by a strap of leather as he glanced at his instructor with grey eyes. Then, as he had done a thousand times before, Kalin reset his stance, bringing his blade up in front of him as though saluting the man. With respect shown Kalin fluidly moved into the first form. Controlling his footwork he transitioned smoothly into the second form. The Winddancer Style was famous in Southern Meravia, though few true masters of the style existed owing to the difficulty of wielding the longer blade in one hand.

As Kalin reached the fifth form, this time without being whipped, he channelled his aether through the blade. The enchantment within sent a cutting blade into the target in front of him. By the time it had hit, Kalin was already gone, moving into the sixth form as he channelled his aether again. This time, he activated the second enchantment and a blast of air emitted from the blade like a shield to deflect arrows. The blast pushed Kalin back and he slid on the grass, pivoting on his foot as he spun into the eighth form instead of the seventh to retain his balance.

He expected the bamboo stick to strike once more but nothing came. He didn’t let his distraction cause a lapse in his practice, slipping from the eighth form into the ninth and then the tenth before resetting and coming to a rest.

“Better.”

The praise was about as much as he could hope for from Blademaster Simial. Kalin turned to face his teacher, sweat beading on his chest from the exertion.

“How much aether do you have left?” Simial asked, his loose and colourful clothes blowing in the southern breeze as the scream of gulls whistled on the wind from the docks far below the castle grounds.

“Enough for two more,” Kalin answered instantly.

Simial simply nodded, running a hand over his shaved chin, the olive skin shining in the sun. 

“Go again.”

Kalin completed two more sets of forms without receiving a strike from the bamboo stick before he collapsed onto the ground, puffing from the lack of aether, the edges of his vision closing in. Fortunately Samiel gave him a moment to recover, his breathing slowly evening out. His blurred eyesight cleared enough for him to look up, though the dizziness remained. He found Simial standing over him, waiting. Kalin knew there was no weakness in the Blademaster, nor did he tolerate it in others.

Once Kalin could stand, Simial simply asked, “Progress?”

Two messages from the Myriad Paths floated in the corner of Kalin’s vision and he opened them excitedly.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Swordplay X (10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated Stats. Unlocked the Path of Swords!

Achievement Acquired! Complete three non-rudimentary Paths before the age of six.
Reward: Path of Exceptionalism!

Path Unlocked! Path of Exceptionalism (0/10)

“I did it,” Kalin whispered in disbelief.

“And with a month to spare,” Simial commented. “Go tell the Duchess.”

Kalin watched for a moment in stunned silence as Simial walked away to look over the edge of the balcony into the city below. Then Kalin’s mind caught up with Simial’s words and he dropped his sword, running from the practice yard. Two guards peeled off to follow him as he rushed into the palace. His mother, Duchess Alexia Calliade, would be so happy with him! He had achieved what few in his bloodline ever had. The true Path of Exceptionalism.

***

Vana peeked her head out of the alley. The streets this far from the oasis were more sand than stone, but she was used to it. After all, they had been her home for as long as she could remember. Just another waif left to die in the slums of Saatlubad. The greatest city this side of the Black Sea, according to its citizens.

She wanted to spit at the very thought. Saatlubad was rotten as far as she was concerned, and if this was as good as it got, then the whole world deserved to be burned down. She let that anger simmer in her chest as she waited for her mark to leave his home. 

She didn’t have to wait long. The shifty, fat bastard exited not long after. Like the dirty rat he was, he paused to scan the area, before turning to lock the door behind him with a chain. Vana remained still long after he was gone. If she was too hasty, he might turn back to check. Once she was confident he was gone, she slipped out of the shadows cast by the buildings, moved quickly towards the front door before continuing past it and round the corner.

The window she had found earlier was really just a thin opening from a couple of loose bricks that had fallen out of the decrepit building. No grown person would have fit through them, but Vana wasn’t grown. Far from it. Scaling the wall was hard, but shimmying through the gap was child's play. The smell of sweat and worse things pervaded the inside of the building. 

In the end, it was the sweat that gave Pavel’s secret away. Vana could see drips of it along the floor and traced it to a rug. It took all her strength to roll it out of the way, but with some effort, she managed to move it off the trap door beneath. No lock for this door. Just a bolt that could be twisted into the wood to hide the bulge beneath the carpet.

Peeling back the door, her face was assaulted by the smell of more sweat, this time laced with decay. Eyes stared out at her from the darkness, filled with fear that transformed into hope. It was Mikael’s words that broke the silence.

“Vana, you came for me!”

“Of course I did, ya idiot! You’re part of my crew!” Vana replied as she walked down the sandstone steps into the basement. 

Others started to talk. Young and old, man and woman, all set aside down here for when the next slave run would come through to pick up the dregs of humanity. If they were lucky, they would be sold to pirates and worked to the bone on their ships. If they weren’t lucky…well, the snakekin to the south were said to feast on the flesh of other species, and their appetite was endless.

“Quiet down, you lot! If ya make too much noise, whadda ya think is gonna happen?” Vana whispered angrily.

They quieted down, and Vana nodded as she pulled out her prized pieces of wire and got to work on the locks. She could’ve stopped after she freed Mikael. Instead, she sent him and the two other kids in the cage with him to play lookout as she worked through the other five cages. By the time she was done, she had freed fifteen from a future as slaves. Not that she expected them to do much better on the streets of Saatlubad, but at least their choices would be their own.

With the help of two of the men, they managed to bash the door open, and then all those who had been held prisoner were fleeing into the streets. Vana ran south first, with Mikael and another boy hot on her heels. Only after she had gone three streets farther south did she begin to loop back to their hideout, a small rooftop attic above a warehouse for textiles that could only be reached by climbing onto the roof of the neighbouring building and then making a jump across a metre wide gap before slipping through a cracked tile. Vana was smart enough to know that in another two years Mikael would have grown too large to fit. Another year after that and the same would be true of her.

The rest of her crew waited inside. She hadn’t wanted to risk them getting noticed moving south so she had gone alone. Tempe, the youngest, smiled at her return while the other three mobbed Mikael. The new boy looked unsure what to do and simply squatted on his heels. He’d kept up, so Vana would let him stay.

She was about to settle down and see what food they had managed to scrounge up or steal when her vision flashed. She knew about the Myriad Paths, but still had expected a few more months before she might unlock hers. It was hard to tell when she didn’t know how old she was.

She looked over the Status with a careful eye. She couldn’t read well, so whenever she couldn’t read a word she simply got a mental impression of what it was meant to represent. A few Paths were already completed. Running, Climbing, and Crawling. All things she had done regularly. Other Paths were in progress. Hiding, Sneaking, Stealing, Lockpicking, and Endurance to name a few. Nothing surprised her until she got to the Advanced Attributes. She knew of a few, but she had never heard of one called ‘Gifted.’ Unlike the other words, from this she got no impression. She sighed. She hated not knowing something. It was why she had started learning to read in the first place.

That meant only one thing for her. She would find out what it meant to be Gifted, and she knew just the place. The question was, how was she going to break into the Adventurer Society’s library?
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  The following morning, I sat down at breakfast to see Gramps level a serious stare in my direction. I sat up straighter instantly.

“You are to keep what you heard last night to yourself,” he stated firmly.

“Heard what last night?” asked my mum in confusion as she served up some leftovers from the feast that she had heated up on a frying pan.

“Bastian snuck out of bed last night to eavesdrop on a conversation George and I were having,” Gramps answered.

My mother looked at me, obvious disappointment in her gaze. “You shouldn’t eavesdrop, sweetheart. People like their privacy.”

I drooped my head down, sad at being told off. 

“Did you tell George?” I asked, wondering if my swordplay lessons would come to an end.

“I didn’t,” Gramps answered before raising his fork with a hunk of ham on the end of it.

“Why not?” I said in confusion.

“It’s George’s job to keep his daughter’s secrets and look out for her wellbeing. It’s my job to do the same for you,” Gramps answered simply, though I caught a wide smile on my mother’s face that she was trying to hide as she sat down with us after filling her own plate.

“Still,” Cornelius continued. “You can’t tell anyone what you heard. Alright?”

“Alright,” I agreed. “What are coldfang serpents?”

My mother’s fork clattered against her plate in surprise at my question while Gramps just sighed.

“They are incredibly venomous snakes that live in caves near the peaks of the Horndale Mountains. They feed on birds’ eggs mostly, I believe, which is why they have a highly developed ability to go undetected. They’re not big, probably shorter than one of my arms. But because they are cold blooded, I can’t see them with my Heatsight Spell. I’d get myself killed hunting them alone. One bite and it would be over.”

“Why are you hunting them then, dad?” asked my mother, fierce eyes watching her father for an answer.

“Because their ability to go undetected is shadow-based. Powerfully shadow-based. I think if we get a few Magatha could brew something up for Bastian to further improve his Shadow Affinity. And I wanted something decent out of this trip for Bastian if I am going tramping up into the mountains to try and bring down a storm eagle,” answered Gramps. It was clear they had already discussed the upcoming hunt before I’d come downstairs. “Besides, it’s a lot less dangerous with George along. The coldfangs only come out of their caves to seek the nests of birds before they return to their sleep. We’ll seek them in a cave and George can use his Earth Spells to find them and pin them down for me. Won’t be a problem, Penny. I promise.”

My mother still didn’t seem convinced, but she let the topic lie. If she was going to argue with Gramps, I guessed she would do it a little later. After breakfast, the usual lessons started and my focus was entirely taken up with my Paths and progressing them.

Contrary to my expectations, Gramps and George hadn’t simply set out for the mountain peaks the following day. In fact, it had taken them almost a week to prepare. Though, to be fair, most of that extra time was due to how long it took someone to track down Hurin. In the end, he wasn’t found so much as he showed up at the Millers’ place to drop off a kill for Kaylee to process. He’d agreed readily enough and promised to meet back at the outpost in a couple of days while he prepared. I had no idea what that meant, but he disappeared as quickly as he came. 

Gramps and George had been bartering for supplies from the Kellins’ trading post for the trip. The furs, insulated tents, and trail food were all propped up in a pile against the wall in Gramps’ office.

In addition, while Griselda and Martin had agreed to stay with us, Gramps had also roped the local Warden into patrolling the area closely as well. Thomas Pickering, the Warden, and his two sons were going to keep a close eye on the area while Gramps, George, and Hurin were away. I was pretty sure the older son of the Warden, Timothy, was now twelve which meant he had unlocked his Basic Class Path. If I got a chance, I was going to ask him some questions, but to date, the Warden and his family had avoided showing up at the outpost and I kind of expected that to continue. The avoidance made me wonder if there was bad blood between the Adventurer’s Society and the Wardens of Ajinar.

My weekly lesson with Magatha had gone swimmingly, and my constant tea brewing, along with her lesson, had paid off.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Brewing I (27/10)
You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Brewing II (27/25)

Reward: +2 Mental

The additional Mental Stats were nice but nothing too important at this point. Progressing the Path, though, promised to provide me with some extra Aether Stats from the sixth tier to the eighth, assuming I kept with it. Which, as a budding completionist, I definitely wanted to do. Ultimately, I was just happy to see numbers going up.

The final change over the week was one I hadn’t expected. After watching me race along the obstacle course, even with my paranoia and scanning the sky, George had commented that I needed more of a challenge. Since Griselda was coming to visit anyway, George and Gramps had started drawing up improvements and extensions to the obstacle course. The first was making it less linear. Currently, each section led clearly to the next section and so on. With the changes there was going to be more than one path to the end. The new connections between the pillars were made to be significantly harder, with greater distances and less wood used as well as incorporating awkward angles. I couldn’t wait to try it when it was completed, not just because making it harder should push my Paths to advance more quickly, but also because I just loved a challenge.

Unfortunately, starting to build the new course coincided with an event I was not looking forward to. Everyone was gathered to see Gramps, George, and Hurin off. While I did want to improve my Shadow Affinity, I also didn’t like the idea of Gramps putting himself at risk or not seeing him for a week. So, as the three men marched off into the trees in the distance, loaded packs on their backs, I hugged my mother fiercely. We both hoped the old codger would make it back safely.

With aethersensing lessons out, I had the mornings after breakfast free. I was spending them doing workouts in the backyard, mostly focused on my Path of Running, to the sound of hammers and axes as Griselda shaped the wood for my improved obstacle course. In the distance, her husband Martin was chopping down trees for the wood, the shorter and burly man making steady work on the thinner Horndale pines while leaving the thickest ones alone.

Puffing from my latest sprints, I sat nearby and watched Griselda work. I was wearing cream-coloured woolen pants made from the sheep she tended at her homestead nearby. Griselda was wearing similar, her own dyed a darker brown. Her woolen shirt was woven with far finer thread, courtesy of Grandma Lucille while her vest was lined with fur which no doubt had been made by Etta’s mum, Kaylee.

Watching her work made me see the lines that held our little community together. Griselda was an accomplished builder, working the wood with practised ease and powerful arms. I was pretty certain that she had built everyone’s houses except for maybe our outpost. She also tended a small herd of animals which provided wool and meat for the community along with maybe a little cheese from the goats, and of course eggs from her chickens.

Her husband, Martin, both mined and smithed which was likely where most of our tools came from, along with some of the building supplies used by Griselda. Then there was Hurin, who hunted, bringing in extra meat, fur for Kaylee to work with, and materials for Magatha to brew with. Kaylee of course made fur and leather clothing, along with rugs for everyone. Those same materials also went into things like tents and backpacks, which were sold at the Kellins’ trading post, along with items smithed by Martin or brewed by Magatha. 

Then there was Etta’s Grandma, Lucille. The old woman was an incredibly talented weaver. In fact, all my best clothes had been made by the woman. Using materials provided by Hurin and Griselda, she made clothes for everyone in the community and sold the excess at the Kellins’ trading post.

Finally, there was Magatha. The Hedge Witch brewed whatever the community needed, be it bug repellants, tinctures for the few domesticated animals, or more specific items like my Scar Rejuvenation potion. Again, the excess was sold at the trading post, which brought in enough coin for everyone to buy whatever we couldn’t produce ourselves during the warmer months when traders passed through.

I found it interesting to think through how our small community was interlinked. The Warden’s family felt a little like outsiders, never truly engaging with the rest of us except to trade warm bread for food. I guessed most of their supplies were handled by the government of Ajinar, given Thomas Pickering’s role as a Warden.

Then, there were the newcomers. The prospectors along with another family that had supposedly settled farther down the road in Etta’s old home. The rumour was they were planning to build an inn after the next winter had passed. They had arrived too late in the season to get started immediately, though that made me wonder who was going to do the building.

“Griselda, has the new family asked you to build something for them?” I asked.

The half orc woman didn’t stop her work as she answered me. “The Jamisons? No. Don’t think they like me.”

“Why not?” I pressed, feigning ignorance even though I had a pretty good guess. My Path of Deception ticked up in the background at my acting.

“Because of my orc blood,” Griselda stated quietly.

I had been right, which if anything, made me feel even worse about my Path of Deception improving. Quietly, I had hoped I was wrong about their reasons.

“Seems dumb to me,” I said. “You’re with us, up here in the mountains. Not your fault if the orc tribes on the Ravi Plains start raiding Ajinar.”

Griselda glanced at me, her dark brown eyes watching me for a moment, before she went back to work. I thought the conversation was over but she muttered quietly.

“They call themselves The People.”

“Who?”

“My father’s people. The orcs of the Ravi Plains.”

“The People,” I said, trying out the words. “Don’t like it. Makes it sound like they’re the only people.”

Griselda huffed and I realised she was laughing quietly. “That is exactly what they think. When the tribes proclaim their number, which is important to them because a bigger tribe means more honour, they only count the orcs. Their mounts and slaves are not included, because they are not people, they are property.”

“They don’t sound very nice,” I commented.

“They’re not,” Griselda muttered in agreement. “They are a hard people. Hard on each other too. If they’re raiding now, it’s because the Matriarchs have demanded more slaves. Means they’ve lost too many in the Dungeon and need more workers.”

I blinked in surprise and stared intently at Griselda.

“There is a Dungeon on the Ravi Plains?”

Griselda grunted as she lifted the latest trimmed log and moved it to the pile of wood she was creating for the obstacle course before heaving up a fresh thin tree onto her workbench. She began pruning it and trimming back the bark immediately and I watched as she deftly cleaned the wood while not answering my question. 


I thought she wasn’t going to say anything but after an extended silence broken only by the cracking sound of split wood she finally said quietly, “The People call it The Chittering Dark, and it is where hope goes to die.”
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  “Where hope goes to die?” I repeated back to Griselda.

The half-orc woman's well-defined jaw clenched at my words, and I wondered if she would lapse into silence again. The seconds stretched before she spoke as she continued to swing the handaxe in small cutting motions while I kicked my legs back and forth from my seated position.

“All Dungeons try to expand,” Griselda finally said, the words forced out through gritted teeth. “But none as aggressively as The Chittering Dark. It is a warren of tunnels with the only light coming from fungi glowing along some walls. Some of the tunnels have no light at all. Just darkness and the chittering of the giant insects that infest the dungeon. They’re fearless, merciless, and they never stop coming.

“The Matriarchs collect a tithe of slaves from all the tribes regularly to keep pushing back against the hives of The Chittering Dark. They are sent in as fodder to try and keep the Dungeon from expanding any further.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to send in trained Adventurers?” I asked.

Griselda shrugged, her broad shoulders displaying her strength as she hefted the latest piece of wood off of the workbench. “Probably? But they don’t allow Adventurers into the Dungeon. Probably wouldn’t even let them onto the Plains.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” Griselda admitted before shooting a glance at me as she set up the next piece of wood to work. “You ask a lot of questions.”

I tried just smiling innocently. Griselda shook her head in response which could’ve meant anything, but she didn’t tell me to buzz off.

“Did you not like living on the Plains?” I asked, relying on my childish innocence for asking uncomfortable questions. In truth, I just liked learning more about the world I lived in.

“The People are cruel to each other. They are worse to those who are not Orcs. I was treated badly and eventually the Matriarchs demanded I be given to them in tithe. I was sent into The Chittering Dark with the Dark Hand to die. I got separated from the group. Thought I would die there but I got lucky. The Dungeon was budding… creating Rifts. I managed to crawl into one such Rift before the branch closed and then escaped from the Rift. I found myself on the southern edge of the Ravi Plains. Made my way west into Ajinar, starving and wounded. Martin found me. Nursed me back to health. Then we moved here to avoid the looks he got for loving an orc blood.”

I smiled innocently, noticing she was watching me for a reaction out of the corner of her eye. “I’m glad you’re here. I want to be as strong as you when I grow up!”

She snorted, but I could see the small smile on her lips as she continued to work.

“What’s the Dark Hand?”

“Male orcs who can cast spells. All orcs are tested by the Matriarchs — those with strong aether cores are taken. Girls become Matriarchs, boys become Dark Hand. They’re the ones who actually hold back The Chittering Dark. The slaves sent in are just fodder to keep the Dark Hand safe. They are worse than the tribes. They hate everything that is not the Matriarchs. Cruelty is a game to them.”

The look on Griselda’s face told me far more than her words had, and I finally decided I should give the poor woman a break.

“Thanks, Griselda! I’m going to do some more running!” I shouted, jumping down from my seat and returning to my exercises now that I had caught my breath. I practised sprinting back and forth, my legs pumping as I felt three sets of eyes following my progress. Martin might have been looking at Griselda, but the half-orc was definitely watching me along with my mother from the garden where she was weeding. 

As I ran, my thoughts invariably drifted towards Gramps and what he was doing in the mountains. I knew I was worried about the old codger, and running wasn’t distracting enough to keep him out of my thoughts. 

Instead, I turned to planning and considering what I would do for the next five days. Since Gramps was away for at least that long, there was no one to make tea for, which put a dent in my ability to keep working on the Path of Brewing. Grandma Lucille surprisingly didn’t seem to like the drink, preferring mulled wine. I could try my hand at brewing a few things on my own but I knew in reality it was more likely to be cooking than brewing. Magatha hadn’t started teaching me anything in-depth about ingredients yet, or even how they interacted and why they worked. Of course, I could work on making a heap of alchemical base, but the repetitive nature of the task also meant I wouldn’t progress as fast. 

As annoying as it was to lose progress, I figured I would be better off dropping the Path of Brewing for the week and picking up the Path of Hatchets again. Especially if I could convince Griselda to teach me a little. She seemed to know how to use them and with a little instruction I felt like I could probably get the Path from the second to the fourth tier over the week.

After I had puffed myself out from sprinting a second time, I stopped in front of Griselda. Her uncertain glance told me she was expecting more personal questions.

“Can you teach me how to use an axe like you do?” I asked.

Her surprise transformed into a gentle smile. “Sure.”

The rest of the day was spent working on my hatchet skills with Griselda. I half-expected my mother to interrupt me for reading lessons, but instead, when the time came, all she did was bring me out a sandwich for lunch. Being as kind as she was, she also brought out lunch for Griselda and Martin.

 

For training, Griselda would pause between her preparing all the wood for construction to show me how to hold the small hatchet or set my feet and then leave me to practice, only occasionally calling out suggestions. While her tutelage was only minor, I could see the steps climbing in my Path of Hatchets and calculated at the rate I was going, I would achieve my goal of making it to the fourth tier before Gramps returned.

That evening, everyone gathered in the common room to eat dinner. Kaylee was there, sitting next to Etta with Grandma Lucille on the other side of her. Martin and Griselda instead sat by the fire as they ate, chairs pulled close together, and I got to witness the gentle intimacy of the two as they spoke in hushed voices and made subtle contact as they brushed skin against skin.

Mother sat next to me as we enjoyed our food, and as always, I relished the comfort of her presence. After dinner, Lucille entertained Etta and I by letting us get out our wooden swords, which we then used to fight against threads of wool that the old woman controlled. The thin twine had moved like snakes slithering through the air, trying to wrap around our feet and swords while Etta and I laughed as we tried to dodge the threads and get back to the table for our honey drop dessert. We only managed to succeed after Lucille ran out of aether, which happened within twenty minutes. I was pretty sure that meant Lucille had a Minor Aether Core just like me.

When everyone was getting ready for bed, I had expected Etta to share a room with her mother and grandmother. Instead, she had asked if she could sleep in my room with me. Saying ‘no’ had been on the tip of my tongue right up until my mother shot me a look that told me to agree. That was how I found myself doing pushups on the floor of my bedroom while Etta sat on top of the wooden trunk that housed my clothes, staring out the window.

I didn’t think she was going to say anything at first, especially after she didn’t comment about me doing another workout before sleep. For me, the pain and weariness in my muscles was entirely offset by seeing my Path of Body Strengthening going up. There were even a couple of steps in my Path of Balance from doing planks.

“I wish he didn’t have to go,” Etta whispered.

I looked up, a sheen of sweat over my forehead and arms that chilled me in the night air. Wiping myself down with a towel, I sat on the floor and took a drink from the wooden mug of water I kept in my room every night.

“He’s doing it for you,” I said softly.

Etta’s eyes slid away from the window and the view of the Horndales it provided, her gaze settling on me as she pulled her knees up to her chin.

“Is he? He didn’t tell me why he was going.”

I sighed, debating how much to reveal. On one hand, I could say nothing or something simple, and nip our little chat in the bud. But, seeing Etta worrying about her father mirrored the fears in my own heart about Gramps. What would I do if he never came home? The thought was enough to make my stomach tense up in worry, a hint of nausea following. Of course, telling her might make her worry more. In the end though, I would have preferred to know, and so I granted her the same consideration.

“He went to get you the heart of a storm eagle so that Magatha can perform a ritual to help you unlock the Storm Affinity to fill your open slot.”

Even in the darkness I could see Etta tense up. “You’re not supposed to know about that. Mummy and Daddy said I shouldn’t tell anyone. Ever!”

The last word was hissed, as though she was struggling to keep her voice down.

“I snuck up to the door and listened when your dad talked about it with Gramps. I won’t tell anyone though.”

“You promise?” she asked.

I smiled, my white teeth shining in the darkness. “I promise.”

“Good. I won’t tell anyone either,” she whispered back.

“Tell anyone what?” I asked quietly, a thread of worry worming its way up through my stomach.

“That you’ve unlocked your Status as well,” Etta answered, looking back out the window.

“I haven’t…” I started to say.

“It’s why you’re always working so hard, isn’t it? And the games you used to make up for us. Dad thinks they’re all Cornelius’s ideas. But I know you come up with most of them. So does Grandma Lucille, but she never tells my parents anything.”

I sat as still as a statue in the darkness, realising that I hadn’t been particularly careful around Etta because I had thought of her as a silly, little six year old. But she had no doubt unlocked at least one or two mental Paths. Probably one for language now that I thought about it. She had even told me that her mother said she was smart. Thinking about our reading and writing lessons, she wasn’t that far behind me. I’d been blinded by her size and now I was paying the price for it. Or was this an opportunity? Would it be so bad to have a friend who knew? In the end, I was just making the best of a bad situation.

“Alright. We’ll keep each other's secrets,” I whispered.

“Do you think my Dad is coming home?” Etta asked in a quavering voice.

“Your dad is the best swordsman and earth mage I know, and Gramps is really strong. They’ll definitely come home.”

When my Path of Deception didn’t tick up, I knew I believed the words I had spoken. If only my heart would listen to my head's logic, then I wouldn’t have felt so worried as I went to sleep.
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  The following morning at breakfast, Etta chose to sit next to me. Our late night talk and agreement to keep each other's secrets had clearly solidified our friendship in a way our rivalry never had. We whispered over eggs and warm bread while I noticed our mothers looking on with amused smiles and glances at each other that might as well have been entire conversations. I didn’t let their assumptions bother me. After breakfast, Etta and I disappeared back upstairs to my room. 

Normally, I would have gone outside and practised running on the obstacle course, but the pouring rain was so heavy it felt like a blanket over the world. A very cold, wet blanket. I didn’t need to be warned about the dangers of training in that weather. Winter was approaching, and the air had cooled enough that if I didn’t catch a cold running about outside it would have been a miracle. Instead, the pair of us, thick as thieves, retired to my room where I started doing bodyweight and balancing exercises to continue work on at least some of my Paths.

Etta made herself comfortable in the same place she had the night before, sitting on top of the chest that housed my clothes. I kept an eye on her as she looked out the window at the curtain of water and the barely visible grey sky it was hiding. We were both quiet at first, me huffing as I performed push ups with my feet raised off the floor and Etta mostly ignoring me for the rain, so I was a little surprised when she spoke without turning towards me.

“Why don’t we play games anymore? Like the ones you used to make up?”

She didn’t sound accusatory or whiny, just curious, maybe even confused. I debated lying once more, but after getting up and checking no one was listening outside my door, I returned to my exercises and was honest with her. Not because I thought she deserved honesty, but because it was nice to have a friend that knew a little about me and wasn’t Mum or Gramps.

“I finished the Paths that I based those games around,” I muttered as I started a set of sit ups.

“What Paths were they?” Etta asked, turning to look at me as I contracted my core.

Once more, I debated how much to share. I definitely wasn’t going to mention the Path of Stealth. A kid getting the Path of Sneaking and Hiding seemed reasonable. Completing an Advanced Path, well, even if Etta didn’t know what that was, what would happen if she asked someone like her dad? I trusted her to try and keep my secrets, but at the end of the day she was still a five year old and mistakes were bound to happen.

“Sneaking,” I answered, watching my Path of Deception tick up in the background.

“Any others?”

“Crawling and Walking,” I admitted. Three seemed like a good enough number and was about at the limit of what I was willing to share. “What about you?”

“I don’t have any completed Paths,” Etta admitted before smiling brightly. “Could you come up with a new game for a Path for us to work on together?”

It was possible, I supposed. It really depended on if there was any overlap between the Paths we had. “What Paths are you working on?”

I watched as Etta focused on the air in front of her, clearly calling up her own Status.

“Umm, Walking, Running, Balance, Swordplay, Aethersensing, Language, Reading and Writing Helenian, Basic Numeracy… and the one I am not supposed to talk about.”

“Arman Legacy,” I said, since I already knew the Path’s name from my eavesdropping. “It’s a Bloodline Path, right? How do you even advance those?”

Etta unsurprisingly shrugged in response. “Dad made me drink this dark red liquid from one of Magatha’s potion bottles. That made it progress to Tier two. He said he didn’t have the ingredients for another one though, then he got all thoughtful, and I heard him arguing quietly with Mum that night about trying to get some more but it being dangerous. I don’t want him to be in danger…”

I considered the information for a few seconds. It sounded like Bloodline Paths progressed very differently to other Paths, though maybe I was just wrong and hadn’t acquired an abnormal Path by now. Then I realised I had in fact just such a Path, glancing at my own Status and the small number of steps on my Path of Soulstealing.

“I’m sure your dad will be careful,” I said placatingly. “As for a game though… I suppose I could come up with something. Will need your help though, and maybe Grandma Lucille.”

Etta instantly brightened up, climbing off my chest of clothes with an excited look on her face. “What are we doing?”

“We… are going to be pirates!” I said in lieu of an explanation.

It took us over an hour to set everything up, but by the time we were done the common room had been transformed from a collection of tables and chairs into a few different ‘boats’ with pathways between them made from threads of rope. Grandma Lucille had come through for us, providing the rope course we could use to traverse the room. She even agreed to be a Pirate Queen in our game as Etta and I practised both our Paths of Balance and Swordplay as we swashbuckled our way across the room, fighting phantom opponents as much as each other. 

That night, Etta slept far more soundly and seemed a little less worried about George and Gramps. The relief lasted for that single night and no more.

The next few days blurred by as though a gloom had settled over everyone in the outpost that couldn’t be relieved. I could tell we were all worried about Gramps, George, and to a lesser extent Hurin. The forester received less of everyone's concern simply due to his lack of presence — the price of being a hermit I decided.

Grandma Lucille tried to deliver an aethersensing lesson each day for Etta and I, but with a Minor Aether Core and no Aether Manipulation Attribute, the lessons were short and consisted of the older woman creating moving threads with a weaving based Skill. Suffice to say Etta and I both struggled to get much out of the lessons. We played ‘pirates’ a little but even that seemed to lose its charm as we waited for our parental figures to return. Instead, Etta spent more time receiving reading and writing lessons from my mum while I threw myself into my Path of Running with the enthusiasm of a dog chasing a bone. Multiple times a day, I would run till I dropped, my practise only broken by hatchet lessons with Griselda in the afternoon.

After the fourth day passed with no sign of Gramps, my worry went up a notch. After all, that was the earliest they might have returned. On the fifth day, I could tell my mother was getting fidgety. The sixth day saw our routine broken up slightly as after over a week away, the prospectors finally returned. The breakfast they ordered was paid for with a couple of small silver coins which I later learned they had gotten from the Kellins’ trading post. The rumour floating around our small community was that the prospectors had found a small silver vein and brought in a decent haul of ore. The source of the rumour was Martin who had readily agreed to smelt the ore for a cut of the profits, which I suppose made it less of a rumour and more of a fact.

Without Gramps present, I half expected the prospectors to cause problems, so I was pretty surprised when they shovelled down their food, paid for some jerky and other rations that Mum was able to throw together, and then left as quickly as they came, heading back to their impromptu mine with the sort of swagger of the nouveau rich. Maybe the silver vein they had discovered was bigger than they let on? I didn’t know and as much as I would’ve liked to find out, there was no way Mother would’ve let me out of her sight. That was completely ignoring the dangers of a four-year-old stumbling around the wild Horndale Mountains on his own.

With the distraction of the prospectors gone and the sun beginning its slow decline towards the horizon, I once more found myself facing Griselda. The feeling of the smooth wood of the hatchet in my hand was both comforting and daunting, and I resolved that today would be the day that I would make Griselda take me seriously. From her garden, my mother watched the pair of us, dirt on her hands and concern in her eyes as she looked at the naked steel in my hand from between the creeping vines and bushes. I didn’t know how Griselda had convinced my mother to let me use an actual hatchet but the half-orc woman had. Griselda, however, held only a small wooden stick with a bulbous notch at the end that made it look more like a hammer than a hatchet.

“Come on then,” Griselda said, waving to me with her wooden club as she set her feet.

I moved forward, swinging the small hatchet at Griselda’s leg. She blocked with her club, trying to slide the haft along my own and down towards my fingers. I immediately disengaged like she had taught me, matching her sliding action before rotating the hatchet around for another attack. Again, she blocked as we settled into a rhythm of wood clacking against wood. Any time I overextended she would gently rap my fingers with the haft of her hatchet. We were barely halfway through the lesson and they were already bruising. I could see that mother wanted to say something, her mouth opening to ask if I was okay, but every time I continued as though I was fine, she held herself back.

I wasn’t fine though. I was worried about Gramps. But the pain of rapped knuckles along with my weary muscles was an excellent distraction from those feelings. Plus, I was so close to gaining the fourth Tier in the Path of Hatchets, and I wanted to make sure I had it before Gramps returned. Because he would definitely return.

We continued for another hour, going back and forth around my improved obstacle course. The clacking of our sparring echoed across the stony ground. As we passed the garden again, the crowd watching had grown from just my mother to everyone staying at the outpost. I swung my attack like any other, but as Griselda blocked it I reacted by pulling my hatchet down, trying to catch her club with the metal blade and knock it from her hands. I of course failed in the contest of strength, but the new movement was enough for me to gain a step in my Path of Hatchets. I disengaged to look at the notification.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Hatchets IV (100/100)

Reward: 1 Strength

I cheered internally but kept my joy from my face as not everyone knew I had access to my Status. The additional Strength went well with the additional Stamina I had gotten from the third tier of the Path.

“Had enough for the day?” Griselda asked, lowering her club.

I looked down at my red and aching knuckles and gave a small nod. The pain was a reminder of the cost of progress, but as long as my numbers kept going up I was more than willing to suffer.

“Thanks, Griselda,” I said as we walked back towards the outpost. The half-orc just grunted her acknowledgement.

By unspoken agreement, everyone decided we should have an early dinner in the backyard. We were halfway through carrying out the chairs and tables from the common room when a shout went up from Etta’s mum. I ran out the back to see Kaylee sprinting across the open expanse towards the tree line where three figures stumbled across the rocky ground.

Before I had even realised I was doing it, I was running in Kaylee’s wake, Etta not far behind me. I stumbled more than once as I ran towards Gramps, the uneven ground full of small divots that caught my feet in the darkness but I charged on, ignoring the tears in my eyes that I had held down for days. The old codger had made it home!
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  Kaylee got to the trio of men first by a country mile. Her longer legs and, no doubt higher, stats carried her far more swiftly across the barren and rocky ground than a couple of kids could manage. I had always been faster than Etta and so was the second to arrive, getting scooped up into Gramps’ arms as I almost crashed into his hip with my head. The old man smelled of sweat and smoke with the faint tang of iron that told me there was blood somewhere.

Next to Gramps, Kaylee was wrapped around George like a constrictor, crying quietly into the stoic man's fur and leather jerkin. He too looked like he had seen better days, with a faint sheen of sweat and dirt on his face. It was the most unkempt I had ever witnessed the man. Etta crashed into her dad a moment later and I half expected him to fall over, forgetting for a moment about the superhuman nature of the Myriad Paths. The five year old girl didn’t even make him budge an inch as he lifted her up without dislodging his wife.

Hurin, on the other hand, didn’t even stop walking. The bearded forester kept walking with a huge bundle tied to his back that dwarfed the man. From within the tied on tarp I could see brown and white feathers poking out that were longer than my forearm.

“I’ll drop these off at Magatha’s,” he called back, never pausing in his steps as he marched towards the road. His only acknowledgement of Mother and the others was a raised hand in greeting. Truly a hermit committed to his cause, I decided.

“What happened?” I said demandingly as I leaned back a little so I could stare Gramps in his bright blue eyes.

“I’ll tell you and your mother inside. Gotta get this pack off my back. I’m not made for this kind of travel anymore,” he grumbled.

“How about some tea?” I offered with a smile.

Gramps got an amused smile on his lips at my offer. “That sounds lovely and will give me a chance to clean up. Are you heading home, George?”

George nodded, walking towards his own house as he carried his wife in one arm and his daughter in the other. “We are, I think. Thanks again, Cornelius. Let’s talk tomorrow.”

With plans made I hopped down so that the old man didn’t need to carry me and followed him back to the outpost. It didn’t take long for Grandma Lucille, Martin, and Griselda to pack up their things, and goodbyes were said as they all left with bags on their backs, headed for their own homes. The latter two had stayed long enough to help move the tables and chairs back inside the outpost before taking their leave.

I made a beeline for the kitchen; after switching out my paths, I got to work on brewing a pot of tea for Gramps — which saw my Path of Brewing ticking up a single step. It was a nice change as I hadn’t needed to do much brewing over the past week with none of the others being huge fans of the drink.

Mother sat down with us at the table as Gramps returned from washing his face and changing his clothes. His salt and pepper beard had seen better days, looking a little scraggly with droplets of water still fresh in it from his quick wash and I figured he would be back to looking like himself by tomorrow after a more thorough grooming.

The smell of tea wafted from the clay mug as Gramps sipped his warm drink, soon followed by the sound of sizzling meat as Mum got back up to cook a quick dinner. I, of course, immediately started harassing Gramps with questions.

“What happened? Did you fight a storm eagle? What about the coldfang serpents? Why were you late getting back?”

Gramps held up a hand to stall my barrage, taking his time to finish his tea in one long drink before holding his mug out to me for more. I dutifully refilled his cup, vibrating with the need to have my questions answered.

“What happened, huh? Well, as planned, we fought and defeated a storm eagle. Decent sized one too, as you might’ve been able to tell from Hurin’s makeshift backpack. Its wingspan must’ve been at least four metres.”

“How did you bring it down?” I asked excitedly.

“Caught it while it was out hunting. It had dived down for a mountain goat, big, hairy bugger, and as the eagle was trying to carry it away I took out one of its wings with a fire lance spell. It still managed to get itself back in the air using storm magic but its ability to move was so severely hampered that when I took out the other wing with another fire lance it crashed into the mountain. George was able to finish it from there, binding it up in stone. Was the easiest part of the trip.”

“Surprised you didn’t bring the goat back as well,” Mother interjected as she stirred a sauce simmering in her enchanted pot. It smelled divine, the scent of rosemary from her garden mixing with the fat from the meat causing me to salivate.

“We would’ve but the body tumbled down the mountain and we weren’t game to go after it,” Gramps replied. “As I was saying, getting the damn bird was the easiest part of the trip. The weather turned on us the second day and we ended up hunkering down to avoid any landslides. Half the mountain's slopes might as well have been rivers and I am pretty sure I spotted more than one storm eagle in the skies. I don’t normally go around making assumptions, but I am pretty sure those damned birds were looking for us. Could sense the aether in the air. That weather wasn’t natural.”

Gramps paused to sip his tea as I leaned forward hanging on his every word, reminded of the day while he had been gone where the rain fell in a torrent from the sky. This was it. This was an adventure, and I was honestly all for it. The good and the bad.

“Took a couple of days for the weather to clear enough for us to make a move, and we weren’t keen on staying in any of the caves. Coldfangs aren’t the only nasty things on the peaks. Catching them took longer than expected as well. Even George couldn’t sense the little blighters till they moved, so Hurin ended up playing bait for us. We had to try about seven caves just to get three of them and that took another couple of days. The moment that was done we started making our way back, but we ended up taking a more difficult path down the mountain than we had up as Hurin was convinced some predator had our trail from the smell of the storm eagle's carcass. Took us half a day to get beyond its hunting grounds. And that’s it lad. That’s the tale. Pretty boring and cold, right?”

I grinned, knowing exactly what he was trying to do, so I spouted my response with intention.

“When I grow up, I want to go on adventures like that!”

My mother tensed up where she stood cooking and I immediately felt bad.

Gramps just grunted. “Maybe you’ll change your mind when you’re a little older. For me, that’s enough adventuring for a while I think.”

I nodded, knowing that I wouldn’t change my mind. In a world of magic and wonders, my curiosity would never be satisfied with quiet safety. I wanted to explore and progress. Safety was not in my future, which was fine by me, though I did worry about what my mother would do when I set out on my first adventure. Still, that problem was years away and not worth spending any more time on it yet.

“So, what now?” I asked as Mum put down plates with steamed vegetables and meat swimming in delicious gravy.

“Now? Well, now Magatha needs to deliver on her part of the deal,” Gramps grumbled.

“Can we go ask her?” I said, spinning to face my mother.

Mum turned her heart-shaped face towards me and smiled. “We can, sweetheart. Tomorrow, alright?”

I nodded emphatically even as I saw the thinking behind my mother’s eyes. She was having second thoughts on how she felt about me learning from Magatha. After all, someone following a Class Path related to alchemy was more likely to stay in one location. A safe location, if my Mum had anything to say about it. One where she could continue to watch over me.

That night, Mum hung around a little longer as she was putting me to bed. I could tell she was fussing and was likely worrying about things so I decided to confide in her in the hopes that it would help settle her worries. Plus, I just liked talking to her.

“Etta knows I have unlocked my Status, Mum. Grandma Lucille probably as well.”

“You told them?” she asked, scooting closer to my bed of piled furs and laying her arm across me gently.

“No. Etta figured it out from the games I used to come up with. Grandma Lucille too. Etta said her parents thought the games were made up by Gramps,” I explained.

Mum nodded with a smile and kissed my forehead. “Did that make you worried? That they figured it out?”

I shook my head. “No. Etta said she would keep it a secret and that Grandma Lucille doesn’t tell George and Kaylee about the things Etta and I get up to. I think she’ll keep my secret too. But… do you think that means other people will figure it out?”

My mother shrugged gently, the action making her dark, woolen dress shift in the shadows like water rippling in a cave. “Maybe, but I don’t think it will matter for much longer. You’re almost five and then we can just tell anyone who asks that you have unlocked your Status. And for now, even with all your extra Stats, they shouldn’t be able to tell something odd is going on. We can just say you’re naturally athletic. But, by the time you’re ten, at the rate you’re progressing on your Paths, it’ll start to become really obvious that you’re ahead of other kids your age.”

“But, won’t we be living in Helenica by then with your aunt?” I blurted out without thinking.

My mother simply raised a delicate eyebrow in amusement at my words. “Eavesdropping again? I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised, but Bastian, it may get you in trouble one day. There are some people who are very skilled at noticing when someone is sneaking about.”

“Yeah, like Keryth,” I mumbled, thinking about the elf that always caught me sneaking about.

“Yes, like Keryth, or Hurin, or Warden Thomas. Be careful you don’t annoy people or do something dangerous, my little man. The world can be a very unkind place.”

I nodded seriously before flashing a small, cheeky smile. “And moving to Helenica?”

My mother looked at me seriously, a sad look in her eyes that I couldn’t place. “Is that what you want? To attend Songleaf Academy?”

“Will it help me progress my Paths and get a good Class Path?” I asked, answering her question with one of my own.

“If the rumours are to be believed, then there is nowhere better on the continent to help educate young men and women. But it’s not cheap. Maybe your grandfather could afford a year or two's tuition if he spent the next six years making aether coins. But the academy runs for eight years, starting when you’re ten. If we ask for Aunt Agnes’s help to pay for your tuition, she will want something in return.”

“Like what?” I asked, already knowing a little but wanting Mum to spell it out for me.

“To make friends and connections. To be social. And, I suppose, to be one of the best. If she thinks you’re not performing up to the standards she demands, I have no doubt that she would pull the rug out from under you, and the funds for your tuition along with it.”

“So, I need to learn how to make people like me?” I replied.

“I like you,” countered my mother with a smile.

I grinned back. “Muuumm, I meant other people! Like how I got Griselda to teach me. And Magatha.”

“Yes, I suppose just like that, only with kids your own age, many of whom will look down on you for not being of noble or wealthy birth. Or worse.”

The last words sounded hard for my mother to get out and she didn’t explain why, just looking at me with a mixture of love and worry in her eyes. I could tell she didn’t want her baby boy getting hurt. Little did she know, I was made of tougher stuff. I could deal with arrogant nobles. No one was going to get in the way of my progress and future adventures, least of all me.

“I can learn, Mum.”

“Alright, sweetheart. I’ll tell your grandfather, and we’ll decide when it is best to talk to your Grandaunt Agnes. Sleep tight, my little man and I will see you in the morning.”

With one last kiss planted on my forehead, my mother left the room and I rolled over to go to sleep, dreaming of eagles flying in the air and dropping lightning bolts around a cackling Magatha as she stirred a giant, black cauldron.
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  The pale brown stones of the road clicked beneath my boots as I strolled with my mother along the mountain road west towards Magatha’s cottage. All around us towered the Horndale pine trees, the hallmarks of our mountain home, their dark green leaves spreading across the sky like a patchy blanket. Mother was wearing a white and dark blue woolen dress today while I was in drab greys. The clothes were thankfully soft and warm as the weather had begun to turn, winter close enough now that the first signs of frost had started to show in the early hours of the morning before the sun's warmth managed to melt them.

I had just finished another bout of running and was catching my breath, which meant I had time to indulge my curiosity by pestering Mum with questions.

“Did you go to an academy, Mum?”

Her lips pursed in thought which I interpreted as this being a topic she wasn’t too keen on discussing. Yet, despite her clear hesitance, she answered me anyway which was just another reminder of how much she loved me.

“I did. In fact, I attended Songleaf Academy,” she replied, a hint of sadness tinging her voice.

“I thought it was really expensive?”

“It is, but your grandpa used to be decently wealthy. Teaching Aether Manipulation is a highly regarded and well paying job. He taught many of the sons and daughters of wealthy merchants as well as sponsored Guild members. More than enough to cover my tuition to Songleaf. All that dried up when we left though and…”

She paused and I could tell that without prompting she wouldn’t continue her explanation which was something my curiosity simply wouldn’t allow. So, I prodded her, gently.

“And?”

She sighed. “And, when we left he spent most of our remaining wealth to handle the issue that caused us to leave. We weren’t beggars when we moved to the Horndale mountains, but most of the coins that your grandpa had saved were gone and with no students to teach he didn’t really have a way to start saving up more.”

“Why did you have to leave Helenica?” I pressed. I really wanted to know, but the moment I asked, I could see my mother already clamming up and knew I wasn’t going to get an answer.

“I’ll tell you when you’re older. It’s not a nice story and not something I want my little man hearing just yet. But I promise, when you’re older, I will tell you.”

Just from her reaction I had a pretty good guess about what had happened. The truth of the matter could wait for now, but since it might be relevant to my future — especially if revenge was on the cards — I extracted a promise from her.

“Before I start at Songleaf Academy?”

“Before then,” she agreed with a sad smile to which I responded with a nod.

“What was Songleaf like? What did you study?” I asked, changing the subject and hopefully the mood along with it.

“It was…competitive. A little like you can get with Etta, only with a lot more students. The first couple of years weren’t too bad, since almost everyone was focused on working on their Paths to get the best Class Path they could…”

“Not everyone was focused?” I said, interrupting her. The very idea of not getting the most out of making your numbers go up was anathema to my very existence. Even now I was hopping from stone to stone and landing on one foot to work on my Path of Balance while recovering my breath from working on my Path of Running. I knew not everyone was as dedicated as I was, but to go to the best academy on the continent and then put in less than your all almost broke my brain.

“Of course not. The Myriad Paths give opportunities for growth, but it’s slow for most people, measured in years. Most children, especially those who have been… spoiled, find it hard to put in that kind of effort. The Myriad Paths aren’t the be all and end all. It’s harder to sense aether without the Aethersensing Attribute, yet you’re already doing it. It’s hard to manipulate aether without the Aether Manipulation Attribute, yet your Skills work just fine without it. The Paths and their rewards make things easier, simpler or stronger, but you could have someone with the Polyglot Attribute who learns languages slower than someone who has never even worked on a language Path. Natural skill and talent are still factors. Plenty of the students are happy to put in enough work to keep their families happy, without really pushing themselves.”

“But not everyone?”

“No, not everyone. The children of nobility will definitely have a few that push themselves to the extreme… a little like you.”

Her words somehow managed to sound both proud and sad.

“And of course, the Guild sponsored members will all be pushing themselves as hard as they can, as their scholarships will depend on it.”

“Songleaf Academy pays for them to attend?” I asked, knowing it likely wasn’t the case but just wanting to keep Mum talking.

“No, the scholarship is from whatever Guild they are a member of.”

“Like, how Keryth was a member of the Farwalker’s Guild?”

Mother nodded. “They’re one of the more prominent Guilds across the continent.”

“How do Guilds work?” I pressed.

Mother glanced at me with a small smile as I hopped to another rock, my leather boot slapping down on the stone as I balanced on one foot.

“Why do you ask? Thinking of joining one when you grow up?” she asked.

“Maybe. Are there a lot of Guilds?”

“Hundreds. Some are small, with only a single team. Others span the continent with Guildhouses in almost every major city. The Farwalker’s Guild is that big. They take on members that are good at scouting and collection work, with enough warriors to handle Rift work as well. You remember the Shining Light Guild?”

I nodded. I remembered them of course. Both for saving my life when I was barely a few days old along with the last time they visited and how at least one of their members had messed up Magatha’s garden. Which just showed that anyone could be a bastard, regardless of their affiliation.

“The Shining Light Guild also spans the continent. They mostly focus on… dealing with demonic cults. Every nation I know of except for the orcs of the Ravi Plains pays them to keep such things under control, though that doesn’t mean they’re all as kind as Halkur.”

I pursed my lips in thought. “If there are so many Guilds, what do we do?”

“You mean the Adventurer’s Society?” Mum asked.

“Mmhmm!”

“We work with the merchants, nobility, and other groups to organise it all, I guess. Most nations have at least one Dungeon and almost everyone wants access to it.”

“Can’t the King or Queen or whatever just keep it to themselves?” I said interrupting mum again.

“They could, and it’s been tried before, but it usually causes problems. If the Dungeon isn’t delved enough for resources, it grows and grows. When it gets too big, it explodes, releasing everything that was inside and killing the Dungeon in the process. That’s what happened in Northern Ajinar in the Deeping Gorge. That was the name of the dungeon before it exploded about a hundred years ago, and they’re still dealing with the undead that ravage those lands. They lost a third of their country because of their greed and because the previous rulers couldn’t delve it enough. The other problem is that when people feel like they’re not getting the chance to grow or participate in the… kingdom, they get angry. When people get angry and feel like they’re being kept beneath the boot of their rulers, they start looking for ways to strike back. In almost every historical reference, there is a sharp rise in demonic cults which sometimes reaches the scale of civil war.”

“Most nations find it’s easier to share the Dungeon with those they rule. They divide it into quotas for who can access it and how much, which brings in a lot of… bureaucracy. Do you know that word?”

I shook my head, swallowing the bile as my Path of Deception ticked up. I hated lying to my mother, but I was still only four and even with my vaunted Mental stats, I didn’t think I could get away with claiming to understand a word she had never used before.

“Bureaucracy means… keeping lots of records and writing about who can do what and when and how. Does that make sense?”

“Is that what you’re always doing when you write stuff down?” I asked.

“Kind of,” Mother replied with a laugh. “Close enough. But what it means is that there is lots of paperwork to do to track who is in the Dungeon, how much they’re bringing out, and what they did in the Dungeon. A couple of nations might manage this themselves, but most don’t want to deal with it because it costs a lot of coin and takes a lot of people. The kingdom, or those that rule it, just want their cut… which are called taxes. That is where the Adventurer’s Society comes in. We manage all of that and provide records to the Kingdom. The only parts we don’t manage directly are the nobility’s access to the Dungeon. That is done through the Kingdom’s side of things, as no noble wants to have to answer to a commoner.

“For example, let’s say a merchant submits a request to set up a bamboo logging operation on the first floor of the Echoing Depths Dungeon. They would negotiate for a spot with the Adventurer’s Society. All Dungeons are dangerous, so they would need people to protect their workers. The Adventurer’s Society would assess the request based on the allowable resources that can be extracted as agreed with the Kingdom, then put up job postings for the Guilds for guards. If everything got approved, we would log who entered the Dungeon and when, and upon exit, track how much bamboo they extracted and any other details around the task. We would collect the taxes, which would be in bamboo or coin from the merchants, and make sure the Guild was paid for their time. Then we would submit those records and the payment to the kingdom.”

“Sounds like lots of paperwork,” I grumbled.

“It is,” agreed my mother. “Which is why the Adventurer’s Society has such an important role. All Guilds pay a small amount of dues for the use of Outposts, while the various kingdoms that utilise us also pay for various tasks to be seen to outside of the Dungeons.”

“Like Rifts,” I added.

“Like Rifts,” Mum agreed. “Or beast migrations. Or like with the raids from the orcs in Eastern Ajinar where they’re paying for warriors to protect the villages. It makes their lives a lot easier if they can just go to one organisation to get what they need, which I suppose is why they tolerate us. That, and history has taught them the alternatives are far worse. Still, politics change all the time and you never know when a new ruler might decide to change the agreement with the Adventurer’s Society.”

“You know a lot about this,” I said with a winning smile.

“Well, you asked what I studied at Songleaf. This is it. History, politics, and bureaucracy. I had planned to be an administrator for the Adventurer’s Society.”

“Isn’t that what you are?”

“Not really. More like a secretary for your grandfather and even that doesn’t take much time. Our home is about as far as you can get from anything that requires much administration.”

I hummed. “How do you progress your Class Path then?”

“Slowly, my beautiful boy. Very slowly.”

“Should we go somewhere else then? Somewhere you can progress?” I asked with worry in my voice. I didn’t like that my mother’s progress was stalled and I knew from his complaints that Gramps was as well.

“We could but there wouldn’t be much point. If we left, we might be able to get a placement somewhere in Ajinar but by the time we moved there, you would be six. The Adventurer’s Society would drag their feet. If we left without getting a transfer approved we would have to find new work. That might help with your grandpa but we would only get a year or so before we had to leave again for Helenica, assuming you still want to attend Songleaf. Most people wouldn’t hire someone for a decent job if they were going to leave again so soon.”

“Couldn’t we go straight to Helenica then, instead of somewhere in Ajinar?”

“No,” answered my mother, before lowering her voice. “Your grandfather's exile won’t end for another two years and we can’t return before then.”

I lowered my head in thought, wondering just what Gramps had done to warrant exile.
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  I spent a while focusing on my Path of Running as it was clear to me that the reminder of Gramps’ exile from the country of Meravia bothered my mother. The questions I had gotten answered had given me much to think about. I had thought between the Myriad Paths and the magical nature of my new world that things might be a little less complicated. I was, of course, utterly wrong. Which shouldn’t have come as a surprise to me. Societies were never simple, even if they sometimes appeared so on the surface. 

The question I had was, where would I fit in? I knew now that there were a variety of reasons that people wanted to go into Dungeons. Operations to extract resources, both the more mundane kind as well as the aether-rich resources for alchemy, enchanting, and other such crafts. So, to no one's surprise, least of all mine, wealth was a driving reason to enter into a Dungeon. Then there was what Gramps had told me previously. Dungeons by their nature were filled with aether which sped up the speed at which Paths developed. 

I didn’t want to bother mum too much, but I couldn’t help it as I pestered her with yet another question. “Dungeons help speed up Path progress, right?”

My mother, patient as an angel, and matching in their appearance as far as I was concerned, answered me despite her clear emotional turmoil.

“They do. The deeper the floor, the thicker the aether, and the faster the progress. The first two floors, the effect is minimal and the aether is quite thin. The deeper you go the more dangerous it becomes and the faster Paths progress.”

I was about to open my mouth and ask how deep Gramps had gone, when I remembered that my grandmother had died in a Dungeon. I didn’t want to remind Mum when she was already sad and changed my question.

“Is that why adventurers go into Dungeons? To progress faster?”

It wasn’t much of an improvement, but it was better than nothing, I decided. Either way, Mother looked like she was having an internal battle rather than being sad, and I realised after a moment that she was deciding what she wanted to tell me.

“It’s one of the reasons, but probably not the main one,” she finally said, as though the words were not what she wanted to say. 

I could tell she didn’t want to answer me, but at the same time she didn’t want to lie to me, so I felt a little bad when I nudged her to finish the explanation.

“What’s the main reason then?”

She sighed, closing her blue eyes. “Dungeon Paths.”

I blinked, my brain short circuiting. That was not the answer I had expected. I’d thought she would say something about Champions and Trophies, like what Keryth the elf and Gramps had discussed when the Rift broke a couple of years ago. My mother clearly wasn’t going to continue talking without prodding and I was well known for my curiosity so I asked the obvious question.

“What are Dungeon Paths?”

The silence stretched for a moment before Mum answered me. “They’re Paths you get when in a Dungeon or a Rift to deal with specific threats. They don’t count against your active Paths that you’re working on and are usually something like ‘Defeat some Champion’ or ‘Destroy the Rift Anchor.’ There are lots of variations. But they come with decent rewards, especially Unallocated Stats or extra steps along Paths.”

The moment she had finished explaining, I knew why she hadn’t wanted to tell me. My loving mother didn’t want me to put myself in danger, and she knew that with my obsession of progressing my Paths that such a reward would be a form of ambrosia or narcotic to my numbers-go-up addicted personality. She didn’t want me to go into Dungeons where I would be putting my life at risk, but how could I not when Dungeons would help me to progress so much faster. Especially since I was pretty confident that my Talented Attribute impacted rewards that increased my steps on a Path.

I clamped my mouth shut, hurting my teeth, before I could loudly yell how I was going to delve every Dungeon and Rift I could find. That is, when I was old enough. For now, I still had a long way to go and years of improvement to prepare myself, but I now knew with certainty what my future would hold.

My mother eyed me askance, clearly noting my silence, and it seemed we both agreed without words to drop the subject. The last few minutes of our walk to Magatha’s was done in quiet contemplation, my mother no doubt thinking of ways to keep me safe, especially from myself, while I let my imagination run wild with thoughts of defeating giant spiders with feats of swordplay and magic.

Magatha’s garden smelled as delightful as ever, the Hedge Witch waited for us on her porch. Her flowers defied the cooling weather and bloomed in a rainbow of colours. The gentle puff of smoke from the chimney turned the dark stone cottage into a vision of warmth rather than remote loneliness. I would’ve expected lichen to be crawling up the building given the weather and climate but none seemed to be able to touch the rocks the cottage was built from. I expected it was due to an alchemical concoction of the Hedge Witch’s rather than a Skill.

“Penny, you’re looking divine this morning,” Magatha called out as we approached, clearly noting my mother’s mood before her green eyes slid over to me. “I hope my pupil hasn’t been giving you a hard time.”

My mother smiled, reaching out to rub my shoulder gently in solidarity. “He’s just a curious boy with lots of questions.”

Magatha harrumphed. “Curiosity is a sword that cuts both ways. Well, you can rest your feet and enjoy some tea while I put him to work. Maybe that will dampen his curiosity.”

She turned though I heard her mutter softly, “I seriously doubt it…”

Entering the cottage, my nose was assaulted by a medicinal smell I would’ve expected from a hospital room. The smell was coming from one of the wooden workbenches. I approached the source of the scent and found red and blue stains covering the table. I ran my fingers along the grooves in the wood that could only have come from a knife while behind me, Magatha got mother situated with some tea and cookies.

The Hedge Witch joined me a moment later, watching as I inspected the damage to the table.

“Bloodstains?” I asked.

“Yes. This is where I processed the storm eagle and coldfangs,” Magatha answered, pointing out the red bloodstains for the eagle and the dark blue for the coldfangs. There were far less of the latter, though Gramps had mentioned they were quite small. 

Magatha steered me away from the workbench to a closed cupboard at the back of the room which she opened. Inside were multiple glass jars, filled with liquids and various animal parts, or in the case of the coldfangs, the entire snake. The coldfangs were short. I guessed that stretched out they would be less than a quarter of a metre long. They were attached to the lid of the glass jar by a small piece of thread hooked through their mouths and even in death their bodies seemed to want to coil up slightly. I noted they had been bled, a thin cut tracing a line all the way down their body with some extra notches to either side of their shovel-nose. Those pockets looked like something had been extracted, and at a guess, I was assuming those were their venom glands. The long cut seemed to have been done to remove their organs which I thought might be a small pile of blobs of flesh in another couple of jars.

Besides the three snakes, there was what looked like a heart bigger than my fist floating in a larger jar, and then a series of blue and white crest feathers in another jar. The final jar held a pair of floating eyeballs that were as big as my own with the dark yellow of a bird of prey. I stared into them for a moment, wondering if I would see anything, but they were just eyes, devoid of life. 

Next to the floating remains of the storm eagle was a small bag of feathers that I judged to be far too few to account for a bird the size I saw strapped to Hurin's back.

“Where’s the rest of them?” I asked, pointing at the bag.

“Hurin took them as his payment. They make very comfortable pillows. He also took the rest of the carcass once we were done processing it.”

“Is that your payment then?” I continued, pointing at the bag of feathers.

“That, the eyes, and the talons,” Magatha replied, pointing out a bag in the corner that must have had the storm eagle’s talons inside. They were bigger than my hand. Hells, they probably could’ve closed around my head. The thought gave me a quick shiver despite the warmth emanating from the crackling fireplace.

“So, am I helping brew the potions for these?” I asked, pointing at the coldfang serpents and the storm eagle heart.

Magatha snorted. “You’ve brewed some alchemical base and now you think you’re going to help me concoct a potion that needs to work with a ritual? No, today, you’re brewing a cleaning solution for removing blood.”

I sighed and prepared for a day of being used as slave labour, brightening immediately when I thought of the additional steps on one of my Paths and how useful something that removed bloodstains could prove in the future. Unsurprisingly the first step was creating an alchemical base, though since this one was meant to permeate wood rather than human tissue the plants involved were slightly different. They also weren’t aether-infused which meant my Path of Aethersensing wasn’t progressing. The morning whittled away with me boiling water or grinding out oils under Magatha’s watchful eye while she made small talk with an undercurrent of flirtation with my mother. Thankfully, my Path of Brewing was gaining steps as I worked. 

I completed the brewing of my first potion after lunch, if it could be called that. The lack of aether involved annoyed me on a fundamental level but my Path of Brewing clearly didn’t agree with me. The final solution was clear and smelled heavily of alcohol, which had been one of the key ingredients. The other was an oil from ground up leaves. The two hadn’t mixed at all until Magatha had me add a soapy excretion from a different leaf that functioned as an emulsifier.

Magatha finished inspecting my work before nodding. “Passable. The ratios are off slightly but it will still work and it’s not bad for a first attempt.”

I didn’t say anything as I glanced at her before returning to cleaning up the mess of leaves and washing out the mortar I had used. One thing Magatha had drilled into me throughout the day was how important it was to keep a clean work environment for conducting alchemy. Mother had taken issue with a few of the horror stories Magatha had used to drive her point home, like the alchemist who mixed his health potions in an unclean mortar and accidentally poisoned a dozen people. The Hedge Witch had shut her mouth and refused to answer when I asked if anyone had died, my mother’s glare the source of Magatha’s tight lips.

Even without knowing whether people had died, the story was enough to drive home the idea of keeping your workbench clean as well as making sure you trusted whoever was making your potions. The last thing I wanted was to drink a tainted potion and keel over. I wasn’t ready to see the Ocean of Souls again just yet.

After I had finished cleaning up, Magatha reviewed my work again before giving her nod of approval, her blonde hair held up in a bun and not moving in the slightest. The faint smell of alcohol and soap still filled the air, mixed with just a hint of smoke from the fireplace where a fresh pot of water was boiling.

“Alright, you did well today. Would you like to watch as I begin the brewing of your own potion?” Magatha asked.

“My nightvision potion?” I replied in confusion. I had thought we were going to brew that together.

“No, your Shadow Affinity elixir,” countered the Hedge Witch with a knowing smile.

Oh, by the Hells, yes! I thought.

The excitement in my eyes was answer enough for Magatha and my mother.

  

    
        Chapter 49

    
    
    
    
  “Despite what some city alchemists will tell you, an Affinity elixir should be brewed to work as part of a ritual,” Magatha explained.

I stood on a stool next to her, watching as she removed the tiny hearts of the three coldfangs from a fluid filled jar and placed them on the table where she started to slice them into thin slivers.

“Why?”

“Hmm, how to explain it to a four year old?” Magatha mused.

“Just explain it!” I demanded while my mother laughed quietly in the background. I knew the Hedge Witch was teasing me, but playing along was both amusing and good for my Path of Deception. Besides, I never felt bad about deceiving Magatha. She was using me and I was using her. Sounded about as fair of an exchange as it could get to me.

“Those uptight, bookbound, city bastards…”

“Language,” my mother interjected warningly.

Magatha snorted but definitely seemed to calm down a little. “City alchemists take a very academic approach… that means they just read books by the way.”

I nodded as if I cared.

“And from their books they think that if they mix the right ingredients together in the right way with the right amount of aether and for the right duration… that they will get the same results every time. Then, when they don’t, they say it was because the ingredients weren’t right or that there was a mistake with the aether used or some other pi… some other excuse. When the truth is, they probably did it the exact same as every other time they did it, because they’re boring like that, and the only variable is the person who is drinking their concoction.”

“Okay…” I replied in agreement which wasn’t really agreement and more an acknowledgement that I was still listening.

“So, what makes a person different?” Magatha asked me, trying to get me more engaged.

“Hair colour? How tall they are?” I suggested.

“Sure, and perhaps those might have an impact, but the main difference, according to Witchlore, is their spirit. Their soul. The entire purpose of an affinity ritual is to align the person’s spirit with the affinity they’re trying to acquire or improve. The better aligned, the better the outcome. It’s not enough to just brew the right potion. That potion should then be drunk under the right circumstances to maximise the benefits.”

I watched as she started cutting off some of the midnight-coloured scales from the dead coldfang, making a small pile of them on the bench.

“What’s the ritual for the coldfang’s potion then?”

Magatha shook her head. “It’s a Shadow Affinity potion. Not a coldfang potion. We’re just using pieces of the coldfang as one of the ingredients. It won’t even be the only ones to go in. It’s a complex piece of alchemy with multiple steps and reagents that will be brewing for the next three days. The ritual though…”

Magatha glanced at my mother before looking away. “For the Storm Affinity, it should be drunk naked in the middle of a thunderstorm. Even better if you can submerge yourself in windswept water, and the stronger the storm the better. For your Shadow Affinity potion… alone at night, sitting in a shadow cast by a waning moon. Works better if the shadow is cast by a predator or you’re somewhere you’re not supposed to be.”

Creepy, I thought.

“Doesn’t sound so bad,” I commented, already thinking about drinking the potion inside of the prospectors’ home.

My mother’s side eye told me she wasn’t so sure about it.

“What’s the difference between a tier one and tier two Affinity?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Ask your grandfather tomorrow,” Mum interjected before Magatha could answer. The Hedge Witch clearly noticed that my mother was interceding. She didn’t say anything, and after another thirty minutes, Magatha shooed us away claiming she needed to work. Apparently having me looking over her shoulder and asking questions was preventing her from focusing. Plus, it was getting late in the day and Mum wanted us home before dark.

That night, at the dinner table, I asked Gramps the exact same question.

“What’s the difference between a tier one and tier two Affinity?”

Gramps finished chewing on his piece of lamb before answering me. “It has to do with what spells you can cast and what Skills you will get offered.”

I smiled, shoveling some lamb into my mouth as a taunt as I stared at him waiting for more. Teasing the old codger never got old, and he took a longing glance at his own remaining dinner before answering me.

“You can only cast spells or get Skills that are unaspected, which means they have no Affinity, or are of your Affinities.”

“Like how I have the Muffled Steps Skill because of my Shadow Affinity?” I asked.

“That one is unaspected actually. The proper version of the spell would utilise the Sound Affinity.”

I looked at him in confusion. Shouldn’t it have been Shadow Affinity? Wasn’t it muting… the sound. I mentally sighed.

“Is that why I can’t use it for very long?”

Gramps grunted, having taken the moment's respite to shovel some more food into his mouth. I thought he was going to respond while still eating for a second but he glanced at my mother before finishing chewing first.

“Yes, unaspected spells and Skills require more aether to accomplish the same outcomes.”

“What about my Controlled Grip Skill?”

“Hmm, could be accomplished with a Blood, Bone, or Life Affinity. But yours will be unaspected.”

I sighed. I had two Skills, and neither made use of my actual affinity. The irony was not lost on me, especially since I was pretty confident that both times I chose a Skill, at least one of the options was aligned with my Shadow Affinity.

“So, why is that important for tier two affinities?” I asked, trying to get back to my original question and figuring out why George had been so keen for Etta to get the storm affinity rather than something like his own Earth Affinity.

“Tier two Affinities have sub-Affinities. Can you guess what storms are?” Gramps asked, reverting to teacher mode as he wiped his face with the table cloth to remove most of the gravy from his trimmed beard.

“Wind, water, and lightning?” I ventured.

“Well done. Precisely those. Etta will be able to cast spells of her sub-Affinities, though at a higher aether cost. Still, less than an unaspected spell. So, tier two Affinities are a good way of increasing the number of spells you have available to you as a mage. The headmaster of Songleaf Academy is a renowned elementalist and Archmage. He has three known affinities. Storm, Magma, and Illusion, which means he can cast spells from the Wind, Water, Lightning, Fire, Earth, Light, Shadow, and Sound Affinities.”

My jaw dropped further and further. I would be lying if I didn’t say that I was green with envy. In a world of magic, the Songleaf Headmaster was what I aspired to be, though perhaps less locked to one location. There was still adventure to consider after all. But still, this was what I wanted, which begged the next question.

“What would happen if someone got a Wind Affinity, a Water Affinity, and a Lightning Affinity? Could they combine them into a Storm Affinity?” I asked as I grabbed Gramp’s empty plate and my own taking them over to the basin to help Mum clean up. I might dislike cooking but I didn’t mind cleaning up afterwards and had gotten into the habit of helping where I could.

“You can. It’s not necessarily that simple, but it’s possible. Dungeon rewards can do similar things or you would need to do something like what we’re doing with Etta and an appropriate potion.”

“And ritual,” I added.

“Magatha mentioned that did she? I’m not sure George will agree. He grew up in the city and probably puts less stock in superstition.”

“What do you think, Dad?” Mum asked as we stood side by side, her washing the plates and cooking utensils while I dried them.

“I think… that we would be foolish to discard the learnings of those who think differently than we do.”

“Very diplomatic, Dad. Trying to get back into practise for when we return to Helenica?” Mum asked with an amused smile on her face that made her light up the room.

Gramps matched her smile before glancing at me, his eyes narrowing. “I thought we hadn’t made a decision yet, Penny. Did a certain little someone bring it up? Were you eavesdropping again, Bastian?”

My ears burned red, and I focused on drying the metal fork in my hand.

“He did, Dad. And he wants to go. So, I suppose we’ll return once your exile has ended. When did you want to let Aunt Agnes know?”

“He heard that too, I suppose,” Gramps grumbled. “It’s still another two years before we can return, and another five before Songleaf will take Bastian anyway, so I suppose if we want to get settled in, I will wait another year before I write to Agnes. Plenty of time, though probably not enough time for Bastian to have completed the Path of Aethersensing. We’ll need to dazzle her with your weapon Skills instead. I’ve already reached out to an old friend who should hopefully join us for a season or two after this winter.”

The night continued with loose plans being made for our eventual exodus from the Horndale mountains. They were a while away yet, and all they really did was reinforce my need to work on my Paths. After all, if I wanted Grandaunt Agnes to sponsor my attendance at Songleaf Academy when I turned ten, I had to prove I was worthy of the investment.

As I lay in bed, I read the notification I had gotten after dinner.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Brewing III (50/50)

Reward: +1 to Mental

It was a minor gain, but the Myriad Paths were a game of small incremental improvements. Or at least they had been so far. Perhaps Rifts and Dungeons would prove differently, but I was still years away from seeing any of those. I went to sleep dreaming of throwing lightning across the sky and sending blasts of magma cascading down the mountain towards shadowy beasts, the archmage of the Horndales.

The next few days bled into each other. With Gramps back, Etta’s and my aethersensing lessons returned to normal. Our reading and writing lessons had never stopped though Mother had started adding small amounts of geography into our lessons, having us spell names and places or read them out from a book before identifying them on one of the many maps the outpost had in stock.

The swordplay lessons returned as well, which I was thankful for. Whenever I wasn’t in one of those lessons, I was working on my Paths of Running and Balance by throwing myself at my new and improved obstacle course. Each night I went to bed after dinner, not even able to get in a before sleep workout because of how tired my little body was. And every morning I woke up aching and did it all over again. Mother had always looked a bit uncertain about my fervour towards my Paths but even Gramps had started warning me to take it easy. 

I kept it up for four days, but on the morning of the fifth, while we were still having breakfast, Magatha stomped into the outpost and placed a small potion bottle on the table in front of me. The liquid inside swirled around like a dark cloud, looking almost like a gas within the stoppered bottle.

“As promised, one Shadow Affinity elixir. It probably won’t poison him,” Magatha stated, looking at Gramps.

I looked up in worry, my heartbeat thumping in my chest.

Poison? Say what now? I thought frantically.

Mother patted me on the shoulder. “She’s just teasing you. You are teasing him, right?”

Magatha softened at my mother’s words. “Yes. He’ll be fine. I neutralized the poison from the coldfang that is used in the potion with some coldfang blood. At worst he’ll get a rash. More likely he won’t get anything.”

“When can I take it?” I asked excitedly.

“The moon should be right in two nights,” Magatha offered helpfully.

I vibrated with excitement. In two nights I would find out how it felt to improve my Shadow Affinity.

  

    
        Chapter 50

    
    
    
    
  I stood by the front doors of the outpost with Mum and Gramps. The warmth from the crackling fireplace in the common room was fighting against the cold night air trying to leak in under the entryway. Mum had made sure I was wrapped up, with dark, woolen pants and a shirt. For good measure, she had then made me wear my new wolf fur jacket that hung down almost to my knees and was tied closed with small threads of wool that ended in wooden pegs.

“I’m still not sure about this,” Mum mumbled, kneeling down next to me. She was every bit as dressed as I was, and I had no doubt that if she thought I was in danger, she would come charging out of the outpost after me.

“This was partly your idea,” Gramps grumbled. “I’m still not convinced these ‘rituals’ make any difference. We could just go sit in the common room and Bastian could drink his Shadow Affinity potion and be done with it.”

“No,” I stated firmly. “I’m trying the ritual.”

Magatha’s words had resonated with me. I understood better than most the importance of a soul. Memories of the Ocean of Souls besides, I was fairly certain that my Shadow Affinity had come from drawing the remnants of the demon into me before I was born. What could that have been if not my soul fighting for supremacy. Fighting, and winning. Now I had the opportunity to improve that advantage, even if only marginally. Gramps had made it clear to me that because my Shadow Affinity was already rated at Strong that the potion would likely only improve it slightly. Still, any progress was worth pursuing even though it wouldn’t be enough to get me to the next tier. The progress, much like my Stats, would improve the performance of my Shadow Affinity.

“Fine,” Gramps agreed. “But if you get swooped by a grimfaced owl it’ll be on your head.”

I shot a glare at Gramps seeing how Mum instantly went rigid, and for a moment, I felt the rumble of fear in my stomach that she would decide not to let me do the ritual after all. My fears were put to rest though as she matched Gramps’ blue-eyed stare with her own. Just like every other time, the old codger backed down after a moment before my mother’s unbending will when it came to anything related to me.

“Go on then. I’m sure that won’t happen, and if it does… well, I’ll just make sure it doesn’t.”

I flashed what I hoped was a confident grin at the two before opening the door and slipping out into the night. I’d barely taken a few steps when I paused and gazed at the starry night above. The evening was blessedly clear of clouds which made it marginally easier to search the sky for predators. My eyes roved over the open air searching.

Was that a shadow? I wondered.

Nothing came of it, and I decided my eyes were playing tricks on me or my paranoia about aerial assaults was getting to me. I patted the knife I had swiped from the kitchen, hidden beneath my coat. I was pretty sure Gramps knew I had it, but Mum definitely did not. The steel tucked tightly against me gave me the courage to start my jog across the road. Muffled Steps activated, reducing the sound of my leather boots on stone to barely a whisper. Something so soft that only those listening for it would hear me.

Across from the outpost, the Millers’ trading post puffed smoke into the night air, the fire within casting shadows across their window. Beyond the prospectors’ home and the trading post, Horndale pines rose into the sky, towering above the buildings and making me feel even smaller than usual. Beyond them, a sliver of pale yellow moon hung in the sky, the only light besides the outpost behind me and the trading post in front.

 

Surprisingly, it wasn’t the darkness that got to me, but the vastness of the world. Normally it was easy to forget, the day was filled with sounds. The night, however, was for predators and as much as I wished to be one, I wasn’t there yet. Another glance at the sky told me I was still safe and my mind had definitely been playing tricks on me. I kept telling myself the same thing, in the vain hope that I would eventually believe it.

I arrived outside the prospectors’ window, breathing controlled and slow to keep the sound down and because the run just wasn’t that far. Day in and day out I ran, always trying to improve my Path of Running. The steps in my Path were one measure of my improvement, but my endurance was another. I could’ve done that same lap back and forth ten times before my lungs started to demand oxygen. If there was a fitter four year old, I would’ve loved to meet him, just so I had a peer to compete with. Etta may have been outdoing me at aethersensing, but in every other aspect, despite having a year and a half on me, she fell short.

I squashed my competitiveness down where it belonged, reminding myself that the only person I needed to be better than was the person I was yesterday. That done, it was time to focus on the task at hand. With one last glance behind me at the silhouettes of my mother and Gramps in the outpost doorway, I turned to the house before me. 

Controlled Grip pulsed through my fingers, making climbing into the empty prospectors’ home childsplay. I grinned at my joke as I dropped inside. They had done very little to the place since my last visit, which wasn’t surprising since they were barely using it. I was guessing they had built a second house near their mine and were just using this one for storage. The proof of that was the barrels piled against one wall, each one rough hewn and half-filled with pieces of stone striated with ores.

One day I would learn more about the various ores. Maybe blacksmithing too. But not tonight. Sitting myself down in the shadow of the window I relaxed against the wall. Reaching into my coat I pulled out the Shadow Affinity potion. In the darkness I couldn’t see the swirls of colour, the elixir within looked like liquid night. The basics of the ritual were all around me. I sat, concealed in a shadow cast by a waning moon, in a place I did not belong and utterly alone. All that was left to do was drink.

I unstoppered the potion and quaffed it quickly before I could change my mind. The first potion I had ever drunk was a minor healing potion and it had tasted like dirt. Then I had been treated to months of scar rejuvenation potions, which bore the taste of the berries that were one of their main ingredients. Those had gone well with breakfast. The shadow affinity potion tasted like neither of those. The dark liquid left an acidic bite in my mouth and elicited bile from the back of my throat. I swallowed regardless and waited. Magatha had said drinking the potion should feel like warmth suffusing my entire body and only when that warmth had passed would the process be finished. That warmth was caused by the base for this particular potion, which just so happened to be coldfang poison, neutralised by the coldfangs’ own blood. Or at least, so we hoped.

I didn’t have to wait long. The acidic taste wouldn’t leave my mouth, but it took a back seat to the warmth spreading from my stomach outwards. At first it felt nice, like being curled up in bed beneath warm furs. But the heat didn’t stop rising, and my arms started to shake as sweat beaded on my brow despite the cool air.

Trying to stand caused my legs to spasm and my eyes widened in fear. Had Magatha messed up the potion? Was the poison not neutralised? Was I dying? The warmth continued to spread in the wake of my worries, sliding down my arms like flowing blood. An apt comparison since I assumed that was what was spreading the poison. As the heat increased, feeling like a roiling ball of lava within my stomach, the clawing vines of heat reached my fingertips, and I felt my consciousness teetering on the verge of collapse.

At the edge of passing out and unsure if I was dying or not, I felt the truth of Magatha’s words. I could, for this fleeting moment, sense my aether core clearly. If the potion was an expanding sphere of fire within my stomach, then my aether core was a small gently pulsing moon in all the shades of darkness. And it was small. I could see that clearly now. But more than that, there were imperfections across its surface. Splotches of tattered shadow, scattered piecemeal through my aether core that reminded me of when I first arrived in this world. Of my first enemy and first victory. 

The ripped and shredded remains of a lesser demon prince, imperfectly absorbed into my own soul.

I could see now, in this semi-aware state, why the potion was affecting me far worse than it should have been. The liquid lines of poison carried pieces of the coldfangs’ Shadow Affinity through my veins where they were being drawn into my aether core. Instead of flowing in though, they tore and frayed like old threads as the liquid tried to reach out and touch every disparate fragment of the remains of the lesser demon prince staining my aether core. I knew then I was in fact dying. The threads were tearing me apart as the potion tried to meet its equal in the form of those tattered pieces stuck onto my soul.

But, despite that knowledge, I didn’t feel any fear. Not now, in this moment. Instead, I heard the words of Gramps. He had explained that anything that could be accomplished with an advanced attribute, could be done without one. Aethersensing was just one example. The attribute would make me better at it, make it easier, but I could already do it. So, why not Aether Manipulation? It was my aether core… my soul… if anyone should be able to manipulate its flows and structure, it should be me.

As a fetus in the womb, I had simply drawn in the fragments of the lesser demon prince, but now I bent my will to absorbing them. They had always been a part of me, but now they would be me. I almost lost focus when I felt the first ripped piece of shadow on my aether core move under my will. When the second shifted ever so slightly, I was less surprised. By the third, I knew that I just had to finish the task before the poison killed me.

Piece by piece I drew the fragments together, combining them into my aether core so that it was impossible to see where one began and the other ended. With each new piece that vanished, the threads of fire from the shadow affinity potion seemed to stabilise, flowing into my aether core in a steady stream. When the final fragment vanished, my aether core looked more like a dark sun within my chest rather than the multi-hued ocean of darkness it had been before. The last of the potion followed, flowing into my core as my chest finally cooled. The last dregs of poison were expended delivering whatever ingredients within the potion there were to nourish the Shadow Affinity within my aether core.

Notifications started pinging in the corner of my vision, but for a moment, all I could do was curl over and vomit. Sweat covered my face as though I had run a marathon and it hurt to move. Even the small amount of vomit on the dirt floor smelled disgustingly acidic and looked like I had spat up a glob of tar.

Laying still, I opened my notifications to see what my efforts had bought me.

Achievement Acquired! Advance an Affinity to Potent.
Reward: 1000 Steps on any Basic Path OR 100 Steps on any Advanced Path OR 10 Steps on any Elite Path. Cannot be applied to the user's mutated Path.

  

    
        Chapter 51

    
    
    
    
  I smiled to myself as I lay there in the darkness. It had all been worth it. I had improved my Shadow Affinity by far more than I could have hoped, the remnants of the demon prince’s mark on my soul now fully integrated and a huge amount of the potion’s contents following in its wake.

The Achievement was in some ways even better, though the wording left me strangely curious. The mention of a mutated Path could only refer to my Path of Soulstealing. I was a little annoyed that I couldn’t advance it with an Achievement like this and potential reasons for the restriction were polluting my brain with distractions so I decided to focus on that issue tomorrow. For now, I had a simple choice to make. The reward was enough to advance my Path of the Completionist or Path of Exceptionalism to the next Tier. Decision paralysis was not a problem in this case though, and I quickly selected my Elite Path.

A new notification appeared.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Exceptionalism II (108/100)

Reward: Evolve Talented Attribute to Gifted Attribute.

I opened my Status.




	
Name - Sebastian


	
Skills (3/4)





	
Class - Locked


	
Muffled Steps (Minor) - 25





	 
	
Controlled Grip (Lesser) - 3
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Strength - 122
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Path of Coordination VI





	
Path of Running VIII (4002/5000)
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Path of Deception VIII (3878/5000)


	 



	
Path of Brewing III (97/100)


	 



	
Path of the Completionist II (145/200)


	 



	
Path of Soulstealing (4/10)


	 






The changes were few but they were more than enough to make me happy. The reward had been influenced by my Talented attribute, adding an extra three steps which didn’t amount to much yet but might in the future. Shadow now read as Potent and looked like it already had some progress towards the next Tier. That improvement alone would make advancing my Path of Infiltration that much easier. In fact, depending on how powerful my newly evolved Gifted attribute was, I might even be able to progress Path of Infiltration to the next Tier while remaining in the mountains. 

I resolved to test it at least.

My aether core still read as Minor, but I would solve that problem eventually. Tonight had just been another step towards that goal.

It also wasn’t the only notification I had gotten as I glanced at the second with a smile.

Path Unlocked! Path of Aether Manipulation (0/10)

With the poison no longer running through my veins, I couldn’t even sense my aether core now let alone begin to try and manipulate the aether within. But at the very least, the moment I could sense it with some regularity, I already had the Path unlocked to try and start manipulating it. That was enough, for now.

I slowly climbed to my feet, the chilly air starting to get to me as it cooled the sweat I was drenched in. Scooping some dirt up I covered up the vomit and left it where it was. Maybe that was mean of me, but the prospectors were still pretty high on my list of nemesis and I didn’t really care about stinking their place up a bit. Assuming some animal didn’t come along and eat it.

Would they get a secondary effect from eating Shadow Affinity potion vomit? I wondered.

A question for Magatha, I decided, before being forced to use Controlled Grip to lever myself back out the window as my body protested against the movement.

I stumbled back across the road tiredly, my body and mind exhausted from my ordeal. The patter of feet approaching led me to raise my head enough to see my mother running towards me. Then the night sky lit up with a line of fire that I could trace back to Gramps and I wrenched my head upwards only to see a dark shadow twice my size veer away at the last moment, utterly silent as it climbed back into the night sky. 

I was already running the moment I had noticed the grimfaced owl thanks to Gramps’ fireworks display. The beast vanished against the dark backdrop of the night sky as my mother met me halfway across the road, scooping me up and darting back to the safety of our outpost.

We blew through the entryway like a gust of wind, Gramps stepping to the side to shepherd us in before he slammed the door closed behind us. The bang of wood dropping echoed after us as the jamb fell into place, locking us in and any other beasties trying to feast on child flesh out.

Mother slumped down by the fire, her hair a mess and worry plain to see in her bright blue eyes. She held me close, and I snuggled into her warmth both to fight away the chill and to calm myself after almost being attacked by a second bird. This shit was going to give me a complex! 

Gramps casually strode over to join us as though he hadn’t just launched a line of flame at a predator almost as big as he was.

“You're covered in sweat, darling,” Mum muttered, the same worry that tinged her eyes colouring her voice. “Magatha said it shouldn’t take that long.”

“How long was I gone?” I asked, trying to sound more calm than I felt.

“Half a candle,” Gramps answered as he sat himself down across from us, pulling his pipe from his jacket and placing it in his mouth, as yet unlit.

Half a candle? That’s almost an hour. It didn’t feel like that long! I thought.

“I didn’t really notice,” I admitted. “I was just focused on getting the most out of the potion!”

“And it went well?” Mum asked.

I grinned at her, intentionally focusing on her and not Gramps because I knew it would drive him crazy. One day teasing him like this would get old, but not today.

“I got an Achievement!” I said excitedly.

“For what?” Gramps asked, leaning forward as his brows drew down in confusion.

I smiled placidly, staring at Mum who sighed good naturedly. “For what, my little man?”

“For improving my Shadow Affinity from Strong to Potent!”

Mother’s eyes went wide, but her reaction paled in comparison to Gramps as I watched his treasured pipe slip from his lips and plummet to the rug below. You could’ve heard a pin drop in the room, or in this case the gentle rustle of a wooden pipe bouncing on silky fur.

“That shouldn’t be possible,” Gramps muttered as he scooped up his pipe and lit it with magic. I sensed the aether he used, and my grin got even bigger. Surprisingly Mother didn’t chide Gramps for smoking in my presence. 

Gramps started muttering quietly to himself. “Unless your affinity was already so strong that it was on the verge of improving… but no… you said it had the number one-hundred next to it. So it can’t be that… I… I’m at a loss.”

I could tell it was vexing Gramps, and I suppose in a way I wanted to distract him before he started asking questions that I was still not ready to answer. So, I piped up with my second piece of news.

“Yeah! The Achievement let me add steps to one of my other Paths! So, I got to the next Tier in the Path of Exceptionalism!”

Mum looked both proud and pleased with my statement. I was her darling boy, and I had just taken the next step forward. She was as excited for me as I was. Gramps, on the other hand, looked like he had a headache coming on as he rubbed his forehead with two strong fingers and inhaled from his pipe. The smoke seemed to calm him slightly as he blew a ring into the air above him and looked at the ceiling.

“Just so I know you’re telling me the truth, what’s your new Advanced Attribute called?” he asked.

“Gifted,” I stated. “I was a little worried that my numbers would go down when it evolved, but that didn’t happen!”

Gramps sighed, though he was smiling as he did so. Sitting back down in his chair, he took another puff of his pipe. “Gifted… you’ll have to tell me how much of a difference it makes.”

“You don’t know?” I asked in confusion.

I was used to Gramps having an answer for almost everything, though I suppose this particular Path was far from a common one by his own words.

“No. I know it will improve how fast you progress on your Paths, but not by how much.”

“Oh, well, Talented was a twenty percent improvement before I put my Unallocated Stats into it,” I admitted.

“How could you know that?” Gramps asked, leaning forward in his chair as Mum shifted me on her lap.

“I got another Achievement back then and I worked it out because the Achievement told me I would get one hundred steps added but instead I got one hundred and twenty!” I explained.

My Path of Deception ticked up at the lie. It had been a thousand steps but I wasn’t about to explain to my Mother and Grandfather that I remembered having my throat nicked by a blade as a babe and almost dying.

“Huh,” Gramps commented, leaning back in his chair. “I’ll have to make a note of it.”

“Is that what you write about in your office?” I asked, changing the subject yet again with the exuberance and attention span of a four year old who had just survived multiple near-death encounters. Just one more reminder of what a weird little kid I was.

“Sort of,” he admitted. “I write to advance some of my own Paths by noting down my knowledge about Paths, Fire Magic, and other things. It’s one of the few things that progresses my Class Path, albeit slowly.”

“What is your Class Path?”

Gramps looked at me for a long moment before answering, only the crackling fire and the gentle creak of wood to fill the silence. “Magus of the Flame. It is an Advanced Class Path that focuses on wielding Fire Magic with a subspeciality in teaching magic.”

“Sounds like an amazing Class Path,” I said agreeably to which both Mother and Gramps grinned. “What about you, Mum?”

“Novice Administrator,” she admitted. “It’s an Adept Class Path that I am only at the second Tier in. Like your grandfather’s, it doesn’t get a lot of use out here in the mountains. There is only so much administration required for our lonely little outpost.”

I nodded, feeling a little sad at their words. They were my family, and it sounded like the punishment of being sent to the ass-end of nowhere was really stifling their growth. For someone like me, who prized progress so highly, seeing them restricted like this was depressing. It was also a warning I took to heart. I would not pick a Class Path whose growth options were too limited or stringent. 

I already have one such Path and have no intention of adding a second, I thought with a glance at my Path of Soulstealing.

“Come on then,” Mother admonished, helping me off her lap. “It’s time for bed and you need another wash, because I will not have you climbing beneath your clean furs while covered in sweat.”

True to her words, and with Gramps’ help, some water was quickly heated. I gave myself a quick scrub with a rag, letting the warm water clean away the layer of sticky sweat clinging to my skin. My hair was matted to my head and needed to be washed as well. When I was done the water hadn’t taken on a dirty sheen, but I certainly felt far less sticky as I was tucked into bed with a kiss placed on my forehead.

“I’m proud of you, my little man,” Mother whispered as she stood. “Just, don’t grow up too quick, alright?”

“I won’t,” I promised, my Path of Deception ticking up and leaving me frowning into my pillow.

In the morning, I decided, I would see how long it took me to earn another step in my Path of Running and then the next one after that. With that information I figured I should be able to determine exactly how much my Gifted attribute was improving progress on my Paths. 

I drifted off dreaming of a pure black sphere hovering in the sky over a field of pale purple grass upon which predators wreathed in shadow bayed and howled for blood. It should have been a nightmare, but I felt no fear. For I knew that no matter how loud they roared, they couldn’t find me. This was a world of shadows, and in this place, I was royalty.

  

    
        Chapter 52

    
    
    
    
  Sitting around the kitchen table for breakfast the following morning, I was basically glowing such was my excitement. I was ready for a day of testing the impact of my new Gifted attribute, and that alone had my mind considering all the possibilities. Path of Running was going to be my first test, but it was actually my Path of Aethersensing that I was most keen to see the results for. Had my new attribute brought my ability to progress along the Path closer to Etta’s? That was the question I wanted an answer to.

Gramps wandered in later than usual, and I stood up to brew him some tea. I was surprised when I got a step on my Path of Brewing immediately. Normally I only got a step from brewing tea for Gramps every couple of days. Was my Gifted attribute already helping me?

I carried the steaming tea over to Gramps, the clay mug warm in my little hands. He smiled at me as I approached, his lips tugging at his bushy beard. “I had a thought last night after we went to bed. Well, if you’re still set on becoming a mage…”

I just gave him the old are you being stupid right now stare to which he just smirked back at me in amusement.

“Then, with your mum's permission, I am going to submit a request to the Adventurer’s Society for a couple of Shadow Path manuals.”

I looked at him in confusion, ignoring my Mum’s raised eyebrow in favour of indulging my curiosity. “What’s a Path manual?”

“A manual is like a book that is meant to give you… guidance… like when I or your mother are teaching you.”

I swallowed my immediate response that I knew what a ‘manual’ was and opted for zeroing in on what exactly I had meant by my question. “So a Path manual would tell me how to unlock a Path?”

“And advise you on how best to progress it or if there are known achievements that will help them specifically. It’s one of the benefits of being a member of the Adventurer’s Society. Discounted rates on Path manuals. Some of the bigger Guilds have their own secret Path manuals as well.”

“Like who?” I demanded, leaning forward over the table. 

Secrets? Sign me up! 

“The most famous is probably the Shining Light Guild and the Path they have to unlock and bestow the Radiance Affinity. If anyone else knows it, they aren’t sharing it.”

“That’s what they used on us when your friend visited?”

Gramps nodded, sipping his tea. “One of its most famous spells is used for detecting pacts with demons. That is what he used on us.”

Outside the wind flitted through Mum’s garden, the coolness coming under the door and making me shiver.

This means I am not pacted with a demon at least, I thought, reassuring myself that the Shining Light Guild hadn’t detected anything. The thought reminded me about the Myriad Paths wording for my Achievement. The additional steps from the reward couldn’t be applied to my ‘mutated’ Path, which could only be my Path of Soulstealing.

My curiosity almost drove me to ask Gramps about mutated Paths right then and there, but in the end my paranoia won that argument. There were some things I just wasn’t ready to share – at least, not yet. That didn’t mean there weren’t other questions I could ask.

“What Path manuals would you want to get me, Gramps?”

Gramps finished his tea, looking thoughtful. “Since your Mother is opposed to you learning the thief arts, the only ones I am certain the Adventurer’s Society has are the Path of Misdirection, the Path of Masks, and the Path of Shadow Veil. The first two are Basic Paths, while Shadow Veil is an Advanced Aether Path specific to the Shadow affinity. Shadow, more than any other affinity, is skilled at hiding and obfuscating things, including its own aether.”

“Those all sound good then. How am I going to fit them in with weapons training though? We’re still doing that right?” I implored. I hadn’t forgotten about the Path of Weapon Mastery. Magic might draw me like a moth to a flame, but I knew that I would need to be able to fight if I intended to adventure across the face of this new world. Even Archmages could run out of aether, or at least I assumed they could.

“Yes, about that. I am still trying to convince my old friend to come visit for a season or two and train you. However, he has yet to agree and is currently otherwise engaged. At least, that’s what his letter said. Whether that means he’s drinking himself stupid in some flea-bitten tavern or teaching some noble’s get… I couldn’t say,” Gramps answered, looking at me to gauge my reaction.

I intentionally avoided looking at Mum, who I knew for a fact had shot Gramps a glare at the description of his friend. Whether it was because of the description of the man or because she now knew who the old codger was trying to get to teach me, I couldn’t have said. What I could do is control my own reaction. While I was disappointed that it might be another year or two before I got a proper instructor for all my unlocked weapon Paths, I could make do in the meantime with plenty of other Paths.

“That’s fine, Gramps,” I replied with a shrug, finishing off my toast. “I’ve got plenty of other stuff to work on until then. Are we doing aethersensing training today?”

Gramps smiled and nodded. “Come on. You can get an early start, and Etta can join in when she arrives.”

It was impossible to miss the pleased smile on my mother’s lips as she busied herself around the kitchen. Her smile was always the same when Gramps devoted time to me, that of someone unreasonably happy. More to the point, it was contagious, and as we left the kitchen that same smile found its way onto my face.

It didn’t last though. Etta showed up maybe half an hour later and as always trounced me at sensing Gramps’ aether. However, what surprised me was the number of steps we both gained. Up until now, Etta and I hadn’t really talked about Paths or progress. Until recently Etta had nothing to tell me and I was a paranoid little brat not willing to share information that could cause someone to target me or begin to suspect just how weird I was. But that had changed since Etta unlocked her Status and her acknowledgement that she knew one of my secrets.

“How many steps?” I asked quietly as we exited Gramps’ office.

Etta stared into space for a second and I could see her lips moving as she did some mental math far more slowly than I would have. One of the many benefits of my memories from my past life.

“Three,” she finally said. “You?”

I debated lying and after a moments thought I decided to follow through. I had also earned three steps, but if I told Etta that, she would wonder how I was keeping up with her when I successfully detected Gramps’ aether half as often as she did. There was also the fact that I didn’t want to tramp on her ego at all. She was still better than I was at aethersensing anyway. I just matched her Path progression.

“Two,” I answered as though I had just done the same mental arithmetic. 

Etta looked away but I caught her pleased grin before she hid her mouth. I kept my own face ambivalent as I saw my Path of Deception tick up.

Our reading and writing lessons started shortly afterwards in the common room. Recently, Mum had begun adding in similar topics to the ones we discussed on our walks, weaving in little tidbits of information about Ajinar and Meravia. For the most part, I think they went over Etta’s head, but I drank in that information like a man dying of thirst. Everything was new and interesting to me because I had the memories of another world, another life, to compare this new world with.

The lesson was only halfway done when the doors to the outpost banged open. Five people strolled in, calling for food and drinks. I paused in my writing to take them in. 

The one in front, and clearly the loudest, was the shortest of the lot. A beastkin woman with the face of a fox, covered in dark red fur with a streak of white that cut across the middle of her face from her forehead down to her chin. She wore a black, leather breastplate with leather bands bound to it that hung down like a skirt reaching the foxkin’s double-jointed knees. Her upper and lower legs were also bound in leather, with a lot of knives strapped anywhere there was room. However, the most notable thing about the foxkin was the air of danger that seemed to surround her. She moved like a predator.

Behind her walked three men, all of them similarly attired in leather armour and with the same blond hair and brown eyes that made me instantly suspect they were related. Brothers was my guess. They sported a variety of weapons, but the most notable was the lack of any swords. They had hatchets, small hammers, bucklers strapped to their backs, and short bows strung across their chests. Hunters, I decided, one and all.

The final adventurer was another foxkin, this one with a similar copper red coat to the first. On their hip was a short sword, but instead of leather armour like the rest, they wore loose fitting dark cloth that covered them from neck to ankle and wrist. The cloth was bound to their stomach with a cloth belt in a complex knot.

My mother was already moving, motioning for Etta and I to pack up our paper and ink as she headed for the bar.

“Is ale fine?” she called, her dark blue woolen dress swishing as she moved towards the bar.

“Five,” the dagger-laden foxkin called after her.

“Four.”

The response was from the second foxkin.

“Come on, Miyara! We’re not tackling the Rift till tomorrow!” countered the first foxkin.

Miyara simply shook her head and repeated herself. “Four. We’re in a strange place, Amari.”

I watched as Amari grumbled quietly before glancing at the three men. “You’ll drink with me, right?”

“Of course we will,” responded the oldest looking one of the brothers with a confident grin.

Gramps chose that moment to join us in the common room. “You must be here about the Rift?”

What Rift, you old codger?! I demanded mentally. And why didn’t you tell me?

“You the Factor?” Miyara asked, turning towards Gramps. 

“I am.”

Miyara didn’t smile at the answer, her countenance deadpan. “Yes, we’re here to deal with the Rift. According to the job posting, the Warden found it a half day's walk south. Do you have any maps of the area?”

“We do. One of the locals makes them. Wanting a copy?” Gramps countered. I was guessing it was Hurin that made the maps, though it might’ve been the Warden or his family now that I thought about it. Either way, I was riveted at getting to see more of how adventurers worked.

“Which Dungeon is the Rift from?” I asked, piping up.

Eight sets of eyes turned to look at me, and I wondered if I had said the wrong thing. But then Amari was up next to me, moving incredibly quickly as she ran a clawed hand through my hair.

“Aren’t you a little cutie! We’ve got the same fur! What’s your name?” she asked as I froze at being touched by a stranger, my mind taking a second to realise that she was referring to the colour of my hair. I suppose they were quite similar, with a dark red copper hue.

I wasn’t sure whether or not to answer but Mum saved me the trouble. “His name is Sebastian. He’s my son.”

“Leave the poor boy alone, Amari,” Miyara called, before glancing at me. “The Rift is from the Endless Plains Dungeon.”

I decided then and there that I was going to abuse my apparent cuteness to pump these adventurers for information. It was time to get to work of the social kind.
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  I clambered up onto one of the chairs so I could watch as Gramps rolled out a small map no bigger than my chest across the wooden table. He pinned down the corners with half melted candles, and I got to have a good look at what had been drawn. The lines of the map were neatly drawn, and I could easily make out where the outpost was as well as the trade road that passed by us.

I did note that no one else's homes were marked on the map except for the Kellins’ trading post. There were other landmarks though, with small written words in Helenian noting what they were. An unusually shaped rockface here, a cave there, an open field on the side of the mountain. All places one could navigate by.

Gramps' finger circled an area south of the outpost and slightly east, back in the direction of Ajinar. “The Warden noted the Rift was in this area. It’s a few hours hike from the outpost. Will you be wanting your own copy of the map?”

Miyara, her dark cloth garments not making a sound as she moved, gave a firm nod. “We’ll take a copy.”

“Penny, if you wouldn’t mind?” Gramps asked.

Wouldn’t mind what? I wondered. Is mum going to draw them a new copy?

Mum quickly left the room and returned with a blank page of light brown paper and a pot of ink. Watching someone manually copy a map sounded about as interesting as watching paint dry so I started looking around the room for something else to do when I sensed aether being used. My eyes snapped back to my mother only to see her slowly pouring the ink onto the blank page while she touched the edge of the paper with her finger. The ink, rather than splashing everywhere, moved with purpose, shifting across the page without leaving a residue as it copied the lines and text. I realised as I watched that it was the aether in the ink that I could sense.

It took a few minutes, but my eyes were glued to the process the entire time and when Mum finally finished, I couldn’t tell the two maps apart except for the fact that the new one still looked slightly wet. Then even that difference vanished, and I glanced at mum curiously.

“What did you do?” I asked louder than I intended, climbing up onto the table in my excitement.

Mum scooped me off and deposited me back on the floor before I could cause the remaining ink to spill.

“I used my Copy Page and Dry Ink Skills,” she explained. I nodded with all the seriousness I could muster. The names sounded self explanatory anyway, and I guessed such Skills made sense for someone whose Class Path was in administration. Seeing Skills used for simple every day tasks was a bit of a wake up call for me as I realised most people probably didn’t pick their Skills based on their combat or exploration applications. It was something for me to keep in mind in the future.

Mum left for the kitchen, and I noticed at least two of the brothers from the adventuring crew watching her go. They weren’t lecherous in their gazes, but it was pretty obvious they were ‘admiring’ my mother which set me on edge.

I must have been really obvious in my displeasure, because the next thing I knew Amari, the other foxkin with her dark red coat and slash of white fur across her face, was right in front of my face.

“Want to play a game, kid?” she asked, blocking my view of the room behind her as she crouched down to be eye level with me.

I looked around, wondering if Etta was going to play as well, and realised she had vanished at some point during all the kerfuffle. 

With a shrug, I turned back to Amari. “Sure.”

The foxkin held out a coin for me to inspect. At first glance, I thought it was just another silver coin, but the moment my fingers touched it, I felt the slick, oily, indescribable feeling that I experienced every time I came in contact with something made from aether.

“An aether coin?” I asked.

“Mmhmm. Sure is. So, here’s the game. When I say go, if you can find it, it’s yours. Sound fun?”

I grinned as I thought, Free money? Yes, that sounds fun you wily fox! 

Amari placed the aether coin slowly and deliberately into the palm of her outstretched hand, then closed her fingers into a fist. She did the same with her other hand and then held them both out with the backs of her hands facing toward me.

“Where’s the coin?” she asked playfully.

What kind of game is this? I literally just saw you put it in your palm and close your hand?

I tapped the back of the hand that had held the coin. Amira opened her clawed fist and showed me an empty palm.

“What?” I muttered then with childish exuberance tapped the other hand. The foxkin opened that hand as well, showing that it too was empty. Now I was just confused, and without thinking reached out to touch her fingers and see if she was pinning the coin between them or something.

I only realised halfway through rummaging in between her furry fingers how impolite I was being. Rather than be offended, Amira started laughing, spreading her fingers in encouragement as I rifled through her fur.

“How?” I grumbled as I came up empty. “Where is it?”

I knew about basic sleight of hand but this was beyond what I had experienced in my previous life. Literally combing through her fur I had come up empty and it wasn’t like she had sleeves to hide the coin in!

“It could be anywhere,” the foxkin suggested, her golden eyes flicking dramatically next to me. I turned to see the coin sitting in the middle of the chair next to me.

I reached out to touch it, feeling the slickness of the coin’s surface. 

“Can you show it to me?” Amira asked and I glanced up then went to hold it out to her. Only when I presented it to her, nothing was there.

By this point I was deeply confused, my little face scrunched up as I tried to figure out what was going on.

“Are you done teasing my grandson?” Gramps asked.

Amira laughed a little and shrugged before standing up and walking away. I spun to look at Gramps who just gave me his own little shrug.

“It was mostly sleight of hand,” he explained, “though she might have used an Illusion spell in there as well. I didn’t sense it, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t do it.”

I was still processing that information as I walked towards the kitchen to find mum when a twinkling light caught the edge of my eye. Amira gave me a small wave from where she had sat down with the three brothers and she meaningfully pointed at her pocket then at me. I reached into my own pocket curiously, my fingers grazing over a slick oily coin. I couldn’t help but smile.

Does this make you a kind fox? I wondered. Either way, I ran off with my prize before she could somehow make it disappear again.

After that excitement, the rest of the day was a wash. For some reason, George and Etta didn’t come around for sword practice, and Mum didn’t have time to give me lessons as she was baking some trail rations for the adventurers. So, I focused on my Paths of Running, Balance, and Body Strengthening. I made liberal use of my improved obstacle course while my mother kept an eye on me from the kitchen window. As for me, I kept an eye on the sky. It’s only paranoia if they aren’t out to get you, and I didn’t feel like being turned into bird shit.

The following morning I woke up to find that the adventurers had already left. I half expected my aether coin to have gone missing, but it was still in my little hidden nook along with the Skill Seed for a Lesser Stealth Skill, some pretty rocks, my past-the-use-by-date night vision potion, and a sharp knife I had borrowed from our kitchen. It never hurts to be prepared.

The sun was barely up, and while I expected my mother to be awake already, I thought the old codger might still be in bed. So when I heard two male voices speaking, I started sneaking down the stairs, stopping at the second landing before crawling over to the edge to listen in.

“...all of them.”

I didn’t recognise the voice.

“And none to the south?”

That was definitely Gramps.

“None. I found this one in an owl’s nest.”

“Grimfaced?”

“No, just a brown owl. Probably already been dead a few weeks. They don’t clean out their nests that often and use the remains to lure in insects for a snack. This one I tracked to its den. The bigger claws actually make them easier to track as they tend to scuff the rocks as they climb over them. Dunno what got to it but it managed to escape only to bleed out in its hole. This last one I took down myself. Another crow, like the one that carved up your grandson a while back. Bigger than normal too, and I don’t just mean the talons. What do you think, Cornelius?”

Silence reigned for a moment, and I wondered if maybe Gramps was whispering his answer, but he must’ve just been thinking because the conversation finally resumed.

“I’m not sure, Hurin. But I don’t like it. How far north did you range to find these?”

“Just a few days. Been looking out for them over the past few months like you asked.”

“And you didn’t bring them to me sooner? The bird's carcass is fresh but the bones on this rat have to be months old.”

A shuffle of clothing had me guessing that Hurin had just shrugged. Just how big of a loner was the old forester that he couldn’t be bothered bringing back news earlier.

“Didn’t think it was that important till I took down the bird. Others were long dead,” Hurin grumbled. “Thought that maybe that was all there was to it. They’re both rats so figured maybe it was just some weird breed of rat. Bird’s got the same kind of talons though… that’s odd enough to warrant coming and seeing you.”

“Can you range further north? See if there is anything out of the ordinary? Say up to a week’s trek?”

I heard movement again, not sure whether it was Gramps or Hurin shuffling about.

“Not until after winter,” Hurin answered after a moment. “Reckon the weather’s gonna turn in the next day or two. A storm’s brewing, and I ain’t looking to be buried in a snow drift. If there’s something north though, we won’t see it till after winter anyway. I’ll be back when the thaw begins.”

“Alright, Hurin,” Gramps said, his tone clearly unhappy with the outcome. “Thanks. I’ll see you in a few months. Stay safe.”

I quietly made my way back up to my room and looked out the window. Sure enough, in the distance I could see dark clouds approaching. However, the onset of winter was not what plagued my thoughts. That discussion had clearly been about animals with over-developed claws or talons, like the crow and rat that had attacked me. I didn’t realise Gramps had set Hurin the task of keeping an eye out for more of them, but the fact that the forester had found three of them told me there were more of the little beasts out there.

I didn’t like that one bit, and I could feel my stomach twisting as the knowledge fed into my paranoia. Was I going to get attacked again, and if so, when? Why did they keep coming after me?

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of mothers cooking wafting up from the kitchen two floors below, and then breathed out slowly as I tried to let my fears go. I had no control over those creatures, or why they kept attacking me, but I did have control over myself and what I could do about it.

Climbing down from the wooden chest beneath my window, I moved into a push up position on the cold, wooden floor and got to work. Winter was about to start, and I would be mostly stuck inside or just around the outpost. A safe space and a solid three months to work on my Paths and progress my capabilities. That way, when the snow melted and the air started to warm, I would be that little bit more ready to face whatever those beasts were. 
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  Just as Hurin had predicted, two days later a storm had rolled in. Unlike his prediction, it had been more sleet than snow, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t freezing. The winds had whipped past the outpost with a howl that sounded like a thousand wolfpacks singing together. 

I learned later that Etta had undergone her Storm affinity ritual during that storm. There had been no lightning and I had wanted to ask Magatha if that would have impacted how well the ritual worked, but I wouldn’t be seeing the Hedge Witch till after winter ended. 

Either way, Etta had confided in me that her affinity slot was now filled with Storm, though it was noted to be Weak. It seemed that though the elixir had managed to grant her the affinity George had wanted for her, it hadn’t been a particularly strong outcome. Etta had told me her dad was already considering ways to improve it.

Within days of the first storm, the already icy ground was covered in snow which only got deeper with every passing week. Trade caravans had stopped passing through. The Warden assigned to the region apparently still went out to check the area but we had no new adventuring teams visiting for Rifts or anything else to be found in the area. The Horndales this far north were closed for business, with only our small community eking out a living in the cold environment.

With travel not an option, and outside useless for training unless I want to try for a Path of Freezing to Death, the common room was once more converted into an open area for swordplay. The tables and chairs were moved to the edge of the room and turned into a makeshift obstacle course for Etta and I. 

I held onto the Path of Brewing for a grand total of three days into the winter, just long enough to reach the Fourth Tier and earn another Mental Attribute, before moving it to my Dormant Paths and picking the Path of Coordination back up. Since I wasn’t going to see Magatha for a few months, I didn’t think the meagre steps I earned in the Path of Brewing by making tea for Gramps would be worth it. I made him tea anyway though, because I was a good grandson.

My Gifted attribute showed its worth throughout the winter, and it was clear to me that I was progressing faster on all my Paths. Without a new achievement to use to determine the exact amount, I was mostly estimating by comparing what I thought my previous progress was with my new progress. My estimates had me gaining steps at around sixty percent faster, a doubling of the thirty percent the Talented attribute had provided. I wasn’t certain that I was correct, but I figured it was close enough and I would work off that number till proven otherwise. It wasn’t like being wrong would stop me working on my Paths after all. The numbers had to go up!

The months dragged on and my birthday came and went without fanfare. The same was not true of my Status celebration. Towards the end of winter, we, meaning Gramps and I, decided to announce that I had unlocked my Status. Etta, her family, along with the Kellins and their one year old son, all came over to the outpost for a celebratory dinner. I earned more steps in my Path of Deception that night than I had in the entire month prior.

Finally, the weather started to clear, the snow melting and leaving behind ugly brown slush that stained the ground as far as the eye could see, or at least as far as I could see from the window in my room. Sitting on my wooden chest, I went over the notifications for the past three months. I’d looked at them before but it was nice to see what my winter focus had bought me.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Running IX (6072/5000)

Reward: +1 Unallocated Stat

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Body Strengthening VIII (4398/2500)

Reward: +1 Strength

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Swordplay VIII (2613/2500)

Reward: +1 Strength

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Coordination VII (2575/1000)

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Coordination VIII (2575/2500)

Reward: +2 Coordination

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Deception IX (5111/5000)

Reward: +1 Unallocated Stat

Both of my Unallocated Stats went into my Gifted attribute. My Muffled Steps and Controlled Grip Skills had both gained progress as well. Not as much as I would have liked, as my aether core still functioned as a huge limitation on how much I could work on my Skills.

The biggest surprise had been how much my Path of Deception had progressed. After a little thought, I suspected it was being driven by my Shadow affinity, as Deception could arguably be related to it. 

Those thoughts made me realise how hard people must struggle to complete Paths that weren’t related to their affinities or their jobs. By the time I finished it, Running alone was going to have taken me almost two years, and that was with my attributes helping speed the process up. For others, it would be even longer. Natural aptitude, affinities, teachers, Path manuals, Dungeons, and Rifts… they all played a role in how – or I supposed if – people progressed down the Myriad Paths.

There were plenty who probably didn’t. After all, maybe they didn’t care about a few numbers going up, and a couple of extra percentage points in strength or speed. I had no doubt that there were plenty of individuals in this world that progressed at a very sedate pace, happy to do their job and go home to their families. Still, that wasn’t for me. If anything, I was chafing at not being able to make my numbers go up even faster. There was however, no way around it for now, and I was doing all I could. The lure of Dungeons, Rifts, and the Academy still plagued my thoughts, but I was five and unlikely to see any of those things soon.

As the weather turned, something new happened in our little community – more people began arriving. Since I had been born, the only new additions had been the Kellins, with their trading post, and the prospectors, who were clearly hiding from being conscripted to defend against the orc raids on the eastern border of Ajinar. I didn’t count the swapping of the Wardens as the basic number of ‘houses’ in our community didn’t change. But this year, the moment the snow started melting, four new families appeared, setting up their houses across the road from the outpost.

They were all clearly related to the prospectors, and to my surprise, they ended up paying Griselda to come help them build their houses. It quickly became apparent why, as two buildings went up and the prospectors’ house was fixed and expanded. The work took a couple of weeks, but when they were done, what had once been a ramshackle looking home was now a secure storage shed, with a new smithy next door to it surrounded by four homes with a shared garden and some smaller buildings for animals. 

It didn’t take me long to figure out what was going on, and it was definitely not because I eavesdropped on Frederick Kellin chatting to Gramps. The silver vein the prospectors discovered turned out to be far richer than initially expected, and the mining of the precious metal was turning into an entire operation. 

Each of the homes built were for the wives and children of the new miners, while the smithy had been built to facilitate smelting the silver down into bars as there was apparently too much ore for Martin to handle alone. 

The storage shed that had once been the prospectors’ home was now being used to secure a few horses, a wagon, some weapons, and the smelted silver bars. That last piece of information made me realise that these men had something worth protecting, which had me slightly excited. After all, with four new homes and a new building across the road from me, I might actually be able to take my Path of Infiltration to the next Tier. Would I swipe a silver bar while I was at it? I hadn’t ruled it out. There was, I suspected, more than one way to unlock the Path of Thievery.

I wandered down stairs that morning with that thought on my mind, only to find Gramps looking constipated at the kitchen table. Okay, perhaps that was being a bit mean, but he definitely looked deep in thought and not happy about whatever conclusions his mind was reaching.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as I started brewing a tea for him.

“Hmm,” Gramps said slowly, as though coming out of a deep sleep. “Oh, just thinking about the silver mine.”

Me too! I thought. What I said though was, “What about it?”

Gramps leaned back in his chair, the wood creaking as he brushed his salt and pepper beard before turning to me with his piercing blue eyes. “It’s going to draw the nobility up here, and we’re all likely to end up caught in the middle of it.”

I frowned and poured the tea, bringing the steaming mug over to Gramps before pulling myself up into my chair.

“How come?”

The answer was already coming to me even as I asked the question. Tax collectors. Mum had told me about them.

Gramps answered me anyway as it was too late for me to take back my question.

“Wasn’t anything up here worth taxing before. Would have cost House Landrin of Meravia or House Firthholm of Ajinar more than they would have gained by trying to claim our little slice of mountain as their own. Now, though? With the silver mine looking to expand considerably? Well, that’s more than enough reason for them to make an effort. No doubt about it. We’ll see the colours of both Houses before the end of spring. More people as well. More miners means more silver, and more silver means more opportunities. Before you know it, this place is going to turn into a small village. One of the Houses will want to claim it.”

I was about to ask how House Landrin would find out, but I answered my own question. 

“Traders will tell them about it.”

Gramps nodded. 

I thought about it for another few minutes, then promptly put it out of my mind. The claiming of a region and taxing it had nothing to do with a five year old. Besides, Gramps wouldn’t let anything happen to us, and I doubted the nobles would intentionally annoy the Adventurer’s Society. We would be quiet observers of the change rather than active participants, and as such, I had better things to do. Like making my numbers go up and definitely not planning a heist.

With a gentle prodding involving poking him repeatedly, I coaxed Gramps to his office to begin my daily lesson on aethersensing. I had regularly gotten four steps per day on the Path, so today I was aiming for five!

***

Kral stomped out of his cave, looking at how the snow had begun to melt. The winter had been boring, made worse by the lack of entertainment. That lack was his only regret for sacrificing Pimf. She had screamed so good right up until the end, and then there had been only silence and the rattle of bones. The power that had flowed into Kral had been intoxicating, the feeling of his aether core expanding for the second time indescribable, but the silence that followed had been boring. There was nothing and no one left to sacrifice. The tribe was gone and only he and Jik remained.

“What did your bird say again?” Kral demanded.

An emaciated Jik joined him at the cave exit. “The humans are still there. More of them now. Before there were less than ten. Now… almost thirty, if you can count that high.”

Kral slapped the runt, watching the shrivelled bag of bones fall to the floor. Jik climbed back to his feet unsteadily, clearly enough strength still left in the runt to shoot a glare at Kral. He sneered at the defiance. 

Thirty humans, thought the goblin necromancer. Thirty was plenty to sacrifice. Not enough to get to the next Tier in his Path of Soul Sacrifice, but it would be close. And with the new material they would add to his army, Kral was confident he could find others.

Tucking his sacrificial dagger into his belt, Kral stepped to the side of his cave and waited. The rattling of bones and scrape of metal against stone echoed out of the cave. At first, the noises were faint, but then the tempo and volume started increasing. Slowly, his army of the dead rose to answer his call. Skeletal goblins dragging stone blades and carrying wooden shortbows with bone-tipped arrows marched out of the cave in disorderly chaos. Behind them came the clatter of wolf claws on stone, their fur still rotting, revealing the white bones beneath as the pack once more rose to hunt. The final carcass, a hulking bear, trundled out last. Kral had spent the most time on it, grafting sharp metal onto its claws and reinforcing its bones and adding more mass until it was even larger than it had been in life.

Kral walked over, climbing inside the skeleton bear's rib cage as his army inexorably clattered south to find him new sacrifices. Kral laughed as he watched Jik scramble after them, trying to keep up with the army of the dead as they marched on the soon to be sacrificed. If Jik got too tired and fell behind… well, then Kral would make sure he never got tired again.

***

Hurin witnessed the skeleton army from where he hid among the rocks. The foul stench from the cave had drawn him to it, along with the obvious drag marks of various animal carcasses that led to the entry. The tracks had made little sense till he’d seen the skeletal goblins. Hurin waited just long enough to avoid being detected by whoever was directing the dead, before he began to scramble south. Cornelius and the others needed to be warned about what was coming for them!

  

    
        Chapter 55

    
    
    
    
  I bolted down the stairs, my leather boots slapping against the wooden steps.

“Slow down, sweetheart!” Mum yelled. “You’re going to fall and hurt yourself!”

My only response was childish laughter as I literally, one hand on the bannister, vaulted down the last six steps and landed in a controlled roll. Just a day ago I had unlocked the Path of Acrobatics and while it wasn’t in my list of active Paths, my actions saw a step in my Paths of Balance and Coordination.

“I’m fine, Mum!” I yelled back as I careened into the kitchen.

Snatching up a piece of warm toast with butter and some jam slathered on it, I stuffed it into my mouth. Time was of the essence and food a distraction. A necessary distraction, but a distraction nonetheless.

I turned to head back out the door I had just charged in through when my mother’s words called me back. “Wait for Etta, darling.”

I harrumphed but spun around, heading over to the boiled water from my mother’s enchanted metal jug, working on preparing Gramps some tea. The old codger wasn’t up yet but I figured he would arrive before Etta did so I might as well make myself useful. Plus, even if it wasn’t currently progressing my Path of Brewing, since it was dormant, I would still get some credit for it when I eventually picked it back up.

My prediction was, as per usual, correct. Gramps arrived just a few minutes later, probably woken by my descent down the stairs. Today he was wearing a rich, black, woolen shirt and pants, matching boots with his wolf fur coat. Coupled with his beard, which didn’t look like it was showing any more white hairs than usual, and his sharp blue eyes, he looked like how I would envision a lord would have looked. 

Mum was in a dark green, woolen dress that went down to her ankles, with sleeves that went down to her wrists. Her own wolf fur coat was hung over a chair as the kitchen was plenty warm. She’d tied her dark brown hair up in a bun, and she smiled at me as she walked past to put a plate of steaming food in front of Gramps. I followed dutifully behind, presenting the morning tea.

“Early lesson today?” Gramps asked as he took a bite of his toast before washing it down with a sip of tea.

I waited for his predictable contented sigh before I answered. “Nope, Etta and I are going to go play with the new kids for an hour first.”

Gramps glanced at me. “And how’s that going? I thought you would want to work on your Paths?”

I smirked a little at the old man. “Oh, I am, Gramps. I promise.”

Gramps nodded his head towards the back door, and I ran over, sticking my head out to see if Etta was on her way. She wasn’t, not yet anyway, so I sat down beneath the awning to wait.

One of the unexpected benefits of new people joining our community was new kids. Four families had moved in across the road as part of the new mining operation, which the group of prospectors had titled Horndale Mining Co. Each of the extended families had at least a couple of kids, and while the two oldest children, both just starting their teens, were put to work, the younger ones weren’t. Which meant Etta and I finally had children our own age to play with. 

There were five such children among the Horndale Mining Co. families. The oldest was Brin, a nine year old girl with orange hair that put my dark copper locks to shame. Then her younger brother, seven year old Soren, who had blond hair and blue eyes. He was much quieter than his boisterous, older sister. I’d never bothered to find out who their parents were, and maybe I never would.

Besides Brin and Soren, there were Roan, Fenn, and Cora. Roan and Fenn were twin boys, six years old. They were not, however, identical. Roan was tall and solid for his age while Fenn was thin and of average height. They both had scruffy, black hair, dark brown eyes, and liked to fight, which suited me as it was easy to rile them up into having a good scrap. The final member of the Pick Pack, my nickname for the mining runts, was Cora. Cora was the younger sister of Roan and Fenn, quiet, with matching black hair and brown eyes. Where her brothers were boisterous, Cora was thoughtful and insightful. At least, as far as a five year old could be. The young girl, of course, gravitated to Etta, who in turn gravitated to me, which was how I expected this morning's ruckus to turn out. Just like the day prior, and the day before that.

I didn’t have to wait too long as Etta came running across the distance between our two houses. Grandma Lucille trundled along behind her. In the distance, I could see the silhouette of either Kaylee or George watching from the doorway of their house, carefully tucked into the line of trees.

Etta stumbled the last few steps coming to a halt in front of me. In her arms she held a stack of wooden practice swords.

“Dad said we should stop using sticks and give them the real thing so we get more out of it,” she said in a rush.

I grabbed half of the wooden swords off her and started walking around the outpost. 

“I’m going across the road, Mum!” I yelled back.

“That’s fine, Sweetheart. Just wait for Lucille before you head across!” she called back.

Etta and I spent a minute waiting beside the outpost, the sound of hammers ringing in the air. The Kellins were adding an additional warehouse of their own as more members of the community meant more produce being created to be sold to the trade caravans. It was expected that some trade caravans may even now only be making their way to our little community, which was as of yet to be named, to trade with the Kellins’ trading post before making their way back. With my paltry understanding of trade, I figured that this development would be a contributing factor to one noble house or another trying to claim our community as part of their lands.

That thought was discarded as Grandma Lucille finally caught up to us. Today the old woman was in a cream, homespun, woolen dress, with some furred monstrosity on her head that went down to wrap around her neck like a scarf. Similar fur poked out around her wrists, and I was reminded that the old weaver had less love of the cold than I did. Etta was dressed in similar wool. Though, for my best friend and only rival, her parents had gone with pants and a shirt rather than a dress. I figured her dad knew what we were about to get up to, especially since he gave us some simple, wooden, practice swords.

We trudged across the road, my eyes drifting up to the bright, clear sky more than once. One day I would not be paranoid, but that day was not today. After safely crossing the road, with no sign of any traffic yet, we walked into the cul-de-sac of houses for the newly arrived families.

Brin was sitting on the fence of one of the gardens waiting for us while Soren was already trying to wrestle with Roan and Fenn. Cora was nearby, helping her mother plant a few seeds for what I assumed were vegetables or herbs.

Brin hopped down off the fence, which was enough for her brother and the twins to stop what they were doing. The older girl picked up a stick that had been sitting down by her feet and pointed it at me.

“Ready for another round, fancy kid?” demanded the twerp, as though she wasn’t almost twice my age.

“Yeah,” I agreed with a grin. “But this time we brought something better than sticks.”

I dumped three of the four swords I was carrying on the ground in a clatter of wood while Etta did the same next to me.

The three boys rushed over to have a look, words of excitement exchanged between them as they each picked up a sword and tested it. Brin was a little slower, but finally tossed her stick aside to pick up one of the wooden blades.

“They’re not as heavy as I thought they would be,” she said with a sneer.

“Real ones are heavier, but these are just for practice and building strength,” I explained.

“Like you’d know what a real one feels like,” Brin countered, which I took as a sign that she was still angry about being beaten yesterday.

Only one sword remained on the ground, as Cora looked across at it before going back to gardening with her mother. I didn’t blame her, since she was the youngest and would almost certainly have been put on a team with Etta and I. While I, and to an extent Etta, tried to be a little careful when swinging around slabs of wood, the same could not be said of the twins.

At Brin’s words I just shrugged, “We playing or what?”

“Yeah,” Brin agreed, looking around and realising Cora wasn’t going to join in. “Teams are uneven though. You want Roan or Fenn?”

The twins were immediately up in arms at the suggestion of separating them but I knew Brin didn’t want to give Etta and I Soren since he was the second oldest and meant that Brin was almost certainly going to lose. I knew she was going to lose anyway though, and made that clear.

“You can have Roan and Fenn. Soren too. The four of you against the two of us.”

“Okay,” Brin agreed slowly. “Same rules as yesterday?”

“Yep,” Etta replied. “A touch between the stomach and the chest means you’re out till the end of the round. No swinging for the head or you have to sit out. Once we’re warmed up, we can do defend the Grandma!”

That had been my idea. They were all kids and needed an objective, even if it was something as simple as ‘gently touch Grandma Lucille to win’ and one team had to defend her while the other had to try and touch her without getting ‘cut down.’ They were violent games, but it was a violent world we lived in.

The fenced path between the houses was only about two metres wide, which was tight for four kids with practice swords but just barely enough room for Etta and I to go side by side. But our style of swordplay, as taught by her Father, didn’t like enclosed spaces. Wolf’s Paw was heavy on footwork and circling your opponents so I stood slightly in front of Etta.

When the four kids charged, yelling their childish battlecries, I was ready. I slapped Roan’s sword aside, redirecting him towards Etta and partway into his twin. Roan and Fenn went down together, butting heads in the progress. Now that Etta only had Soren to deal with I turned my attention towards the largest threat in the form of the biggest kid — Brin. 

Stepping to the side I clashed blades with Brin. She was stronger than me, and I was forced to give ground, though her strength wasn’t so much that I couldn’t fight back. I guessed she had lower Stats than me, but she was also naturally more developed which made up for her shortcomings. While she might have had strength on me, she fell far short in coordination and in experience.

Her wooden sword whistled towards me, coming in higher than it should have if she didn’t want to hit me in the neck. Such were the risks of a nine year old fighting a five year old. I ducked beneath the wooden blade, stepped in close and shoved her in the gut. Already off balance from her swing she went down in a pile of dust. Rather than finish her off I turned and went to Etta’s aid. 

She was warding off Soren and Roan while Fenn tried to get around behind her. With their backs to me, it was easy to slap both Soren and then Roan in the ribs with the wooden sword. Hard enough to leave a small bruise, but not so hard that they’d actually be hurt. I turned, leaving Fenn to Etta and once more faced off against a dusty and now livid Brin.

She charged forward with big swings, throwing her entire weight behind every slash. I gave ground, circling when I could and parrying when I couldn’t, waiting for my moment. 

I didn’t have to wait long.

A powerful overhand strike that completely violated our rules about not swinging for the head meant that all I had to do was step to the side and stab forward. The blunted tip of my wooden sword took the older girl in the ribs and she made an ‘oof’ sound as air rushed from her lungs and she went down with her arms flailing.

I turned to see that Etta had dealt with Fenn, the thinner of the twins rubbing at a welt on his upper arm.

Brin stopped coughing and pulled herself to her feet.

“Again?” I asked.

“Again,” she agreed, fire in her eyes.

  

    
        Chapter 56

    
    
    
    
  An hour later, Etta and I crossed the road back to the outpost holding only our practice swords. After soundly defeating the Pick Pack, we had left the wooden blades with them so they could practice as needed. Play time was over though and it was time for my next lesson with Gramps.

We were halfway through our lesson on aethersensing when I heard a loud bang. My head whipped around at the noise, and I quickly followed Gramps out of his office to investigate with Etta trailing behind me. I was second into the kitchen and found Gramps already checking over Hurin. The old forester looked like he’d been having it tougher than usual. His fur coat and pants always looked a bit stained with random threads woven through them to mend the many rips from his time outdoors. Those tears had multiplied and were left hanging. The man himself was puffing as sweat dripped from his beard and forehead.

“Goblin… Necromancer… marching on… the outpost…” Hurin managed to get out as he took ragged breaths.

My hands shook from a spike of adrenaline at his words. I didn’t know much about what Necromancers were capable of in this world, but based on the fear written clear in Hurin’s brown eyes I knew it couldn’t be good and that scared me.

“How long?” Gramps asked, tensing up just as I had.

Hurin took a second to answer, still trying to catch his breath. “Two days… maybe three…”

Gramps patted Hurin’s back as he nodded with a seriousness I had rarely seen. “Catch your breath. I’m going to get George. Bastian, let your Mum know.”

I bolted out of the room to inform Mum, finding her in the common room taking stock of our supplies in a ledger. 

The words tumbled out of my mouth all jumbled. “Hurin says goblin Necromancer coming! Gramps went to get George!”

The fear seemed to be spreading like an infection, with Hurin passing it to Gramps and I, now seeping into my mother through my words. But, even while afflicted, it didn’t stop her from comforting me, and that was enough to calm me down a little. I was told in no uncertain terms to stay in the outpost as Mum swept out the door in a swish of skirts to inform the Kellins and our new neighbours among the Horndale Mining Co.

The next two hours were some of the most hectic and fraught of my life. Slowly, everyone gathered in the Outpost. It was the first time we had come together as a community with so many of the tables and chairs being filled. The Pick Pack kids were quieter than usual, as any roughhousing or raucous play was immediately shouted down by the adults present. Those same parents slowly moved in circles, discussing the approaching threat in hushed voices.

After two hours, almost everyone who lived on the mountain was present. The Warden, his two sons, and wife sat separately from everyone else, an island among the ocean of outcasts and hopefuls of the Horndale mountains. Magatha sat beside Hurin and Griselda with Martin close to his wife, ignoring the quietly muttered comments from the Horndale Mining Co. families who took up two tables on their own, not including the younger kids. The older pair were allowed a seat at the table. The Kellins sat with my mother, Jennifer gently rocking her one year old son. Grandma Lucille, George, and Kaylee joined them at the table. The Pick Pack kids, Etta, and I were behind the bar, keeping out of sight and from being yelled at by the short tempered, scared adults of the room.

Gramps kicked off the town meeting, if it could be called that.

“You’ve all heard the news. Many of you know Hurin, and if you don’t know him personally, you know of him. He’s lived on this mountain longer than most of us and he knows its trails like the back of his hand. After the thaw set in, he went north, and he returned at speed, risking injury, to warn us of what he’s seen. A goblin necromancer, seen with his own two eyes, marching directly towards our community here.”

Gramps paused, letting everyone digest his words. The silence was deafening, but I could see the worry in the way people sat at having the rumours that brought them here confirmed. Peeking over the bar, my hands resting on its wooden surface, I could feel how my own skin grew slightly clammy at the pervasive fear on display.

“Hurin says he only saw two living goblins among the pack, but he counted their forces to be at least a hundred skeletal goblins strong, along with a skeletal wolfpack of close to twenty… and a Horndale bear skeleton,” Gramps stated into the silence.

The room immediately devolved into an uproar.

“That’s too many…”

“We should run…”

“I’m not leaving all our silver!”

Gramps waved his hands to get everyone to calm down, but it was Warden Thomas standing that caused the ruckus to die down. 

Everyone waited quietly to hear what the Warden had to say.

“I will be leaving for Dinalby to report this to Lord Haskins Firthholm. I would advise you all to vacate the area.”

The words were stated as fact, and the moment he was done, Warden Thomas motioned to his family to stand, departing the room as everyone watched them go. I was shocked for a moment, having expected that the Warden would stay and fight to defend our community. Ruminating on Thomas’ reasons would have to wait though since, as soon as the Warden was out the door, the room once more turned into a shouting match.

“Even the Warden is leaving! Why aren’t we?!”

“I told you, woman. We can’t move all the ore!”

“What about the children?!”

While they shouted, I looked at Gramps. He didn’t have time to look back at me, the old man too busy trying to calm the room. Where he failed, it was Griselda who silenced the room.

“I will not leave. This is my home. I will fight.”

The half-orc’s statement was loud enough to cut through the arguments like a hot knife through butter.

“You and what army, half-blood?” sneered one of the miners.

“Me, for one,” Martin countered, looking at Gramps. “How about it, Cornelius?”

Gramps' eyes slowly panned around the room, taking in the roughly twenty adults spread across the common room of the outpost. I could tell his gaze lingered on Mum and I before he finally nodded.

“I will fight.”

“I will as well,” George stated, standing up.

A couple of the original prospectors stood up. “Us too.”

The miners' willingness to fight surprised me since they had fled to the mountains to avoid fighting against the orc raids. Now that they had some wealth to protect, I guessed they had changed their mind. They were willing to risk their lives if the price was right. 

How very mercenary of them, I thought.

Like an avalanche gaining momentum, the room’s opinion shifted from fleeing to fighting, and with the change came the need for plans. Like a kicked ants’ nest, tasks were assigned and people began moving. No one was spared from work. The miners, with their picks and shovels, were set to creating earthen bulwarks in the space beyond my obstacle course.

Griselda and Martin left only to return with tools for felling trees and shaping the wood as the half-orc woman began building huge stakes to break up the bulwarks. Just beyond the earthen wall, two small trenches were carved by George using his Earth Magic. Less than a foot deep, they would still slow down the skeletal charge as the defenses were expanded enough to wrap around the outpost all the way to the road. I was told the following day would see the defenses expanded to include the opposite side of the road.

The children were not spared from helping. Under the watchful eye of some of the mothers from the Horndale Mining Co., we were put to work collecting pieces of wood that were then converted into unlit campfires in the land beyond the bulwark. Magatha returned in the late afternoon with a clinking bag of potions that she poured onto our many piles, set for burning. I’d managed to get Gramps alone to ask him why we were making the fires.

“If the Necromancer is smart, he’ll attack at night. The dead do not use their eyes to see, as they have none. The fires are for us, to light up the battlefield so we can make them out,” he explained, though I could tell he was holding something back.

“Couldn’t you just use your fire magic?” I asked.

“I could, but every speck of aether will count. It’s best to save it for when it’s needed since we can create these fires without it. Magatha’s oils will burn for a long time and she’s making some combustible potions for us to light them. I’ll light any that fail myself, but this is how battle is done Bastian. You have to use what you have efficiently. Besides… once the fire is created, I can make use of it for my spells.”

I nodded in understanding, dropping my bundle of sticks onto the pile which was already heaped up to my chest height.

“Aren’t you more powerful than a goblin necromancer?” I asked, trying not to let my worry leak into my voice. I failed miserably.

“Hmm… probably, on its own, I would be. But goblins don’t live as long as humans, which means they advance down their Paths faster. It’s probably not on its Advanced Class Path, but it could be, if it’s a little older. That’s not the real problem though. Necromancers are hunted down and killed in every country I have ever heard of, because once they have raised the dead, those dead are self-sustaining. Do you know what this means?”

I shook my head, even now trying to downplay my understanding of complex ideas.

“It means that they can keep growing their forces as long as they get more material. And the only materials Necromancers care for are the dead.”

“Can we win?”

Gramps looked at the forest to the north, deep blue eyes searching the treeline.

“We will win,” he stated.

I wanted to keep talking to Gramps, to drink in his confidence till it filled me to the brim. Instead, he was called away at that moment and I returned sullenly to my task of fetching wood. When the sun was finally starting to set, the once clear ground behind the outpost had been turned into a fortification of dirt, rocks, and wood. Wooden spikes jutted out of the ground towards the distant forest between mounds of dirt and stone that stood taller than me. Just beyond them lay an uneven ditch that circled all the way around the outpost to the road on either side. 

I noticed that Etta’s home wasn’t within the barricade with Grandma Lucille and Kaylee ferrying over items like clothes and blankets to the outpost. I guessed that tonight, Etta would be sleeping in my room.

I was both right and wrong in my assumption that I would be sharing my room with Etta. It wasn’t just Etta’s parents that were setting up in the outpost. The Kellins were given one of the rooms on the second floor, another taken up by Martin and Griselda, while the last room went to Hurin. The families of the Horndale Mining Co. began setting up in the common room, with tables and chairs pushed to the side to make room for piles of clothes, pillows, and blankets so they could sleep on the floor, each family claiming their own section of the room. The outpost had gone from inn to refuge in a single day as almost the entire community came together.

Only Magatha didn’t participate. Not that she didn’t help, but it seemed that she would not stay for the battle. Contributing potions and concoctions to aid the battle was her way but when the fighting began she would be safely ensconced in her cottage. I wondered if she had a way to hide it, or make creatures avoid it. Perhaps that was why she had been so angry when Gramps revealed its location to the Shining Light Guild.

That night, after a cold dinner, I sat in my room with Etta, the pair of us looking out the window at the soon to be warzone behind the outpost.

“I’m scared,” Etta whispered quietly.

I was too. But I didn’t say it. Didn’t even show it. I could be brave, and the brave took action. So, I did the only thing I could — I tried to reassure my friend.

“Don’t worry,” I said quietly. “Between Gramps and your dad, we can’t lose.”

Sadly, my Path of Deception gained another step.

  

    
        Chapter 57

    
    
    
    
  The following day was more of the same, with the bulwark being extended across the road so that we couldn’t be easily flanked. I had a quiet hope in my stomach that some traders or adventurers would pass through, buoying our numbers. It never happened though. We were on our own, and while keeping busy seemed to help with the fear, it remained like a haze hanging over almost everyone present. Not for the first time, I cursed the Warden and his choice to leave. Gramps had quietly explained that a Warden's job was to scout and report, that Warden Thomas was just doing his duty. I still thought it reeked of cowardice but perhaps I was just angry at the loss of one more able bodied warrior.

Over twenty piles of wood now decorated the backyard courtesy of the work of us kids, each one treated with some oils from Magatha, who by the afternoon had vanished back to her cottage — no one else had been invited despite a few suggestions from worried parents. Night was approaching and everyone was on edge, Hurin’s words claiming that this could be the moment the Necromancer arrived.

The other children had all taken to carrying their wooden practice swords with them everywhere they went, as though it could protect them from any harm. I was not immune, carrying my own, along with the knife I had nicked from the kitchen tucked inside my fur coat.

As the sun began to set, rather than holing up inside the outpost, a great bonfire was set up in the backyard just beyond Mum’s garden and next to my obstacle course. Wood was piled up as tall as Gramps, and the crackling of burning timber mixed with the strong smell of smoke. Everyone pulled out chairs from the common room, and a table was carried out before being piled high with food. Mostly nuts, dried fruit, and jerky alongside pitchers of ale. A few of the miners were yelled at by their wives for attempting to over-indulge on the latter but to me it just looked like everyone was trying to drown their fears and worries in community and a little alcohol.

I sat separately on a chair I had dragged out from the kitchen, Etta by my side on her own. More than once I caught my Mum glancing at me as though she was making sure I hadn’t run off into the darkness. As if I would. I was weird, not crazy, and the darkness tonight was more dangerous than usual. 

Slowly, the other kids drifted over to Etta and I, grabbing seats on bits of cloth or spare clothes as they gathered around me. Cora was first, plopping down by Etta’s feet and pulling her knees up to her chin. The twins followed shortly afterwards, Roan and Fenn dragging over a small, wooden, step ladder that they sat on together. The pair had their wooden swords on their hips.They ducked their heads in acknowledgement as they joined us. Soren and Brin were the last two of the younger generation to join us, each carrying over a wooden seat.

It was Brin who broke the silence. “What do we do?”

I was surprised when the question was addressed towards me. The nine year old girl was the clear leader of the Pick Pack kids, her rule absolute by dint of age and size. Yet here, in this moment before everything went to shit, she asked me, a boy almost half her age, for direction.

My eyes went to the adults, not answering immediately. The miners all carried makeshift weapons. Metal picks or shovels held in hands that shook in the darkness, whether from the cold, alcohol, or adrenaline I couldn’t say. Their wives huddled close to them or to each other, trying to draw strength from the group. 

Frederick Kellin sat next to his wife and babe, a hammer as long as his forearm resting on his lap, and a leather vest meant for blacksmithing cinched across his chest. The vest was Martin’s spare, the blacksmith himself wearing his own leather vest with a much larger hammer in his own hands. The squat but powerful man looked like a child playing at war next to his wife. Griselda wore actual leather armour, vambraces wrapped around her wrists, a thick vest across her chest, and padding over her thighs. Her head was adorned with a leather cap, fur poking out from beneath. On each hip hung a hatchet, their blades wicked, sharp, and glinting in the firelight. A wooden buckler strapped with leather sat beside her within arms’ reach. The half-orc woman looked ready for war, and she wasn’t the only one.

George wore a coat over the top of it, hiding it from sight, but Etta had told me beneath it was a metal breastplate. On his hip, his sword hung loosely, angled away from the ground so as not to drag the point through the dirt and stone. Hurin was with them, bow strung and a hatchet on his hip. Finally, there was Gramps, wearing dark, leather armour over his chest and padding across his thighs. He was also the only one besides Griselda to be wearing head protection, a leather cap tied down but leaving his eyes clear.

The wives all carried small cooking mallets or had knives on their hips as well. No one, not even us kids, was unarmed.

Finally done taking in the adults, I turned to face Brin. All the kids leaned forward, hanging on my words. “We do what we’re told. We stay out of the way of the adults. We help our mums inside the outpost. That’s all we can do.”

“I can fight!” Soren whispered harshly.

I looked at the seven year old boy. “You couldn’t even beat me. We’d just get in the way. And worse, distract the others. Our parents would be too busy trying to make sure we’re safe instead of fighting this necromancer.” 

I could see he wanted to argue more, but Brin calmed him down. Fear, I decided, made people do stupid things, and I reminded myself to breathe in and out, letting my fears go. I believed in Gramps, George, Griselda, and everyone else.

The food and conversation continued for another hour, the night in full swing now as clouds covered the sky, hiding the moon. The bonfire kept us all in the light, but every few minutes one person or another would turn toward the darkness and the treeline beyond. No laughter was heard as we all waited on the precipice, quietly hoping that tonight would not be the night.

Our hopes had always been doomed to go unanswered. It was Hurin who noticed it first, the forester standing and pointing at the trees beyond the bulwark. I stood up on my chair, shading my eyes from the smoke and fire to try to see what had caught his attention. Vague movements that could’ve just been small trees swaying were all I could make out until the first body stepped beyond the tree line.

I didn’t see who threw the first bottle but I caught Griselda throwing the second. Then there were ten of them in the air. Not all the throws were accurate, some of the thin glass bottles crashed down onto stone and dirt, creating small pools of fire that barely lit up a metre or so around them as they sputtered and consumed the fuel of whatever Magatha had concocted. Enough landed on the piles of wood that us kids had created though, and for the ones that missed, Gramps was there shooting out small balls of flame as the land beyond the outpost was set ablaze with over twenty piles of sticks catching fire and lighting up the night.

As the flames pushed back the darkness, I got my first view of our enemy. The creature was hard to make out given the distance, but I thought I saw yellowed bones standing as tall as me, a tiny silhouette against the shadows behind it. But then another joined it, and another. All of a sudden, everyone was moving. My mother was shepherding me inside as the other children's mothers did the same for them. Not all the women headed for the door though as I saw at least two of the miners’ wives move up to join their husbands behind one of the earthen bulwarks.

Chairs were left behind as those of us not defending the outpost piled in through the kitchen, setting up in the common room. I wanted to go to my room, but Mum told me to stay with everyone else so I went to the back window off the corner of the common room. The rest of the kids followed me, shoving and jostling to try and get a view outside through the small window. One of the twins went to shove Etta out of the way only to back off when I shot them a warning glance. In the end, it was Etta, Brin, and I who got a full view with Soren and the twins trying to peek around us. Cora had returned to her mother.

Through the window, with smoke pouring into the sky in great plumes from the alchemical enhanced fire, I witnessed the growing size of the enemy's forces. More and more goblin skeletons, holding weapons of rusted metal and stone, clambered out of the tree line. They waited, standing creepily still in a line that stretched across the entire backyard.

I couldn’t count them in the darkness, but I thought that there were already at least fifty of the skeletons.

“So many,” Etta whispered, and I saw Brin nod her agreement.

“Our parents can handle it,” I said reassuringly.

As though to put lie to my words, an unholy howl sounded from the east of the outpost. The baying noise was taken up by an entire pack of what I could only guess were the undead wolves Hurin had mentioned. They’d clearly circled around and I thought that didn’t bode well. Still, we had bulwarks and spikes in that direction too, and through the window I saw Martin, Griselda, and two of the miners circling around the outpost in that direction. I wasn’t sure they would be enough.

Etta gasped. I had been too busy following Griselda’s movements and hadn’t been watching the tree line. My eyes moved back in time to see a gigantic skeleton push its way out into the light, toppling a few smaller trees in the process. A Horndale bear. That’s what Hurin had said it had been in life. In death it was no less fearsome. Towering over the skeletal goblins, its back would’ve easily stood above our kitchen ceiling, and that was with it down on all fours.

Beside me, Brin began to softly cry.

Etta reached over to comfort the girl while the boys looked on worriedly. Behind us, some of the mothers were gasping, hands moving to mouths as they looked over our heads out the window. My eyes were on Gramps and George. They were speaking, but I couldn’t hear their words. Whatever passed between them though, George nodded and drew his sword, moving up to the edge of the bulwark.

I had half expected there to be some grand battlecry, or worse, some unearthly droning from the dead. But neither of those things happened. A ripple passed through the skeletal goblins and then they began marching forward before stopping in lockstep as though moved by a singular will. I watched as over thirty of the undead drew back bows made of bone, before a hail of ivory-tipped arrows flew at the bulwarks.

Gramps, Hurin, and a few of the miners hid beneath tables as poorly made arrows rained down around them. George was the only one who didn’t, sliding up right behind a bulwark that seemed to shift enough to give him an overhang to weather the storm beneath.

One of the miners screamed as an arrow managed to angle down beneath the table, piercing into his upper thigh. First blood had been spilled and it was not in our favour.

Brin started crying louder, but it was Soren who my attention flicked to as he screamed at the top of his lungs.

“DAD!”

  

    
        Chapter 58

    
    
    
    
  One of the miners' wives, a woman who I assumed was Soren’s mother, snaked her hand out and pulled the seven year old into her arms. He tried to fight his way free, thrashing about as though she were trying to kill him, but the tyranny of stats when comparing an adult with a child meant his attempt was doomed to fail. In the dark of the common room, I could see Soren’s tears mirrored in his mother’s eyes as she held him tightly. 

My gaze returned to the window as I watched the wounded miner pull the bone-tipped arrow free from his leg and staunch the bleeding with some ripped wool. 

The clatter of falling arrows continued but failed to find a home in the flesh of the defenders a second time. For me, my eyes were glued to Gramps where he hunkered down beneath another wooden table, using chairs to guard his sides as he waited out the rain of arrows.

Finally, after what felt like an age but was probably less than a minute, the chaotic volley came to an end. Many of the arrows had shattered on stone, sending skeletal fragments everywhere, making it difficult to move around on the now sharp and unstable ground. It seemed that must have been part of the Necromancer’s plan as in the distance, the skeletal goblins started dropping their bows. Instead, they brandished a variety of weapons as they formed up into something that might loosely be described as lines. Some held shoddy spears tipped in stone, others held little daggers made of bone, while a few lucky ones gripped rusty swords.

There was no war cry from the walking dead. One moment they were clattering into formation, the next they were charging across the uneven ground towards Gramps and the few defenders between us and the Necromancer’s forces.

Gramps rose from beneath the table, and I felt aether begin to build. My eyes went to Gramps, thinking he was about to cast a spell. Instead, as my Path ticked up, I witnessed the earth swallow the bone shards, clearing the ground for the couple of miners and Gramps. Earth magic, I realised. 

My eyes snapped to George who walked calmly towards one of the two gaps in the bulwark meant to funnel the skeletons with both of the miners following, though Soren and Brin’s dad was already limping from the wound in his leg.

I couldn’t pay attention to them though, as my eyes were drawn back to Gramps as I sensed more aether in the air. I had spent over a year training in the Path of Aethersensing with the old codger and whenever I had felt his aether it had been little more than a disturbance in the air. An intangible entity that felt similar to the Skill Seed I had stashed upstairs, oily and slick, yet not. The feeling of his aether now was nothing like that. The air inside the outpost was cool, despite all the people and the fireplace, yet staring at Gramps it was like I was being buffeted by oily waves of hot air. I was cold, yet hot, and that juxtaposition would have left me confused if not for the undercurrent of aether in the air.

The skeletons continued their charge, but the fires around them began to shift, roiling and flaring like living elementals. I guessed the Necromancer must have sensed it too, as the army of the dead began to scatter, the formation tearing at the seams as the skeletons raced for cover that didn’t really exist. All the while, the flames from the numerous campfires continued to build and grow, joining together until in one final conflagration they rolled forward like a blazing tidal wave of red, orange, and yellow. This time when the heat hit me it felt real and not like something I was imagining. 

The brightness of the flames kept me from seeing exactly what happened but as soon as my eyes cleared, I looked out. Steam poured off the ground as the fires died down, dissipating as the aether was spent and the steps on my Path stopped climbing. I pressed up against the window, the warmth of the glass at odds with my chilly hands as moisture gathered around my splayed fingers. Just beyond the barrier Gramps slouched, clearly tired from his spell but still standing.

In the distance, charred bones littered the field of battle as the few surviving skeletons climbed out of divots in the ground or from behind rocks no bigger than a child. Wooden spears had been turned to ash, smoke still rose from their remains. The once bright campfires now burned fitfully with most of their fuel consumed. 

I counted the moving skeletons one by one. Of the undead army, less than a fifth remained. In one magical attack, Gramps had destroyed over eighty undead skeletons. I had always known I wanted to be a mage, but this single experience had sealed that fate for me. I would become like my Grandpa, or die trying.

A high pitched scream of rage from the forest accompanied that thought and I guessed the Necromancer was not as happy with the outcome as me. As the shrill screech of the enemy mage faded, the remaining skeletons charged the bulwark, their numbers now reduced to something manageable.

The two miners held the gap against the oncoming forces, mining equipment in hand in lieu of weapons, with Gramps standing behind them. I couldn’t sense any aether from the old man, but that didn’t mean he was spent.

As the first skeletons arrived chopping at the miners like they were wooden posts rather than men of flesh and blood, I saw George slip through the wooden stakes. The pillars simply bent around him making way for Etta’s dad, before shifting back. I assumed the Earthen Spellsword was controlling the ground. Then he was moving, once more seeming to slide across the ground as much as run. I cheered even as I felt Etta tense up next to me. Her dad was definitely going to kill the Necromancer!

My elation was short-lived as a roar from the forest shook the outpost, the undead bear that had remained idle till now, charging forward to meet George. The beast’s paws glinted in the fading firelight and I wondered just how the Necromancer had managed to graft metal onto the gargantuan undead. Then George was in range and the two met in an instant of incomparable violence. A paw slashed out towards George who slid underneath the swipe, the earth carrying him farther than was natural. Beside me Etta gasped.

My eyes were so glued to the battles taking place that I didn’t even notice the first scream from behind me. It was impossible to miss the second though, and I spun to see what was going on. Rats were streaming in like a furry tide from underneath the outpost front door. Kids and mothers were yelling and screaming as the scurrying rodents rushed towards us. 

My brain kicked into overdrive as I jumped down from the table I was standing on and drew my wooden practice sword. The first rat I hit went flying with a pained squeak, but it was merely the tip of the spear as the horde of rats rushed in amongst everyone. I batted at the ones I could, my free hand reaching out to rip rats off me as they tried to climb up my body and bite at me through my clothes. Etta was beside me, screaming as she flailed about with her own wooden sword. I snatched a rat from her back that was trying to climb into her hair and tossed it away.

The room had devolved into pandemonium, the floor like a living, writhing beast of fur and claws. The thought was like a revelation as I tracked one of the rats that moved slowly, hiding in the masses, its overdeveloped claws marking it as different from its peers. 

A difference I recognised. A difference I had encountered before.

I waded into the field, more rats scurrying up my legs as most poured around me trying to get to everyone else.

Rats don’t behave like this. You’re controlling them, you little bastard. Just like your bastard cousin or whatever tried to control me! I raged mentally.

It noticed me at the last second, its beady eyes flicking up towards me as I towered over it, whiskers twitching in something like rat apprehension. I felt a pressure against my mind, trying to make me freeze with fear, but it was too late. My arm was already in motion, my wooden blade crashing down with enough force to pulp the skull of the mutated rat. 

I felt that same sense of something within the dying form of the rat and inhaled it like air. A notification of steps went off in my vision but I ignored it, instead witnessing a portion of the rats flee, charging over each other as they tried to escape the room. It was a fraction of a fraction, but it was a start. It also told me that there were more of the mutated rats in the room, hiding amongst their kin and guiding the swarm.

I brushed another rat off me, ignoring the burning pain as its sharp teeth found purchase through my coat and a dribble of blood stained the thick fur of my clothes. Then Mum was beside me, dragging me back. I turned to her, seeing bites and scratches down her own pale arms.

“Look for the ones with big claws!” I yelled over the sound of people still screaming as they stomped and kicked at the skittering rats that continued to try and overwhelm them.

Mum pointed one out but pushed me behind her as she carried a makeshift club out towards it, rats crawling over her ankles and nipping at her with sharp teeth. I wanted to follow but something else caught my eye as Soren made a mad dash away from the rest of the Pick Pack. The twins and Brin were smashing rats with the wooden swords and crying in the corner near the window, but Soren was charging for the kitchen door with Etta giving chase.

I moved to follow when a small figure, no bigger than Brin, stepped through the kitchen door.

Soren ran straight into whoever or whatever it was, and even over the din of our rodent battle, I heard the ‘urk’ sound of air leaving Soren's lungs. Then the boy was toppling backwards, something solid sticking out of his chest and a dark liquid leaking onto the floor.

A woman screamed loudly behind me, but Etta was all I had eyes for as the figure grabbed my best friend by her hair and dragged her back into the kitchen.

“Bastian! NO!” Mum screamed, but I was already running, legs pumping and wooden sword in hand as I gave chase. The rats, for whatever reason, ignored me as I crossed the floor of the common room at a dead sprint. 

I burst into the kitchen to find the creature waiting for me. I had never seen a goblin before in this life, but I was pretty confident that the beast I was staring at was one. Pallid green and grey skin with sickly yellow eyes. It wore bits of leather that looked to be made of goblin skin, the patchwork clothing not covering everything and showing a skinny frame with ribs jutting out like a starving beast. The goblin was barely taller than me but it held Etta’s hair in a vice grip.

The moment I entered the room, it opened its mouth, revealing yellowed and broken teeth in a rictus of a smile. It said something then, its words guttural. I didn’t understand what it was saying, which seemed to confuse it as it cocked its head to the side before throwing Etta into the table. Her head crashed against the wooden top and she fell bonelessly to the floor. 

I wanted to get closer to her but the moment I took a step towards her the goblin matched me, stepping over the top of her with clawed feet, not unlike the rats. I noticed that same mutation in the nails of its hands, though maybe they were naturally like that.

“You can stop pretending,” it hissed in Helenian.

In the room behind me, the sounds of battle and screams continued. I wondered why Kaylee and my Mother hadn’t given chase. What was keeping them?

“Pretending?” I asked in confusion, buying time as I used my footwork training to circle away from the goblin.

“That’s not going to work,” replied the goblin, stalking after me. “Genius, to manage to possess a human child and gain access to their Myriad Paths. Hiding out here, where others of our kind wouldn’t find you and their blighted Holy and Radiance wielders wouldn’t think to look. Oh so clever, so long as you had time to grow, but you won’t. I found you, and when I am done devouring you, I will have enough power to break the shackles that fucker Kral placed on me. Now come here, and die!”

I glanced behind me, noting the kitchen door leading outside was slightly ajar. Then I turned and ran.
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  My legs pumped as I dashed out the back door. I stumbled for a second, my eyes going to the battle taking place in the ruins of our backyard. Initially I had planned to run to Gramps for help, but that wasn’t going to be an option. While we had fought the rat tide inside, the battle outside had continued.

Hurin’s corpse lay nearby, his flesh pale and emaciated, stretched tight across his skull like a long-dead cadaver that had been unearthed from a grave. I wondered what the hell could’ve done that to him, but I didn’t have time to give it more than a moment's thought.

One of the miners was on the ground as well, unmoving with blood spilling from his chest around a broken spear. The other miner held back three skeletons as he waved his pick in front of him. Another half dozen skeletons were pressuring Gramps, but every time he swung his makeshift club at them a screaming bolt of dark green and black aether shot out of the forest at him. My Path of Aethersensing ticked up again, able to sense the lingering feeling of death in those bolts. Gramps seemed to be deflecting them with burning discs of fire, but they were distractions he could ill afford.

More importantly, I couldn’t get to Gramps without going through the undead, which just seemed like a dumb idea unless my goal was to get stabbed. In the distance, I could hear the roar of the undead bear and the smash of sword against bone, but the battle was mostly hidden from me by one of the earthen bulwarks.

With nowhere to go and the pitter patter of feet coming up fast behind me, I veered right and ran, hugging the edge of the outpost as I sprinted east towards where Griselda had gone. Perhaps the orcish woman could protect me.

Ducking around the edge of the outpost, I found the other side of the battle and realised that I would find no solace here. Griselda waded into a pack of undead wolves, hatchets in either hand as she cleaved skulls in half like they were so much kindling. Martin stomped behind her, his hammer swinging in circles to protect his wife's back. The miners were trying to emulate the pair, along with Frederick Kellin, but where Griselda destroyed the undead with a single swipe of her axes, the trio were lucky to hobble them with their makeshift weapons.

Two of the wolves howled, the sound an unholy dirge, then they broke away from the dozen or so wolves left in the pack and started charging towards me. I didn’t need another reason and continued my sprint away from the battle, circling back around the outpost towards the front door. I would’ve crashed back through it and headed for my Mum but the door itself was barred from the inside so I kept going, the muscles of my legs burning and my breaths coming in ragged gasps. Despite my fear I never once let my grip on my wooden sword relax, holding onto it like a piece of flotsam at sea.

“I’m going to kill you!” yelled the goblin from behind me, still chasing me, though it moved at a hobbling pace as though already wounded. If not for that, I think it might have already caught me.

I ran to the edge of the outpost again and veered towards the kitchen door, completing my circuit of my home. Rats were streaming out the kitchen door, squeaking furiously as they climbed over each other to escape the building. Gramps was still pinned down though he’d managed to destroy another skeleton, as had the miner.

We’re winning! I thought, right as the goblin came careening around the corner after me with two wolves on its tail. With the door blocked, I did the only thing I could think of, shoving my wooden sword into my belt and grabbing onto the wooden slats by the kitchen. Controlled Grip activated, my aether flowing into my fingers as I pulled myself up the wall, more monkey than child.

“Nooo!!” howled the goblin. The wolves instead charged at Gramps and I shouted a warning.

Two balls of fire formed behind the old man, each no bigger than a fist. They shot out at the wolves, sending the pair of undead bouncing across the rocky ground. Gramps tried to create another ball of flame, his eyes on the goblin, when one of the skeletons managed to cut him with a rusty sword.

I wanted to go and help him. Thankfully he recovered quickly, spinning his club around and crushing the chest of the skeleton that had managed to cut him.

“Go!” he yelled.

“You won’t escape!” hissed the goblin, rushing in the backdoor. 

I realised it was a race now. Hand over hand, Controlled Grip turning my ascent into a run rather than a walk, I climbed up to my bedroom window. Without thinking I pulled out my wooden sword and smashed the glass in before using my coat to protect my hands as I scrambled inside. Immediately I activated Muffled Steps, more aether leaking from my core as I utilised the only Skills I had available to me.

A thought occurred to me, and I quickly plumped my sleeping mat up with my pillow to make it look like I was hiding underneath it. Then I slipped behind my door, my feet silent on the wooden boards thanks to my Skill.

Clawed feet scratching against wooden steps let me know the goblin hadn’t given up. Bursting into my room it immediately charged for my pile of bedding, claws stabbing into the fabric as it tried to get at what it thought was me. On silent feet I crossed the room, aether still flowing into my Muffled Steps Skill, the fuzzy feeling comforting as I swung my wooden sword in a sideways arc as hard as I could.

The crack of bone was accompanied by a scream of pain from the goblin as it rolled away from me. Even in the dark of the room I could see how its upper right arm was broken, white bone jutting out from where I had struck. The creature was even weaker and more brittle than I thought, but now it knew where I was.

I stepped back, raising my sword up into a guard position like I had been taught, and waited. The goblin charged me. It was faster than I was, just like Brin had been. I gave ground, swinging my wooden blade only for the goblin to use its broken arm as a shield as it barrelled into me. The beast bellowed in pain but its gamble succeeded as I was thrown to the floor. My head crashed into the wood and I saw stars.

Scrambling away, I felt its fetid breath on the back of my neck as it pinned me down with one of its clawed feet. Then it was my turn to scream as the sharp nails, so like a bird's talons, gouged cuts through my fur coat and into the soft flesh of my back.

I thrashed, trying to roll away. While I succeeded in getting out from beneath its foot, the movement tore a second set of cuts into my back. Coming to my feet, warm liquid dripped down my skin accompanied by the sound of my blood splashing onto the wooden floor. The noise filled my ears to the backdrop of crying and yelling from the common room below.

Pulling myself to my feet, dizzy and bleeding, I raised my hand as though ready to continue fighting only to find my wooden sword was gone. It lay nearby on the floor, out of reach and far too close to my enemy.

“Time’s up,” the goblin whispered, looking every bit as broken as I felt.

It stumbled forward and I tried to backpedal away, only for it to reach me quicker than expected. Its clawed hand wrapped around my throat. I screamed as it cut into me, but it was the pressure that was the real problem as it started to choke the life from me. Unwilling to go down without a fight, my left hand reached out and grabbed the goblin’s own throat. Then I activated Controlled Grip. The goblin's eyes went wide as my fingers closed around its own neck with a vicelike grip. I could see its fear, but deeper than that, its resolve. It would be a race to the finish line, who could hold onto consciousness the longest. The loser would die, the winner would survive.

This close to it, skin pressed to skin, I finally felt the sensation it had mentioned. A feeling beyond flesh, blood, and bone. A sense of something ‘other’ hiding beneath the thin veneer of pale green and grey skin. There was a darkness inside this goblin, filled with an unending rage. Its lips parted in amusement, once more showing off its broken and yellowed sharp teeth.

“Finally, you reveal yourself,” it choked out. “I can sense you clearly now, Prince of Shadow. Your powers will be mine…”

I wanted to reply. I wanted to rail against the end, screaming my defiance in the face of this being wearing a goblin like a flesh suit, but all that came out was a choking gasp. No air could enter my throat, darkness starting to creep in at the edge of my vision. We were fighting a battle of survival, and I was losing.

But in these final moments, with yellow striated eyes staring at me, gloating about their imminent victory, I had my enemy right where I wanted them. One arm hanging broken at its side, the other too busy choking the life out of me. Eyes staring into my own, savouring my death, too oblivious to notice as my right hand slipped inside my coat and pulled out the kitchen knife I had kept concealed there. Then the look of surprise on its face as that short blade passed between ribs and into its rotten heart.

The grip on my throat loosened then vanished as the goblin crumpled into a heap on the floor, still alive, but not for long. Air rushed into my lungs and I bent over, coughing frantically as I gulped at the oxygen I had been denied. Adrenaline kept the pain at bay for now, but I knew it wouldn’t be for long. Blood was leaking down my neck from where the possessed goblin had held me in the palm of its hands.

I stood over the beast, still coughing but my eyes hard as I watched the life leak from its chest with every beat of its ruined heart. It tried to speak but all that came out was frothy red blood. I watched the light leave its eyes with a sense of grim satisfaction. As it died, just like with the crow and the rats, I could sense something lingering within the corpse of the goblin. That same something that I had felt hiding beneath its skin. But where the crow and rat had felt like little more than a vague flickering candle, this one burned with the heat of a fireplace.

Without thought or understanding, I inhaled, drawing the energy into me. 

Notifications started going off in the corner of my vision but before I could pay attention to them the energy I had inhaled escaped my control. In my stomach, where I had sensed my aether core more than once, a roiling ball of shadow began to expand. Rather than fire, the sphere of energy felt like ice, cold enough to burn. Then it expanded, tendrils of aether reaching outwards as they extended in lines up through my chest and down towards my feet. When the questing tentacles of shadow reached my head I started screaming, icy pain seizing my head so much that I couldn’t even tell if those same tendrils had moved down my arms.

Down on my knees, bleeding from my back and neck, in agony both inside and outside of my body, I witnessed my Mother burst into my room! She ran towards me, catching me as I collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut. I felt my consciousness finally slipping, blood loss, bruised throat, pain questing out from my aether core, and fading adrenaline finally combining to strip me of my awareness.

Before I passed out, I looked at my mother, her bright blue eyes filled with tears as she clutched at me.

“I got him,” I whispered, then darkness claimed me.
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  Cornelius limped into the forest with George by his side. The cut on his leg burned where one of the skeletons had managed to stab him but it was a light injury all things considered. George had fared worse, though less obviously. The ex-noble’s left arm hung limp, broken from blocking a swipe from the undead bear. 

Cornelius was just glad to know the man was alive — and human. He’d always known that nobles got a better education and started actively progressing their Paths earlier. Still, even though Cornelius had at least fifteen years on the man, the gap between them in terms of power and capability was far smaller than he would have liked. Certainly in part because Cornelius had been languishing away here in the mountains for almost a decade, but then, so had George.

“That way,” Cornelius said, pointing to their left.

George just grunted, the man grinding his teeth against the pain as he turned to follow Cornelius’s direction.

The battle had been hard, but it had been won. The last thing they were willing to do though was let the Necromancer escape and try again once it had rebuilt its forces. In the dark of the forest, the little goblin couldn’t escape from Cornelius’ Heatsight spell. The little shape stumbling and scraping its way away from them might as well have been painted in a beam of moonlight for Cornelius to see.

The trees around them opened up. A blast of cool air chilled the sweat in Cornelius’s beard, but gave him a clear line of sight towards the stumbling goblin.

Aether coalesced above Cornelius’s hand, shaped with intention and control into a small flaming ball that rocketed across the intervening space. The goblin threw up a quick aether shield, dark green light reeking of death devouring the fireball. 

The distraction stopped the Necromancer for only a moment, but that was enough for George to slide across the ground. The earth half-carried, half-launched him forward towards their enemy. His sword swung down, held in one hand as Cornelius sensed an earth spell imbue the blade with additional force. 

Another aether shield expanded to intercept the blade, managing to prevent it from slicing the Necromancer in half, the defence shattering beneath the force of the strike. Which was just enough time for the two seeking fireballs to slam into the goblins chest and face. The pained scream of the little beast was music to Cornelius’ ears after what the little vermin had done to Hurin with a Deathbolt spell.

The goblin raised its hand, black and green aether swirling around it as it formed another attack. George didn’t give it the chance, sword slicing through the night air swiftly. Blood sprayed across the ground as George completed his swing, the goblins head flying free of its neck and bouncing across the mountainous ground.

“It’s done,” George said with a sigh, cradling his broken arm.

“I’ll get the body, let’s get back to the outpost,” Cornelius stated, moving forward to grab both the severed head and bleeding corpse of the goblin. They might need them to prove they had killed the Necromancer. Plus, Cornelius had a feeling a certain Hedge Witch might pay for the body, and they were about to lean on her for a lot of healing.

Cornelius wasn’t happy with how the events had transpired, but as he trudged back towards the outpost, at least he could be satisfied in raising his Path of the Grave Warden by two tiers. He’d left the Path dormant since his adventuring days in the city of Varingia, but a couple of extra Aether Stats were a more than welcome reward for slaying over eighty skeletons and a Necromancer. Now he just needed to make sure his daughter and grandson were alive.

***

When I woke up, light was already shining in through the open door of the room I found myself in. My brain felt like mush, a pounding headache behind my eyes causing me to wince as I groggily looked around to figure out where I was. It didn’t take me long, despite my weariness, to recognise Gramps’ room. My mother lay asleep next to me beneath the covers. 

In the pale light, I could see small bloody scratches on her hands where they held the blankets up around her neck.

Magatha is going to make a killing in Scar Rejuvenation Potions, I thought.

I tried to move and stifled a groan as a jolt of fiery pain shot up my back. Memories of the night before slowly filtered into my mind. My initial reaction was a desire to jump out of bed to check on everyone, but the fact that the outpost was still standing along with Mum sleeping next to me told me that in some capacity, we had won.

Trying to relax despite the burning on my back from being sliced open by the goblin’s claws and the throbbing of my neck where it had cut me, I settled into Gramps’ bed and focused on the flashing notices in the corner of my vision.

The first notification took my breath away.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Soulstealing I (39/10)
Reward: Improved Aether Core

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Soulstealing II (39/25)
Reward: Improved Aether Channels

I instantly brought up my Status to see what the rewards meant.




	
Body Features





	
Aether Core - Lesser (107)





	
Aether Channels - Moderate (111)








My mind went back to the night before, going over the sensations I had experienced shortly after the goblin died and I had… inhaled its… what? Essence? Soul? The feeling of something dark and cold expanding in my stomach, sending its tendrils out through the rest of my body. Was this the cause? Were the tentacles just a representation of my Shadow affinity that almost certainly dominated my Aether Core? Were the tendrils the feeling of my Aether Channels expanding?

As I thought about it, plumbing the depths of sensations and memories, my eyes widened. I could sense my Aether Core. Simply lying in bed, doing nothing beyond thinking about it and using no Skills, I could feel a core of aether gently swirling at the centre of my being. If the room got a little blurry as I focused on the sensation of my gently flowing aether, then it definitely wasn’t because I had tears in my eyes. Gramps probably just needed to dust his room. 

I sighed happily. I was going to be a mage after all.

The thought made my stomach dip a little. Did the Path of Soulstealing progress through me killing other beings and… well, stealing their souls? Was that the price I had to pay to become a mage? I didn’t know how I felt about that and it was too much to handle while I was recovering from my near death experience. So, I put it aside for now and moved to the next notification.

Achievement Acquired! Improved your Minor Aether Core to a Lesser Aether Core.
Reward: 1000 Steps on any Aether related Basic Path. Three Paths available.

Would you like to apply your reward to the Path of Aethersensing, Aether Manipulation, or Brewing?

I needed more time to think about the answer to the Myriad Paths question, so I skipped it in favour of the next notification

Achievement Acquired! Improved your Weak Aether Channels to Moderate Aether Channels.
Reward: 1000 Steps on any Aether related Basic Path. Three Paths available.

Would you like to apply your reward to the Path of Aethersensing, Aether Manipulation, or Brewing?

I relaxed into the pillow beneath my head, letting the silky softness cushion me as I considered my options. The rewards, after factoring in my Gifted attribute, would almost certainly exceed a total of three thousand steps. If I applied the rewards to the Path of Aether Manipulation it would catapult me instantly to Tier eight on the Path and grant me an extra eight in my Aether Stat. But was that what I wanted? Would it actually make me capable of manipulating my aether? 

I doubted it, or if so, didn’t think the impact would be that noticeable. What I really wanted, needed in fact, was the Aethersensing attribute, and to get that I needed to complete my Path of Aethersensing.

The thought of applying the reward to my Path of Brewing never even crossed my mind. 

I made my will known to the Myriad Paths.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aethersensing VIII (5088/2500)
Reward: +1 Aether

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aethersensing IX (5088/5000)
Reward: +1 Unallocated Stat

I had gone from less than a quarter of the way through the steps for Path of Aethersensing to just over halfway in a single leap. Almost as important as my progress, I now knew the exact amount my Gifted attribute was improving my progression. My Path of Aethersensing had jumped by exactly three-thousand-two-hundred, which meant each Achievement reward had granted exactly sixteen-hundred, a sixty percent increase over the stated reward. From that, I did the math quickly in my head and determined the base improvement from Gifted must be forty percent, increased to sixty percent because of the extra Stats I had applied to the attribute.

To say I was pleased with the result was an understatement, but there was one more notification waiting — I opened it.

Achievement Acquired! Slay a Classed Individual while not possessing a Class.

Assessing engagement and environment.

Determining physical assistance rendered — No assistance provided by Classed individuals.

Determining equipment assistance rendered — User succeeded with a mundane weapon, no enchantments, spells, or aether-related assistance found.

Determining capability of opponent — Opponent was in a weakened state but still far superior to user’s capabilities.

Determining distance in development between user and opponent — User is still seven years from Class Unlock while opponent had multiple years of Class unlock at triple racial multiplier.

Reward determined.

Reward: Boon Granted: Child Warrior - Gain an extra Stat at even numbered Tiers from any weapon-related Path.

My eyes widened. A Boon? Gramps had never mentioned those, though considering what I had to go through to achieve one, perhaps that lapse had been intentional. I would annoy the old codger about it later.

As though my thought had summoned him, the old man peeked his head around the corner to see how we were doing. He noticed my opened eyes and quietly entered the room, taking up a seat by the bed. 

In all the years I had lived with him, I had never seen him looking so worn and tired. He had clearly changed out of his clothes from the night before, his pants a dark brown wool with a creamy white shirt that hid the grey in his beard more than the darker shirts he normally favoured. Over the shirt, he wore his fur coat, though I could see a few cuts on its arms and the fabric still stunk of smoke from his impressive pyrotechnics.

He had clearly found some time to wash his face as there wasn’t any soot or blood on him, but his blue eyes, always so bright, looked spent.

It was me that broke the silence between us.

“Is everyone okay?” I asked, my voice small and quiet both because I feared the answer, and because I didn’t want to wake Mum.

Gramps sighed quietly. “Almost everyone survived, though I don’t think there is a single person who isn’t wounded. We lost Hurin to the Necromancer, and one of the miners to the skeletons. Another of the miners fighting with Griselda died to the undead wolves, and then there was the boy who died inside to the other goblin. Your mother tells me it was you who killed it.”

I nodded ever so slightly, watching as Gramps lips pressed into a thin line. 

I waited for the rebuke — it never came.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you, Bastian,” Gramps whispered, tears in his eyes. “And… I am so proud of you.”

I practically leaped out of bed, throwing the covers behind me and ignoring the pain in my back as I threw myself into Gramps’ arms. The old man shook with silent tears as his arms wrapped around me, a second set following within moments as Mum joined us.

A loving family and a will that wouldn’t quit was all I would ever need to succeed in this world.
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  The embrace couldn’t last forever, and I walked down the stairs, each step careful as the wounds on my back tugged and pulled with every movement. I had walked past my bedroom and found the corpse of the goblin gone, but the bloodstain on the floor and broken glass at my window remained. In all the stories, they always talked about the battle and the fighting. Rarely did they focus on the clean up that came afterwards.

On the ground floor, the common room was still half full. The Kellins had remained, nestled in a corner with Jennifer feeding their baby son. She had scratches and bite marks along her exposed arms, but the baby boy looked pristine. Frederick lay next to her, softly snoring — his leg bandaged with bloodstains decorating the fabric and his arm in a sling.

The same sorts of wounds were repeated across the room. Those who remained in the outpost were covered in bites and scratches. Those who fought outside bore slings and bandages marking where they had been struck. 

I tried not to think about it too hard as I walked past a large bloodstain on the floor just by the kitchen door. I’d barely known Soren, but seeing him die had still hurt. A life cut short, and a brutal reminder that the world I found myself in was not a gentle one. Gramps and my life here in the mountains had shielded me from much of the darker side of life within my new home.

In the kitchen, I found Etta and her family sitting around the table eating some freshly cooked spiced eggs. The side of my best friend's head was swollen and purple from where it had been smashed into the kitchen table. Despite being injured, she smiled brightly at me as I walked into the room with Gramps and Mum on my heels.

George had one arm in a sling, but other than that the only mark that was abnormal was the fact that he wasn’t clean shaven. The swordsman sporting a slight stubble that I had never seen on him before. I guessed shaving with one hand could be a little challenging, or maybe he just hadn’t had time.

“You’re okay!” Etta yelled, wincing at her own words as her hand snaked up to gently touch her face.

“You are too,” I said in agreement, eyeing the spiced eggs hungrily.

“I made extra,” Kaylee interjected, noticing where my gaze went and standing to serve up three more plates.

Without thinking, I went and filled a jug, getting Gramps to heat it as I prepared him some tea. Normally I couldn’t tell when he used his aether like that, but I sensed it the moment the spell formed within the jug. My Path ticked up in response, and I hid a smile.

“Where’s Griselda?” I asked as I joined the table, interrupting the quiet conversation between Kaylee and my Mum.

“Her and Martin are still asleep. They umm… were up a little later celebrating their victory. It’s an orcish thing, I think,” Mum answered carefully.

I could read between the lines, even if Mum probably didn’t know I knew about things like that. Still, that meant the blacksmith and his wife might not be up for another hour or two.

“So, what do we do now?” I asked.

“Clean up as best we can. Magatha should be by soon to see if we survived the night. We’ve already used all the Greater and Lesser Healing potions she left with us,” Gramps answered between mouthfuls of egg and tea.

I looked at my empty plate and food, realising there would be more Scar Rejuvenation potions in my future. The sweet berry flavour had always gone so well with breakfast that I thought I might see if I could teach Mum how to make pancakes.

In silent agreement, we all started drifting away from the table as we finished our food. Kaylee and Lucille focused on ferrying furniture back to their nearby home. George had tried to help until he had been forced to sit down by Kaylee. Instead the swordsman was relaxing near the obstacle course and watching over Etta who had decided that she would help by picking pieces of bone out of Mum’s garden and collecting them in a basket. I jumped in to help her so I didn’t miss it when George started casually smoothing out the backyard and removing the earthen bulwarks and pits. The process was slow as he was clearly conserving his aether and taking his time, but the shifts were obvious. Either way, it was more steps in my Path of Aethersensing.

Griselda and Martin joined us not long afterwards, working the wooden stakes out of the ground and piling them off to the side where Griselda took a hatchet to them, breaking them up into firewood.

When Gramps arrived, he and Mum went into the field beyond the Bulwark and started piling bones into baskets of their own, making trip after trip as they brought them back towards the outpost only to pile them into a pit that George had carved out for them. Etta and I added our own small offerings to the pile, though my eyes did keep drifting up to the sky — just in case.

Two of the mining families had come back to help clean all the dead rats out of the outpost as well as scrubbing up bloodstains. I had been worried that the wood wouldn’t give up the splatters, leaving them forever as reminders. Once again, I was shown how little I knew about this world as I got to witness one of the women literally pull the blood remnants out of the wood and into a wet rag. Lifestyle Skills were a thing, and everyone had at least a Minor Aether Core, so of course there would be people with simple quality of life Skills.

I was just thankful that I wouldn’t have a constant reminder of where Soren had been killed or how I almost died in my room.

Magatha did stop by, though only long enough to check on everyone. When she left, she promised to return with some Minor Healing potions to help finish off any remaining wounds; some Scar Rejuvenation potions for any who wished to buy them — which Mum and I did; and finally some basic Disease Warding draughts for anyone who had been bitten by a rat. That was over half of us and surprisingly the Hedge Witch had offered them for free.

When Magatha left, Martin went with her. I couldn’t help but notice he carried a very large sack on his back as he walked down the road with the Hedge Witch, and wondered what that was all about.

Gramps vanished inside for a while, and it was only when he returned for lunch that I realised he had gone to fix the window to my room. Piece by piece, with many hands making light work, we repaired the damage done to the outpost and its environment. 

The same could not be said of the people. Our wounds and scars would take weeks to heal, even with the alchemical assistance of a certain Hedge Witch. I didn’t see any of the Pick Pack and wondered if the surviving miners might have had a change of heart about their silver mine after fighting for their lives. 

I was dead wrong.

That night, with the common room once more returned to normal and the fireplace roaring, the whole community, excluding Magatha, gathered to share dinner. The tables were filled, but there were clearly people missing. Brin sat by her mother, and I realised she had lost a father as well as a brother. Her eyes were red rimmed from crying. Her mother looked similar, but kept her back straight, and I was wondering how that would play out with the mine. Would Brin and her mother leave our community? 

I got my answer when I eavesdropped on a conversation between two of the surviving miners and Brin’s mother. The men had asked her to oversee the storage facility and manage the guards as her role for keeping her husband's stake in the mine. She had readily agreed with tears in her eyes.

I was sitting by the fire with Etta when Brin joined us. Her orange hair looked like flames in the reflected light of the fire, and her blue eyes bored into me as she stared at me with a burning intensity.

“You killed it, the one that killed my brother?” she asked quietly.

All around us the adults continued to talk in hushed voices, celebrating that they were alive while mourning the ones we had lost.

I looked back at Brin, Etta clearly watching our interaction, and nodded. “I did.”

Brin tensed and I thought for a second she was going to try and punch me. 

Then she blurted out, “Teach me!”

It was the dumbest thing I had ever heard.

“You don’t need me to teach you, you need Etta’s dad to teach you.”

My redirect was perfect as Brin spun on the fur rug to face Etta. “Would he?”

“Maybe,” Etta hedged. “I can ask him.”

Brin literally begged, and Etta stood up to go ask her Dad. I turned back to the fire letting the noise of the room wash over me as I considered what I would do next. I vaguely heard Etta return and say that Brin could come train with us, but I wasn’t really paying attention. The future beckoned, and I needed a plan.

My plans for becoming a mage had improved significantly, but a Lesser Aether Core was still the bare minimum required. I wanted more than that. My expanded capabilities with aether meant that my Path of Aethersensing, further aided by my Gifted attribute, could potentially be finished within the year. 

My new problem was going to be my number of advanced attribute slots. I only had one free, which I would fill with Aethersensing. Gramps was pretty confident the fourth Tier of the Path of the Completionist would reward me with an additional slot. However, I would need five hundred steps in the Path to hit that Tier and even at a sixty percent bump from Gifted, that meant completing — I paused to do the math — something like twenty-two more Paths. That was not a small amount of work, and I had some serious doubts about whether I could manage that much by the time I turned twelve.

My mind returned to the Path of Soulstealing. So far it had purely improved things related to Aether. Was that all it did? Even if it didn’t do anything else, how would I progress it and did I want to? That thought made me realise that I was going to have to come clean with Gramps about the Path and my new Lesser Aether Core sooner or later. Eventually, he would notice my improved aethersensing capability. I resolved to talk to him about it once life had returned to something resembling normalcy.

The rest of the night passed in quiet solidarity. The Kellins were the first to leave, making the excuse that they needed to put their son to bed. The Horndale Mining Co families followed shortly afterwards, slowly drifting out to cross the road back to their homes. Brin demanded a promise from us that we wouldn’t start training without her. I couldn’t help but notice how hard she tried not to cry as she said it. Etta agreed while I just nodded.

Then it was Etta’s turn to go, waving goodnight as she left for home with her Mum and Dad, Grandma Lucille trailing behind. Finally, it was just Griselda, Martin, Gramps, Mum, and I. Their home was a bit farther, and they had decided to stay one more night and return in the morning. I thought I was about to be whisked off to bed when Griselda motioned me over.

Griselda stared hard into my eyes, her bare arms scarred with bite marks that seemed to bother her not at all.

“They tell me you fought an enemy alone, and won. Showed me the body, a knife, right here.” She patted her chest.

I nodded, not sure what to say.

She lifted one of her pale green hands to her mouth, biting down on the tip of a finger till it bled, then reached out and drew a red line down my cheek.

“You are a warrior now. We will train with axes again.”

It wasn’t a question, but a statement. All I could do was nod as I tried not to look at my Status and the Boon listed there. Griselda was more right than she knew.
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  My fingers ran over the smooth skin of the dark purple berry as I focused on the sense of aether within the small fruit. I could sense the homogenous spread of aether, weak as it was, within the tasty sphere and gently placed it into the bowl on the left in front of me before picking up the next berry.

Magatha sat behind me, enjoying some tea with my mother and occasionally glancing over to check on my progress. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised that one of the main ingredients for the Scar Rejuvenation potions was a berry, since I knew for a fact that they had a berry flavour.

Almost two weeks had passed since the night of the Necromancer’s attack, and the buildings looked healed even if the people didn’t. Brin now joined our sword lessons, and if the redheaded nine-year-old-girl often looked like she had been crying, well, the rest of us politely ignored that fact. I had, out of foolishness, asked one time if she was alright. Brin had screamed at me that she was fine before running away. After that, I kept my mouth shut and pressed the girl as hard as I could while sparring, since she could always tell when I was taking it easy on her.

The men working the mine had returned to their business, but the other miner who had died, not Brin’s dad, was apparently the one with some basic blacksmithing training. Instead, Martin showed up most mornings to smelt the previous day’s silver ore down into the small ingots that I had spied through a window. Was I considering stealing one? Well, I wasn’t not considering stealing one. After all, I still wanted the Path of Thievery since I was pretty sure it would be influenced by my Shadow Affinity.

Fortunately, no one had come down with more than a sniffle or simple cold from the rat bites. That particular success was largely attributed to Magatha’s Disease Warding draughts and had endeared her to the new members of our growing community. That, and the work I was doing now.

Nearly everyone had new scars from the Necromancer’s attack, be they small scratches from the rats or teeth marks from the undead wolves. Apparently, in any of the nearby cities, potions for erasing scars were not cheap. They were affordable, if you had a little extra leftover after a week of work, but they weren’t cheap enough to indulge in unless you were slightly well off. Most people weren’t in such a position. 

However, in our community, even though it could be argued that most of us were decently well off, Magatha was still selling the potions for a pittance. I had a guess as to why, my eyes drifting to a few new metal jars on the shelf. They hadn’t been there before the attack, and I had finally figured out what was in the sack Martin had carried away the day after the battle. I just needed to figure out how to broach the question and satisfy my curiosity.

I placed the last berry down, this one in the right-hand bowl as the aether spread was skewed, which Magatha had told me meant that part of the berry was either under or overripe. Based on the lighter shade of the skin, my guess was on underripe.

“Done,” I called out.

Magatha stood, sashaying over to join me, her light blue skirt swaying around her ankles. The display was not for my benefit, and I saw my mother glance down at her tea. One day Magatha might stop trying to entice my mother, but that day was not today.

The Hedge Witch looked at my two bowls with naught but a glance and then nodded her approval.

“You’ve gotten a lot better.”

“I have!” I agreed, deciding that now was a great time to change the subject. “What’s in the metal jars?”

Magatha’s green eyes flicked to the jars in question before she looked at me with a raised eyebrow, her blonde hair loose and spilling around her shoulders.

“That’s not—”

“Is it something from Hurin or from the Necromancer?” I asked, interrupting her objection.

Magatha’s eyes narrowed at me in annoyance. “What makes you think it’s that?”

I smiled childishly as though I didn’t realise I was annoying her.

“That’s why you’re giving everyone cheap potions, isn’t it? Gramps traded you some things from the battle. I saw Martin carrying a big sack when he left with you the morning after the battle. But goblins aren’t that big. I know, because I killed one. The sack Martin was carrying was way too big for that. It couldn’t have been one of the miners' bodies because Brin told me how they buried them behind their houses. Plus, I never saw the body of the goblin I killed or Hurin or the Necromancer and Etta told me how Gramps and her Dad killed it! And you told me how some animals or beasts can be used in alchemy so I figured you wanted them to advance your Class Path! So, am I right? Is that what's in the jars? Why are they metal?”

Magatha kept opening her mouth as I spoke, but I just kept on talking, my ideas and musings spilling out with childish exuberance. At some point, I saw defeat enter her eyes and knew I had won. Behind her, I caught my mother smirking for a moment before she hid it with her mug of tea just as Magatha glanced behind her.

The Hedge Witch sighed. “Fine. Yes. There are parts of Hurin, and the Necromancer, and the demon-possessed goblin.”

I blanched, but it was my Mother who spoke. “The what?”

“The small goblin,” Magatha replied, walking over to the shelf and pulling down one of the metal jars. “It had overdeveloped claws in place of the usual tough nails of a goblin. A common sight in creatures possessed by a demon.”

My thoughts drifted back to the crow that attacked me, and the rat, then more of its brethren in the Necromancer attack. The creature had said I was pretending… did that mean it could sense the lingering presence of the demon I had absorbed? It even called me a ‘Prince of Shadow’. All those years ago, hadn’t the notification said I had defeated a Lesser Demon Prince?

Magatha seemed to take my reaction as fear rather than worry as she unscrewed the metal lid of the jar and used a pair of tongs made from the same material to pull out an eyeball that was floating in the medicinal smelling liquid inside.

“An eye of a demon-possessed. Demons are naturally hard to scry or track. This can be used to create an Evil Eye ward. It’ll strengthen the protections on my cottage once I am done with it — at least for a year or two.”

“Okay. But why is it in metal and not like a glass jar?”

“Reduces the aether bleed,” she answered as she placed the eye back inside the jar and screwed the lid on tight. “Surprised Cornelius hasn’t had to explain that to you given how many questions you ask.”

She was placing the jar back on the shelf when I asked my next question.

“What about Hurin?”

Magatha tapped one of the other jars without a care in the world. “He’s in here.”

“But wasn’t he your friend?”

“He was,” Magatha agreed. “Which is why I know he wouldn’t want his death going to waste. There are a few very useful potions that can be created from the body of someone who has died to the death affinity.”

“Like?” I demanded.

“Last question?” Magatha replied with an unamused stare.

“Last question about the jars,” I offered.

“Fine. A Spirit Communion draught. It’s the core ingredient in a ritual for communicating with dead Witches and one of the few ways I have of growing my knowledge without leaving my home for a gathering.”

Her green eyes flared, daring me to ask about the ritual. I decided not to press my luck and changed the subject again.

“With Hurin gone, how will you get some of the materials you need for your alchemy?”

Mum answered in lieu of Magatha, whether to head-off the Hedge Witch’s annoyance or just to join in the conversation, I couldn’t have said.

“She’ll have to come by the outpost and put up requests like normal people do.”

Magatha took that as a sign to start flirting with Mum as she gave me basic instructions for how to prepare the berries for the Scar Rejuvenation potion. The rest of the morning was spent making the alchemical base for the potions along with cleaning up afterwards, which was apparently now my job. Then Mum and I were off with the midday sun, headed back towards the outpost.

The sun was out, with a crisp gentle breeze blowing by us down the road as Mum and I walked side by side. I knew I could be working on my Path of Running, but after nearly dying and seeing my Mother injured, I just felt like enjoying her company.

“Do you think more people will move near us?” I asked.

“Probably, sweetheart. Even with the Horndale Mining Co. being tightlipped on how much silver they think is in their mine, it’ll probably draw in at least one of the noble Houses on either side of the pass. Do you remember their names?”

She smiled at me as though she wasn’t quizzing me on her lessons, but I couldn’t be annoyed with her. She was a great Mum, and I was a lucky son.

“Umm, the Houses or the cities they rule from?”

“Both.”

“Well, in Meravia to the west, the city is Drevorn, and I think it’s House Landrin that rules it?” I said, turning my answer into a question.

“Mmmhmm,” Mum acknowledged. “And their title?”

“Dukes!”

“It’s Ducal, my little man. Go on.”

“Alright! To the East, in Ajinar, it’s Dinalby. That’s the city! And it’s ruled by House Firthholm. They’re Counts!”

“County is the title. House Firthholm will probably arrive first. Warden Thomas serves Ajinar, and when he left to report the Necromancer, he would’ve gone to Dinalby. He’ll include information on the new silver mine as well. If House Firthholm is sending anyone, then they’ll probably arrive in the next few days. It’s a week's walk to Dinalby with children, and at least a few days back on horseback.”

“What does that mean for us?” I asked.

“Not much, sweetheart. We’re with the Adventurer’s Society, so as long as we stay out of their way, they won’t bother us.”

I looked down the road, wondering just how true her words were. After all, wasn’t Gramps banished out here to the middle of nowhere because of something to do with the nobility?

I was still worrying over how my life might change when we heard the sound of rocks and dirt crunching beneath metal rimmed wheels.

“Ho, the walkers!” called the teamster of the lead wagon, a tanned and wrinkled middle-aged man with dust on his face from the two horses kicking up dirt.

“Ho, the caravan!” my mother called back as we moved to the side to let them pass.

“Headed for the Adventurer’s Society outpost?” he asked as he pulled closer.

“We are,” Mum answered, though I could feel her tensing slightly next to me.

“Well then, if the boss doesn’t object, feel free to jump on and I’ll give you a ride the rest of the way.”

His smile wasn’t exactly lecherous, but I still didn’t like the way he looked at Mum. We were spared having to answer as someone stepped out from between the first and second caravan.

“That’s the Factor’s daughter and grandson, Pelus. Mind yourself.”

The words were flat, but the growl behind them was unmistakable as I recognised the wolfkin who had spoken them.

“Nazim!” I called out.

The wolfkin waved at me lazily, his grey-blue fur glossy in the dappled light. With his sword still sheathed on his hip, he fell in beside us, and we walked together towards the outpost. I tried once or twice to engage Nazim in conversation, but each time he rebuffed me, warning me to wait till we were settled at the outpost. He took his job as guard very seriously apparently, or maybe he just found me annoying.

As we got closer to the outpost, I could hear shouting down the road. Nazim growled slightly as though preparing for a fight, but when we came around the corner in the road, the wolfkin settled down. Men in dust-caked, full plate armour sat astride towering horses facing down Brin’s mother as she yelled at a smaller figure atop a white stallion. The heraldry, a towering black tree on a background of white, proclaimed what I had already guessed. House Firthholm had come to claim what they believed their due.

Whether I liked it or not, my entire world was about to change. 

  

    
        Chapter 63

    
    
    
    
  Halkur marched between the tall, white pillars of the central atrium of the Shining Light Guild Chapterhouse in Ajinport. Their Guild was without equal on the Northern continent, a pillar of power, wealth, and vision. They possessed Chapterhouses every bit as impressive as this one in every major city; from Helenica to Ajinport, to Essenar in the far west, Varingia in the distant north, and Karinport to the south and east. They had even managed to get a foothold on the southern continent, a new Chapterhouse had been built among the sandstone spires of the northernmost city of El Basaad.

The Shining Light Guild's growth was tied to their usefulness. Only they, with their Radiance affinity, could find those who had pacted with demons and remove them before they became a threat to everyone.

So, then why did Halkur feel like the Guild had taken a turn for the worse over the last few years? Certainly the number of demonic cults springing up across Ajinar had been increasing, but that wasn’t really a surprise. Desperate people were always the most easily seduced by promises of survival. It wasn’t even power many of the cultists sought, but merely a way to make it through the troubling times they were living in — and the times were troubling. Between the raids from the orcs of the Ravi Plains all along the eastern border of Ajinar and the conscription of the Ajinari populace, desperation was rife amongst the eastern lands of Ajinar.

But that wasn’t why Halkur had been called. He knew that much. Something else was afoot, and he hated being kept in the dark.

Reaching the end of the atrium, Halkur turned down a hallway, climbed two flights of stairs, made a few more turns, and then arrived outside the Preceptor’s office. Two Templars stood guard outside the door, their yellow-sunburst-on-white tabards looking like they had never once seen a speck of dust let alone the mud of the road, and their armour was polished to a mirror shine.

Halkur couldn’t see their faces beneath their helmets and didn’t bother saying anything. He didn’t need to. He watched as one of the two guards knocked on the door. A voice rang out from inside, clear and concise.

“Send him in.”

The guard pushed the door further open, and Halkur walked into the Preceptor’s office. The room was expansive, with book shelves covering one entire wall. The other two walls were made of tall glass windows that provided a view of the harbour and the Ajin lake. Plush furniture and a table that could’ve seated at least ten sat near the windows off to the side, a place for the Preceptor to entertain guests, which Halkur had no doubt the man did. After all, he commanded this Chapterhouse and so was as much a political creature as he was a mage who wielded the Holy affinity. The last piece of furniture was a huge desk behind which the Preceptor sat. Halkur recognised the wood, Horndale pine, no doubt shipped in from the mountains. The thought made him think of his old mentor from his time in Helenica.

The Preceptor was wearing his robes of office, a match for the tabards of the Templars outside with the silk a shining white hemmed in golden sunbursts that were meant to represent the affinities of the Guild members. Preceptor Jaegril was an older man in his early sixties. What little hair he had remaining on his head had gone to white and was combed over failing to hide his otherwise bald pate. Golden rings decorated his hands, each one enchanted, no doubt.

The Preceptor’s appearance was no surprise to Halkur, but the man sitting across from him with his back to Halkur was. Though he wore no armour, the sword and sunburst markings on the shoulder of his shirt were more than enough for Halkur to realise he was in the presence of a Paladin of the Shining Light.

If Templars were the footsoldiers of the Shining Light Guild, then the Paladins were the executioners. As far as Halkur knew, there were less than a dozen on the entire continent, which put their numbers similar to those of the Preceptors. And the Paladins answered only to the Justicar himself who led their Guild from Helenica.

“Take a seat, Halkur,” Preceptor Jaegril offered. “I can see from your reaction you can recognise the importance of our guest. This is Paladin Giorgos.”

Halkur took the offered seat, nodding deferentially to Giorgos. If the Paladin noticed, he didn’t show it. The man was a veritable mountain. Halkur guessed he must be two metres tall when standing with blond hair shaved short and eyes that bore a golden hue. 

“I’m not going to bother wasting either of your time. Halkur, look at this map and tell me what you see.”

Halkur leaned forward towards the desk, eyes roving over the map of Ajinar laid out across its surface. There were notations across the map, words and dates, he realised. He was quick to notice that some of the notations were linked to locations where his team had removed small, demonic cults. The dates lined up with his own reports, and it quickly became clear that the other notations marked the same things for the two other main teams that were working out of Ajinar.

As he followed the dates, he realised there was a somewhat clear pattern — a path — that carved its way up from the Southern Horndale Pass towards Dinalby. The trail then continued further north to some of the few farming villages that tried their luck so close to the tainted lands south of the Deeping Gorge before carving east and south again along the villages that bordered the Ravi Plains. Finally, it seemed to loop around, following the Ajin river up to a village on the southern edge of the Ajin lake.

“A trail, Preceptor. There is a clear sequence for each of the cults we have uncovered over the last year or so.”

“Precisely. The Justicar and I both believe this is not a coincidence. Either we have a powerful cultist spreading their dark faith to the desperate and needy, or there is a demon-possessed walking the lands of Ajinar.”

Halkur leaned back into his chair in worry, only now realising why Paladin Giorgos had come to Ajinport. The Radiance affinity had spells that could reveal pacts with demons, and some other creatures of the dark beyond. But it could not reveal a possession. That same limit was not applied to the tier three evolution of Radiance — the Holy affinity — and every Paladin was in possession of that affinity, a requirement to achieve that rank within the Guild.

Halkur knew what was coming before the Preceptor had opened his mouth.

“Your squad will be assigned to Paladin Giorgos, to hunt down and find this practitioner of the dark. Do not fail in your duty, Templar.”

Halkur didn’t need for the Preceptor to say ‘or else.’ He heard it clearly enough in the tone.

“As you command, Preceptor.”

Paladin Giorgos stood, a nod to the Preceptor the only acknowledgement before he looked at Halkur.

In a deep but clear voice the Paladin made his demands known. “Assemble your team and be prepared for a long ride. We leave at first light.”

Paladin Giorgos turned and left the room. Halkur glanced back at the Preceptor, checking if he had permission to leave.

“Do your duty,” Preceptor Jaegril stated, turning away to face the bay, the dismissal clear, though he called out one final warning. “Paladin Giorgos is not the only Paladin the Justicar has sent to see this task done.”

As Halkur left the Preceptor’s office, he wondered whether this assignment was a gift or a curse. Surviving meant he may have earned enough merit to strive for the Holy affinity himself. But that was only if he survived, and those who served under Paladins tended to have an awfully short lifespan. After all, the executioners of the Shining Light Guild were only unleashed to deal with the most dire of threats.

***

Anander Trake sipped his wine, savouring the crisp flavour.

“Apple, hints of cinnamon, and was that a little citrus I detected? Oranges from Thessavar?”

The waiter's smile couldn’t have been more fake, not that Anander cared. He was here for a show, and so long as the waiter’s acting was sufficient, then Anander would be satisfied that he got what he was paying for.

“Sir has an impeccable palate. The wine is from southern Thessavar, white grapes aged with orange rinds, apple slices, and sticks of cinnamon.”

“Perfect. Leave the bottle and bring another. I’m expecting a guest.”

Anander watched as the wine bottle was worked into the ice before him before the waiter bowed and left to fetch another. The waiter returned swiftly, adding a second bottle to the ice along with a small tray of cheeses, breads, and spiced dips that was set down next to the wine. A snack to tide Anander over till his guest arrived.

Staring out over the bay and its shining waters, Anander ran a hand through his straight, shoulder-length, black hair. He loved this body, and he had been in it long enough that it felt as much his own as his original form. Over five years spent in the physical realm, possessing the form of a young man who had given himself over to darkness for the promise of a powerful body. The fool should’ve read the fine print. Well, this body was now powerful. Though not nearly as strong as Anander needed it to be.

His brown eyes traced the curve of the lake back towards the last village he had visited. The desperate farmers and craftsman, so angry at their lords and willing to do almost anything to get out from under their boots. The sacrifices they offered had been merely the dissenters among those whom Anander initially promised power. Along with a few afterwards who had discovered the deed. By then, the Shining Light had been called in, but Anander was always long gone before that happened.

Still, he’d been busy in Ajinar for long enough to know that his time here was coming to an end. Staying any longer risked becoming predictable. No doubt the Shining Light Guild would commit Paladins to finding the source of the cults soon, if they hadn’t already. Anander knew when it was time for a change of scenery, and so he would sail south and then west for Meravia with the morning tide. But before he left, there was one final task to take care of.

That task finally made herself known fifteen minutes later. Kalista strode up to his table, every eye in the room following the woman’s curves, her perfect figure framed by a dark green dress and a corset that hinted at what lay beneath. Like Anander, her hair was dark as night and perfectly coiffed, with emeralds glittering in her ears to match her eyes. He appreciated that she had used their Skill to reshape their host to make herself more appealing. So many of the little demonlings instead opted for claws or other such nasty things. He found such use of their innate gifts to be so very droll.

“Miss Archer, I am so glad you could make time for me,” Anander said in greeting, playing into the ruse as he pulled out a chair for the head of the Beast Hunters Guild.

Kalista simply flicked her fingers at the nearby staff who drew curtains around their booth to give them some privacy. Once they were hidden from prying eyes, Kalista placed a small, platinum box atop the table and dropped a sparkling aether coin into a slot in the side. The sounds of the restaurant, the foot traffic outside, and the water of the bay beyond all vanished.

“What do you want, Anander? This is too public. Have you finally lost your mind?” Kalista demanded.

“Oh, not at all. This was more of a courtesy, actually,” Anander replied with a charming and confident smile. “There is likely to be a Shining Light Paladin in the city soon, in case you need to crawl into a hole. Though feel free to die instead. I’ll be leaving for Meravia tomorrow.”

“Just like you to shit the bed then leave it for someone else to clean up,” she spat in response, any semblance of being a lady vanishing as her gaze turned vicious.

“That may be true,” Anander admitted. “But I am closer than any of you to our shared goal. As I said, this was merely a courtesy. Will you be staying for dinner?”

Kalista reclined into her chair, producing a fan which she waved in front of her face. Anander ignored her, enjoying a bite of bread and dip.

The quiet between them lingered with only the sound of Anander savouring his food breaking the silence. The wait might have been uncomfortable for some, but to Anander, it was almost as pleasurable as the food on his tongue.

“What are you seeking in Meravia?” she finally asked.

Anander smiled, basking in the perceived power imbalance between them. 

“None of your business.”

  

    
        Chapter 64

    
    
    
    
  Sweat dripped down my brow as I gave ground, my sword swinging from left to right, warding off my two assailants. They didn’t allow me a moment's respite, both of them stepping clumsily into the gap I left behind and banging into each other's shoulders. 

Not one to leave an advantage untaken, I stepped right and slapped Brin hard on the side of her leg using the flat of my practice blade just as she was stepping forward. The nine-year-old girl fell to the ground in a tangle of limbs, her fiery orange hair dragging through the dirt while her green eyes flashed with a barely banked fury. I ignored her seething anger, thinking it looked better on her than the cloud of sadness she carried with her when she wasn’t practising. Instead, my focus was on my final opponent.

Etta managed to extract herself from the collision and squared back up, adopting the standard stance of the Hunting Wolf sword style. Her lithe build was suited to the style as she held her practice blade out in one hand while the other hung back. George had strapped some weight to all of our empty hands to represent the weight of a buckler or vambrace. The makeshift shield was anything but, none of us willing to try and defend with it.

I took the initiative — not just because it was the smart thing to do — but because I knew Etta wouldn’t and I didn’t want to spend the next five minutes walking in circles waiting for her to make a move. When it came to swordplay, she was hesitant and defensive. Perhaps I was partly to blame for that, or maybe it was just her nature. Either way it meant that if I wanted the spar to progress, I needed to be the one to make it happen.

Stepping forward quickly, I feinted a slash at her stomach. She did the right thing — if it hadn’t been a feint — and stepped to her right, trying to parry the strike. Instead, I slowed the hit to tangle our wooden swords together before giving her blade a shove to throw her off balance. By the time she had recovered from the push, my blade was resting near her neck.

“That’s three to Bastian and zero to you girls. You need to be more aware of your surroundings. Not just of your target, but who is near you, friend or foe, and where they’re going,” George admonished.

I was feeling a little smug and trying to keep it from showing on my face as Brin and Etta muttered their apologies. Either George knew that I was getting a bit too full of myself, or he just didn’t care, as he cut me down with his words as well.

“And Bastian, stop waiting for them to make a mistake. You need to force the issue when outnumbered. In a fight, numbers matter; and letting your opponents dictate the pace means that even if you’re the better swordsman. You’ll eventually lose if your enemies can work together well enough.”

I hung my head a little. George was right. In a way, I was taking the easy way out. The girls just had a tendency to get in each other’s way. You would think with Brin being so aggressive and Etta so defensive that they would work together well with defined roles. Instead, the opposite was true. With Brin trying to make sure she didn’t rush ahead of Etta while Etta fought her own nature and tried to be a little more aggressive, at least till she was the only one left. So, like a shyster or trickster, I took the easy way out each round and let them defeat themselves while I did a little fancy footwork with a feint or two to seal the deal. It was cheap, and I knew I should push myself more.

“Sorry, George. I’ll do better next time!”

“You’ll do better this time,” George corrected, pointing with his own wooden sword at Brin and Etta. “You two, take turns. The aggressor will repeat Stalking Prey into Wolf’s Paw followed by Warden's Lunge. The defender will repeat Prowling Circle into Den’s Mouth finishing with Shedding Fur.”

The girls nodded. I watched as they assumed their positions. Etta, to no surprise, opted to be the defender first. Then I didn’t have any more time to think about them. George came at me, moving no faster than I did and matching my strength. Even restraining himself he blasted through my attempted defence at every turn. My attacks opened me up to counterattacks in ways I hadn’t considered, and my defences left me in increasingly worse positions as though George were a chess grandmaster moving me exactly where he wanted me. 

My mother said nothing from where she worked in the garden as George slowly pummeled me across the rocky ground of the backyard. While I got dustier and dustier with every exchange, George continued to look like he was just taking a casual stroll around the backyard. His short cut brown hair was still clean and his brown-eyed gaze relaxed in the afternoon mountain air.

By the time George was done with me, I was ready to collapse, and the sun was starting to set. He stepped back, tucking his sword away. I took that as permission to plonk my ass down on the ground. My white, woolen shirt was soaked through with sweat, and my normally tan skin was covered in dust, which meant my hair was too. Mum was definitely going to make me wash it tonight while she cooed about the coppery curls.

“Don’t sit down,” George called. “Obstacle course run to cool down — half speed.”

With a trio of groans, we all climbed back to our feet, tucking our swords into our leather belts. We weren’t allowed to leave the wooden blades behind. The added weight of our faux shield didn’t help either. Then as a group we started to traverse my obstacle course. Brin went first, as while I might be able to beat her at swordplay despite our age and size difference, the same could not be said of how quickly she could traverse my obstacle course. My Stats might be higher, but they were working with a younger model and the older girl had four years on me.

Etta, despite being a year older than me, went last. My higher Stats were enough to bridge the gap between us in terms of physical development. Still, I glanced back once or twice to make sure she was keeping up a decent pace as we ran, jumped, balanced, and climbed across the obstacle course that Gramps had paid Griselda to build for me. Etta’s dark brown hair had come free from her tie during the afternoon training and it blew in her face, hiding her blue eyes more than once. Even with the inconvenience she managed to finish the obstacle course in a decent amount of time. As soon as she finished, she joined Brin and I in puffing to catch our breath.

“That’ll do for today,” George said, sounding a little too pleased with himself. He motioned for Etta to join him. “I’ll see you all tomorrow, same time.”

“Thank you Mister Miller,” Brin offered politely.

I simply grunted, still catching my breath. George had pushed me far harder than the girls in our one on one training, as he usually did. 

Brin gave me a small nod of acknowledgement, her eyes hard. Then she turned and started walking toward the outpost, headed for her home across the street. 

At first, I had taken it easier on the older girl, thinking that in her fragile emotional state at the loss of her father and brother she wouldn’t be up to handling more defeats. Instead, the opposite was true. She had flown into a rage at me for allowing her to get a few hits in. Since then I had treated her far more brutally than I did Etta, which weirdly made Brin far calmer and less prone to outbursts. I think the improvement in our friction filled relationship was appreciated by both of us.

I finally stood up and followed my mother inside.

“A wash before dinner?” she suggested.

I agreed with another grunt. Dinner would taste better without dust in my mouth, and I would feel a lot better in a shirt that wasn’t sticking to me because of all the sweat.

Gramps helpfully warmed up a tub of water large enough for me to sit in. I got to work with a rag while Mum left with my dirty clothes, returning before a minute had passed. It wasn’t exactly safe to leave a kid alone in a tub of water, and I had yet to start learning how to swim in this world. Not that I didn’t remember, but Mum and Gramps obviously didn’t know that.

As I washed away the dirt and grime, I considered the changes to our mountain community. It had been exactly one week since Mum and I returned from Magatha’s to find House Firthholm laying claim to our ‘village.’ A new building had gone up next to the outpost on the eastern side to accommodate their forces. 

The fort — because that is the only way it could be described — was made of Horndale pine. Trees were obviously abundant in the area, and they had yet to recruit any masons, which made the palisade seem temporary as though they were invaders setting up shop in our community. The front entrance facing the road was decorated with two banners on either side of the door. Each one displayed a black tree on a white background — the sigil of House Firthholm. 

The noble herself, Lady Yalindra Firthtree, was only a cousin of the Count of Firthholm, making her a lesser noble without a true title. That hadn’t stopped her from whipping Brin’s mum for impertinence though. If it had been me, I might have shown a little leniency to a woman who had just lost her husband and son in a Necromancer attack, but young Yalindra apparently had something of a chip on her shoulder. Thankfully, it had only been two cracks of the whip, and Mum had brought Dot — short for Dorothy — some salve for the welts.

The community so far had shown a certain level of disdain for Lady Yalindra, which didn’t seem to bother the noble in the slightest so long as the insults were whispered over mugs of ale rather than shouted at her face. I guessed the woman didn’t care so long as she was able to collect her tax in silver from the Horndale Mining Co. and the Kellins’ trading post. The latter had Frederick muttering darkly every second night the past week as he sat at a table in the outpost with a few of the miners.

As for me, I was just waiting for the other shoe to drop. Although House Firthholm had made the first move they weren’t the only noble House with an interest in the Northern Horndale Pass. That was doubly true now that the silver mine had been discovered. The Ducal House of Landrin of Meravia to our west would never simply let such a windfall go without a fight. By now, the merchants passing through would have shared news with them, and it was just a matter of time until they sent their own forces. The questions were: How would it play out, and how would it affect me? I didn’t have any answers yet, which left me feeling slightly irritated.

I finished washing and got to work drying myself and getting dressed for dinner. Pulling my pants on I considered the two questions, avoiding the one thing I knew I needed to think about — coming clean with Mum and Gramps about my Path of Soulstealing.

In the previous week, I had continued my aethersensing lessons with Gramps as though nothing had changed. Even though I noticed the pockets of aether he produced quicker now — often beating Etta in detecting them — I had so far intentionally not pointed them out. My Path of Aethersensing and Path of Deception had both been feasting during those lessons. My steps were going up at a rate I would scarcely have believed just a month ago. 

Although my progress was amazing, my feelings on the matter were the exact opposite. I didn’t like lying to the old man — or Mum. Sure, a prank here or there was fun, but outright deceiving them left a bad taste in my mouth. I was pretty sure I had been having nightmares because of it. Well, from that and almost dying to a demon-possessed goblin. For now, I was blaming both, and while I couldn’t change the past – nor would I want to since I defeated that goblin – I could do something about lying to my family.

Walking downstairs with Muffled Steps activated, mostly so I could work on developing the Skill, I slipped silently into the kitchen and took a seat next to Gramps. The old codger had glanced at me as I crept in, no doubt detecting my aether usage. Mum, however, was none the wiser and gave a little start when she noticed me before smiling at me ruefully.

The outpost wasn’t empty, but with the kitchen door closed and Molly — another of the miners' wives — working the bar, we had a semblance of privacy in the kitchen.

I steeled my nerves and looked at Mum. “I have a secret to tell you both.”

Gramps huffed. “Is this about how your aethersensing has improved?”

I half-choked on my saliva. Maybe I hadn’t been as circumspect as I’d thought.

  

    
        Chapter 65

    
    
    
    
  Looking between Mum and Gramps, I tried to find the words to explain the secret I had held tight for so long — but I kept coming up blank. If I had just come clean about the Path of Soulstealing when I was younger, maybe this whole situation could have been avoided. 

Hindsight was perfect; I was anything but. So, I did the only thing I could and quietly blurted out the secret that had been gnawing away at me for the past few weeks.

“I have a Path I never told you about.”

Mum simply smiled at me encouragingly, as loving as ever. I hoped by the time this conversation was over that she wouldn’t be looking at me differently with her heart-shaped face and striking blue eyes.

Gramps looked more curious than concerned, rubbing his salt and pepper beard with two fingers. “Is it the Path of Aether Manipulation?”

“I mean, I have unlocked that too, but it’s not the one I am talking about,” I replied with a shake of my head. 

I looked down at the table, unable to meet their eyes. “It’s called the Path of Soulstealing.”

The silence from the pair was deafening. The sound of muted voices from the common room filled the space they left behind. I waited, trying not to fidget and unwilling to lift my head.

“How long have you had it?” Gramps asked.

“Forever. As long as I can remember,” I admitted.

“Huh.”

His response surprised me a little, and I glanced up. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see my mother was gripping her fork tightly, but her gaze was firmly on Gramps rather than me.

“Do you know what it means?” she whispered.

Gramps shook his head, eyebrows drawn down into a frown. “I have never heard of it. I wonder if this is what the…”

“Don’t say it,” Mum said harshly.

I didn’t need her to finish the sentence for me. Gramps had clearly been about to mention the demonic cult where I was born. They had never discussed it in front of me, and Mum clearly had strong opinions on that particular piece of information being shared with a five year old. I found myself agreeing with her.

“Okay, Penny,” Gramps replied, lifting a hand slightly to forestall my mother’s ire before turning to me. “Tell me what happened, Bastian.”

The words tumbled out of my mouth like a dam breaking, my voice low in case anyone was eavesdropping.

“It gained its first steps when I killed the crow that attacked me. It was only two, but it felt like as it died, I was breathing something in. Something that wasn’t the air. Then it went up again when I killed the weird rat that night…”

“What weird rat?” Mum asked, eyes narrowing as she looked between Gramps and I.

Oops, I thought.

Gramps looked put on the spot but answered anyway. 

“It was the night you were helping Jennifer give birth to little Francis. While you were at the Kellins’, and I was fetching Magatha, a rat — a rat attacked Bastian.”

Mum wasn’t satisfied. “And why was it a ‘weird’ rat?”

“It was like the ones that attacked the outpost with the Necromancer, Penny. The ones with unusually developed claws.”

“You mean the ones that could be demon-possessed if we believe Magatha and her Witchlore?” Mum hissed back, eyes fiery despite being as blue as an ocean.

Gramps slowly nodded with a sigh.

“Why didn’t you tell me?!” Mum demanded.

“Because I didn’t want you to worry about him or feel as bad as I did about leaving him alone in the outpost,” Gramps admitted. “We should’ve taken him over to the Kellins’ and he could’ve slept in the corner. Instead, we got all caught up in the moment, and I worried you would blame yourself.”

“And you think I am not blaming myself now?!” Mum retorted, voice slowly rising.

“I was okay, Mum,” I said, trying to reassure her. It was the wrong thing to do.

“And you didn’t tell me either,” she shot back, rounding on me. “No more secrets. Alright?”

“Okay, Mum,” I agreed, hating the lie. 

“Sorry,” I added and I did mean the apology.

The simple fact was, I was never going to tell anyone that I had memories from a previous life. Not only were they mostly irrelevant to my new world, I also couldn’t stand to see the look in Mum’s eyes if she ever thought I was anything less than her son. Which I was, to my very core. I knew I was being selfish. I knew that I should at the very least trust my Mother. But, I couldn’t bring myself to do it, and I never would. That secret would remain forever buried. Everything else, though, was fair game now.

“So, Path of Soulstealing?” I said, trying to get the conversation back on track.

Mum’s glare at Gramps told me the rat conversation was not over but that my presence for the remainder of it would not be needed.

“Go on,” Gramps agreed, his gaze drifting to me as though I could somehow shield him from Mum’s ire.

“The Path went up another two on the night of the attack when I killed another of those weird rats. The last time it went up, it went up a lot more than two. It went up by thirty-three. It was right after I killed that other goblin. Umm, also, the Myriad Paths called it a mutated Path and wouldn’t let me put the steps from my Achievement when I improved my affinity into it.”

Mum and I both looked at Gramps. I was hoping he had an answer to my last statement. Hells knew I would like to know what a mutated Path was.

Gramps just threw his hands up. “Don’t ask me. I’ve never heard of such a thing. I can maybe look into it after we return to Helenica, but I wouldn’t trust that kind of question to paper, so I can’t exactly ask any of my old friends. Does it at least follow a Basic Path progression?”

“Yep,” I replied.

“Which means it has progressed to the second tier. What did it give you?”

The moment of truth. I was in too deep now, and I had agreed there would be no more secrets — besides the one that would forever be mine.

“It improved my Aether Core to Lesser and my Aether Channels to Moderate.”

Gramps raised his hands to either side of his head and started rubbing his temples. I couldn’t tell if he was thinking, trying to calm himself, or dealing with an oncoming headache. Maybe it was all three.

“He hasn’t hurt anyone,” Mum blurted out.

“It’s not that, Penny. I’m not sure that the Path even progresses from killing. Did you kill any other rats the night of the attack, Bastian? Any that didn’t have the over-de… the bigger claws?”

I nodded. “At least one. Maybe a few more than that?”

“And when you did, did you feel anything? Did the — that Path — did it gain any steps?”

I shook my head. It seemed Gramps was thinking the same thing I had wondered ever since the conversation with Magatha about the dead goblin. My Path of Soulstealing had only ever progressed off killing creatures that we thought were probably demon-possessed.

“We’ll test it tomorrow,” Gramps stated.

“What?” I asked.

“How?” Mum said at the same time.

“I’ll buy a chicken off Griselda for you to roast up, Penny. Bastian can help me prepare it.”

He was talking about having me kill a chicken. Perhaps I should’ve been more bothered, but after stabbing a goblin, the idea of helping kill my own dinner wasn’t that daunting. More importantly, it was a great way to test our theory.

“If his Path goes up, well, then we’ll need to figure out what to do. But I think it will be fine.”

“What makes you so sure, Dad?” Mum asked.

“Because he’s already passed the Shining Light Guild’s test twice. It’s not that Path. It’s something else. If he’s not a danger to anyone and the Shining Light isn't going to try and break down the door to get to him, then I for one am happy to hide this whole thing in a broom closet until he’s older. It’s not like we have to explain his improvements at this point to anyone. No one around here would notice except for Etta and —”

“And I don’t want her to know,” I blurted out.

Mum looked at me curiously. “Why not, sweetheart?”

I looked down, taking my time to think about how I wanted to explain it.

“I don’t want her to feel like she isn’t good enough…”

I paused for a moment, but seeing Mum open her mouth, I rushed on.

“I beat her at swordplay with her Dad, and I do better at reading and writing than she does. Before we started doing aethersensing with Gramps, she was always looking down on herself because of it. But when she started beating me at aethersensing, her mood improved, like she felt like she was good at something. I don’t want to take that away from her.”

“And how do you intend to hide it then?” Gramps asked.

I shrugged. “Probably like what I have been doing for the last few weeks? Just detecting your aether and not saying anything?”

The idea seemed solid to me. Maybe Gramps had noticed that I was intentionally underperforming but I didn’t think Etta would.

“And what makes you think the lessons will remain so simple?” Gramps countered with a raised eyebrow.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, I have been only providing you the simplest sort of instruction, because I didn’t think you would be able to do anything beyond that with a Min… with your Aether Core. That’s changed now. The second stage of aethersensing training is shape formation. I create shapes out of aether, and you draw them onto a sheet of paper. The closer you get, the more steps you’re likely to gain on your Path.”

Damn, of course it gets harder. Makes sense though, I griped mentally.

“So… I lie about how much progress I make?” I suggested.

Mum frowned, clearly disliking the idea, but when she didn’t say anything, Gramps nodded.

“I guess if she feels like she is making more progress than you, that might be enough to maintain her confidence.”

There was that, which was admittedly my primary goal; the secondary being advancing my Path of Deception. It was over halfway to completion already, and I kind of wanted it off my list. The extra Unallocated Stats would definitely help me improve Gifted, which would then further accelerate my other Paths. 

My thoughts on the matter reminded me that there were a few other things I hadn’t mentioned. Mum clearly noticed.

“Was there anything else you wanted to share, sweetheart?”

In for a penny… I thought.

“I got an Achievement for killing the goblin which gave me a Boon. I have a Lesser Stealth Skill Seed hidden in my room from when I completed the Path of Stealth, and I have the Path of Deception!”

Gramps went back to rubbing his temples while Mum’s eyes had widened.

“Can you tell us the name of the Boon and what it does?” Gramps asked, eyes closed and fingers kneading the sides of his head as if to drive away a headache.

“It’s, umm, called Child Warrior. It gives me an extra Stat at every even Tier for weapon Paths.”

Mum had visibly deflated at the name of the Boon, but she seemed pleased when she heard what it provided. My guess was she saw it as a way for me to become strong enough to protect myself.

Gramps opened his eyes and looked at Mum rather than me. “Path of Deception isn’t a surprise, Penny, given his affinity. I bet it progresses pretty fast. In fact, if he was lying to us often he probably would’ve already completed it. How far is it along, Bastian?”

“A little over halfway,” I admitted.

“See?” Gramps said, somehow turning into my defender. “He’s a good kid. As for the Skill Seed, keep it for now. Talk to me and your Mum before you use it. Is that everything?”

I had a quick think and realised I had never told him the requirements to unlock the Path of Exceptionalism. Gramps perked up after the explanation and I just knew he was going to be writing them down in his book that he would one day publish. Maybe he would call it a Path Manual. I wondered if he would credit me.

Dinner concluded with a few more pointed questions, especially making sure there was nothing else on my Status I was hiding from them. There wasn’t. Then, with a promise that we would test my Path of Soulstealing against a chicken — I mean tomorrow's dinner — I went upstairs to bed.

I looked over my Status for a moment, mostly focusing on how far each Path was over the previous Tier threshold.
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My eyes came to rest on the Path of Coordination. I was about to lose two weeks of progress which felt absolutely horrible. Numbers were meant to go up. Always up. Never down! Yet I was about to commit exactly that heresy and reduce the steps on one of my Paths. 

Why would I commit such a crime? I smirked in bed. The key word was crime. Things had changed in our little community. Where once the only buildings nearby had been the Kellins’ trading post, Etta’s home, and the miners’ once bug infested hovel, there were now arguably more than twice that many. Between the homes of the Horndale Mining Co. and the House Firthholm fort, I had plenty of options for places to sneak into; plus Etta’s home and the Kellins’ trading post. More than enough, I was guessing, to get my Path of Infiltration to Tier two.

An Elite Path that I could probably advance over the next few weeks between my Potent Shadow Affinity and the added bonuses from Gifted was too tantalising of an improvement for me to say no to. It was risky and dangerous, but I thought the rewards would be worth it. 

Firstly though, I wasn’t about to make the same mistake I did last time. Not being able to see in the dark was a weakness I couldn’t afford. That meant it was time to talk to Magatha about getting a new potion of nightvision.

Fortunately, my next lesson with her was in two days. The only questions were, what would the Hedge Witch ask for in exchange, and did I have anything to offer her?

  

    
        Chapter 66

    
    
    
    
  Hot blood splashed across my face.

“Ahhh!” I screamed in surprise.

“Dad, what are you doing?!” Mum asked while shaking her head. “I’ll get a rag.”

Gramps held down the now headless chicken on the chopping block by the back garden. His grip was a tad firmer now that I had decapitated our dinner.

“I thought he was going to hit my fingers,” he explained. “Sorry, Bastian, I didn’t hold onto it well enough.”

I just looked at him in annoyance with sticky red blood dripping down my face. 

What a way to start the day, I grumped mentally.

Despite the fact that it was clearly Gramps’ fault, I wasn’t holding his lack of care or faith in my hatchet abilities against him. Would I trust a five year old to swing an axe at something I was holding onto? Probably not.

While we waited for Mum to return, Gramps asked the question that was the entire source of our little misadventure.

“Did you feel anything? Did the Path gain any steps?”

I smiled brightly — which probably looked somewhere between creepy and horrific — and shook my head, spraying blood across the ground as I did so. My Path of Deception didn’t move in the slightest because I was being utterly truthful. I hadn’t felt a thing. No sense of something other in the air around the chicken. No steps on my Path of Soulstealing. Turns out I wasn’t some evil half-demon. If anything, it was the opposite. With this test concluded, it was clear to me now that I was actually a demon-slaying machine, born through a failed demonic summoning. 

When I put it like that, I sound badass, I thought.

Then Mum returned and started wiping my face with a wet rag. I halfheartedly tried to fight her off. My badass moment was over before it even began. At least she used water and not her spit.

I sensed a small amount of aether coming from the water in the fabric and realised Mum must be using a Skill to make the water absorb the blood. Within a minute, I was clean of blood and ready to face the day… as soon as we dealt with the remains of the chicken.

“Told you it would be fine,” Gramps said to Mum reassuringly. “He said he didn’t feel anything, and no steps. Right, Bastian?”

“Yep!” I agreed. “Except for the blood hitting me in the face. I didn’t like that.”

Gramps’ shot me a frown for reminding Mum of his error, but she didn’t seem to care about that as she bundled me up in a hug.

“Good. That’s really good. Well, the day is getting away from us. How about you two clean up out here, and I will get the chicken prepared for later. Then we can head to Magatha’s?”

I agreed, but Gramps saved me the trouble of cleaning up by burning any of the blood on the ground and the wood. 

Thanks for the steps in Aethersensing! I thought.

Instead of cleaning, I ran my obstacle course a few times while we waited for Mum to be ready. She took about half a candle, so the sun was already well on its way to being overhead by the time we got to leave.

Strolling down the road with the sun shining, the birds chirping, and the trees swaying, I felt more relaxed than I had in weeks. Letting go of the last secrets that were actually worrying me felt freeing in a way I hadn’t considered. It was like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. 

Mum was walking next to me, her comfy looking leather boots clacking on the road, and her brown hair held back in a ponytail with a blue ribbon that matched her eyes. She and I were both wearing dark chocolate dyed, woolen clothes — pants and shirt for me, ankle length dress for her. Beside us, Gramps stomped along in black, woolen slacks and a matching button up shirt, his eyes roving over our surroundings regularly.

At first, after the battle with the goblin Necromancer, the area around the outpost had continued to remain safe. But a month later, with our resident hunter dead and turned into alchemicals, the beasts that he had kept away from our community through whatever means he used, were now starting to tentatively return. One of the miners had claimed to see a Horndale bear just two days ago while traversing the path between the Horndale Mining Co. houses and their silver mine.

What that meant for Mum and I was that it was no longer safe to walk to Magatha’s on our own. I was very cognizant of my childish limits. Fighting a bear would end with me and Mum both becoming bear shit. Thankfully, we had Gramps to handle any wildlife problems that chose to accost us, and Molly could mind the outpost while he was away.

As I ran back and forth between Mum and Gramps, working on my Path of Running, I considered my plans from the night before. I still wanted to work on my Path of Infiltration. However, I had also promised not to keep any more secrets. Where those two things intersected, there existed a problem. Well, multiple problems, technically. The main one was that sneaking out to work on my Path of Infiltration without telling them would be keeping a secret. The solution was simple though, and might just solve one of my other problems.

“We said no more secrets, so, umm, I want to work on my Path of Infiltration again!” I blurted out.

Mum tripped slightly in surprise, but Gramps just gave me a thoughtful look.

“It might make sense,” he mused as we continued to walk, not instantly shooting down my hopes. “With his Shadow Affinity improved, and Gifted in the mix, he could reach the next tier just off the Kellins’ and the Horndale Mining Co. Throw in George’s place, if he can pull it off, and it’s basically guaranteed.”

“It’s too dangerous,” Mum countered. “Remember what happened last time? He almost got snatched by a grimfaced owl right in front of us!”

“I have a plan for that!” I said in a hurry before Gramps could ruin my plan. “We just need to buy a potion of nightvision from Magatha!”

It was genius! Okay, it was simple logic and common sense, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t a good plan! The entire issue last time we worked on my Path of Infiltration was that I couldn’t check the skies for owls or other avian menaces because it was too dark. The potion would solve that problem. Probably.

Gramps gave Mum a look that basically said ‘he’s got a point.’

Mum still wasn’t convinced. “Why the rush, Sweetheart? Can’t it wait till we’re not in the mountains?”

“But it will give me more Stats to put in Gifted,” I complained. 

That was one of my main reasons for wanting to progress the Path of Infiltration. Every extra point in Gifted was making all my Path progress just that little bit faster, and I was trying to get as much out of it as childly possible! Plus, the first Tier of Path of Infiltration had given me extra Skill Slots. If the second Tier did as well — big if — then I might just be able to use a certain Skill Seed I had hidden in my room.

“I agree with Bastian,” Gramps said, piling on. “If he wants to go to Songleaf, he’ll need every advantage he can get. Most of the kids attending will have had tutors with Teaching Skills instructing them since they could walk. Possibly even before in the case of some of the higher nobility. He sounds like he’s taking it seriously, and it’s actually a pretty good idea. If anything, we should probably try and get him some more Shadow-related Paths. I ordered those Path manuals from Ajinport Adventurer’s Society headquarters already.”

With every word, I could see Mum's resistance crumbling. It made me feel kind of bad. I knew she was just worried about me and trying to keep me safe. She was a good mother, and I tried to let her know that by hugging her side as we walked. Though not my intention, it seemed to melt away the last of her misgivings.

“Okay, but we’re being careful about it. We’ll get a potion of nightvision and see if Magatha has anything else that might help. Dad, you’ll watch over him the whole time won’t you?”

“With my own nightvision potion,” Gramps agreed.

I was nodding vigorously, right up until Mum’s next words.

“And no stealing anything.”

Damn it, I really want to unlock the Path of Thievery as well, I griped mentally.

Even Gramps seemed to agree with my thoughts. “How come, Penny?”

“You want him stealing from the people we live and eat with? People we fought beside barely a month ago?”

“Of course not. But a spoon here? Something from the larder there? It’s not like they would miss it and if he did manage to unlock the Path of Thievery that’s another Elite shadow-related Path for him to work on.”

I shut my mouth tight. Gramps was arguing my point better than I ever could.

“I don’t care. I don’t want my son becoming a thief.”

“It’s just a Path, Penny. It wouldn’t define him.”

She raised an eyebrow at Gramps. “And what about his Class Path?”

The old codger shut the hell up real quick, and I realised what Mum’s real concern was. Supposedly, the Class Paths I would be offered were — in part — based on the Paths I had unlocked with the ones I had completed weighing more heavily on the scales. Mum didn’t want me to take a thief based Class Path and then need to progress it by stealing things. It was a fair concern from her perspective, but I would never take a Class Path that was that restrictive. Plus, I wanted magic more than anything, so I was always going to favour Class Paths that prioritised my aether development.

Still, giving in seemed a small thing for now. There would be other opportunities that didn’t involve my Path of Infiltration that could conceivably help me unlock the Path of Thievery.

“I won’t steal anything, Mum. Promise!”

“See?” she said. “He doesn’t want to be a thief.”

I mean, I don’t not want to be a thief either, I thought, but wisely kept my mouth shut. I would take the victories I could.

“Alright, I suppose we’re all agreed then,” Gramps confirmed, though he didn’t sound particularly happy about it. Apparently, he was almost as invested in my numbers going up as I was.

The rest of the walk was more pleasant. The three of us discussed which houses I would target and reminded me to only continue until I had reached the second tier on my Path of Infiltration.

Gramps dropped us off at Magatha’s and purchased two nightvision potions to be delivered the following day. I would’ve preferred it sooner, but apparently part of the brewing process actually involved it being performed at night time which begged the question about how she ever planned to have me involved in the process. Her flirting with Mum answered that question easily enough. I rolled my eyes at Magatha’s antics as I made the alchemical base for Scar Rejuvenation potions while Mum drank her tea and politely demurred at Magatha’s more overt overtures.

The walk home was equally pleasant and unexciting with no wildlife attempting to claim our lives. I simply enjoyed being with my family, watching my steps go up in my Paths as I worked on Running again, and relishing in the crisp mountain air.

That night, sleep was not forthcoming. My stomach was filled with excitement at the prospect of infiltrating our neighbours homes. Not because I wanted to break and enter or steal anything from them, but because I — perhaps childishly — relished the challenge. Plus, I wanted my numbers to go up again. 

Climbing quietly out of bed, I crept downstairs to Gramps’ office and started making a few little surprises.

  

    
        Chapter 67

    
    
    
    
  My stomach rumbled with a demand for sustenance as I walked into the kitchen. The sunlight streaming in through the window was still pale, the sun just peeking above the tree line. Gramps wasn’t up yet, but Mum had company in the kitchen as she cooked breakfast. On the other side of the table from me, Griselda sat eating some eggs on warm flat bread, the steam wisping in front of her pale green face in the cool morning air. Her dark eyes flicked up and noted my entry before returning to her food.

“Morning, Mum,” I chirped happily, pulling up a seat. “Hey Griselda! Did you bring us more eggs?”

The half-orc nodded in response, her wiry, black hair not shifting in the slightest from the movement. Today she was wearing tight fitting, dark, woolen pants with a fur jacket. I watched as she shoved the last of her breakfast into her mouth and reached under the table.

A loud clank filled the kitchen as she deposited a hatchet on the bench. The weapon had looked tiny in her hands. Sliding it across to me, I could tell she was watching me, waiting to see my reaction. 

I reached out tentatively and pulled the hatchet across the wood with a scraping sound before wrapping my hands around it and holding it out in front of myself. While it had been small for Griselda, who was twice my height, it seemed like it had been sized specifically for me. 

The wood of the haft was Horndale pine coated in a dark varnish, the handle wrapped in some sort of similarly dark leather. I was about to touch the blade of the axe and test how sharp it was when I caught my Mum shaking her head as she watched me. The warning was clear, and I decided that I would find another way to put my new toy — I mean weapon — through its paces.

“Is this for me?” I asked reverently, my eyes still glued to the hatchet.

Griselda grunted, leaning back in her chair which creaked under her considerable muscle. “A warrior should have an axe. We will train this morning?”

I had expected her to phrase it more as a demand, but the inflection at the end made it clear she was asking a question, or perhaps it could be considered she was making an offer. Either way, I lit up with a big grin.

“Can we train now?!”

“Breakfast first,” Mum insisted as she deposited a plate in front of me and placed a kiss on the top of my head. “You need to have some food in you if you want to grow up big and strong.”

“As big and strong as Griselda?” I asked with a cheeky smile.

Mum merely laughed at my little quip, but I caught the normally stoic Griselda looking away to hide how her lips turned upwards.

As impatient as ever, I wolfed down my eggs and bread before charging for the backdoor with my new weapon. 

“Don’t run with your hatchet!” Mum yelled after me.

I kind of listened to her, slowing down to a fast walk. Exiting the back door I was hit by a wave of cold air, my breath frosting in front of me. We weren’t that far out of winter, and until the sun got a little higher in the sky, the elevation of our mountain home meant that the coolness wouldn’t abate.

Griselda wasn’t far behind me, but I had a moment to glance at my Status before we got started.

My Path of Hatchets was dormant for now, but the problem I was having was I didn’t have a good option to swap it in for. With my plans for the Path of Infiltration tonight, I was going to have to slot Infiltration in somewhere. Then, once I got it to Tier two I could remove it for Path of Hatchets. I revisited my plans for which Path I would be removing this evening, mostly to reassure myself.

Path of Body Strengthening was almost at the next tier which might have been a good option, though that was only if I absolutely smashed my body today and eked out twenty-three steps in a day. A tall order since it might be possible, but would leave me a wreck for the evening when I was trying to sneak around. That sounded like a terrible idea.

Even if I did take that entirely unnecessary risk, what then? Almost everything I did involved strengthening my body — from running, to traversing my obstacle course, lessons in swordplay with George and now lessons in how to fight with hatchets with Griselda. Plus, every Path I actually completed not only gave me more Unallocated Stats to put into Gifted, but gave me progress on my Path of the Completionist — and Body Strengthening was halfway to completion.

By that logic, the choice was obvious, and reaffirmed my previous plans. Coordination was unfortunately going to suffer in dormancy once more. Outside of Swordplay and the Paths I refused to touch — Exceptionalism, Completionist, and Soulstealing — it was the least progressed. Losing almost four hundred steps was going to hurt, but that was only a month or two's effort. Even less once I had raised the stats in Gifted.

I wouldn’t bother making the change until tonight, but at least now I had a plan. I would replace Coordination with Infiltration, work that Elite Path till it was Tier two, then swap Infiltration out for Hatchets.

With my decision made, I looked up to find Griselda waiting for me. 

Moving to stand across from me, the half-orc woman grabbed her own hatchet, pulling it out of the leather loop on her belt. Her entire body seemed almost too casual as she motioned for me to attack. I suppose I was used to George’s style of instruction where he spent more time explaining what to do before having me spar him — I mean, I wasn’t even warmed up yet! Not to mention we weren’t using wooden practice weapons. Mum was going to lose her mind!

Still, actual instruction was a gift I wasn’t about to ignore. So, I attacked with my hatchet. Taking a few quick steps — at least quick for a five year old — I swung my axe in from the side, turning my body in the process. Griselda casually blocked the haft of my axe with her own, the impact of wood rattling against wood felt like electricity traveling up my arm. The half-orc swiveled the head of her hatchet, trying to catch my own, and just like she had taught me, I matched the movement and disengaged. 

Using footwork learned under George, I circled around Griselda, taking another swing at her. I restrained myself, not because I thought I might injure her — there was no chance of that — but because even though the hatchet was quite light, I didn’t want to overextend myself. Griselda matched my movement to an extent. 

Where I took quick light steps, she planted herself with force. Her every move was economical, staying just out of range while close enough to swing back at me. 

She never did though — at least not with her axe. Occasionally, she would take a swing at me with her empty hand, always just after I attacked so I would be forced to dodge rather than attempt a block.

As we continued to dance back and forth, she started to talk as she blocked or avoided my attacks.

“Axes like these are meant for speed, attacking where your enemy is exposed. They are not good at blocking bladed weapons, like swords, so do not try. Instead, use the lightness and speed to be where your enemy is not, then strike, hard and fast, ending the fight in an instant.”

As she spoke, I struck out, swinging my axe down towards her chest. She easily stepped to the side then tried to slap me with her hand. I ducked, knowing she was restraining her speed and strength for my benefit.

“Good,” she commented. Then, for the first time, she attacked me.

Her hatchet was spun around so the blade was facing away from me. She performed a quick — by my standards — set of attacks that had me backing away. I dodged the first three then on the fourth tried to block and hook her axe. Instead, as though she had expected it, her axe twisted in her grip. With a simple tug, she disarmed me, then lowered her weapon, my axe still hanging from the blade of her own.

“And never engage in a contest of strength unless you are certain you are the stronger warrior. The mighty may barrel through their opponents, but the weak must fight smart. Smart and fast. Win the battle in here,” she said, tapping the side of her head. “So you can win the battle here.”

She stomped on the ground.

“You are smart. I hear this often. Bastian is clever. But you are small for now. Small and weak. So, fight like you are weak until you are mighty. Understand?”

I nodded meekly.

Griselda extended her axe toward me, letting me grab my own from where it hung.

“Good, you understand. The weak dodge and trick. This is what we practise. Now dodge.”

She came at me again, and this time, I discarded any foolish thoughts of trying to fight like she did. Instead, I fought like a child, running and dodging — taking swings only when I thought I could get away with it — before dodging some more. Griselda didn’t let up, like a slow moving landslide, she pressured me until I was panting for air. My Paths were having a field day: Running, Balancing, Body Strengthening, Coordination, and even Deception gained steps.

By the time we were done, the sun had drifted higher into the sky, the air warming commensurately. I drifted back towards Mum in the garden with Griselda walking beside me.

“We train again in two days?” she asked, an undertone of worry to her question.

Is she concerned I will say no? I wondered.

“Yes!” I agreed brightly despite being incredibly worn out. “Why two days though?”

“I bring more eggs in two days. The new ones do not have chicken coops yet so they buy them with their silver. Wool too, for Lucille and Kaylee to weave. Goat’s milk and pig meat they ask for as well. I tell traders to bring more of these animals when they come back through.”

I realised she must be talking about the Horndale Mining Co. and the House Firthholm guardsmen or whatever they were called. Would they technically be soldiers? I didn’t know. Either way, it sounded like they didn’t have much in the way of supplies and were buying some meat, eggs, and wool off of Griselda and Martin. If she was getting more animals to buy, she must be expanding her existing set of pens and coops. If she was delivering them every second day, which was what I was hoping, then I was about to get a lot of use out of my Path of Hatchets and perhaps the first few extra Stats from my Child Warrior Boon.

However, as I waved goodbye to Griselda and headed into the outpost for my aethersensing lesson, my mind was already shifting towards my evening plans. The Path of Infiltration beckoned, and I was hoping that by the time the night was done, I would have pushed the Elite Path all the way to the second tier. A large jump for an Elite Path, but then, how many people possessed a Potent Shadow Affinity and the Gifted attribute? I would just have to see if they would be enough.
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  Mum patted my shoulders gently. “Are you sure you want to do this, sweetheart?”

“I’m sure,” I replied.

We were gathered in the common room. I was feeling comfortable in the prevailing silence that had so rarely filled my evenings of late. Our growing community, with their newfound wealth, had started to make their visits far more frequent. I had heard Mum muttering about increasing the next order she was placing with the Adventurer’s Society to accommodate the increased traffic. Life had changed, and I was still adjusting to the new norm.

With the fireplace crackling behind Gramps, they checked my clothes and preparations for the third time. I was dressed in a pair of mottled, black, woolen pants with a matching shirt. No fur coat since I was supposed to be moving quiet and fast, returning before the cold of the mountains had a chance to seep into my bones. My leather boots were laced up tight with the fur around the top tucked into my pants so that at least my feet shouldn’t freeze. Still, they were loose enough for climbing, which I expected to do a lot of.

Physically, I was fully prepared. As for my Paths, that was the first thing I had done this evening. The Path of Coordination once more sat in my Dormant Paths, stuck at Tier six. In its place, the Path of Infiltration waited for me to undertake my nighttime foray. 

I tried not to let the excitement make me jittery, worried that if I did, Mum would change her mind and not let me go. That was the last thing I wanted. Instead, my lips curled up into a confident and cheeky smile.

“Don’t worry, Mum. I got this!”

She knelt down and placed her hands gently on my shoulders. “I’ll always worry, sweetheart. But if this is what you want to do, if Songleaf is that important to you, then of course I will help you in any way I can.”

I threw my arms around her neck and held on tight. “Thanks, Mum.”

“Come on then,” Gramps grumbled. “The night isn’t getting any younger, and I want some sleep before the sun rises.”

I followed Gramps to the front door of the outpost. He turned around before opening the door, holding out a small glass bottle filled with a pale purple liquid. The night vision potion felt larger in my hand than it had when Magatha first delivered it this morning. 

Without waiting on ceremony, Gramps broke the wax seal on top of the potion and drank the entire thing. It took me a second to copy his example, but a moment later, the purple fluid was draining down my throat. I tried not to sputter at the taste. It was rancid. The flavour like something was rotting within it, barely reduced by a floral aftertaste. Reminding myself that it was made from grimfaced owl eyes almost made me vomit, but I swallowed the feeling before I could ruin the potion.

“Was it bad?” Mum asked, the question directed at both of us.

“I’ve had worse,” Gramps replied, before muttering very quietly. “But it still tasted like three-day old ass.”

Mum playfully smacked him on the arm, clearly trying not to smile. I was just thankful for the injected levity.

The potion settled in my stomach slowly over the next few minutes. Focusing on the sensation, I could feel the queasy feeling in my stomach retreat. It was replaced by a coolness that seemed to pass through my aether channels, pooling in my head near my eyes.

Suddenly, the flickering candles were too bright, each one a campfire. They paled before the veritable sun of our fireplace. I closed my eyes, looking away and trying to shield myself from the brightness. Someone's hands — most likely Mum’s based on the softness — landed on my shoulders. Then I was being guided forward. I heard the sound of a door creaking — the hinges badly in need of a little lubricant.

The cool, night air hit me in the face as Mum slowly pushed me forward. I opened my eyes slowly, tentatively taking in the area around the outpost. It was as though I was seeing the world at dusk rather than the middle of the night. There were deep shadows next to the Kellins’ trading post, places where the moon's light couldn’t touch, but everywhere else was clear as a late sunny afternoon to me.

I looked at Gramps who gave a nod — permission to proceed. Then, with one last glance at my mother, I activated Muffled Steps and began jogging across the road. For a month now, I had been experimenting with how long I could use my aether before I ran out. Once upon a time, I had only been able to maintain Muffled Steps for five minutes. It had increased to seven, largely due to increased efficiency from being a higher level. Now, with a Lesser Aether Core, I could keep it going for five times that long. Which was both good for getting it to evolve when I got it to the hundredth step, and for tonight where I intended to sneak around our neighbours’ houses.

The skies above were clear with the moon and stars granting more than enough light for my potion-enhanced vision to check for avian predators. The night wasn’t completely silent. The rustle of the wind through the leaves of the trees and the gentle hum of insects in the dark were more than enough to cover the sound of my boots running across the road.

I slowed down as I approached the Kellins’ house, dipping into the shadow of the building cast by the moon. Pausing for a moment, I let my heart rate slow and my breath even out. Then, with slow and careful steps, I crept around towards the back of their trading post. Unlike the outpost, which had glass windows, the Kellins’ house had wooden shutters that were closed against the cold and the denizens of the night.

Waiting beneath the window, I spent a minute making sure no sounds were coming from inside before I carefully pushed at one of the shutters. It didn’t open. I had come expecting this and pulled out a thin wooden knife — cutlery from our common room — and slipped it into the gap between the shutters. Originally, I had intended to bring one of our kitchen knives until Mum pointed out that getting caught with a piece of wood was a whole different story to getting caught breaking into someone's house with a metal knife. The former would mark me as a little thief, the latter, possibly a murderer.

The latch holding the shutters together lifted under my careful ministrations, and I was able to slowly swing the wood open. I left it half closed, unwilling to risk a second hinge. Activating Controlled Grip and Muffled Steps at the same time, I climbed into the room. In the corner of the room was a solid wooden bed. There were two lumps hidden beneath a fur blanket — clearly the Kellins with a low rumble from Frederick every few seconds. At the end of the bed was a crib within which slumbered their baby boy. No one reacted to my presence.

I had expected the feeling of successfully infiltrating their home to be one of elation, like I had accomplished a grand task. That was how I felt after doing the same to the miners’ old shack. Instead, the feeling I had was the same as what I was — that of an intruder. I didn’t belong here, and I was invading their privacy, their home, their safe space. It left a bad taste in my mouth, and I almost turned on the spot to leave. 

Only the fact that I was already in their home, and that I had a goal to complete, kept me from giving in to the feeling. My hand drifted towards my pocket where seven little drawings on brown paper waited. Each one of a different weapon from a Path I had unlocked. They were meant to be my little pranks, markers I would hide in each of the places I broke into to show off. 

But, that wasn’t what I wanted to do now. How would I feel if I was going through my room and found something that had clearly been placed there to taunt me? I’d feel violated, and probably pretty angry. My hand drifted away from my planned prank, and I looked around the room. The Path of Infiltration might accept that I had achieved my goal, but just in case, I drifted over to a wooden basin near their cooking area. A metal spoon — most likely Martin’s work — was drying on a rag. I moved it a finger's width to the right then headed back for the window I came in.

Climbing back out was just as easy for me as climbing in. Once outside, I carefully closed the shutter and reapplied the latch before crouching down in the darkness. I glanced at my Status to see if the Myriad Paths had acknowledged my performance.

Path of Infiltration I (29/100)

When I had broken into the miners’ old shack, I had gotten twelve steps on my Path of Infiltration. Of course, I had lost two of those steps when I moved the Path out of my Active list. This time, with my improved Shadow affinity and the increased bonus from Gifted, it seemed like a single task had rewarded me with nineteen steps. It was an insane number and really drove home how powerful affinities could be, not to mention the sixty-one percent boost from Gifted. But the most interesting thing to me was that, with four more successful infiltrations, I would push the Path to the second tier in a single night. An almost unfathomable goal for most people.

Since I had lost my sense of excitement towards the task itself, I stopped wasting time and activated Muffled Steps once more. Walking quickly and quietly, I approached the four houses built for the Horndale Mining Co.

Between each successful infiltration, I popped out somewhere that Gramps could see me and gave a wave. He would wave back, acknowledging my progress and probably informing Mum that I was okay. Then I would move onto the next house.

Each one was a repeat of the last with only a few changes. The houses were basically identical, likely built with Griselda’s help and following the same style. Unlike the Kellins’, their shutters were simply pulled closed, and I didn’t have to do any finagling to get inside. Then, I would climb in, move something small just a little, and climb back out. 

I noted a few things as I went. Brin was a snorer, for one, so she was never allowed to sleep in my room. One of the miners slept in the nude and was hairy enough to be a beastkin. That image would, unfortunately, be burned into my mind for a while, and I accepted it as penance for my sins and the price of progressing my Path. 

However, I had expected there to be two more miners present. They weren’t. I wondered if maybe they slept at their mine instead. It wasn’t like they hadn’t been away for days before. Either way, I put the thought out of my mind as I climbed out of the last house and crouched down in the darkness. 

A notification flashed in the corner of my vision, taunting me. Looking around, I doublechecked to make sure there weren’t any bears in my surroundings or birds in the sky. Satisfied I was safe, I opened the notification.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Infiltration II (105/100)

Reward: 2 Extra Skill Slots, Skill Seed (Infiltration) (Greater), 4 Unallocated Stats

Not enough free Skill Slots available. Reward of Skill Seed (Infiltration) (Greater) provided as a physical object.

The slick orb appeared in my hand before immediately being shoved deep into my pocket. I couldn’t help but smirk in the darkness as I applied the Unallocated Stats to Gifted, flush with a sense of victory. Gifted had improved by another percent, further snowballing my advantage. On top of that, I now had enough free Skill Slots to use my Lesser Stealth Skill Seed if I wanted to. The extra Skill Seed was buttercream flower on the icing of an already stacked cake. 

I was on top of the world, having gotten everything I wanted from this night time foray. Which was why I was so pissed off when I heard the two voices whispering in the darkness. The two miners crept away from the old miner’s shack, bars of silver in their hands that shone like compacted moonbeams in my night vision potion-enhanced sight.

I should just go home. It’s not worth it, I thought, even as I activated Muffled Steps and crept after them. My curiosity is going to get me in trouble one of these days.
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  My footfalls were silent as I stalked the two miners among the Horndale pines. Muffled Steps remained active as aether flowed through my channels and into my feet. Between the Skill, my small size, and the night vision potion that let me avoid the loose scree along the trail, I might as well have been a ghost.

About fifteen metres in front of me, the two miners were whispering softly. Not so quiet that I couldn’t hear them though.

“This is a bad fucking idea, Kole. What if we get caught?” muttered the taller of the two men.

Even with my night vision, I couldn’t tell who he was or the colour of his hair in the dark. All I could say was that his hair was short and he definitely was not one of the original four miners.

“We won’t,” whispered the other miner as he stumbled slightly in the dark.

I was happy to see it, since I had been a little worried that the miners might actually have an Advanced Attribute or Skill that let them see in the dark. Based on the way these two bulldozed down the path, they knew where they were going but couldn’t see much of their surroundings.

As for ‘Kole.’ him I recognised. He was the bald bastard that had made a pass at Mum before Gramps put him in his place. In the dark of the night, with the moonlight faint beneath the canopy of pines, I could see his shiny dome like it was a burning torch. 

I smiled. Night vision potions are no joke.

Then, the pair of miners-turned-miscreants stopped. They glanced around as if they could see more than a few metres in front of their face, before turning towards a stone bigger than I was that sat nestled against a small slope on the side of the path. 

Very carefully, I circled around, double-checking my surroundings like the paranoid kid I was. My footfalls remained silent, the aether continuing to flow into my Skill as my eyes scanned the sky and brush. With no sign of imminent danger, I continued to circle around to where I could get a better view of what they were doing.

The stone looked like it weighed a lot, but the two men moved it together with only a slight grunt. As the moonlight cut through a few gaps in the canopy above, I got to see a small stack of silver bars — each no longer than my hand and barely two fingers wide — tucked into a hole dug out behind the rock. I did a quick count. There were eight bars already in there, with Kole and his friend adding another two each. Twelve in total, so far.

I decided that I had seen enough. More importantly, I had been away longer than I should have. While the two miners got ready to roll the stone back into place to hide their stash, I quickly scampered back up the trail. 

Once I was back at the Horndale Mining Co. houses, I skirted around them and returned to the shadow of the Kellins’ trading post. I had waved to Gramps as I passed, but I wasn’t ready to try and dash across the road. Patience was key for stealth, and I could be very patient when I wanted to — even more so when I needed to.

It took a few minutes for Kole and his partner in crime to return. The two of them stumbled back into their homes with what I figured they presumed was stealth. To me, it looked more like a lumbering bull and its lanky gorilla friend trying to be sneaky. They were very much not. 

Once they were inside, I did one more scan of the sky. Still no sign of any owls. Then, with a mad dash and what little remained of my aether flowing into Muffled Steps, I sprinted across the road and back into the outpost.

The door was shut resolutely behind me, the bolt dropping across the entry to bar anyone else from following me. Not that there was anyone, but Gramps locked the place up every night. If someone was to break in, they would need to go through one of the glass windows.

“That last one took you a while,” Mum commented. “Did something go wrong?”

Gramps looked equally curious.

I debated lying to them. Not because I was worried that Mum would be mad at me for sneaking off into the forest. Well, not just because of that. No, I was worried that if I told them, they might have to do something about what I had seen. I really didn’t know the requirements of being a Factor of an outpost for the Adventurer’s Society. Was Gramps required to report them? If so, what was the punishment? 

It had also crossed my mind that knowing where their stash was, it wouldn’t take much effort for me to go help myself. Obviously, there was absolutely no hope of me moving that stone myself. But I was friends with a certain half-orc who had muscles on her muscles. Would stealing from thieves unlock the Path of Thievery? I certainly wouldn’t feel bad about it.

In the end though, the deciding factor was simply keeping my promise to them. I had said no more secrets, and for now at least, I would try to keep my word.

“Umm, no. The houses were fine, and I didn’t wake anyone. I got my Path of Infiltration to the second tier. But then, just when I was finishing, I heard voices in the forest. It was two of the miners. The bald one that was rude to Mum and one of the new ones. Anyway…”

I paused for a second, seeing the frown slowly appearing on Mum’s face while Gramps diplomatically looked away and tried to hide his burgeoning smile.

“And what did you do?” Mum asked. The words themselves sounded oh so calm, but the look in her eyes said I was in trouble.

“I followed them into the forest to see what they were doing,” I admitted as I looked down, my chin coming to rest on my chest.

Mum sighed, kneeling down to check me over while Gramps started chuckling.

“What’s so funny?” she asked glaring at Gramps as she patted me down checking for rips or tears in my clothing.

“Curiosity should be rewarded,” Gramps muttered. He was throwing her own words back at her.

His words initially made Mum’s frown worse, her bright blue eyes hidden behind the storm clouds that were her eyebrows. But then, bit by bit, her expression softened. 

She turned towards me and kissed me on my brow. “You need to be more careful. There is a time and place for curiosity. Out in the dark on your own is not it.”

I nodded.

“So, what were they doing?” Gramps asked.

“Stealing silver,” I answered.

“Oh.”

The word came out of two mouths at the same time, both Mum and Gramps looking surprised.

Gramps was the first to return to normal. “I guess they’re not particularly happy with House Firthholm’s new taxes. Still, surprised they’re willing to risk losing a hand for theft.”

I blanched. In all my time, I had not really considered what the cost of getting caught might be. The idea of it had never crossed my mind. Perhaps because I was still being childish, or perhaps because we were so disconnected from the societies that surrounded us up here in the mountains. But all of that was changing. Society had found something here they wanted, and they were moving in, bringing their laws and demands with them. All the more reason for me to keep my nose out of it. Maybe Mum had more concrete reasons for me to avoid the Path of Thievery than “it’s wrong.”

Curiosity killed the cat, I reminded myself. And I do not have nine lives.

“People have done worse things for sillier reasons,” Mum said before turning to me. “What about your Path, Sweetheart? You said you finished it?”

I grinned at them both. “I got four Unallocated Stats, two Skill Slots and a Greater Infiltration Skill Seed! But the Myriad Paths said I didn’t have enough slots for the Skill.”

I pulled the shiny, black Skill Seed out of my pocket. It was a perfect sphere that drank in the light and felt like I was holding air that was slipping through my fingers.

“Not surprised,” Gramps answered, pausing before taking it from me as if asking for permission. I proffered the orb, giving my approval.

He held the Skill Seed in the palm of his hand as he looked it over before returning his gaze to me. “Greater Skills take up four slots. You’ve got, what? Three?”

I nodded before a question occurred to me. “Can you remove Skills?”

“You can. It’s a little painful and requires a Skill Removal Seed which you can only get from Dungeons or Rifts, but it’s possible. They’re not too hard to come by. I think all Dungeons give them as rewards on the top two layers which is where you’ll find the majority of Adventurers. They look just like this one, but they’re a milky white instead of black.”

“How much would they cost in aether coins?” I asked.

“Depends… probably somewhere between five and ten. Why?”

Mum answered for me. “He’s thinking about whether or not he wants to use his other Skill Seed. The Lesser Stealth one. Right, Sweetheart?”

“Right, Mum!” I replied happily.

I wanted to make sure I had options in the future if the Skills I took now didn’t suit me. With the ability to remove them, I could take some risks. It might feel like flushing money down the drain, but my progress was more important than potential wealth. Besides, if the Skills helped me for even a year then the temporary investment would be worth it. Though, I did wonder if I was assuming too much by thinking Gramps would buy me some if I needed them. 

Then again, I could always go take some stolen silver and pay my own way, I thought.

“Okay. Enough excitement for one night. Bed time,” Mum stated.

Gramps yawned agreeably and headed for the stairs. Ten minutes later, snug in my own bed, I went to sleep with a cheshire grin on my face.

Morning came too quickly — which it always does when you stay up too late — but I forcibly dragged myself out of bed and got to work doing my bodyweight routine.

I was halfway through my second last set of decline push ups, feet propped up on the wooden chest filled with my clothes, when the notification appeared.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Body Strengthening IX (5000/5000)

Reward: 1 Unallocated 

One day, I would need to consider whether putting every Unallocated point in Gifted was the best use of my free Stats. Today was not that day. Despite my satisfaction at seeing Gifted go up, that didn’t distract me from finishing my workout.

Breakfast was filled with spices from Kaylee’s cooking, so I opted for something plainer. I did like her cooking, but not when I had to drink my Scar Rejuvenation potion. The sweet berry flavour did not mix well with the spices. There had been an ‘accident’ the first time. I would not be repeating my mistake. 

My scars were mostly gone thanks to the potions with only thin silver lines remaining. Still, it would be another few months before they were gone entirely. A purely cosmetic improvement, but I was willing to admit I was a little vain and didn’t want to look like a cat’s scratching post.

Etta and I left the kitchen table, following Gramps into his office for our morning aethersensing lesson. Etta had her brown hair up in pigtails today and gave me a big smile which transformed into one of confusion as the old codger slapped down two stacks of pale brown paper in front of us.

“Alright, kids, it’s time we make these lessons a little more challenging.”
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  My pencil scratched against the paper as I copied down what my aethersensing was trying to tell me. Etta sat beside me, her tongue poking slightly out of her mouth as she focused. Gramps sat across from us, wearing a nicer dark blue shirt than he normally wore which highlighted his sturdy physique. His mostly gray hair was combed back off his head and held there by a black ribbon near the nape of his neck. 

I had noticed how he had been favouring a more polished appearance since the arrival of Lady Yalindra and her House Firthholm forces. My guess was Gramps was putting the additional emphasis on how he presented himself to make sure he was taken seriously by the lesser noble. Something about ‘clothes maketh the man’ had popped into my head at the thought — an idiom from one of the fragments of my past life.

I finished my drawing and looked over my work. Just as Gramps had promised, this new lesson structure was far more challenging. Instead of trying to find the aether in the room — which had gotten far easier with a Lesser Aether Core — Etta and I were now trying to determine the aether’s shape. To prove that we were doing it correctly, we had to draw the shape on a piece of paper. Whether that was so the Myriad Paths could acknowledge our efforts or for Gramps to check on our work, I wasn’t sure. I was betting on the latter.

I slowly drew a circle in the middle of the pentagram I had roughly scribbled down, feeling pretty sure there was a hole in the middle of the aether construct Gramps was maintaining. I must’ve been right as my Path of Aethersensing ticked up. Alongside the additional step was a new notification.

Path Unlocked! Path of Drawing (0/10)

It wasn’t too surprising that I had only just gotten drawing. Generally, I didn’t have access to paper outside of my writing lessons with Mum. In fact, the only drawings I had done were for pranks. A couple had been left in Gramps’ office, and then the ones I had planned for my Infiltration escapade which I ended up shoving into the hidden nook in my room. All in all, a budding artist I was probably not.

Dismissing the notification, I filed my new Path away with all the other lifestyle Paths I had. The list of them was piling up in the background. There was Cleaning, Gardening, and Cooking — all from helping Mum out like the dutiful son I was. 

Then I had some more body based ones like Jumping, Throwing, Acrobatics, and Awareness — which was apparently a precursor for the Path of Perception so I had my eyes on it as a possible option in the future. 

Social Paths were amongst my options as well, with Persuasion leading the charge — Conversation and Mentoring trailing behind.

Most of these Paths would never see the light of day. I had a finite amount of time, and only Paths that I was either confident in completing, or that could actively contribute to my future Class Paths would make the cut and join the Active list. 

Of those, there was a set of four that were all scholarly in nature. I had Paths unlocked for Reading and Writing in both Helenian and English. For now, they were languishing in obscurity, but that was only because I was working on the former almost daily and the latter would fly up the moment I focused on them. Because of that, I thought it best to get more Stats into Gifted first to minimise the time the four Paths would sit on my Active list.

Gramps drew me out of my musings as he leaned over his desk to check our work. I noted that Etta’s pentagon had a little bubble coming off the top. Trying to focus harder on the aether hovering by the bookcase — I still couldn’t sense the additional bud on the pentagon. I hoped, for a moment, that it meant she was wrong.

“Well done, Etta,” Gramps complimented before looking at mine. “Close, Bastian. Very close. Keep working hard at it.”

I smiled in defeat. 

Bested again by the superior aether core, I grumbled mentally.

I salved my wounded pride with the fact that I got more steps out of my middling success than Etta. While I now had a Lesser Aether Core like her, hers was still further along to the next tier, and the difference in our innate capabilities was noticeable. I had narrowed the gap — and exceeded the Path development — but I was still the inferior, novice mage out of the two of us.

The rest of the lesson continued with similar results. Gramps didn’t make the shapes more complex, but there were always additions. Etta got most of them — but not all — while I failed to find the additions every time. It didn’t matter too much though. Steps were steps, my numbers were going up, and Gramps was still on the case looking to help me improve my Aether Core further.

When the lesson ended, Etta ran off back to her house for lunch with a smile on her face. Rather than eat immediately — despite my stomach protesting — I ventured up to my room. Lying down on the comfortable pile of furs that was my bed, I carefully opened the nook in the wall. My prizes stored within consisted of: a claw from the crow that attacked me, a few shiny rocks I had found around the outpost, a pile of seven small drawings each of a different weapon, and a Skill Seed in the form of a shiny black marble. The other Skill Seed was hidden somewhere in Gramps office — for now.

I took out the marble, running my fingers over it. Even with it in front of my eyes, held between my forefingers and thumb, I couldn’t describe the feeling. It might as well have been a void that my digits slipped around. The Lesser Stealth Skill Seed had been in my stash for over a year now, a relic from before I knew much about Skills.

That lack of knowledge had changed. I had learned Skills could be removed, and that Minor Skills only took up one slot. Lesser Skills then doubled, taking up two slots, with Greater taking up four. Logic dictated that whatever Skill tier came next would take up eight. All of this was enough information to make a decision about whether to use the Lesser of my two Skill Seeds — the answer was yes.

Holding the Skill Seed tightly I thought about using it. A notification appeared.

Free Skill Slots available. Would you like to use your Skill Seed (Stealth) (Lesser) to gain a Skill?

I mentally agreed and the marble vanished, the sensation of aether flowing into me immediately following.

Skill Seed (Stealth) (Lesser) used. Three available Skills.


	Conceal Presence - Lesser effect of making yourself harder to notice.




	Shawl of Shadow - Wrap shadows around you to conceal yourself.




	Ghostwalk - Footsteps are less likely to leave signs of passing.



My options were somewhat similar to the Minor Stealth Skill Seed I had used. Conceal Presence seemed like a straight upgrade of Reduce Presence. Similarly, Shawl of Shadow sounded like a step up from Shadow Blend. Only Ghostwalk bucked the trend, as Muffled Steps was definitely a Sound affinity Skill while Ghostwalk had a physical aspect to it. Kinetic maybe? Was that even an affinity? Just one more question for Gramps.

As tempted as I was to take Conceal Presence, there was no way I was making the same mistake twice. Or three times — if you factored in my Infiltration Skill. Shawl of Shadow had shadow in the name. I had a Potent Shadow affinity. Duck, meet water.

Still, I had promised to discuss the choice with Mum and Gramps before I made a decision.

“Mum!” I yelled, as I ran downstairs, bolting for Gramps' office.

I threw the door open and charged inside, jumping up onto one of the two empty seats. My feet thumped against the chair as I planted both of my hands on the Horndale pine desk. Gramps looked up at me from scribbling in the Path manual he was creating. I was saved from his ire by Mum as she came rushing in a moment later.

“What’s the matter, Sweetheart?” she asked quickly.

“Close the door,” I whispered, like I was telling a secret — because I kind of was.

Mum did as I asked before taking the seat next to me.

“I used my Lesser Stealth Skill Seed,” I said once we were all settled.

Gramps leaned back in his chair. “Have you made a selection yet?”

I shook my head.

“What are your options, Sweetheart?” Mum asked.

“Conceal Presence, Shawl of Shadows, and Ghostwalk.”

The way Mum’s face twitched told me she was trying not to frown at my options. They were all kind of related to being sneaky, which could be twisted towards being something like a scout, though Mum probably saw them as gateways into being a thief.

Gramps however looked at me impatiently. “Well, what do they do?”

“You don’t know?” I playfully teased to which he rolled his eyes.

“Conceal Presence says it makes me harder to notice. Does that work on everyone? Animals too, or like, just people? Beastkin and goblins as well?”

The words were tumbling out of me, my curiosity demanding answers.

“It works on anything with an aether core I believe. So not on tiny insects and the like, but basically everything else,” Gramps answered.

Good to know, I thought. Especially since Beastkin probably have enhanced senses.

“Umm,” I continued. “Shawl of Shadows lets me pull shadows around myself for concealment. Ghostwalk says it increases the likelihood I won’t leave behind signs of my passing. How does it do that?”

“Kinetic affinity,” Gramps said, rubbing his beard before looking me in the eye. “Makes it so you apply less pressure to the ground as you pass. Wouldn’t work in the mud or snow and only marginally on dirt and grass until you improved the Skill a bit. The choice seems obvious to me.”

He and I spoke at the same time.

“Shawl of Shadows.”

Gramps laughed, even if Mum didn’t seem as excited.

“Are we sure that’s what is best?” she asked.

“It’ll work with his affinity, which means the Skill will improve a lot faster, and added to his Muffled Steps, should make him pretty hard to find for anyone who doesn’t have Aethersensing,” Gramps continued before pausing at my Mum’s facial expression. 

She looked a little distraught, her eyes downcast and her heart shaped face turned toward me.

“I promise I won’t use it for bad things, Mum.”

“I know you won’t, Sweetheart. You’re a good boy. I just worry about you is all.”

“We can always remove it later if we find it doesn’t suit him, Penny,” Gramps added.

Mum finally looked up at Gramps, then turned to me. “Alright, Honey. If that’s the one you want.” 

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Gramps asked.

His words were all the encouragement I needed — though I was still worried about Mum.

Excitedly I sent my answer to the Myriad Path — choosing Shawl of Shadows. I expected it to simply appear on my Skill list just like my other two Skills had. Instead, a notification popped up unbidden, my face transforming into a frown as I read.

Shawl of Shadows selected.

Error. 

Fragments of higher tier Skill of the same sequence found.

Assessing…

Assessing…

Determining events leading to Skill fragmentation. 

Soul fracture identified. 

Soul merging identified.

Skill fragments found.

Merge fragments to restore Skill?

Restored Skill exceeds user available slots.

Assessing…

Assessing…

Successful integration of Skill would trigger a Minor Achievement.

Trigger Minor Achievement and Skill integration simultaneously?

Assessing…

Assessing…

Parameters deemed acceptable. Simultaneous events triggered.

Achievement Acquired! Evolve a Skill to the Greater Grade before unlocking a Class Path.
Reward: +2 Skill Slots

New Greater Stealth Skill Acquired: Royal Cloak of Shadows

“What the fuck was that?” I muttered.

“Language, Bastian!” Mum admonished.

At the same time, Gramps asked, “What happened?”

I’ve gone and done it now, I thought, as I prepared to explain my latest bout of weirdness.
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  My mind raced as I considered what to say. No more secrets — that is what I had promised my family. Was I going to lie to them so soon despite what I had said? I certainly didn’t want to. But, there was no doubt in my mind that explaining what had just happened would raise questions. In the end, I just had to decide whether or not I trusted them — and I did.

“The Myriad Paths sent a bunch of messages and then gave me an Achievement. Also, the Skill name changed,” I said quietly as I looked down like I had done something wrong.

I hadn’t of course — at least, not really. But then, I also hadn’t told them everything last time.

“What did the messages from the Myriad Paths say?” Gramps asked.

I relayed them word for word, reading directly off the notification.

Gramps and Mum looked at each other — matching blue eyes — one set pushing for silence and the other for revelation. Mum clearly didn’t want to talk about how this could be related to my birth and the demonic cult. Gramps, however, was clearly ready to spill the beans. That all assumed I was reading their looks correctly, but I had known them both for basically my entire life — so I was pretty confident. Certainly, I had fragments of memories from my previous life, but with every year, they felt more distant and less relevant. This, here and now, was who I was — and I was ready to get them to be honest with me so we could move beyond this state of fear. One that I felt was affecting everyone involved.

“What aren’t you telling me?” I said, interrupting their staring match.

Mum shifted her gaze to me, her eyes softening in the process. “What do you mean, Sweetheart?”

“You’re looking at each other like Gramps wants to say something, and you don’t want him to. Is this about why Magatha sometimes gives me funny looks… and why I don’t look like either of you?”

Was I leading the conversation using the knowledge that I was adopted? Yes, yes I was. That information was the barrier between the circumstances of my birth and Mum’s willingness to discuss them.

“I told you he would figure it out, Penny. With a mental stat as high as his, I am almost surprised he didn’t ask something sooner,” Gramps grumbled.

Mum, however, just looked sad. “Does Magatha do that often? Give you funny looks?”

“Just sometimes when you call me your son,” I hedged.

She looked away from me, her lips pursed in anger. It was the same sort of look she had when Magatha had used a spell on me. I had a strong feeling my brewing lessons were going to come to an end soon. Oh well, little loss in my mind. Magatha had annoyed me in her own way with the constant flirting with Mum despite being constantly rebuffed. Maybe she was a little more refined in her attempts than the miners had been, but her persistence was its own flavour of creepy.

“Does she look at me like that because you didn’t give birth to me like how Jennifer gave birth to Francis?” I asked, pushing the issue. 

I thought Mum might keep asking me questions as a way to avoid answering mine. Instead, she turned her chair to face me and leaned forward, cupping my cheeks gently with her hands. They were soft against my skin despite all the hard work she did around the outpost — and just a little warm. Her bright blue eyes were slightly wet, on the verge of tears and trying to hold them back.

“Even if I didn’t give birth to you, you are my son. You always have been, and you always will be.”

I tried not to cry and failed, my childish emotions bubbling up and overwhelming me in an instant. She pulled me onto her lap, arms wrapping around me tightly.

The world looked blurry through my tears as I slowly got myself under control. Gramps was looking at us with a soft smile and eyes that were blatantly holding back tears.

“Like your mother said, lad. We’re your family, regardless of what came before. You’ve been with us since shortly after your birth.”

I nodded, nestling into my Mum’s chest even if I was starting to get a bit big for it now that I was five. “And before that? Is that the reason for these messages?”

Path of Deception ticked up since I knew for a fact they were.

With Mum too busy holding and rocking me, it was Gramps who answered. “We think so. The people you were found with were… not nice people. They did some very bad things, and it seems some of those things might have involved you. I am guessing here — but it’s probably why you unlocked your Status early, and why you already had the Path of Exceptionalism. It might even be the reason you have such a powerful Shadow affinity. Now there is this as well — I don’t know what to make of it, but I suspect it’s all connected.”

I tilted my head to look up at Mum. “I don’t care about any of that. You’re my Mum.”

The words had the desired effect. Mum nodded, holding me tight with fresh tears falling down her pale cheeks. Seeing her happy tears made me feel a little better about making her cry as well as my decision to bring this topic up. It was bound to happen eventually, but this was probably earlier than planned.

It took a little while, but eventually, we all calmed down and I slipped back into my own chair. Mum still kept hers facing me though, wearing her heart on her sleeve as she watched me with a mixture of love and worry.

“Should I try the Skill then?” I asked Gramps.

He nodded. “When you’re ready.”

Mentally, I touched on the feeling of the Skill within my aether core. Aether flowed out from the swirling dark mass, rushing down my channels until the tendrils reached out of my shoulders. Around me, the shadows shifted like a living thing, swaying in a breeze that didn’t exist. Then, slowly, they began to drift towards me like pieces of torn fabric as they wrapped themselves around me. Like fragments of a greater whole, they drew together into a threadbare cloak that surrounded me in darkness from head to toe.

“Huh.”

The sound came from Gramps as he looked at me. 

“What is it?” Mum asked, her tone one of worry.

Gramps frowned. “I can’t sense the aether he’s using.”

Did I just hear that right? I thought. Does the Royal addition to the Skill conceal the aether used as well, or is that just because it’s the Greater grade version of the Skill?

Staring back at Gramps as I considered what to do next was like peering at the old man through a wafer thin curtain while shadows drifted across my face. The strain on my aether channels was slowly building, a very mild burning sensation flowing through them. Feeling the drain on my aether core was surprisingly fine, and I realised my Shadow affinity was greatly reducing the aether required to power the Skill.

I released the Skill a moment later — the shadows flaking off me and vanishing as the aether dispersed into the air.

“Powerful Skill for a kid,” Gramps commented with a smirk.

“Thanks,” I said, suddenly shy about it and not fully recovered from my earlier emotions.

Mum picked up on my apprehensiveness. “Why don’t we have dinner tonight out back? You can make a bonfire and show off a little, Dad. I’ll cook up both of your favourites — roast lamb and gravy with some steamed vegetables.”

I perked up immediately. Just like my grandfather, I loved Mum’s cooking. But all her other dishes paled in comparison to her roast lamb. The reminder of one of the things Gramps and I shared also helped ground my emotions. The pair of us couldn’t agree fast enough, and Mum dusted herself off, giving us a smile before leaving the office to start prepping for dinner.

Pushing myself out of my chair, I headed for the door, only for Gramp's voice to bring me to a halt.

“I don’t know what they did to you, Bastian. But whatever it was, it doesn’t have to define you. You can become whoever you want to be.”

I smiled at his reassurance and glanced back at him. “I want to be the best. Strong enough to protect you and Mum, and to see the world.”

Gramps chuckled. “Keep up the hard work then. With your attributes and work ethic you’re on track to be one of the best adventurers, if not the best, in Meravia or Ajinar. Your Mum and I will support you all the way. Now shoo. I’ve got some new information to write about.”

The afternoon passed as usual with sword practice, but as the sun set and my fellow martial pupils went home, Gramps came outside to join me. Together, we roamed the edges of the woods in the distance, collecting piles of dead wood and carrying them back to the outpost. With each trip, the future bonfire size grew until it stood taller than me.

With the sun finally going down, we dragged a few furs outside, laying them over the stones to give us somewhere comfortable to sit. Then Gramps kickstarted the impromptu festivities. With a flick of his finger, a fizzing ball of fire made a whoosh sound and crashed into the heart of our overly large pile of sticks. The wood drank in the heat, flames climbing into the sky.

I settled in next to Mum, accepting my bowl and fork as we began to eat. The fire was comforting in the same way Gramps was. I wondered if — in the future — I ever got another affinity slot, would I choose fire to fill it with fire to be a little more like him?

In my musings, I stared up at the night sky, and it was like the world was giving me the answer to the question I had just asked. Right there above us — streaking across the sky with a red tail trailing in its wake — was a shooting star.

Even as I thought that it was a sign, I was pointing it out to Mum and Gramps.

“Look! A shooting star!”

Mum and Gramps both looked up. Mum and I marvelled at the streak of fire crossing the heavens, but the look on Gramps’ face was more pensive. 

I wasn’t the only one to notice.

“What’s wrong, Dad?” Mum asked.

“When a shooting star crosses the sky, a new Dungeon is born,” Gramps answered.

I looked down from the fiery comet and over to the old codger. “Really? How does that work?”

Gramps just shrugged, pulling his fur coat tighter around him despite the heat from the bonfire.

“It’s been studied over the years and plenty of scholars have noted the events. How every time a shooting star crosses the skies slowly, just like that —” He jabbed his finger at the sky. “A new dungeon has appeared in the days following it.”

“Does it mean anything for us?” Mum asked.

Gramps gave it a moment's thought before shaking his head. “It shouldn’t unless it lands in Meravia. But it’ll change the balance of power between nations. Dungeons always do.”

“Gramps,” I said, grabbing his attention. “If new dungeons appear every time there is a shooting star, how come there aren’t more dungeons nearby?”

He looked back into the fire. “Because sometimes dungeons die, or worse, breach.”

“Like Rifts?” I asked.

He nodded to my question. “Just like Rifts, only on a far larger scale. Ask your Mum to tell you the story of Deeping Gorge sometime.”

“Why not tonight?” I asked almost petulantly, looking between the old man and Mum.

“Because such stories aren’t good for little boys before bed,” Mum said as she wrapped the furs around us now that we had all finished eating.

I let the subject drop, instead falling into my own thoughts. If dungeons could die, did that also mean they could be killed?
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  That night, I dreamed of comets with fiery tails in hundreds of colours raining down all around me. I couldn’t remember what happened when they crashed into the ground in my dream; which I guessed was my mind's way of glossing over the fact that I had no idea what a Dungeon looked like. 

As weird as the dream was, it was still better than how my morning was going so far. Halfway through my aethersensing lesson, the thunder of hooves coming down the road outside interrupted us. Gramps had been the first one up, with Etta and I hot on his heels, heading to the door to find — a pack? A squad? I didn’t know the word for it, but about twenty armed and armoured guards on horseback. Two amongst them had carried banners depicting a golden-threaded storm eagle holding a bolt of lightning on a background of pale blue.

It seemed House Landrin had arrived. Not only had the Meravian Ducal House sent their own contingent to contest control of the silver mine — they had sent twice the number of warriors as House Firthholm.

That was how I found myself lying down on my stomach on the wooden floor of the second story landing, eavesdropping on the meeting between the two houses. The outpost was as close to neutral ground as we had in our little community and Gramps had cleared the place out for the two Houses to discuss what they would do about the silver mine. As per usual, my curiosity just had to be satisfied. So far, no one had bothered to say anything. Either they hadn’t noticed me, or more likely — they were willing to ignore a nosey five-year-old.

Lady Yalindra’s plain brown hair was pulled back tightly and wrapped into a bun which made her countenance even more severe than it usually was. She was dressed for battle, her arms encased in metal with a breastplate that was barely hidden by a tabard bearing the black tree of House Firthholm on a white background. At her waist hung a thin blade in a decorated scabbard.

Across from her sat the representative of House Landrin, Ser Joss Tailor. I’d managed to ask Mum what the title meant before finding my perch. The ‘Ser’ meant he was a Knight in service to House Landrin. Mum had commented that if he had been sent up to our little home he was likely unlanded. Ser Joss was a somewhat short man — similar in height to Lady Yalindra. But where Lady Yalindra walked with a confidence that told anyone watching in no uncertain terms that she was better than them, Ser Joss moved with a deadly grace. The sword at his hip looked almost utilitarian in comparison to Lady Yalindra’s weapon — and I had spied the wear on the grip. New leather wrapped over old on the hilt spoke of a man who was more than accustomed to violence.

Despite all that, Ser Joss seemed nothing but cordial in his own set of steel armour painted with a few light blue highlights and golden storm eagles on his pauldrons proclaiming his allegiance.

A few soldiers from each of their forces stood at the edges of the room on opposite sides. The rest were milling around outside and, depending on how this meeting went, I suspected that they could turn to violence. My fears were clearly shared by the Kellins and the Horndale Mining Co. as when we had gone inside, they were all staying well away from the fighting men and women of the two noble Houses.

The kitchen door squeaked open and Mum entered the room carrying a tray with two wooden cups and metal tea pot. She hadn’t changed since this morning, so she was still wearing her dark blue dress with a black fur scarf to ward off the morning chill.

I watched as she placed the cups down on the table and then set the tea aside, not serving the two nobles.

“Would you like any drinks for your soldiers?” she asked.

“Some ale for mine,” Lady Yalindra stated coolly. “Though water it down a little. They might have a long day ahead of them.”

Ser Joss shook his head slightly. “Nothing for my soldiers. They carry their own water.”

Mum nodded, heading for the bar as Lady Yalindra sneered at Ser Joss.

“How boring their lives must be following you around. Have you no sense of pleasure, Joss?”

Even I could read the insult in how Lady Yalindra did not include his title. Despite that, the only sign that Ser Joss took umbrage was a momentary tightening around his eyes. Then he relaxed again, gauntleted hand resting on the table and ignoring the tea.

“That comes after a victory, Lady Yalindra. Though perhaps they will have something to celebrate this evening.”

Yalindra snorted. “Go home Joss, and tell your Lord that you came and found that House Firthholm had already staked their rightful claim on these lands.”

“Funny you should mention that. My Lord showed me the maps drawn up by the Kingdom of Meravia, and it seems that this entire pass, almost to the foothills, belongs to the Duchy of Landrin which as you know is rightfully bestowed upon House Landrin. Based on these maps, I can do little but surmise that you have invaded my Lord’s lands and laid claim to that which is his.”

“We both know those maps predate the current agreement between Ajinar and Meravia about the distribution of the Horndale Mountains,” Yalindra countered.

I searched her body language for a sign of how she was feeling but came up with nothing. No surprise that a noble was schooled in the art of concealing their emotions. Ser Joss was just as impressive in this regard, though with less reason — because, unless I missed my guess, he had to be commonborn with a surname like ‘Tailor.’

“Based on those current agreements, Meravia allows House Fenrith to toll the southern pass in return for a reduced tax on Meravian ships using the northern shipping route to Ajinport. They make no mention of Hornsdale's northern pass as — until recently — the traffic willing to risk it was not worth the effort of taxing it. While that may still be true, the silver mine changes things and my Lord will not be left out of such a resource on his lands.”

Lady Yalindra flexed her metal encased fingers, the armour clearly well made enough to be almost silent as it shifted to accommodate the movement. “What do you want, Joss?”

As Ser Joss was about to answer, there was a squeak of surprise from my mother. My eyes flicked to where she was standing near one of the soldiers of House Firthholm, watered down ale spilled on the hem of her dress and one of the soldier's hands still swinging back to his side from where he had reached out to touch her.

From the look on her face, I could tell he had been inappropriate. A bubbling, black rage started to fill my stomach. Gramps exited his office to see what was going on and I waited to see what happened.

My rage went from a bubbling pit to a heaving ocean as Lady Yalindra waved Gramps off.

“Just a misunderstanding. You were about to tell me what you wanted, Joss.”

No one else seemed ready to move on so quickly. Mum was moving away from the soldier, shame written on her face. Gramps looked ready to set someone on fire — no points for guessing who, though he might have included Lady Yalindra in the mix. Even Ser Joss was frowning at the soldier in question, and I wondered what the rules were around a Knight challenging a foreign soldier to single combat. In my heart, I hoped he would, as I was ready to see the soldier's head roll for doing something to Mum.

With an effort of will, Ser Joss turned back to Lady Yalindra while Mum hurried quickly out of the room. Gramps followed a moment later but not before sparing a little more of his ire for both the soldier and Lady Yalindra.

“Seems the rumours are true, Lady Yalindra. You do make enemies wherever you go. I wonder if that’s why your cousin sent you up here. Was he perhaps trying to limit the damage you might do at court in Dinalby?”

Lady Yalindra sneered once more. “Careful of your words. I’m not as nice as I seem and far less kind than the rumours make me out to be.”

I stifled a snort. It sounded to me like she was neither viewed as nice nor kind, which I suppose made sense in the world of noble doublespeak. Mentally, I took note for my future at Songleaf Academy.

“If you take issue with my words, then you know what to do. I would happily meet you on the dueling grounds if you so desire. Just say the word.”

Reading into it, I was guessing that Joss lacked the standing to challenge her directly. Perhaps there was a gap between a Knight and lesser Nobility? But the same issue did not exist in the other direction. 

Once more, I hoped she would agree to the challenge. She didn’t.

“Tell me what you want already, Joss,” she said venomously.

“It’s quite simple really. My Lord is willing to acknowledge that Count Firthholm may have some claim to the region and the silver mine. To that end, my Lord is willing to allow House Firthholm control of the town on three conditions.”

Lady Yalindra waved her hand for Ser Joss to continue.

“Firstly, the proceeds from the tax on the silver mine will be split evenly between House Firthholm and House Landrin. Secondly, if House Firthholm decides to place tolls on the northern Horndale pass, that they will not exceed twenty percent less than the current tolls exacted by House Fenrith on the southern pass. Finally, House Firthholm will commit to regular patrols of the northern Horndale pass to improve the safety of those using it.”

Merchants. He means merchants, I thought.

“And if I agree to these terms?” Lady Yalindra asked.

“Then I will remain for a month, or until I believe that you are meeting the terms of our agreement to my Lord's satisfaction. After which the pass will be left in your hands with regular visits from one of House Landrin’s tax collectors to review your accounts and collect the agreed upon silver. The security and storage of it prior to collection will of course fall to you, though I have no doubt you would need to do the same for your own tax collections so that shouldn’t be too much of an imposition.”

Lady Yalindra may have been sitting still, but she was finally revealing some emotion beneath her cool facade, staring daggers at Ser Joss. I couldn’t tell what she was waiting for as the silence stretched. Maybe she was doing the mental math on how much silver would end up in her own pocket after she paid House Landrin’s cut and her dues to her cousin, Count Firthholm. Whatever she was doing, she finally came to a decision almost a minute later.

“Have the agreement written up and I will put my seal to it.”

“No need to check with Count Firthholm if the terms are agreeable?” Ser Joss asked. There was no amusement in his tone, and I suspected he might even be a little surprised.

“My Count expected that certain considerations would need to be put in place. If he finds these less than acceptable, I am sure he will communicate with your Lord directly. Have the papers sent to my residence and we will put wax and aether to our words,” she said, pushing her chair back and heading for the door.

I tried not to snort at calling her wooden fort a residence.

Her soldiers followed, while the simple wooden cups and metal tea pot remained on the table — untouched.

I watched the lesser noble and her guards leave with only one thought on my mind — somehow, some way, they needed to be forced to leave our little community. The question on my mind was, how?
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  I would have liked to say that in the two weeks that followed the meeting between Ser Joss and Lady Yalindra, I had rallied the townsfolk and petitioned Ser Joss to change his mind, ousting the House Firthholm invaders. But that’s not what happened. 

Instead, life went on with a burdensome weight resting upon our shoulders. The guard — whose name was Marcus — that kept bothering Mum had come by the outpost trying to talk to her twice since the meeting between the two Houses. Both times, Gramps had sent the creep on his way, but the asshole clearly didn’t understand the word ‘no’ and was becoming a problem. Gramps had once told me that those who took an interest in Mum just needed a ‘jolt’ to come to their senses. Marcus had received multiple, yet the bastard kept returning for more. He had even taken to coming by the outpost most nights — often with another guard — where he would sit and drink. Gramps couldn’t kick him out without offending our new overlord.

The entire time the soldier's gaze would be glued to the kitchen door as he tried to lay eyes on Mum. She had, in turn, folded in on herself. Her normal, bright charm was hidden beneath a hunched form like she was trying to hide or protect herself — which is exactly what she was doing.

Seeing my Mum so withdrawn had continued to stoke my anger, and, with no viable outlet, I had been thrashing my body into exhaustion every day with my training. I had almost hurt Brin in my frustration during sword practise, and George had worked me to the bone afterwards as though trying to exhaust my rage. He had failed. 

Small benefits had come from my anger, with two Paths hitting the next tier as a result. Their notifications were easily brought up, which I did in an attempt to distract myself from the fury still bubbling in my belly.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Balance IX (5003/5000)

Reward: +1 Unallocated Stat

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Hatchets V (512/500)

Reward: +1 Strength

Even seeing my numbers go up, and the additional Unallocated stat assigned to Gifted, was not enough to lift my horrible mood. It was getting to the point where I was worried one of us would lose our cool and do something drastic. The only question in my mind was if it was going to be Gramps burning the offending dirtbag to a crisp — or me while he was asleep with a borrowed kitchen knife.

My thoughts might have been more than a little hyperbolic, but they were a reflection of my growing frustration. I also wasn’t restricting my anger to the soldier. Lady Yalindra had so far failed to rein in the man under her command. Her silence — in my eyes — was tacit approval of his behaviour. That made her just as culpable.

Cooling my heels in my room, I sat in the corner going over the problem from multiple angles. Around me, my Royal Cloak of Shadows shifted, a blanket of night concealing me in the darkness. I had spent the last two weeks working feverishly on the Skill until my aether channels felt singed. 

Worried I would permanently injure myself, I had asked Gramps about the sensation. He had warned me not to use the Skill for longer than ten minutes at a time but that if they were only feeling singed it would be fine. He’d even acknowledged that continually using the Skill in short bursts might show a marginal improvement in my aether channels. Not enough to get them to the next grade but perhaps enough to use the Skill for longer. Improving the Skill would help as well but, in two weeks of use, it had only gone up by a single point.

My mind went back to the problem of Lady Yalindra and her creep of a guard. I wanted them gone, but I was just a five year old kid. There was no way for me to physically force them and, as much as I hated them, I hadn’t worked my way up to actually considering murder as a viable option. Even if I could get away with it — and that was a big fucking if — it would be a dark path to start considering murder as my first option. I pushed it back to second — for now.

So, what should be first? I didn’t know what I didn’t know. My issue was a serious lack of intelligence. Not my mind — that was sharp as a tack — no, it was the information kind. I needed to know more so I could brainstorm some options. For that, I needed to do something that would also make Mum sad. I was going to sneak out into the dark, alone, and infiltrate Lady Yalindra’s fort.

With my decision made, I released the Cloak of Shadows and waited. A quarter of a candle should be long enough to let my aether channels recover. While I waited, I swapped out my Path of Hatchets — losing a little progress — for my Path of Infiltration. I had no idea how valuable the infiltration would be, but even if I lost the progress later, it seemed worth including the Path as at least it should make getting the steps back easier.

Once the faint feeling of fire beneath my skin had abated, I crept out of my room. I avoided using any Skills for now, relying instead on my natural talent and experience at being a sneaky, little shit. No sounds came from Mum’s or Gramps' rooms so I crept down to the kitchen. Avoiding the squeaky stairs was second nature by this point, and I chose to unlatch the window rather than use the barred door.

Landing on the ground outside, my boots made a quiet but satisfying thud against the dirt. I pulled my dark, fur coat tighter to ward off the cold and double checked the wooden toggles that held it close wouldn’t rattle. Then, I tightened the drawstring of my dark, woolen pants and made sure the bottoms were tucked into my boots. 

Satisfied I was prepared, I hugged the edge of the outpost and silently moved east towards the House Firthholm fort. As I reached the edge of the outpost, my eyes swept across the intervening ground and sky. I lamented my lack of a night-vision potion to truly assess my surroundings — particularly the cloudy sky above. Still, I had faith in my Cloak of Shadows.

Aether flowed into my channels as I called on the Skill once more. The night wrapped around me like a second layer of clothing. I added Muffled Steps which further increased the pressure on my channels, the light burn growing worse by the second. With no time to waste, I dashed quietly towards the wooden fort, a blot of darkness sliding across stone in utter silence.

Reaching the fort wall, I found plenty of handholds in the hasty gaps of the wood — my little fingers perfectly suited for the task. I wanted to use Controlled Grip to assist, but was worried that my aether channels wouldn’t be able to handle three Skills at once with my Royal Cloak of Shadows in the mix. Thankfully, I didn’t need it with a climb this easy. I was an incredibly fit five year old — further enhanced by additional stats from the many Paths I had progressed and completed. 

If anyone nearby had eyes to see, I assumed I must have looked like a large, black spider racing up the side of the fort. Peeking over the lip of the wooden palisade, I took in the layout of the House Firthholm bastion — the lesser Bastian in this instance. 

There were four separate buildings. The largest was an open air stable that housed each of the horses in a separate stall with a wooden roof shielding the steeds from the worst of the weather while keeping in some of the heat. For the most part, the animals looked asleep, and the two that I thought were awake hadn’t noticed me. Not far from the stables was a large, wooden building in the shape of a rectangle with a flat roof. An idiotic design once winter came with how much snow would pile up on top, but maybe they would have improved the building to stone by then. Either way, I was pretty sure that was the barracks. The last two buildings were of similar size, but only one had smoke pumping out of a chimney. I guessed the other — far chillier — building was some sort of storage.

Which meant the wooden construction with a chimney was likely Lady Yalindra’s quarters. That made it my first target.

Of course, nothing was easy, and there were two of the Firthholm soldiers standing guard by the entrance to the fort. As I watched, one of them peeled off and did a circuit of the fort. I followed his progress, wishing he would move faster as my aether channels began to shift from a tingling irritation towards a burning problem. The guard’s loop included all the buildings except for directly behind the stables which hugged the eastern wall.

When he had completed his patrol, I carefully levered myself over the top of the palisade and quickly climbed down to the ground. Reactivating Muffled Steps and with the Cloak of Shadows still clinging to me — my aether channels screaming for a break — I sprinted around the inside edge of the fort until I reached the stables. Scrambling silently up the side of the structure as fast I could — I rolled onto the roof and into the deep shadows cast by the wooden wall of the fort. Only then did I release my Cloak of Shadows.

My aether channels needed time to recover, and I needed somewhere to wait it out while they did. I was fairly confident that even with something like a Perception Attribute, I would be almost impossible to spot where I was hiding in the dark — or so I hoped.

As my aether channels cooled, I cast my senses inwards towards my aether core. Unsurprisingly, I had almost half of my aether left. Cloak of Shadows — while hell on my channels — was incredibly cheap to use thanks to my Potent Shadow affinity. In fact, I had probably burned through more aether using Muffled Steps than I had Cloak of Shadows during my infiltration. 

The cool air on my face and the gentle whisper of the wind through the nearby trees threatened to lull me to sleep. My five year old body wanted to acquiesce, but my mind was strong. I pinched myself a few times to maintain my focus.

Half of the time my aether channels needed to recover had passed when I heard a door open. Lifting my head up slightly, I saw Lady Yalindra march out of her ‘home’ and head for the barracks. She yelled something inside, and a moment later, a half-dressed soldier stomped outside before the two surreptitiously headed towards the storage shed.

I didn’t know what she was up to, and I didn’t really want to know. All I could focus on was how I might not get another chance like this tonight. Her home was unoccupied and unlocked. But my aether channels weren’t ready, the gentle burn not having abated and I had already pushed it longer than Gramps suggested. I wasn’t about to risk my future as a mage by using the Skill again so soon.

With worry in my stomach but courage in my chest, I climbed down from the stable without any of my skills active. One of the horses perked up as I stepped next to its stall but it clearly considered me beneath its notice as it made a gentle huffing noise and looked away.

Glancing around and seeing no guards on patrol, and the doors of the storage building still open, I quietly jogged across the intervening distance between the stable and Lady Yalindra’s home. Her wooden door was still slightly ajar, and I quickly opened it and slipped inside, making sure to leave it exactly as I found it.

The room was lit by a shuttered lantern hanging just inside the entrance from a metal hook. Opposite me, there was another open door that clearly led to her bedroom based on the pile of furs on a raised, wooden frame. The room I found myself in looked like it was meant to function as an office. There were two large, wooden chests bound with metal and padlocks along one wall with a large, roughly hewn desk opposite them. Atop the desk was clutter, including a few stacks of paper, a couple of books, and an inkwell with a large feathery quill hanging out of it. 

There were also a couple of metallic devices with lines of silver along them that I took to be enchantments of some sort. What they did, I had no idea. Finishing off the relatively bare room were two newly crafted bookcases. They were mostly bare of books, but not entirely, and where they met in the corner was a pocket of shadow I could potentially make use of.

I was just about to start looking at the paperwork on the desk when I heard the sound of footsteps outside.

Oh shit, I thought, as I made a mad dash towards the space between the two bookcases — calling on my Cloak of Shadows even as my channels burned.

  

    
        Chapter 74

    
    
    
    
  I threw myself into the dark gap between the two bookcases. The shadows wrapped around me as my aether channels burned. Standing as still as a statue — my heart thudding in my chest — I tried not to succumb to fear.

Don’t let them see me. Don’t let them see me, I whispered over and over in my mind.

I considered closing my eyes, but decided if I was about to get caught, I wanted to see it coming. Being hunted by something you couldn’t see was a primal fear for most people after all — and if I was about to be grabbed, I needed to see the hand reaching for me.

Lady Yalindra was the first to enter. My breath froze in my chest as I waited for her to look at me. Instead, she moved towards one of the locked chests. I breathed out slowly. She wasn’t wearing the metal plates she had when visiting the outpost, but I could see chainmail beneath her loose, white shirt and another shirt beneath her armour. A long, fur coat covered everything else — warm clothes a necessity in the chilly night air. Her brown hair — normally tied back — was left loose, which surprisingly made her look just a little less like a knife ready to slice through warm bread.

A solid-looking, steel key appeared in her hand from somewhere on her person, and the chest was thrown open in short order. 

I couldn’t see what filled the wooden container, but I could see what was in her hand before it went into the chest. Small, silver bars. When she removed her hand from the chest, it was empty. The lid slammed down a moment later, and with another click, the lock was restored.

“My Lady, are you sure this is a good idea?” asked the soldier with her. 

I had barely noticed him, so fixated was I on Lady Yalindra. The male companion she had brought in with her was tall, solid, and perhaps a little younger. If I thought Lady Yalindra was in her early thirties, then this soldier couldn’t have been beyond his mid twenties. His head was shaved and, like the lesser noble, he wore chainmail beneath a white shirt. No fur coat for him though. If he was cold, he didn’t show it.

“You think I keep you around for your opinion?” Yalindra asked as she looked up at him. A moment later she was pulling him by his shirt towards her bedroom. 

For a moment, I was worried that she would leave the door open, but one of the two closed it behind them. Even so, I didn’t move a muscle. My aether channels were burning but, thankfully, I hadn’t been holding the Skill for too long. I reminded myself that stealth and infiltration was a matter of patience. So, I tried to relax and — though I really didn’t want to hear it — focused on the noises coming from the adjacent room.

A tinkling of metal told me at least one set of chainmail had been removed. The sound repeated shortly after. The moment I heard the first grunt I stepped away from my little nook.

Thank fuck for that, I thought.

My accidental joke wasn’t lost on me. I just didn’t have time to dwell on it. There was a decision to make and that took all my focus. Escaping was the smart thing to do, but then I would be leaving empty-handed.

What’s one more risk? I asked myself, realising the slippery slope I was sliding down with my antics. That didn’t stop me though, and I moved towards Yalindra’s desk to rifle through the papers scattered across its polished surface.

I only read a few lines near the top of each report, trying to determine from that quick scan what it was meant to record. Food stores, for both the soldiers and the horses. I moved on. Estimated prices for a few men to quarry and move stone along with some masons. That was clearly a planned upgrade to the fort. Logistical manifests with furniture and books — Lady Yalindra’s personal effects.

Then I found the first one of interest. It was the daily yield of smelted silver bars. Lady Yalindra had added the split beneath to indicate how many would go to House Landrin. 

I left the sheet where it was, continuing my search even as I kept an ear out for what was going on in the bedroom. The pain in my aether channels was growing worse by the second and I would need to leave soon. There was no way I was remaining in this room without my Cloak of Shadows active. I returned to the task at hand.

Two sheets later, I found a letter addressed to Count Firthholm. The letter included a folded sheet detailing the silver output. I frowned reading the numbers then quickly went back to the other report on the silver bars. The two were not the same, with the numbers lower in the letter to Count Firthholm. 

I may not be a genius, but I also wasn’t an idiot. I could put one and one together when it was so blatantly placed in front of me. Well, peeks stolen by lantern light in a semi-secured fort. Same, same. Either way, it was clear that Lady Yalindra was stealing from her cousin. I tried to figure out if I could use this against her.

I had two immediately obvious options. The first was reporting this to Ser Joss. I could easily steal the documents and put them into his hands somehow — probably in a sneaky fashion. But that wouldn’t get me what I wanted, which was Yalindra and the shit-heel of a guard removed from the area. After all, Lady Yalindra was not stealing from House Landrin. Based on the little I knew of Ser Joss he would use the leverage to get his Lord a better deal — and a better deal was only good if Yalindra was still here to blackmail.

The second option was stealing them and somehow conveying them to Count Firthholm himself. Maybe Gramps would know how. But Yalindra would notice they were gone by morning and then we were all in danger. She had whipped Brin’s mother for yelling at her and cursing her — no one had told me what Brin’s mother said. What would she do if she thought she had been robbed? Especially when the stolen letters could incriminate her?

I didn’t have time to work on the problem anymore. My aether channels were moving from singed to inflamed, and I needed to drop my Cloak of Shadows soon. Just knowing that these documents existed was enough for now — she would have to send word to both Count Firthholm and House Landrin regularly, after all.

Rushing quietly to the door, I opened it and slipped outside. It was only after I was standing in the dark that I realised I hadn’t checked for a patrolling guard first. Thankfully, there was none and my exit had been silent.

Running back to the stables, I pulled myself up onto the roof before finally releasing my Cloak of Shadows. I stifled a sigh of relief, the heat beneath my skin already cooling. Lying in the dark, I had nothing to do but work on the problem. 

Just like I had thought before starting this escapade, a little intelligence changed everything. With the information I had uncovered, I now had options. I just didn’t like the two that had immediately come to mind. So, I needed to come up with a third.

I was almost ready to leave, my aether channels recovered, when the idea finally came to me. The chest in Yalindra’s home was probably where she kept the silver she was stealing from her cousin. There was too little of it in there for it to be anything else. But, she wasn’t the only one around here stealing silver. 

Now, accusing Lady Yalindra of stealing silver when the hidden location was near the Horndale Mining Co. would never stick. However, accusing her of stealing from House Landrin by offering up Kole of the Horndale Mining Co.’s stash might if I was also to provide Ser Joss evidence that she was stealing from her cousin — Lord Firthholm — as well. But, it wasn’t air tight. She still might manage to wriggle out of it, which meant I needed more evidence with which to frame her for the secondary theft. Something to tie her directly to it.

My eyes drifted towards the barracks, and for a few seconds, I seriously considered trying to sneak in there tonight to get the extra ‘evidence’ I would need.

Come on, Bastian, I rebuked myself. Manage the risks. You’re lucky you haven’t been caught already. There are easier ways to get something to tie Yalindra to the crime than breaking into a barracks with at least seven soldiers inside. Besides, it’s not like you can move the stone hiding Kole’s stolen stash on your own.

The calmer, more circumspect, and probably more intelligent part of me won the argument against my impatience. After waiting a little longer for one of the guards to do their patrol, I climbed down under the protection of my Cloak of Shadows and scurried home. No one seemed to hear or notice me as I pulled myself back in the kitchen window, closed it behind myself, scarpered up the stairs, and climbed back into bed.

I brought up my Status to see how the Path of Infiltration had progressed. I’d have helped Mum regardless, but it was nice getting rewarded for helping her, not to mention an efficient use of my time and Skills.

Path of Infiltration II (225/500) 

My eyes widened at the number. I had known for a while that my high Shadow affinity made every Shadow Path far easier to progress. Coupled with Gifted, I had expected a solid amount of steps. Seeing the Path go up by one-hundred-and-twenty-five though was beyond wild. Was it because of the people involved? Or the fact that it was meant to be a ‘secure’ location? I didn’t know, but the single infiltration had just netted more steps than my entire night of breaking into the houses in our small community. Even so, I was only a little over a quarter of the way to the next Tier so I had my doubts I would manage it with my plans. 

It took me longer than I would have liked for the adrenaline to stop rampaging through my body. The end result was that I woke up far later than usual and had to carry my breakfast into Gramps’ office for my morning lesson. A lesson I was unequivocally late for. Yet, the old codger didn’t say anything about my tardiness — nor had Mum, beyond asking if I was feeling okay and laying her hand against my head to check my temperature.

Either they didn’t know, or they were intentionally choosing not to dig into it. For once, I thought it was the former and mentally praised my new Skill. I had no intention of keeping the results of what I was doing a secret from my family — but, in this instance, I thought it better to ask for forgiveness than permission. Mum was already doing all she could to hide from the soldier, and Gramps had made overtures to both Lady Yalindra and Ser Joss. The former didn’t care while the latter's hands were tied by social rank and his duty to his Lord. Since Mum and Gramps were doing what they could, how could I do any less?

The aethersensing lesson passed in silence, and it would be fair to say it was one of my worst in recent memory. My tired mind struggled to focus on the aether constructs, often making the shapes simpler than the true formations of what Gramps was creating. My Path of Aethersensing agreed and for once I didn’t have to lie to Etta about my performance — which was a shame for my Path of Deception.

I had expected my reading and writing lesson to follow and was already dreading it. My only thoughts were of returning to bed and getting a few more hours of sleep. Instead, as we gathered in the kitchen for an early lunch, just the person I was hoping to see entered in through the backdoor.

Griselda carried a large bag made from leather on her hip. She started placing foodstuffs from her small farm on the table for Mum to put into the larder. I smiled, trying to grab the half-orc’s attention. She clearly noticed, and as soon as her bag was empty, she motioned to the backdoor questioningly.

“We train?”

I nodded, running off to fetch my hatchet from my room.

Standing outside a minute later — alone except for the two of us — I approached Griselda until I had to crane my head back to look up at her.

“Can you keep a secret?” I asked.

Unlike most adults, Griselda always seemed to take me seriously. She paused a moment, as though giving my question due consideration, before she nodded resolutely.

“I need your help with something,” I stated.

“I won’t help you kill the guard that is bothering Penelope,” Griselda said.

My eyebrows had gone up in surprise at the mention of killing but I focused on the last part instead. “You know about that?”

“We all do. Sometimes when I bring food for the miners, I hear their women whisper about it. But I cannot help you, young warrior. My kind are already hated here. Even if we succeeded, I would need to run, or I would die. I told you, the weak must fight smart. This is a bad battle.”

I nodded as though agreeing with her. “It is. Which is why I need you to help me with something else. No killing. I just need your strength. Promise.”

Griselda knelt down till she was eye-level with me. “What do you need?”

“A hammer, and for you to stay the night at the outpost.”
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  I snuck down to the common room to find Griselda still sitting in front of the fire despite it being well past midnight — just like we had planned. Trying to get the half-orc to sneak down the stairs in the dark just sounded like a losing proposition. Stairs that wouldn’t move under my weight might groan under her considerable muscle. So, we had agreed she would just pretend to stay up — remaining by the fireplace till I joined her.

In one hand, I held my simple drawing of a map to where Kole’s silver was hidden. The ‘evidence’ to tie that location and theft to Lady Yalindra rested in the inside pocket of my fur jacket. Getting a torn piece of one of the House Firthholm tabards had been less challenging but more painful than I had expected. 

Marcus, the soldier constantly bothering Mum, had a tendency to sit in the same seat when he came to the outpost. Unsurprisingly, the creep chose the spot because it had the best view into the kitchen. So, getting a hammer and adding a new nail to the side of the chair had been easy enough. Then, it had just been a matter of playing in the common room, which included running by Marcus and hooking his tabard onto the exposed nail. Still, I didn’t think that alone would be enough to tear a piece off.

That was where Griselda came in. She had kindly offered to help deliver plates of food in the evening — the reason she gave for the assistance was to help Mum avoid Marcus. An easy sell if there ever was one. Griselda’s mere presence was enough to rile up a couple of the guards. While it never came to blows, an accidental fumble of a plate led to Marcus and his compatriots standing up suddenly. Coincidentally I happened to be running past them at the same time and ‘accidentally’ bumped into Marcus’s chair, hurting myself in the process.

The bruise was still fresh and painful but Marcus going one way and the chair going the other with me tumbling over it was enough to rip off a piece of the white tabard. It certainly helped that a crying kid also gave Griselda the perfect excuse to carry me off to the kitchen to be comforted by my Mum. Exit stage left for the dynamic duo!

All that was left to do was plant the evidence, grab the letters incriminating Yalindra for stealing from her cousin, and then somehow sneak into the House Landrin tent camp to the west. Easy peasy. My stomach was already doing flips at the thought of me biting off more than I could chew.

As Griselda and I left, we used the kitchen door, as there was no hope in hell of Griselda fitting through the window. Outside, in the cool night air, with clouds covering the moon above, I turned toward her hulking form.

“We should get the papers first,” I suggested. “No point planting the evidence if we don’t have those.”

I expected Griselda to push back, but she simply nodded, falling in next to me as we quietly walked past Mum’s garden and towards the House Firthholm fort. At the very edge of the outpost, she crouched down to wait, and I was surprised how easily she blended in next to the building.

Taking a deep breath, I prepared to risk life and limb for the second time in two nights. I had told Griselda I had a Skill to help me hide. Seeing was believing though, and for one of the first times, I saw a look of surprise on her pale green face as shadows coalesced around my body until I was a little more than an ink blot in the darkness.

Activating Muffled Steps, I dashed in almost complete silence towards the palisade in the distance, scrambling over the wall. Controlled Grip would have made it easier but I still couldn’t manage to use all three Skills at the same time and expected it would be months before I could. 

Just like the night before, I paused at the lip, checking for the guard patrol. Seeing none, I lowered myself inside and dashed across the intervening space towards Yalindra’s home.

I paused at the door, crouching down and waiting with my ear pressed to the thin gap in the wood. 

No sound of chairs shifting or quill scratching filled the silence, but that didn’t mean anything and I patiently waited for a rough count of three hundred before I carefully tried to pull the door open. It didn’t budge. 

Just my luck, I griped internally.

I had chosen to come later to make sure Yalindra was asleep because I didn’t trust my chances of finding her entertaining herself with a ‘guest’ again. Seems that she did in fact lock the door behind her when she was alone. No surprise there. After all, she had at least one chest filled with silver bars to protect — even if it clearly wasn’t the entire taxed allotment from the silver mine. I guessed the rest of the silver was in the storage shed, which had a metal chain and padlock wrapped around the entrance.

Thankfully, I had come prepared for dealing with simple locks. Reaching into my coat, I pulled out a long, thin knife I had swiped from our kitchen. The door to the house was recently built and seemed to be using a drop bar inside just like the doors to the outpost. Thankfully, it was thin enough that I could slowly muscle it up with my limited leverage. Unfortunately the process was not a quick one. Though the risk pained me, I was forced to drop my Cloak of Shadows while I worked.

After five minutes of slowly and carefully straining against the drop bar, sweat beading on my head, I finally managed to lever it out of the way. As I opened the door though, the drop bar toppled out of the holder. Time seemed to slow down as the wood fell toward the floor. I reached out, activating my Skills on instinct. Shadows veiled me. My feet moved in silence. The fingers of my empty hand shot forward, snatching the wood out of the air and closing like a vice grip around it. 

I bit my tongue as I stifled a scream as lava roared through my aether channels. Releasing Controlled Grip I hurriedly placed the drop bar down as quietly as I could.

I’m not doing that again, I thought, cool air brushing against the sweat on my brow as I tried not to pant from the pain. The iron taste of blood in my mouth remained alongside a throbbing that mirrored the beat of my heart. I did my best to ignore both.

With no time to waste and no way to effectively lock the door after I left, I quietly slipped over to the desk. I paused, waiting to hear if there was any reaction from the bedroom. A minute passed and I decided I hadn’t woken the lesser noble. 

Without the lantern, it took me a moment to find the two sheets since they were tucked away at the bottom of the stack of papers. Evidence in hand, I checked for a guard patrol — learning from my previous mistake — before slipping back outside. 

The moment I was over the wooden palisade, a notification flashed in the corner of my vision. I ignored it till I arrived back safely next to Griselda. Dropping my Cloak of Shadows, I checked what the Myriad Paths wanted to tell me.

Path Unlocked! Path of Thievery (0/10)

It was bound to happen, Mum, I thought, even though I knew she would still be unhappy when she found out — and she would. She would no doubt realise what I had done when this whole fiasco blew up the following morning. Unfortunately I had no similar movement on my Path of Infiltration. Gramps had warned me that breaking into the same place twice wouldn’t do anything for me. Considering the difficulty it made me a little annoyed, but I guessed an Elite Path was not so easily gamed.

After folding the stolen papers up with my hand-drawn map, I looked at Griselda. “Ready?”

The half-orc nodded, and together, we moved west to the opposite side of the outpost. A short ways up the road, among the trees, sat the tents of House Landrin surrounded by wooden spikes like a bristling porcupine. My childish observation was that Ser Joss ran a tight outfit, with two patrols making circuits of the camp, each one made up of two guards. Griselda and I waited till the current patrol had its backs to us then quickly ran across the road.

Slipping behind the Kellins’, we veered into the forest to avoid being noticed. Griselda could clearly see better in the dark than I could so I fell into step behind her, occasionally patting her on the back to point her in the right direction. My assistance was barely needed, and we arrived at the large stone hiding place a few minutes later.

The rock covering the cache of silver had taken the two miners to move it. I expected Griselda to have to work quite hard at it to match the pair. So when she rolled it away with only a slight grunt of effort, I was forced to reassess just how strong she might be. During the battle with the Necromancer, I had seen her cleave the undead wolves heads off. At the time, I had attributed the feat to some strength coupled with the exceptionally sharp metal of her hatchet blades. Now, I was wondering if maybe her axes weren’t that sharp, and she was just that strong. She had escaped from the Chittering Dark after all.

Behind the stone lay stacks of silver bars, each one the length of an adult's palm and maybe half again as wide as a finger. By my count, Kole and his compatriot had added another two every day for the past couple of weeks. On top of what they had already stolen, there had to be almost fifty bars of silver sitting inside the hollowed out hiding spot.

“You could take some, if you wanted,” I whispered.

Griselda shook her head, her curly, black hair invisible in the dark. “Not worth the trouble if I was found with it.”

She’s probably right, I thought, retracting my own hand which had been considering taking a donation for my training fund.

I dropped the ripped piece of fabric from Marcus’s tabard down in the indent where the stone normally sat, then let Griselda roll the large rock back into place. With the incriminating paperwork stolen and evidence planted, there was only one thing left to do — get it into Ser Joss’s hands without alerting him as to the source. 

Of course, I griped in my mind. The hardest part has to come last.

Griselda and I picked our way back through the forest towards the House Landrin tent camp. When we could make out their fires in the distance through the trees, we stopped and crouched down.

“I’ll meet you back in the outpost,” I whispered.

Griselda gently placed her hand on my shoulder. “No. I will create a distraction for you.”

“What? No,” I shook my head in fear. “What if they find you?!”

Griselda smiled, showing her sharper than human canines. “Warriors work together. You came up with a good plan. A smart plan. They will not find me. Wait for my signal. I will see you in the morning.”

Then she was gone, moving away from me almost completely silent as she vanished deeper into the forest.

I grit my teeth in worry before swallowing the bile that had risen into my throat at the thought of someone harming my friend. Then, since I didn’t have a choice in the matter now, I drew the shadows around me until I was invisible in the darkness before stalking toward the tents.

I crouched down among the trees once I was within roughly twenty metres of the House Landrin tents. Thankfully, it wouldn’t be hard to find Ser Joss’s. One tent in the middle of the encampment that was bigger than the rest? Unless he was being wily and sleeping elsewhere — which I acknowledged was possible — then that was where he would be.

In the cold darkness I suppressed a shiver. Even rugged up against the night air the chill was seeping into my bones. Despite my discomfort I waited patiently. When the signal came, it was undeniable. There was the sound of wood snapping as a tree began to fall followed by a loud and horrendous screech. I was guessing, but I had a feeling Griselda had just knocked down a tree that a rather large avian had been nesting in.

House Landrin’s camp reacted like a kicked ants’ nest. Ser Joss himself appeared outside the tent I had suspected was his, the light blue fabric flapping outwards from his sudden arrival. He was dressed in a simple, blue nightgown that reached his ankles. In his hand was his sword. I heard him bark a few orders before spinning and reentering his tent. When he emerged five minutes later, he was fully armoured and a group of ten soldiers — fully half his forces — was gathered around him. I was surprised at the speed but then, who knew how high the man's stats were. Ser Joss himself led his men off into the darkness to investigate the noise.

The guards that remained had, instead of patrolling, taken up positions around the camp. I could see a path through the net they created though. It was going to be risky. That was when a second tree came down, this one further west, on the other side of their camp. With heads turned and soldiers shifting in that direction out of concern, I sprinted forward with Muffled Steps hiding the sound of my footfalls. After that, getting to Ser Joss’s tent was easy, and I dumped the papers and map just inside the entrance before making my escape.

It wasn’t until I was back at the outpost, panting with aether channels burning that I finally calmed down. Not fully though. Griselda was still out there with an eleven soldier contingent hunting for her. I just hoped she knew what she was doing.

With nothing else to do, and Griselda not returning that night, I barred the back door of the outpost once more then quietly crept back to my room. Lying in bed I brought up my Path of Infiltration to see if there had been any movement for slipping into the House Landrin encampment. I relaxed into my furs with a satisfied smile.

Path of Infiltration II (375/500) 

One-hundred-and-fifty steps. Even more than the Count Firthholm fort.

Is it because there were more soldiers? Or because they were better trained? Is my age and capability a factor as well? I wondered.

No answers came to me and I was still over a hundred steps away from completing the Path.

My mind drifted back to what I had accomplished this night. Everything was done and out of my hands now. In the morning, we would find out whether my plan was a grand success or an utter failure. Just thinking about it left a heavy pit in my stomach.

  

    
        Chapter 76

    
    
    
    
  It felt like I had barely fallen asleep when the sound of someone yelling woke me up. The sky outside my window was still the dark blue of predawn with the sun making its presence known but yet to crest the horizon.

The fog blanketing my mind as I hovered between sleep and wakefulness was shattered as I heard another shout — finally remembering everything I had done the night before. Throwing off the covers, I quickly pulled on my clothes. I was still doing up the small, wooden toggles on my shirt as I ran downstairs.

“Wait for me,” Gramps yelled from his room.

I did as I was told, waiting by the front door as a tired looking Mum and Gramps joined me. Mum was working her hair into a bun as we opened the door and stepped outside to see what all the noise was about.

We were not the only ones coming to investigate. Across the road, Jennifer Kellin stood in the doorway of the trading post with her son bouncing on her hip and her husband a few steps outside looking east. A few of the Horndale Mining Co. were wandering out of their set of houses in a group, with more following behind or herding the few children. Brin waved in my direction from where she stayed glued next to her mother.

Everyone's attention was on the contingent of House Landrin soldiers, fully armoured with Ser Joss at their head, as the knight yelled into the House Firthholm wooden fort.

“I told you to get Lady Yalindra out here now or we’re coming in!”

Gramps walked towards the fort, likely to better hear what was going on. I fell in next to him. Mum raised a hand as though to stop me before giving up on that idea and joining us.

Getting closer to the unfolding standoff, I could see fear in the eyes of the two House Firthholm guards who manned the entry to the fort as they were faced down with the twenty Landrin soldiers.

Ser Joss opened his mouth again but closed it when a feminine voice shouted from within the fort.

“I’m coming, Joss! You better have a damn good reason for demanding my presence!”

Lady Yalindra appeared between the two guards, and I could hear the sound of men and women moving about in metal behind her. It seemed to me she wasn’t taking any chances and had roused her own forces.

Ser Joss, in response to Yalindra’s challenge, raised up two pieces of paper. Though I had only ever seen them in the dark I recognised the letter and report I had stolen from the woman's office. As though the paper were a signal, one of Joss’s soldiers dragged forth a chest and kicked it open.

We couldn’t see the contents from where we were but I had a pretty good idea what they would be. Joss’s next words proved me right.

“I have proof that you have been stealing silver from House Landrin and from your own cousin, Count Firthholm,” Ser Joss said, levying his accusation in a cold tone.

Lady Yalindra had gone pale at the sight of the paper — clearly recognising them for what they were — but there was a moment of confusion on her face as she glanced at the chest of silver.

“I… I have no idea what you’re talking about, and how dare you, a mere Knight, accuse me of such crimes. I’ll have your head for this, Joss.”

The threat was delivered with far less confidence than Yalindra had shown previously, and Ser Joss seemed to know it.

“The letters bear your seal, Lady Yalindra. The same one you used for your agreement with House Landrin’s original terms and the same handwriting. I have one here detailing the silver mine's daily output which matches what you have shared previously, alongside a letter addressed to your cousin that tells an entirely different story.” 

Joss paused to shout an order to his soldiers. “Bring forth the smith!”

I hadn’t noticed him among the House Landrin soldiers, but a member of the Horndale Mining Co. was dragged to the front by two men, his hands bound and bruises on his face.

“Tell me again, what is the normal number of silver bars produced by the silver mine per day?” Ser Joss asked.

“Eighteen,” the smith muttered, his throat hoarse.

“And were these all given to House Firthholm?”

“All of them, Ser,” replied the smith as he looked away.

My face was schooled to a studious calm, while mentally I was laughing. Ser Joss had likely figured out that the silver found in the cache was actually being stolen by the miners, despite my attempted deception. But he didn’t seem to care because he could use it as an excuse to claim the entire town and a larger portion of the silver for House Landrin.

I felt a little bad for the smith, but that’s what he got for stealing. A good reminder for me to never get caught lest I face similar rough treatment.

“So, eighteen bars, Lady Yalindra. Yet your report to House Landrin states sixteen bars and your letter to your cousin only claimed there was a mere twelve. I accuse you of theft from House Landrin, Lady Yalindra.”

Yalindra looked at the crowd and sneered. “You’ve no proof but the word of a common smith and papers that have clearly been forged.”

“We found this with the silver,” Ser Joss added, putting the nail into the woman's coffin. In his hand he held the torn and dirty piece of ripped fabric from a House Firthholm tabard.

Lady Yalindra turned, looking over the soldiers within the fort that I couldn’t see. Her gaze settled on someone and her frown turned thunderous before she shifted back to facing the House Landrin contingent.

“That is only proof that one of my guards has been stealing. I had no such involvement,” she growled at Ser Joss.

Even with the noose tightening, she refused to back down, and my stomach started to churn in worry. What if it wasn’t enough? What if she didn’t leave?

Ser Joss sighed. “I have enough proof to satisfy my Lord, Lady Yalindra. You will vacate the area and return to Dinalby or wherever you want to scurry off to. I will have a letter drafted and sent to your cousin, Lord Firthholm, detailing your many failures and attempts to steal from him. What he does with you is not my concern. You will do this, or we will remove you and your soldiers by force, and when I convey your treachery to Lord Firthholm, it will be delivered alongside your corpse.”

His words were delivered with a cold finality.

Almost twenty sets of hands reached down and gripped their weapons, Ser Joss included.

Gasps were heard from the Horndale Mining Co., and even Mum raised her hand to her mouth. Gramps, however, was studiously looking forward, his body tense. Whether that was because he expected a battle, or because he was doing his utmost to avoid looking at me, I didn’t know.

I half expected Lady Yalindra to put up a fight, but instead she stood up straighter so she could look down her nose at Ser Joss.

“You’ll pay for this, Ser Joss,” she hissed venomously before looking at her soldiers. “Pack everything up and place Marcus in chains. He’ll answer for his treachery before my cousin.”

She turned back to Ser Joss. “We’ll be taking House Firthholm's share of the silver with us and I am sure my cousin will send his own message soon in regards to what passed here.”

“Certainly,” Joss agreed. “Your share, based on the counts you provided of sixteen silver bars per day. The rest will remain with House Landrin for allowing you to leave with your life despite the slight against my Lord.”

Yalindra simply nodded before storming back into the fort. Ser Joss and his soldiers made some space around the fort's exit, I assumed to allow House Firthholm room to leave. My eyes drifted over to the Horndale Mining Co. where there was plenty of whispering. Brin’s mum, Dorothy, was jabbing Kole in the chest with one of her fingers as she quietly berated him. The bald miner was backing up as though she was hitting him with a hammer, and I wondered what that was all about. I decided I would ask Brin later. If this entire fiasco had taught me anything, it was that information was king.

Jennifer Kellin called out to Mum who turned to Gramps to check if everything was okay before she headed over to the trading post. I fell in beside her with Gramps joining us after a second, and I could swear I felt his eyes boring into the back of my head.

Forgiveness, not permission, I reminded myself.

The Kellin’s were talking with Mum and Gramps about what this might mean for the community. I could tell just from listening that Mum was like the sun coming out from behind dark clouds. She was more expressive than she had been in weeks, even laughing a little as she spoke with her fellow mother.

I grew bored quickly but thankfully Brin ran over to join me. We devolved into a game where we practised our footwork as though it were chess, taking it in turns to move a single step as we tried to get close enough to touch the other.

House Firthholm was packed up and mounting their horses within the hour while the entire community watched on. The sun had finally risen enough to turn the sky a lighter blue and drive away some of the cold. 

Marcus had been bound with chains and tied to a saddle of what I assumed was his mount. Even hanging over the side of his horse I could see how he kept shifting to make sure he could see Mum — a creep till the very end. My suspicion was that Lady Yalindra intended to lay the theft and everything else at his feet, which meant he was probably destined for execution. I found no spot in my heart for mercy for the man.

As they galloped away, heading east back to Ajinar, I found my body growing lighter. It seemed that I had gotten away with my ploy. The Myriad Paths agreed as a notification appeared in the corner of my vision.

“Can I go back to the outpost?” I asked Mum.

“I’ll take him,” Gramps volunteered, rubbing my Mum’s back in a fatherly manner.

“Go on then,” Mum said in agreement before turning back to Jennifer.

My plan had been to open the notification as soon as we were in the outpost, but the moment we entered, Gramps put his hand on my shoulder and escorted me to his office.

Once inside, he waved angrily at the seat across from him. I took the hint, sitting down. Gramps didn’t do the same, pacing back and forth behind his desk in the limited space.

“What were you thinking?” he demanded.

I looked down, my lips twisting as I searched for the words. “I thought…”

“No you didn’t,” Gramps yelled, slamming his hand down on the desk. “Because if you had, you would have talked about it with me first! Griselda never stays the night… I should have known something was going on the moment she asked. What if you had gotten caught, Bastian? They could have had you hanged! Or taken a hand!”

I had so rarely been yelled at that even with Gramps’ keeping his voice down, I rocked back in my chair at his tone. The worst part was that he was right. I had been taking risks, but had I really considered the consequences if I got caught? Not in the slightest. I was so used to treating everything like a game — my mind so childish in its focus despite my elevated thinking — that I had settled on a plan and then followed through without thought for what could go wrong.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I just… I saw what that man was doing to Mum… and how you were trying to get someone to do something about it. So, I went looking for something to help. But when I found it, I just kind of kept going with what I thought would work. I… I should’ve told you.”

Gramps sighed, putting his hands on his hips and shaking his head. “It’s so easy to forget how young you are sometimes. I do not envy anyone who is forced to raise a Gifted child.”

He sat down across from me. “I’m sorry for getting so angry. I was just worried about everything that could have gone wrong.”

I nodded, still feeling guilty for my many failures.

Gramps snorted at the sight. “You can start by telling me exactly what you did. It won’t save you from your mother’s ire when she figures it out, which she probably already has. At least you succeeded in getting rid of them. Before we start, is there anything else I should know?”

I finally opened the first notification before smiling slightly. “The Myriad Paths agreed I succeeded. I got another Achievement.”

  

    
        Chapter 77

    
    
    
    
  I read out the Achievement to Gramps.

Achievement Acquired! Grand Deception - Successfully orchestrated the removal of a Noble from a settlement through deception while leaving no trace of your involvement. 
Reward: 2000 steps on the Path of Deception or 100 steps on the Path of Infiltration.

To say I was grinning would be an understatement. Even Gramps seemed surprised at the reward.

“I am hoping you had your Path of Infiltration active when you were pulling off this little escapade?” he asked in a sardonic tone.

I just smiled in response which caused him to mirror me, lips curving up behind his beard, his earlier anger forgotten.

“How far are you away from completing the Path?”

“With the bonus from Gifted, this is enough,” I answered.

He let out a low whistle. “How much did you get from infiltrating their fort?”

I told him the amounts, both for the wooden fort and the House Landrin encampment.

Gramps shook his head with a disbelieving look plastered across his face. “Your Shadow affinity is really putting in some work. We need to get your hands on those Path manuals I ordered sooner rather than later. Well, go on then. Accept your reward.”

With the opportunity to complete an Elite Path, it wasn’t even a choice between the two options. Under my Gifted Attribute’s assistance, the reward of one hundred steps became one-hundred-and-sixty-three — more than enough to complete the Path of Infiltration. The Myriad Paths acknowledged it with three new notifications.

You have Completed your Path! Path of Infiltration III (500/500)

Reward: 8 Unallocated Stats, Advanced Attribute Unlocked: Invisible Presence

I told Gramps what I had been rewarded with and then moved onto the next notification.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of the Completionist III (209/200)

Reward: 4 Extra Skill Slots

Seeing that reward had my mind going to my Greater Skill Seed that was hidden somewhere in Gramps’ office. I was definitely going to revisit my thoughts on that later, but for now, I wanted to know what my last notification was.

Achievement Acquired! Successfully complete an Elite Path before the age of six. 
Reward: Path of Exceptionalism!

Error. User already has the Path of Exceptionalism unlocked. 

Checking details.

Assessing…

Assessing…

User has previous achievement to unlock Path of Exceptionalism. Changing reward. Achievement deemed to be assisted by Gifted Advanced Attribute. Reward reduced.

New Reward: 10 Steps on the Path of Exceptionalism

I told Gramps’ about the extra notifications before bringing up my full Status as I considered what to do about the offered Attribute. Gramps seemed similarly curious so I read out the current state of affairs to him.




	
Name - Sebastian


	
Skills (7/12)





	
Class - Locked


	
Muffled Steps (Minor) - 51





	 
	
Controlled Grip (Lesser) - 19





	
Basic Attributes


	
Royal Cloak of Shadows (Greater) - 2





	
Strength - 125


	 



	
Stamina - 129


	
Body Features





	
Coordination - 137


	
Aether Core - Lesser (107)





	
Mental - 156


	
Aether Channels - Moderate (111)





	
Aether - 108


	 



	 
	
Affinity (1/1)





	
Advanced Attributes (1/2)


	
Shadow (Potent) - 113





	
Gifted - 159


	 



	 
	
Boons





	
Paths (10/10)


	
Child Warrior





	
Path of Exceptionalism II (133/500)


	 



	
Path of Running IX (6871/10000)


	
Dormant Paths (2)





	
Path of Balance IX (5003/10000)


	
Path of Brewing IV





	
Path of Body Strengthening IX (5224/10000)


	
Path of Coordination VIII





	
Path of Aethersensing IX (5611/10000)


	 



	
Path of Swordplay VIII (3248/5000)


	 



	
Path of Deception IX (5637/10000)


	 



	
Path of Hatchets VI (500/1000)


	 



	
Path of the Completionist III (209/500)


	 



	
Path of Soulstealing II (39/50)


	 






With the fifteen for completing an Elite Path and ten for the Achievement my Path of Exceptionalism had jumped forward by twenty-five steps.

Completionist had gone up sixty-five — forty base for an Elite Path with Gifted increasing it accordingly and pushing it to the next Tier.

With Infiltration completed, I had pulled Hatchets back into my Active list. But my eyes were mostly drawn to my Advanced Attributes. I had one available slot which I had been holding out for Aethersensing. However, Invisible Presence sounded amazing.

I looked to Gramps for guidance. “What should I do?”

“What do you want to do?” he countered, eyes alight with amusement.

The answer was — I didn’t know. For so long, I had been driving myself forward towards the Aethersensing attribute. Declining the other options I had been presented with had not been difficult, even if they were still available for me now. Endurance and Willpower were offered before I knew much about the Myriad Paths, and I had declined them out of a lack of knowledge. Stealth, I had intentionally turned down because my heart was set on becoming a Mage like Gramps — and to do that I needed Aethersensing and Aether Manipulation.

But those previous offerings didn’t sound anywhere near as good as Invisible Presence.

“What does it do?” I asked.

“Invisible Presence?” Gramps asked before continuing. “Most attributes are passive. Like your Gifted or my Roaring Flame —” he paused at my open mouth. “Makes my Fire Magic considerably hotter. Not important right now. No more interruptions.”

I pressed my lips together and clamped down on my curiosity.

“Most are passive. Most, but not all, especially at the higher Tiers. Invisible Presence is a Tier three attribute which you should have control of when it is and isn’t active. It doesn’t cost aether, like Skills do, and what it should do is make anything that possesses aether more likely to ignore you. There are Skills, Enchantments, and Attributes capable of resisting it. Also, don’t expect it to work if you’re drawing attention to yourself. But it’s a very powerful attribute. Even more so if you invest in it.”

“How do you know so much about it?” I asked.

“A member of my adventuring Guild had it. He was our scout, and I don’t ever recall him being caught when he didn’t want to be. Thankfully, unlike you, he didn’t have much of a playful streak so he didn’t walk around sneaking up on us. Excellent scout though. Went on to join the Beast Hunter’s Guild when we dissolved our own small Guild which is no small feat.”

“So… you think I should take it?”

“Why don’t you just say what’s stopping you.”

“If I take it, I will need to open up two Advanced Attribute slots to become a Mage,” I said, pointing out the obvious. I knew Gramps already knew what my hang up was, he just wanted me to put it out there.

“Considering your progress on the Path of the Completionist, we can basically guarantee you’ll unlock another slot for Advanced Attributes before you turn twelve. You’ll also complete the Paths of Aethersensing and Aether Manipulation by then. So, if those are the ones you want, then with your work ethic and Gifted, you’ll get there.”

“Is there another way to unlock an Advanced Attribute slot?” I asked, my voice filled with hope.

“Not one I know of, Kiddo,” Gramps replied with a laugh. “The most common source of additional slots — where I got all mine — are from Class Paths. Maybe there are some others from Dungeons, but I never went deep enough to find out. As for Paths, Completionist is the only one I know of.”

I sighed, eyes flicking back to the offered Advanced Attribute. Invisible Presence sounded amazing, but if it was a choice between that and being a Mage, well, I think my answer was obvious. Gramps’ expression certainly seemed to think so.

“I won’t take it for now,” I said dejectedly.

Gramps just nodded as though my answer was a foregone conclusion — and perhaps it was. I consoled myself by investing the unallocated Stats into Gifted.

I was about to ask him more about Dungeons when the door opened and Mum entered. 

She closed the door behind her and the moment I saw her pretty face I knew I was in deep shit.

“Did you know?” she growled at Gramps. 

The old man shook his head, throwing me in the deep end on my own. I couldn’t blame him. I had dug my own grave, now it was time to lie in it.

“What were you thinking?!” Mum demanded, her voice breaking as tears filled her eyes. “You could have been killed!”

Her arms wrapped around me, her eyes bloodshot as she looked at me. “You promised no more secrets, Sweetheart.”

It was the first time I had ever heard Mum sounding like this, and there was only one way to describe it — betrayed.

“I wasn’t going to keep it a secret, Mum. I knew you and Gramps would realise straight away. But that man wouldn’t leave you alone, and I saw you hiding from him and…”

My words jumbled up as I tried to express my childish feelings, torn between being worried about her and feeling guilty for going behind their backs, but at the same time thinking I was doing the right thing.

“And I knew you and Gramps would try to stop me.”

Mum sat down next to me, looking into my eyes expectantly. For the second time that day, I recounted what I had done.

“What am I going to do with you?” Mum whispered when I was done as she held my hand. “I can’t even punish you. It’s not like I can make you work harder than you already are.”

“I’ll do more chores around the outpost,” I suggested helpfully.

Mum laughed softly. “Fine. You’ll help me clean up the common room in the evening every night. Sweeping, dishes, wiping the benches down. Everything.”

I knew it took Mum an hour or so to clean up the place most nights. That time had gone down with the assistance of Dorothy and Molly. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. I just had to figure out how to turn it into a game that would progress my Paths. Was I a little obsessed with seeing my numbers go up? Definitely.

“Thank you, Sweetheart,” she said, kissing my forehead. “But don’t you dare do anything that reckless again or you’ll break your poor mum’s heart.”

I nodded, even though I knew I would in the future. This had been enough excitement for a while and, as long as there were no more issues. I would do as she asked and settle into some steady growth as I worked on my Paths.

As a group, we left Gramps’ office and headed to the kitchen for breakfast. I was halfway through my toast and eggs when Griselda knocked on the back door. Gramps let her in and she handed over some eggs and meat to Mum which told me she had gone home last night after our little escapade.

Mum was giving her a bit of the stink eye as she took the proffered food and moved it into the larder before addressing the elephant in the room.

“Next time my boy comes up with one of his little plans, Griselda, you come tell me. What if something had happened to him?”

Griselda grunted in response. “He is a warrior. Sometimes things happen when you are a warrior. He is whole. Was a good plan.”

Mum seemed ready to tell the half-orc off, but Gramps got there first — though his words were not what I expected.

“Since you seem so willing to help, mind staying at the outpost another night?”

Griselda looked at Gramps for a moment before nodding. “I will need to go home and tend to the animals. Let Martin know. But I will return before night.”

“Thank you. If you have a spare shovel, bring it as well,” Gramps added.

Griselda took her leave shortly afterwards.

The rest of the day felt more normal than it had in weeks. Aethersensing practise with Gramps, followed by reading, writing, and a little history with Mum whose mood was vastly improved; ending with sword work out the back.

As promised, I helped clean up the common room in the evening, which was even messier than usual owing to an impromptu celebration from the Horndale Mining Co. It seemed I was not the only one who disliked the Lady Yalindra and was happy to see her gone.

Griselda had kept to the kitchen throughout the evening and joined Gramps by the fire as Mum got ready for bed. I asked to stay up, sensing something was wrong with the old codger. All evening, he had been staring off into the distance with a stern look on his slightly wrinkled face. Mum had allowed it since I was under the watchful eyes of Gramps.

“Why aren’t we going to bed?” I asked as I sat on the furs by the fire.

Gramps didn’t answer me right away. When he did, he leaned forward as though he were telling me a secret.

“What do you think Lady Yalindra will do with Marcus?”

“Probably blame him for everything,” I answered.

“Precisely. Not a lot of incentive for the man to go willingly to the noose.”

“He was tied up,” I pointed out.

“So he was. However, it might help Yalindra’s argument with her cousin if she can blame the entire thing on a soldier gone rogue. All the better if he’s not there to defend himself. If Marcus is going to make his escape, it’s the first night he’ll do it.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because there is something here he wants — and some people just can’t take ‘no’ for an answer. The weak of will…”

His words trailed off as he turned back to the fire, clearly unwilling to say more. I mulled over his words. Was he right? Would Marcus manage to escape and rather than flee into the wilderness return for the prize he had been eyeing for weeks? 

I hoped Gramps was wrong. He wasn’t.

Just as my eyes had started to droop, my young body giving in to sleep, I heard the clatter of hooves outside and then the sounds of a pair of boots hitting the ground. A moment later, the door rattled, dust flying as something hit it from outside.

Griselda stood, but Gramps laid a hand on her arm as he walked past her. I had seen Gramps use plenty of fire magic, but never anything else — so my eyes widened when I sensed aether and the wooden block barring the door shifted out of its holder and fell to the floor.

The door swung open and Marcus stepped into the room. His white shirt was torn and stained red with blood. With one hand wrapped around the hilt of a dagger that was similarly bloodied and an empty scabbard, he looked like he had fought his way free of his deserved imprisonment. Hard dark eyes looked from Gramps towards the stairs where Mum had just exited her room.

Marcus took one step forward, opening his mouth. A blue ball of fire shot straight into his throat and his scream sounded more like a wheeze – or a death rattle. The noise was silence as fire engulfed the rest of his head. Gramps didn’t move an inch as the soldier turned stalker collapsed to the floor.

Then there was only silence and the smell of cooked flesh.

“Griselda, get the shovels,” Gramps ordered.

I watched the pair of them leave, Griselda hefting the corpse over her shoulder like it was just another wooden log while Mum ushered me up to bed. Rather than return to her own room, she curled up with me beneath the covers and sung me to sleep like when I was a babe. It helped.

  

    
        Chapter 78

    
    
    
    
  Haruki Kagemi blew a cloud of pale pink smoke into the air of her parlour. Kneeling before her were the two returning kits. Each of the foxkin had a single tail lying still behind them, while her own five swayed in a hypnotic dance. The flowing, purple robe she wore concealed the flexible and enchanted leather armour beneath — not to mention the small arsenal of weapons, poisoned and otherwise.

Clan Kagemi had persevered for hundreds of years despite their fellow beastkins' distrust of foxkin. Wariness of those who wielded illusions and worked with poisons was understandable, and Haruki — like those who came before her — understood that it was a tight rope she needed to walk so that the Kagemi Clan remained somewhere between dangerous and useful.

The first step in navigating such a treacherous path was information, which was why she had the two kits kneeling before her ready to deliver their reports.

“Amari, Miyara, tell me how your task fared?”

Haruki wove a spell into her voice, the sound coming from all directions at once. The kits shivered under her attention, the usually playful Amari fearful in Haruki’s presence. Especially since the kit had been disarmed, her usual array of daggers missing from her leather armour. Miyara, ever the dagger in the dark, merely tensed as though ready to defend herself — her exposed red fur shimmering in the flickering lantern light that was intentionally designed to create moving shadows. 

“We completed the assignment as required, Matriarch. We travelled with the Mavis brothers for long enough to earn their trust. The youngest is enamoured with Amari, while the eldest is more than willing to trade information for an easier path to power. They have since passed the Beast Hunter’s Guild trials and have been confirmed as members, though their ranks are entry-level. We are confident that they will continue to pass us information on the Beast Hunters as you requested.”

Haruki sniffed, the scent of fear mingled with pheromones. If Amari intended to continue on her path of bed warming assassin, then Haruki would need to acquire an affinity for the kit to mask her scent. While most humans might never notice it, her fellow beastkin would smell the sex on her, along with that of whoever she had lain with recently. There were enchanted items that might accomplish the same, but those were more appropriately used on far more temporary assignments.

Miyara, on the other hand, favoured the darkness far more. The kit lacked the Illusion affinity owing to a weaker Bloodline Path, but instead had a Moderate Shadow affinity. That, in its own way, was a boon. Even Haruki herself had only raised her Illusion affinity to Strong in the last decade. Potent would be impossible in her lifetime without a heavenly blessed opportunity. Miyara, however, might manage a Potent Shadow affinity in a decade or two. Making her the near-perfect assassin.

Haruki didn’t let her gaze drift to where Kazuro stood hidden in the darkness. She would have him train the kit soon.

“Was there anything else to report?” she asked, not willing to show how pleased she was with their success. Their service to the Clan should be reward enough until she doled out more to remind them that success meant growth.

“There is one other thing, Matriarch,” Amari whispered, eyes downcast.

Haruki didn’t shift even though her interest was piqued. Miyara normally spoke for the pair — an issue Haruki intended to remedy by separating the kits. For Amari to take the initiative, it must be something interesting, and no doubt something Amari herself had learned. Miyara would never take credit for someone else's work.

“Speak,” Haruki commanded.

“I believe we identified George Arman while roaming in the Horndales with the Mavis Brothers.”

Haruki inhaled some of the scented pink smoke as she considered this new development. House Arman had placed a bounty on any information regarding their wayward son.

“Is that all?” she asked.

“He has a daughter, Matriarch. She was taking Aethersensing lessons with the Adventurer’s Society Factor.”

The Kagemi Matriarch blew out a puff of pink smoke that swirled down around her body instead of upwards on spellwrought winds. Displays of power were necessary when you led a Clan of killers. These little reminders achieved a sense of stability and hierarchy that words alone could never accomplish.

“You are both dismissed. Return to the House of Smoke and Mirrors. You have been away for long enough that your development will need to be reassessed before you're assigned your next task for the Clan. If your words prove true, you will share in the reward.”

The two kits touched their heads to the bamboo mats that had been imported from Helenica before fleeing silently with their single tails tucked against their legs.

With the kits gone, Haruki released the illusion of herself lounging on the pile of cushions. Instead she appeared off to the side and part way up the wall sitting on a small wooden overhang. Her eyes were fixed on a dark patch along the opposite wall.

“What are your thoughts, Kazuro?”

The shadows parted as the grizzled, older foxkin dropped his concealment spell.

“Validate before a decision is made.”

His voice was like sandpaper in her ears, never having fully healed after an encounter with a Smoke Mage many years ago. Just like Miyara, his Bloodline did not carry the Illusion affinity, and so there was no opportunity to utilise the Sound affinity to try and hide his wounds.

“And if she has correctly identified him?”

Haruki already knew what she was going to do. However, the necessity of drilling lessons into her Clan had never left her after her time spent as an instructor in the House of Smoke and Mirrors.

“Fulfil the bounty, Matriarch.”

Haruki remained calm, not rolling her eyes. Kazuro was a weapon, and like most weapons, he lacked flexibility.

“Not yet,” she answered, inspecting her claws to show her displeasure at his answer.

“You have another purpose in this, Matriarch? Why expend resources to validate the information if we will not capitalise on it?”

“House Arman is offering a reasonable reward. But we do not want a reasonable reward. We want an unreasonable one. They are unlikely to treat with us in good faith at this moment as they ride the wave of accolades they are receiving for the successes of their scions and forces against the orcish invasion in the East. The loss of George Arman was a powerful blow against the growth of their House, given they spread that he was the heir, which almost certainly means a powerful variant of their Bloodline. If Amari is right, and he has a daughter, there is a possibility she carries a powerful variant as well.”

Haruki ignored how Kazuro’s scent changed at the mention of Bloodlines. He had never truly gotten over his weaker Bloodline and likely still blamed his mother for siring him with a father from another Clan.

“What would you have me do, Matriarch?” he asked.

Haruki smiled. Angry he may be about his Bloodline, but Kazuro’s loyalty to Clan Kagemi had never once been questioned.

“Validate the information. Confirm that it is George Arman. Confirm that he has a daughter, and if possible assess her capability. Gather enough information that when we offer it to House Arman, we can ask for far more than they are currently willing to give. If it turns out his daughter is trivial and irrelevant, then we settle for the original bounty.”

“I will assign Murin to the task,” Kazuro replied.

Haruki gave her nod of approval. Murin was only passable with Illusion, but among the current kits, he was the most capable in Aethersensing.

With her approval given, Kazuro exited the room. Once he was gone, she dropped the illusion of her sitting up on the wall, finally revealing her true location just behind where Kazuro had stood. One day, one of the younger generation would challenge her position as Matriarch. Eventually, fear would fall to greed. Or perhaps they would just believe they could do a better job of protecting the Clan.

Walking back to her pile of cushions, she sat down and looked over the numbers of the latest report. The Arman situation was only of mild interest. Her true focus was getting more information on the Beast Hunter’s Guild. For over half a year, they had appeared to be stepping up their operations in the south and east along the coast while bidding for more Dungeon slots at the same time. Yet despite the appearance of more investment or spending the wealth they had accrued, there was no obvious sign of a return. The number of beast parts entering the market had not increased, nor were the auction houses selling additional beasts for bonding or other purposes. The Beast Hunters were sinking their gold into something, and Haruki hated not knowing. After all, knowledge was power.

“What are you up to, Kalista?” she wondered out loud.

***

Anander’s booted feet slapped against the swaying, wooden walkway as he marched purposefully into the heart of the flotilla. 

His original plan to enter Meravia had gone astray. Buying passage aboard a ship leaving Ajinport for Helenica before the Shining Light Paladin caught wind of him had been simple enough. But a storm along the southern coast had impeded the trade ship, which had then been set upon by pirates.

He had debated revealing himself then, but if he did, he would’ve needed to kill the crew of the trade ship as well — and then who would have sailed the boat? Instead, he tolerated the imposition as the pirates stole his chest of clothes and the small amount of wealth contained within.

What he hadn’t expected was for the pirates to foolishly take him captive. They had, unfortunately, been under the impression that he was nobility and could be ransomed back to his House. Subverting the crew had been a slow process, and he had tolerated truly abhorrent living quarters for the first few weeks. Once the second mate was under his sway though, it had been easy to stage a mutiny.

The sacrificed souls hadn’t been enough to aid him — a constant problem at this point — and he had instead distributed their power to his new acolytes. Power gifted in return for loyalty. He would’ve had them land near Meravia after that and made his own way to Helenica, but plans had changed only a few nights after the successful mutiny.

The red-tailed comet streaking across the sky was no omen. He had stood on the quarterdeck, dark eyes tracing the trajectory of the heavenly object, and snorted in derision.

“Another failure falling for their sins,” he had remarked back then.

Still, their failure was his opportunity. The comet had fallen well beyond the horizon, but the waves that had rippled across the ocean in its wake had been enough for Anander to know that the failure had landed farther south in the Thyric Ocean. 

A newly formed Dungeon wouldn’t truly meet his needs until it had more time to glut itself on the Worldsoul. That, however, didn’t mean it couldn’t serve some purpose. His original plan to build his cult from an established middle-grade Guild in Helenica would still work if he showed up with a freshly formed Guild empowered from gaining access to a new Dungeon. The fact that he wouldn’t need to worry about any pesky Paladins out on the Thyric Ocean certainly helped make his decision.

Two weeks of sailing had brought them within view of a whirlpool that led down to the ocean floor. At the bottom, a gateway wide enough to drive three boats through led into the Dungeon itself. Anander had not been the first to arrive. He hadn’t even been the fifth. Pirates and powerful merchant traders had gathered under an armistice to reap the rewards of a Dungeon controlled by no nation. 

The few water mages among the flotilla had become rich quickly as they ferried those exiting the Dungeon back to the surface. Day by day, the flotilla had grown, wooden walkways being constructed between them as more and more ships flocked to the Dungeon. Helenica’s Navy had tried to lay claim to the area and been driven off, but not before five ships had been scuttled — two of the navy’s and three of the pirates’. The extra wood from the sunken vessels had helped but were nowhere near enough to meet the flotilla’s needs. The city of El Basaad to the south had taken a wiser approach, sending their merchants to trade and delivering fresh wood and food as the gathering expanded beyond all reason till a ring of slowly drifting wood and ships circled the whirlpool.

Anander finally reached his destination, his musings coming to an end as he boarded the largest ship in the flotilla. He was waved through by armed pirates into a large office at the aft of the ship where the other premier captains waited.

The self styled Admiral Pontius ran his fingers along his sun bleached mustache as he looked across at the latest entry.

“News, Captain Anander?”

“Yes, Admiral,” Anander replied, playing into the pirates inflated ego. “My men have returned after successfully entering the third layer. The floor is a volcanic archipelago. We’ve finally found a source of wood.”

Anander, as a predator himself, appreciated the violent glint in Pontius’s eyes. With a source of wood that didn’t require trade with El Basaad, they could finally start trading for what they really needed — slaves from the southern continent to help extract the resources of the Molten Heart Dungeon. 

  

    
        Chapter 79

    
    
    
    
  In the wake of Lady Yalindra’s ousting from our community, I had gotten exactly what I desired — a time of peace and progress. A year and a half had passed in quiet certitude. Initially, Ser Joss and his forces had occupied the wooden fort, but that had been short lived with the Duke of House Landrin indicating his support for Ser Joss and claiming the village and silver mine. Ser Joss, now Baron Joss, had been given control of the area under the auspices of House Landrin.

With the approval of his Lord, Baron Joss had set about building a stone keep for himself and his soldiers. The new works had masons moving into the town, along with carpenters for furniture, tailors for clothes, and many more. With more residents came the need for more services. Farriers to see to the needs of the horses for both the merchants as well as the Baron’s own forces; Coopers for barrels, the list went on. There had even been a hunting lodge built for the hunters who migrated.

Once just a small outpost and stopover for merchants, the newly named town of Hornpeak had continued to grow by the week. The amount of silver flowing from the mine had increased consistently as new miners moved to the town and joined the rebranded Hornpeak Mining Company. In the wake of the theft, which Baron Joss had seemed more than happy to lay at Lady Yalindra’s feet, the mining company had undergone a change in leadership.

Previously Kole, one of the original discoverers of silver vein, had been considered in charge. While Baron Joss had ignored the theft, his compatriots with a stake in the mine had not. Dorothy, Brin’s mother, had taken over and the growing mine had purchased the wooden fort from Baron Joss. This had allowed her to set up the smithies that smelted the silver ore within the protected confines of the fort which seemed to settle plenty of nerves — especially Ser Joss’s — about the veracity of the reported silver coming out of the mine.

With the wealth now flowing into the Hornpeak Mining Company, Dorothy had seen fit to capitulate to her daughter’s wishes, and at the age of ten Brin had left for Ajinport to attend Clawcrest Academy. An expensive investment but one the newly rich Matron could afford. The farewell had been a simple one, with Brin vowing she would return and beat me for once after she completed her training. I had appreciated her aspiration, even if I knew she would fail. Maybe that was my growing pride speaking, but I just did not see it happening.

Two winters had passed in the year and a half and I had grown accordingly. Seven years old now and already a third of the way to being eight I had continued to grow taller at a steady rate. I would never be a towering edifice like Griselda, but it seemed like I would probably reach Gramps’ height once I was done growing.

With time had come progress as I completed Path after Path and picked up new ones to work on in their place. My time had been spread evenly across my various Paths and, once I got on a roll, it was as though I were completing a new Path every month. The notifications simply kept appearing.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Running X(10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated

My first free slot in a long time — so I brought the Path of Coordination into my active list after it had languished for so long in dormancy.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Balance X(10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated

I replaced it with the Path of Footwork.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Body Strengthening X(10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated

My Path Manuals for the Shadow Paths that Gramps had requested were yet to arrive — so I started working on weapon Paths to take advantage of my Child Warrior Boon. I chose Shieldwork. George wasn’t much of a teacher so it was slow going.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aethersensing X (10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated, Advanced Attribute Unlocked: Aethersensing, Advanced Path Unlocked

Free Advanced Attribute Slot available. Would you like to select Aethersensing as an Advanced Attribute?

Obviously I had. How long had I waited for that moment? Years. Literal years. We celebrated my achievement with a honeycake. The honey came from the Endless Plains Dungeon at no small expense. The love came free from the best Mum in the world. It was one of the greatest days of my life. But there was more.

Advanced Path available. Please select a single Advanced Path from the following:


	Path of Affinity Sensing




	Path of Aethersensitivity




	Path of Aether Memory



At Gramps urging, I had selected Path of Aethersensitivity — which would increase my effective range. Affinity Sensing was more useful for crafters apparently, and Aether Memory focused on storing the exact feel of someone's aether for tracking purposes. I got back to work. Aether Manipulation was the Path I took as a replacement though. 

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Deception X (10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated, Advanced Attribute Unlocked: Deception, Advanced Path Unlocked

No Free Advanced Attribute Slot available.

Two slots filled. What an awful reminder. Not that I would have taken Deception anyway.

Advanced Path available. Please select a single Advanced Path from the following:


	Path of Mediation




	Path of Bargaining




	Path of Negotiation



I chose the Path of Bargaining. Mother was very happy. I guess she hoped it meant I might choose a Merchant Class Path in the future. Small hope of that happening. A free slot meant Path of Aethersensitivity though. The grind continued.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Coordination IX (5000/5000)

Reward: 1 Unallocated

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Coordination X(10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated

Another slot opening to be filled with a weapon Path. This time it was Daggers. Hells, I would sell my soul for a weapons instructor! Well, maybe not that extreme. I just had to keep reminding myself that some progress was better than no progress. 

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Footwork I (10/10)

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Footwork VII (1000/1000)

Reward: +5 Coordination, +2 Mental

Just hard work.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Swordplay IX (5000/5000)

Reward: 1 Unallocated

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Hatchets VI (1000/1000)

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Hatchets IX (5000/5000)

Reward: +2 Strength, +1 Stamina, 1 Unallocated
Child Warrior Bonus: +1 Strength, +1 Stamina

Hard work plus decent teachers.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Shieldwork I (10/10)

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Shieldwork VI (500/500)

Reward: +2 Strength, +2 Stamina, +2 Coordination
Child Warrior Bonus: +1 Strength, +1 Stamina, +1 Coordination

Out went Shieldwork. The time to get to the seventh Tier was just too long without an instructor to show me what I was doing wrong — plus I wanted the extra Physical Stats from my Boon. In with Long-knives, and on I went.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Daggers I (10/10)

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Daggers VI (500/500)

Reward: +4 Coordination, +2 Strength
Child Warrior Bonus: +2 Coordination, +1 Strength

Just like Shieldwork, Daggers had to drop. Axes were a good replacement. I needed to build my muscles more. Griselda helped a little.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Long-knives I (10/10)

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Long-knives VI (500/500)

Reward: +4 Strength, +2 Coordination
Child Warrior Bonus: +2 Strength, +1 Coordination

Finally, after an interminable wait and very possibly some direct interference with Gramps’ request — clearly he still had enemies — my Shadow Path Manuals arrived. Path of Shadow Magic was the easiest to pick up, so it was first. Still took me a few weeks to manipulate my aether into something resembling a spell. Just to be clear, it wasn’t a spell, but it was enough for the Myriad Paths. Gramps credited the strength of my affinity for making the unlocking process easier. I couldn’t argue. An archmage I was not. A sneaky little shit though… well, my history spoke for itself.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Axes I (10/10)

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Axes VI (500/500)

Reward: +4 Stamina, +2 Strength
Child Warrior Bonus: +2 Stamina, +1 Strength

Even with Griselda’s help, the Path of Axes had to go. I replaced it with the Path of Obscuring Shadow. It was an Advanced Path that was based on using my Shadow Affinity to conceal my aether. My Royal Cloak of Shadows Skill was far more effective than I was at hiding my aether usage, which was a low bar considering I was admittedly ordinary so far at Aether Manipulation. Gramps said I shouldn’t have even been able to unlock the Path of Obscuring Shadow till I completed the Path of Shadow Magic. Potent Shadow affinity to the rescue once again!

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aether Manipulation I (10/10)

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aether Manipulation VII (1000/1000)

Reward: +7 Aether

I was proud of the results of my hard work despite my lacking talent. That was what I kept telling myself after Etta managed to advance her Bloodline Path a Tier and grew her aether core to the Greater grade. Gramps acknowledged she had even more aether than he did. Sometimes, life just wasn’t fair.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aethersensitivity I (10/10)

Reward: +5 Aethersensing

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aethersensitivity II (50/50)

Reward: +5 Aethersensing

Working on extending the range of my aether sensitivity was paying dividends. It’s also how I learned that Advanced Paths related to Advanced Attributes you possessed awarded Stats in those attributes at a greater rate than the Unallocated ones I normally got. I hadn’t decided how I felt about that. Less Stats going to Gifted, but then extra Stats going to developing as a Mage — my weakest area so far. I guessed I was okay with the tradeoff.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Shadow Magic I (10/10)

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Shadow Magic II (25/25)

Reward: +2 Aether

At least my affinity let me spend a lot of time working on learning how to cast some Shadow spells detailed in the Shadow Magic Path Manual — even if I could only reliably cast Nightvision. Still, one spell was one spell more than I could cast before! I was an actual Mage now! Also, no need to try and buy any more nightvision potions off Magatha!

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Obscuring Shadow I (10/10)

Reward: 2 Unallocated


The fact that I could hide my Nightvision spell from Gramps if I was in the common room was not the achievement I hoped it was. Any closer, and he could tell. Still, I was a work in progress. At least now, I could actually use my aether, even if it was only a little. 

My Skills had been worked on as well.

You have advanced your Muffled Steps (Minor) Skill to the end of its Path! Would you like to Evolve it?

Evolving from the Minor Grade to the Lesser Grade will take one additional Skill Slot. You may choose to evolve your Skill at any time or never.
Evolutions available:


	Muffled Aura - Reduce the noise for a very short distance around you. 




	Light Movement - Reduce the noise you make while moving and you are less likely to leave a trail.




	Phantom Step - Project the sound of your movement to another location.



I chose Muffled Aura — Mum disapproved. Gramps quietly slipped me one of his fiery aether coins as a reward. It went straight into my stash, alongside my illusion aether coin from the foxkin and my reclaimed Greater Infiltration Skill Seed that I had swiped from Gramps’ office. He didn’t notice for three weeks. I didn’t think stealing back something that belonged to me counted as steps on the Path of Thievery — nor was I likely to find out as I didn’t want to break my Mum’s heart so I never activated it.

My Royal Cloak of Shadows had seen plenty of practice, but even with my amazing Affinity, it was still slow progressing a Greater Skill. Controlled Grip was even harder since it hogged aether like Griselda’s goats hogged the feeder.

I had unlocked more Paths, but my time was finite, and I needed to focus on the ones that were going to help my future. With a year and a half gone, I only had another two years till I would be almost ten — the age of enrollment at Songleaf for new students. By then, I hoped we were already in Helenica with my Grandaunt Agnes. Opening my Status, I looked at how far I had come and lamented the issue staring me right in the face. How in the hells was I going to complete the Path of Exceptionalism before I turned twelve?
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        Chapter 80

    
    
    
    
  The thin string of aether coiling behind my eyes felt like liquid ice as I tried to maintain my control of the thread. Unlocking the Aethersensing Attribute had changed my perception of what was possible. Before the new Attribute, finding aether had been like searching for something in a dark room using only your hands — eventually you might grab onto it, but then you didn’t really have an idea of what shape it was. I vaguely remembered a story about a blind man thinking an elephant was a snake but that didn’t make any sense at all. 

What even was an elephant? I wondered as the fragmented memory faded.

At least that was how it had been for me with my Lesser Aether Core. Etta had found it easier, of course, which I definitely wasn’t still a little envious of after all these years. If Deception had gained steps from lying to yourself, I would have finished that Path years ago.

With Aethersensing though, it was like I had a torch. Sure, things further away were still hidden in the dark or hard to see in the shadows — but for anything close by, it was clear as day what was going on. The aether inside me couldn’t be any closer so I felt exactly what it was doing. In fact, I could even pluck it like a string from my core, dragging the aether out through my channels — which were basically roots growing out from my core to all my extremities — before trying to mould it.

That last step is what was giving me grief. I had the Aethersensing Attribute, making sensing it easier. I did not have the Aether Manipulation Attribute, and without it, plucking the thread of aether and getting it to do what I want was the same as trying to hold onto a slippery eel. The aether constantly tried to wriggle out of my grasp or twist in ways I didn’t want it to go.

Thankfully, the Shadow Affinity was not known for its physical impact on the caster. Apparently, you needed to be far more careful with things like fire and lightning — though they were also generally shaped into a spell outside the body. My nightvision spell was an internal spell, meaning I needed to shape the aether while it was still on the inside. It made the task easier since I was kind of terrible at external aether manipulation. But easier didn’t mean easy. I still took almost a minute to wrangle the aether thread into the desired shape. 

Then, with a pulse of aether to feed the spell, my vision shifted. The shadows in Gramps’ office fled before my eyes. The room was already dimly lit by a single lantern, the window shuttered. In the near darkness, I could make out the dusty corner behind one book case where some fluff from Gramps’ clothes had found a new home. My eyes continued to rove over the room, picking out the items that I couldn’t see before.

This was my third cast of the day, and my Path of Shadow Magic finally gained another step. By rights I should have been tired but my Shadow Affinity once more came to the rescue heavily reducing the required aether. Still, it was slow going. The other Path I was working on — Aether Manipulation — had gained more than one step thankfully. Even so, I estimated I was over a year away from unlocking the Aether Manipulation Attribute. Even longer for gaining a new Advanced Attribute slot to put it in.

Baby steps, I tried to remind myself. It didn’t help. My impatience was growing worse despite the steady progress I was making.

“Something on your mind?” Gramps asked as he scribbled in his second Path Manual. This one, I knew, was based on me. His first, still ongoing, had been about his own Paths and experiences.

“It’s just so slowww…” I complained, losing the fight to my young mind as it demanded instant gratification.

“You’re going faster than you have any right to, Bastian. I shouldn’t need to remind you how lucky you are or how careful you need to be about displaying that luck,” Gramps replied without looking up. His tone was gentle but the rebuke was clear — and I didn’t think he was talking about my bout of impatience.

I licked my lips out of a sense of nervousness. 

“They challenged me,” I replied, hearing my words for the excuse it was.

“Of course they did. You are the grandson of an Adventurer Society Factor. They hear how you have private lessons in swordplay. Your friend Brin, before she left, certainly talked about how talented you are. I feel like Hornpeak grows larger every week, and those new kids have nothing to go on but the rumours of you. Of course some of them are going to challenge you in an attempt to prove their own worth and establish themselves high up in the local hierarchy—” Gramps raised an eyebrow. “Don’t give me that look. I know you know what I mean. I hear the lessons your Mum is giving you in preparation for moving to Helenica. But just because they challenge you doesn’t mean you need to accept. You’re getting enough looks from the locals as is without drawing even more attention to yourself. Need I remind you what might happen if Baron Joss decides that you would make a fine addition to his family?”

My teeth clicked together, the retort on the tip of my tongue dying in my throat. Gramps was right and I was just being prideful. 

A few of the new kids — led by Victor, one of the farrier's sons — had challenged me to a fight the day before. They were all a few years older than me. Not yet old enough to hit their growth spurt or earn their first Class Paths, but they were getting close. More importantly, at least a couple of them had a tendency to hang around near Baron Joss’s stone keep. It was pretty obvious they wanted to join the Baron’s forces, and I couldn’t fault them for it. The Baron seemed to treat his men well enough and had led the community fairly. I did, however, take issue with Victor’s attempt to use me to prove himself.

While only seven-and-a-half, my Stats were enough to bridge the gap in size and development with a few ten-or-eleven-year-olds. My training and experience did the rest. I had shown restraint, avoiding breaking bones or worse. But each of the three left with dust in their mouths and bruises on their body from my wooden training sword.

I lowered my head before Gramps’ in embarrassment. “It won’t happen again.”

“See that it doesn’t. Baron Joss may be a fair sort as nobility goes, but his morals are flexible if the opportunity is rewarding enough — as you well know. Just another year and a half, and we’ll leave here, and then you won’t have to worry about it as much.”

“Really? I thought I might need to worry about it even more?” I quipped, trying to lighten the mood.

Gramps snorted, his lips curling up behind his beard. “You’re good, you sneaky little shit. But the Songleaf Academy will have the children of Dukes, Counts, and the richest merchants of Meravia attending its vaunted halls. Some of them will have had tutors that put me to shame since before they could walk. When you get there, you won’t be the best of your year. That’s just a fact. Upper middle is my guess, if you keep up the hard work and stop getting distracted by fights with the locals.”

“And after Songleaf?” I replied with a smirk.

“Put in the effort, and you’ll graduate near the very top. Maybe even the Apex,” Gramps said as he put down his quill.

“Still think that’s a stupid title,” I grumbled.

Gramps shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. Never attended Songleaf myself. Maybe they have a reason for calling it that. You’ll have to tell me in a few years… if you can meet my sister's demands.”

My eyes lit up even as my nightvision spell faded. Gramps had regularly taken to poking holes in my ego like this — almost certainly to provoke me to continue working hard. Just because I knew what he was doing didn’t mean his little tricks weren’t working. Then again, I wasn’t sure I knew how to slack off.

“I’ll crush her demands,” I stated confidently.

“Perhaps. That’d be more convincing if you manage to get the Path of Weapon Mastery — because she is definitely going to take a negative view of your Lesser Aether Core and your Shadow Affinity.”

I frowned at his words even though I had heard them before. Having someone with a Shadow Affinity and clearly developed Physical stats just screamed assassin or spy. At a place like Songleaf Academy, those strengths would work against me instead of for me — at least in terms of what Grandaunt Agnes desired. If Gramps was to be believed — and he had never given me reason to doubt him — then his sister would be interested in me making political connections that could draw additional investment. Her ultimate goal was to increase the wealth of those who attended her auction house. At least, that’s what Gramps’ was counting on.

While the scions of the nobility might cozy up to an up and coming mage or exceptional warrior, they would be far more wary of someone who had all the traits of an assassin. Unless we could solve my underwhelming aether core by the time I attended Songleaf — which seemed unlikely — then it was the warrior route I would need to display. That meant either becoming an exceptional swordsman or an adaptable fighter. We were betting on the latter.

“Well, that’s not all on me, is it?” I pointed out. “You were going to try to find me an instructor — Malv-something. Pretty sure I can get there before we move even without one though.”

I left unsaid that it might mean pausing my Magic Paths. The idea was abhorrent to me. But from everything Mum and Gramps had told me, getting into Songleaf would catapult my Paths forward far more than anything else could except for maybe going into a Dungeon. No way in hell my family would allow a twelve-year-old to do something so incredibly dangerous.

The alternative was a lesser Academy, which would mean instructors with lower Teaching Skills. That wasn’t an option for me. I wanted to be the very best and that meant learning from the very best. To the surprise of no one, it just so happened that the best were also the most expensive.

Gramps’ bushy eyebrows drew down in annoyance as he picked up on my intentional flubbing of the name — I was just showing my displeasure.

“Unfortunately, Malvern keeps putting me off with excuses. Probably keeps getting offers that are too good for him to refuse. The man always had expensive tastes, and I will be paying him a pittance by comparison to his normal rates since he owes me a favor. If I can’t get him to come, we may need to go to him. Alternatively we might suggest that Agnes hire you a tutor herself, which means putting you in front of her sooner.”

I shrugged good-naturedly. “They all sound like good options. Whatever you think is best, Gramps.”

“I think… that you should be spending more time practising your nightvision spell and less time fighting with the other kids of Hornpeak.”

He picked up his quill and looked at me, clearly waiting to see if I had another retort. 

I didn’t. 

The next couple of hours passed in relative silence with Gramps offering occasional commentary on my aether manipulation. Steps flowed in, and my aether had reduced to less than half, which was about as much as I allowed in these lessons. It would take over six hours to recover what I had lost, and I still had my Skills to work on as well.

Waving goodbye to Gramps, I headed out of the office. I snatched up my wooden practice sword before blowing through the kitchen like a gale and out into the glorious sunlight. Mum waved to me from the garden and kept an eye on me as I sprinted across the hard ground towards Etta’s house. My eyes drifted up to the sky — just in case. I didn’t know if there was a word for it but I had never gotten over my fear of aerial attacks. Checking for avian threats had become an ingrained habit I just couldn’t shake.

Then, I was arriving amongst the trees that hid Etta’s house from most prying eyes. A few seconds later, I broke through the shrubbery that I suspected had been planted to further conceal the wooden home. Etta was outside, standing by Grandma Lucille as she controlled an orb of water in her hands. I bit down on my envy and gave my only friend a wave before jogging over to George where he was already warming up.

Gone were the days when Etta joined our practice. With a Greater Aether Core to draw on, her days were spent practising spells — most of which had to happen outside given her Storm Affinity.

George, looking limber, held out his own wooden blade towards me.

“Ready, Bastian?” he asked with a knowing smile.

I didn’t answer, not letting my expression shift and warn him as I launched forward, blade extended. I had been born ready.

  

    
        Chapter 81

    
    
    
    
  I enjoyed the song of the world as it touched upon all my senses. The bubbling of the stream beside which I stood and the trill of birds in the trees above us tickling my ears; a whisper of wind caressing my arms, the scent of fallen leaves and hidden flowers. Together they combined into the sweetest melody.

The harmony to accompany that beautiful song was wrought of aether. The closest was Etta, her brown pants rolled up to her knees and her bare feet in the stream as she shaped a ball of water with her aether. Water Orb was more of a training spell, though it could be used for moving water around. Beyond that, it didn’t have a lot of applications, but it did teach control and aether manipulation. For Etta, it also taught her to separate out the tier one affinities that made up her Storm Affinity.

Normally, that should have meant that she would run out of aether far quicker, but her Greater Aether core was a game changer. Unlike Gramps, Etta didn’t suffer in the mountainous environment.

Speaking of Gramps, the old codger sat on a fallen log with a crackling fire in front of him. Being exiled to the mountains had been a punishment, and it was easy to see how. Fire involved creating heat and the mountains ranged from cool to freezing year round. Even with his Greater Aether core and an Attribute for efficiency with fire spells, everything cost him more. They had put him where it would hurt the most without killing him — by restricting his ability to progress his Advanced Class Path. I admit that I hated them — whoever they were — and my vindictive streak demanded vengeance. I was patient enough that, one day, I would visit retribution on whomever had crossed my beloved grandfather.

Around Gramps’ hands swirled a trail of small flames that he wove in figure eights then swirled up and down his arms. He put Etta’s control and my own to shame. While Etta’s aether was easy to sense, feeling like a buzzing ball above the stream, I only caught Gramps’ in occasional flickers. He was doing it on purpose, sitting just outside of my range to help me progress my Path of Aethersensitivity.

George was even farther away, the earth shifting around him as though some mole was digging a tunnel beneath his feet. From him, I could sense nothing, which was fair since he was providing the same training for Etta as Gramps was doing for me. Etta just had a greater effective range with aethersensing, once more owing to her larger core.

As per usual, I was fighting with my aether. I could reliably cast the nightvision spell by this point, though I lacked speed. Where my Skills could activate in the space of a breath, nightvision took anywhere from thirty seconds to a minute, depending on how much I was being distracted. The time it took grew even worse when I was trying to hide my aether usage.

Shadow was, by its nature, not particularly physical. My Shadow Path Manual explained that limitation in detail. It was possible to create corporeal shadows but that was only at a far higher level of spell than I was capable of. Even my Royal Cloak of Shadows Skill didn’t have a physical element to it. What Shadow did exceptionally well was obfuscate and conceal. In fact, it could be paired with spells from other Affinities to hide the aether usage. For someone as sneaky as me, it was perfect — if only I could get it to work reliably.

“I can still sense the spell forming,” Gramps called as flickering flames trailed down his arm and circled the small fire in front of him.

I bit down on my retort. Gramps was just trying to be helpful, and I didn’t want to take out my frustrations on him. To conceal my aether usage, I needed to pull a thin film of my aether over the top of the thread weaving the spell. Technically, they should’ve been the same, but I could feel the difference between them. Gramps called it Affinity resonance, and it was the same thing Etta was using to pull Water from Storm.

Unfortunately for me, it felt like juggling greasy balls. It took me almost fifteen minutes before the nightvision spell snapped into place. Beneath the canopy, it wasn’t too harsh on my eyes, but the pockets of sunlight were close to blinding, and I avoided looking at them.

“I couldn’t sense it,” Gramps offered, clearly recognising my blinking for success.

“Me neither,” Etta chimed in helpfully as she spun the ball of water like a top above her hand.

A little pride swelled in my chest before I clamped down on it. That same feeling was why I got into a fight with the older kids, and it would get me in trouble with my shadow magic too if I let it. Hiding my capabilities was in my best interest, for now. Sure, George knew something was up, but then we also knew about Etta. We would keep each other's secrets. I didn’t trust anyone else to do the same, and Mum had mentioned more than one commoner being tricked or coerced into a noble's retinue before. I did not want that to be me.

Instead, I contented myself with some steps in Aethersensitivity and one in Shadow Magic. Obscuring Shadow progressed far slower — the power of an Advanced Path not so easily seized, even with my Potent Shadow Affinity assisting.

The morning frittered away with each of us working on our own practice. When my aether dipped too low to continue, George rose from where he sat and picked up his wooden blade. Gramps stopped his own training, going to assist Etta with her Aethersensitivity. George and I played the part of happy distractions as we crossed swords, the clack of wood reverberating through the forest.

With a year-and-a-half under my belt, it was fair to say that I was excellent for my age with the sword. By this point, I had been training with George for almost three years and it showed. Once upon a time, he had been able to defeat me easily even while matching my strength and speed. Now, he had to work for it. I still lost most of the time, but most wasn’t all, and those few victories where the tip of my sword touched his body were another source of pride that I was trying to clamp down on.

Today was no different as we walked back and forth beside the stream, using the trees, shrubs, and stones to our advantage. My Stats had grown steadily, and though I was still a child, they allowed me to do things that the fragmented memories of my previous life told me should be impossible.

George took a quick step towards me, lunging with his sword out. His footwork was perfect, maintaining a distance that with my shorter reach meant a dodge to the side and counter attack would see me cut as he reversed his swing. The normal choices were to give ground or try and parry. I chose neither.

Dropping towards the ground, I caught myself by planting my left hand on a stone in a one handed push up. My legs shot out behind me to complete the tripod as I swiped my sword at his ankles. A thin wall of earth rose to block me, my sword vibrating in my hand as it rebounded.

I shoved myself to the side as the earth tried to shift beneath my hands and rolled backwards to my feet, resetting my stance.

“That’s cheating,” I accused.

“You’ll face worse at Songleaf or Clawcrest,” George replied as if that was a good enough excuse.

My face scrunched up in annoyance because it kind of was.

George walked forward, pressuring me as he tried to corner me — a task made all the harder because I was very quick and a small target.

“Will you send Etta to an Academy?” I asked, trying to buy a moment’s respite as I searched for a way to get the man to overextend or make a mistake.

“Not Clawcrest. Songleaf… perhaps. That depends on what she wants. But Cornelius has shared your plans to attend with me, and I know what those Academies are like.”

I slapped his sword away and spun around a tree. Then I turned on Muffled Aura and Royal Cloak of Shadow before ducking back the way I came, silent and concealed. George was too smart to fall for that trick though. When I rounded the thick Horndale pine, he had backed away, waiting to see which way I went rather than committing to one side or the other. I dropped the Skills, shadows flaking off me as George smiled appreciatively at my attempt.

“And what are they like?” I asked as we resumed.

“Depends on you a little. You’ll be good enough to draw attention, if you want. There are factions within factions. The children of nobility will divide down lines of alliance and affiliation, but even those are just what is visible on the surface. They may have orders from their parents to try and harm the other prospects or make new alliances. Most of the time, they won’t care about those not directly affiliated with noble houses.”

Another exchange forced me closer to the stream, and I tried not to let George’s words distract me from the fight. Unfortunately, I was losing that battle too. Damn my curiosity! 

“The strongest and wealthiest Guilds also send their best prospects, but most nobles are smart enough to recognise the danger of offending such powerful organisations. During my time at Clawcrest, the Guilders mostly kept to themselves. They were a very competitive lot, heavily skewed towards survival and combat related subjects.”

George smiled, and I guessed he was remembering something. That gave me the second I needed to get away from the stream before he backed me into the water.

“During my time, they even kept their own ranking list that was just for Guild members. I suppose they didn’t like not taking some of the top spots — those almost always went to the high nobility.”

“Finally, there are the children of merchants. They are the ones you most need to avoid.”

I frowned, made a quick thrust with my sword then flexed my right leg and jumped up onto a rock to gain the high ground. “Merchants are what I should be worried about?”

The idea seemed preposterous. How were they more dangerous than nobles and guild members?

“The nobility won’t care about you unless you give them a reason. The Guilders won’t care about you at all unless you’re one of them. The merchants, however, are always looking for an angle to increase their standing and wealth — selling you out to the nobles is exactly the kind of thing they would do. Besides, you’re neither noble nor a Guilder — the Adventurer’s Society doesn’t count — so you’ll be roomed with the merchants.”

“Etta would too,” I pointed out.

“You think they let boys and girls room together?” George said, his tone amused as he swung at my feet.

I didn’t respond with words. Taking a risk, I leapt over his sword and down towards him. Without moving his feet, he slid to the side on a wave of earth. I tried to recover and roll away as I landed. Instead, I felt the pressure of wood carve a line down my back.

“You need to learn patience,” George said in a tone that was neither scolding nor flattering. “Your Stats are abnormally high for your age. You should be able to outlast most opponents in a one on one. Bide your time and strike when they’re tired or make a mistake.”

“I know,” I grumbled in annoyance.

Even if I knew what I needed to do, actually doing it was the hard part. A truth for everyone, I suspected.

“You’re getting better, though. Once you can reliably use some more shadow spells, and incorporate them into your swordplay, you’ll be an absolute menace. It’s hard to defend against things you can’t see or sense. Again?”

I raised my sword in answer. Training continued till a little after lunch before we began our march back to the outpost. Crossing into the no man's land behind the outpost, I could see a very distinct merchant's wagon hitched up outside the Hornpeak Mining Co. fort. A grin spread on my face, and I broke into a run. Nazim was passing through again!

  

    
        Chapter 82

    
    
    
    
  I charged into the common room, Muffled Aura concealing the sound of my movement as I wove between a few half-filled tables. My foot planted on a chair before I pushed off, launching myself at the seated wolfkin’s back. The response was so fast and fluid it was hard to follow. One moment Nazim was seated, clawed fingers wrapped around a wooden fork — the next he was on his feet spinning to face me with the fork flat against the table.

The wolfkin caught me midair then spun with the momentum and planted me against the floor far more gently than my surprise attack deserved.

I laughed in amusement. “Hey Nazim!”

“Hello little troublemaker,” the wolfkin responded, releasing me.

Despite his quick response, I was completely uninjured. Jumping up, I took a seat at his table as everyone else returned to their food and conversations — the antics of an excitable child not worth more than a second of silence.

Nazim wore his usual hardened grey leather armour over his furred body. Every time I saw him, it looked a little worse for wear,and I wondered when he would need to replace it. He did have a new addition this time compared to when he last visited. The leather wraps strapped around his forearms were plated with metal with only a few scuffs marring their surface. As always, the claws of his right hand were shaved down to stubs — so that he could properly wield a sword. The left hands claws were filed to be even sharper than normal.

I knew Nazim hailed from the same region as George. The Hunting Wolf sword style that George taught me had been developed by the wolfkin of House Fenrith and was designed for sword, buckler, and claw. I lacked the latter but, in the future, could fix that flaw with a clawed metal glove. 

My eyes drifted away from the wolfkin’s clawed hand and up to his yellow eyes.

“It was my smell, wasn’t it?” I asked as Nazim stabbed a sliver of cooked lamb with his fork.

“Everyone else smells like the dust of the road, horses, or oiled leather mixed with their own odours. You smell like clean water, leaves, and a very faint floral scent. Sweat too but not as strong.”

I frowned. Mum had washed my hair a few days ago with something she had made from flowers in her garden. She always complained that my coppery hair was filled with dust from rolling around outside. 

Surely the smell should’ve faded by now? I thought. Just how good is Nazim’s sense of smell?

“Yeah,” I muttered in acknowledgement that he was correct. “I need a Skill to hide what I smell like. Know of any good ones?”

“Of course. I’ll tell you when you unlock your Class Path.”

I was about to object when I realised that as a kid, I shouldn’t be walking around sharing that I had four Skill slots available. Whether Nazim realised or not, he didn’t show any sign, continuing to patiently eat his lunch.

“Are you staying for long?” I asked.

Nazim shrugged. “That depends.”

He left it at that, and I settled my hands on the table with my chin on top. I had learned across Nazim’s visits, as he passed through multiple times a season, that the wolfkin could not be moved to answer unless he wanted to. My impatience demanded I do something, but my discipline crushed that desire for the time being. Fighting against one's own body and mind were sometimes the hardest battles — but also the most rewarding.

Nazim pushed his plate away the moment he was finished and turned to face me.

“Do you have the energy to show me your improvement with the blade?”

I grinned and jumped up before heading for the backdoor. Nazim followed behind me, giving Mum a nod when he walked through the kitchen. She returned his acknowledgement. When Nazim had first spent time with me, she had been a little more wary. After the third time where he passed through and spent time sparring with me, she had grown far less concerned. Still, I fully expected she would be glancing out the window to keep an eye on us.

It didn’t stop her from calling after me. “Not too long, Bastian, or your lunch will get cold!”

Nazim didn’t have a practice weapon, nor did he seem willing to give up his blade. Instead, he picked up a stick from our pile of firewood, gave it a few swishes, then set himself. I took the invitation for what it was and began my attack. Fighting Nazim was not the same as fighting George. There were similarities between the two — after all, they used the same sword style. But where George had clearly adapted the style to work with his Affinity and spells, Nazim used a far more primal version.

The wolfkin constantly moved in a circle, always trying to set me up for a swipe from his clawed left hand. It should’ve made him predictable. Instead, every time he circled right and lunged, it caught me on the backfoot. If Nazim had Skills to assist him, he didn’t show them as we clashed across the stony ground. I got the sense from how controlled his movement was that he could move faster than George if he decided to. 

Speed was an entirely different kind of threat and my Path of Swordplay loved the variation. Steps flowed in as I danced across the backyard with the wolfkin. He caught me a few times when I didn’t react fast enough to his changes in direction, though he never did more than tap me to let me know of my mistake. I managed to strike him twice, both times by utilising my knowledge of the stones across the backyard — and because the wolfkin refused to move faster than I could.

Mum had finally grown impatient with me and come outside with my lunch — now cold, just like she’d warned. Sitting on the fence that enclosed her garden, I shoveled the cold meat into my mouth like the starving child I was.

Nazim wandered back and forth as I ate, occasionally glancing at me.

“What?” I finally asked.

His yellow eyes glanced at me but said nothing.

“Did I do something wrong?” I pressed.

Nazim shook his head, lips peeled back to show his sharp teeth. Once I might have taken it for a threat. But I knew he only did it when he was uncomfortable.

“You didn’t do something wrong…”

He paused his pacing, gums trembling with discomfort.

“It is you who is wrong,” he hissed out through gritted teeth. “You grow too fast. Too strong for your age. I talk to you and hear the words of an unblooded youth, not a pup still learning to leap.”

I had frozen at his first words. We knew my growth was reaching the point where I would start to stand out. But Nazim was familiar to me, and I hadn’t really considered how it might look between each of his visits as I charged down the Myriad Paths. Gramps was just one yell away, but I didn’t call for him yet.

Instead, my mind drifted back to the first time I had met Nazim. He had seen a scarred child and quietly tried to determine if I was being abused. I didn’t think he would attack me — so I waited.

Nazim stared at me. “If you keep growing like this… someone will snap you up. A Guild. A House. Someone. What will you do?”

I licked my lips, considering how honest I wanted to be. I went with the simplest truth.

“Attend Songleaf.”

“Can you afford it?” Nazim asked, yellow eyes flicking to the outpost as though he could see Gramps through the walls.

“Gramps thinks so,” I hedged.

Nazim nodded slowly. “Then what?”

It was a long way away — over a decade — but that didn’t mean I hadn’t given it any thought. My practice, dedication to my Paths, and plans for Songleaf were all in the service of one goal — adventure and seeing the wider world.

“Adventure,” I stated simply as I tamped down on my childish excitement.

“As part of a Guild?”

I shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe I could start my own. I don’t want to stay in one place. I want to see the world, learn magic, delve Dungeons.”

Nazim gave me a flat look as he spoke. “A dangerous life.”

“But not a boring one,” I countered.

The wolfkin nodded once more. “You’ll need to survive long enough to get there.”

My thoughts went back to the threats I had already faced; the demons lurking out there in the dark, the powerful beasts of the wilds, and the monsters within Dungeons and Rifts. The last on the list, my fellow humanoids. All dangers. All things I would have to contend with on my journey. The idea made me excited rather than afraid. 

My emotional response must have showed on my face as Nazim snorted again before growing serious.

“Would you take me on as a retainer?”

I blinked, not sure what he meant. “I’m not a noble.”

“It sounds better than servant though,” he countered.

I couldn’t argue with that.

“Why?” I asked.

Nazim ran his declawed hand through the fur on his head. “I can never go home. My exile will last for the rest of my days, on pain of death. I grow tired of this back and forth across the mountains, guarding a caravan from bandits and beasts. It is a path that leads nowhere. You may be a young pup, but I have watched you long enough to see how far you might go. It seems a better life than the one I am living now, to trade my time to protect you so that I might share in the rewards of your adventures. I can think of worse things to do with my life. Others will gravitate to you, a new pack. I would simply be one of the first.”

I nodded seriously. “Well… you’ll have to ask my Mum.”

The wolfkin looked at me for two seconds then burst out laughing. “I suppose I will, young pup. I suppose I will.”

Nazim marched back inside, leaving me sitting alone on the wooden fence. My eyes instantly went to the sky, checking for threats as I considered his offer. What might I accomplish with someone so willing to assist me? The rewards may not come for some time, but I liked to think I was the kind of person to be generous with those who were loyal friends, and Nazim certainly seemed to be trying to be one.

I smiled and hopped down off the post, carrying my empty plate and cutlery inside. In the end, I was still a kid, and it wouldn’t really be up to me. 

The discussion took place in Gramps' office. I sat in silence through most of the talk, only speaking when asked to. Nazim made his argument — a well thought out one that appealed to my mother’s desire to see me protected and my grandfather's vision to help me progress along my Paths. The wolfkin explained he would act as bodyguard, sparring partner, and trainer.

I thought he would ask for more, but he seemed content with one aether coin a week plus free meals and a room at the outpost. Mum was the first to acquiesce. Gramps was a harder sell but came around when I didn’t object.

Just like that, my routine changed. Nazim became a fixture in the background. Wherever I was, he wasn’t far away. In the morning, he would get me up and push me harder through my normal workout — only completing his own after I was ensconced in the kitchen with my mother for breakfast. Mum loved the extra time with me. During my academic lessons, Nazim would return to his room. I suspected he was practising his Skills during that time, but I didn’t pry.

The first time I used my Royal Cloak of Shadow in front of him was a priceless moment for me. Nazim had seemed unflappable, taking every little idiosyncrasy in stride. So, the look of surprise on his face when I vanished in the corner of my room amongst the darkness could only be described as perfection. After that, he had agreed to try and help me learn a Skill to mask my scent. My Greater Infiltration Skill Seed might do the trick, but it was more likely to offer such a Skill if I spent time masking my scent in other ways first.

Everything was on track right up until one of Baron Joss’s soldiers marched into the outpost and nailed a poster to the announcement board by the door. Given how bare the board was — though these days it at least had a few jobs listed for any would-be adventurers — the huge piece of brown paper stood out like a sore thumb.

“Hornpeak Inaugural Festival — hosted by Baron Joss,” I said out loud as I read it.

Beneath the words was the planned day for the event — roughly two weeks away — along with a list of competitions. There were some for things like the biggest pumpkin, since most people had at least a small garden, but it was the fighting competitions that featured most prominently. There was even a bracket for those without Class Paths. I remembered what Gramps said and resolved to keep my head down. Though life, as always, made its own plans.

  

    
        Chapter 83

    
    
    
    
  I waved goodbye to Mum as I walked out of the outpost and turned west towards Meravia. My wooden practice sword hung from my left hip, playing into the very normal assumption that I was a growing child. The very real hatchet on my right hip would’ve made anyone with two brain cells to rub together reassess that assumption. Which is why I wasn’t surprised when Victor accosted me before I had even made it to Baron Joss’s fort.

“Oi! Society kid! Where you off to?” called the lanky Farrier’s boy.

At eleven years old, Victor had the makings of a tall man with unremarkable ash brown hair and dull blue eyes — both traits inherited from his father. His two lackeys — Cassan and Poliver — looked like siblings. They weren’t. Both were short, wide, and stocky with faces that looked like they could break bricks. Dark, beady, little eyes stared at me, filled with hostility from beneath pronounced foreheads and maybe a small case of monobrow.

In case it wasn’t obvious, I didn’t like them, and they didn’t like me, which of course meant they needed to talk to me every opportunity they got. Something, something, gluttons for punishment. I couldn’t remember the rest — not that it mattered.

“What’s it matter to you, Victor?” I countered as I tried to keep walking.

Victor and his cronies angled themselves between me and the western road. They were wise enough to stay out of the way of any passing workers or wagons but fanned out to pen me in. Poliver and Cassan already had their hands on their own wooden swords — training weapons they had suddenly gotten after seeing mine.

Of the three only Victor paused warily, his gaze flicking down to the shining metal of the hatchet blade looped through my belt. He licked his lips nervously. Apparently trying to beat up a kid three years his junior wasn’t as tempting when he might actually get cut for the attempt.

“The Lord’s Tournament,” Victor stuttered out, eyes swinging over to meet mine. “You entering?”

By the hells, I hated having to look up at him. While he wasn’t in my personal space, the bastard was so lanky that even outside of the range of my sword’s swing, I still had to angle my head slightly to look him in the eyes.

“No,” I said, keeping it simple.

My answer clearly took him by surprise. His mouth was halfway open as if to say something, before slamming shut, his brows drawing down in what was either consternation or constipation.

“Yeah… well… good. Come on lads, we got to get in a little more practice before the festival.”

Victor shot me one last glance before he led his confused lackeys away back to the other side of the road. A cleared area between the inn and a new tailor’s store seemed to be their training ground. I ignored them and continued west.

Just a little further down the road stood Baron Joss’s keep. The walls were made of stone, enclosing the entire yard where he housed half his guards — the rest having moved their families to Hornpeak with houses built going back into the cleared forest. My eyes couldn’t help but size up the fingerholds in the stone as I figured out how I would go about breaking in if the mood ever took me.

Soldiers in steel breastplates walked the battlements which were a few metres tall. Each one wore a tabard depicting a dark blue mountain on a background of white with a yellow lightning bolt in the corner. The last bit I suspected was a nod to Duke Landrin, who Joss was sworn to.

As I walked past the keep, I got a glance or two from some of the soldiers, but they didn’t ask me to stop. It still took me a few more minutes of walking before the last of the new houses and shops had fallen behind me. Once upon a time, I had known the name of every member of our little community. Now, I doubted I even knew half of them. The silver mine had changed everything, and even after almost two years, I still didn’t know if it was a good thing.

With Hornpeak now behind me, Nazim finally strolled out of the forest. I glared at him, which he either feigned not to notice — or more likely — simply didn’t care. His presence as my guardian was the only reason Mum was willing to let me head over to Griselda and Martin’s place without her or Gramps as escort. I was certainly happy about this newfound freedom and thankful to Nazim for going along with my whims. That didn’t mean I wasn’t annoyed at him though.

“Fat lot of help you were back there,” I said grumpily.

“We wolfkin have a saying — a pup that does not learn to wipe his ass will smell like shit.”

“You just made that up!” I accused.

The curling of his lips told me I was right. “Alright. The actual saying is ‘Spare the pup from injury but not pain.’”

“Yeah… okay, I believe that one,” I replied.

Nazim spoke as his eyes flicked back and forth, constantly scanning the forest for threats. 

“Those children were untrained. I could see it in the way they walked and how they stood. You were in no danger and I will not spare you from a little hardship.”

I considered his words as I listened to the sounds of the forest. Nazim walked relatively quietly, and I was running Muffled Aura since I wasn’t good enough to practise casting nightvision while moving yet.

After another five minutes, I broke the silence with my curiosity like a bull charging through a gate.

“Will you ever tell me why you were exiled?”

“Do you really want to know?” Nazim asked, his hunter’s gaze flicking to me for a moment.

“I do.”

“Why?”

I smiled slightly. “I want to know if I need to add them to my list of people to punish when I am big and strong.”

Nazim huffed, his chest flexing beneath his leather armour, and after a second, I realised he was laughing.

“I’m serious,” I said a little hotly.

“I know, little pup. That is why I am laughing! Still, perhaps you will succeed. Very well, I will tell you the story. I was born lucky, a little like you. You know what a Tier two attribute is? Good. When I was born, I already had one. A good one. It is called Celerity, and it makes me very fast when I want to be. Tires me out quickly though. As a pup, I was constantly running about, impossible for the other children to catch, only for them to find me napping in a dark corner with half-eaten food around me.” 

“My parents struggled to afford to feed me. They were not wealthy, and I had many siblings. If I had better control, perhaps it would have been alright. But I ate as much as four other wolfkin of my age. So, they sold me to a member of House Fenrith who saw an opportunity in me. My attribute is no bloodline, but I could make for a useful bodyguard if I was well trained. The noble family I was raised in were not in the line of succession at the time, but the pup I guarded was exceptional. It was only a matter of time until he was noticed.”

Nazim lifted his head to face the sky.

“Another branch of the family took note and set out to remove him. A cousin almost five years his senior provoked a response by whispering insults to him where no one could hear. When he lost his temper and returned the harsh words, they challenged him to a duel. As his guardian, I accepted in his place. I saw it in his eyes when I did — the guilt — as it dawned on him that his outburst had been my death sentence. Still, I was raised to hold honor above all else. Even life.”

Nazim huffed then, eyes growing hard. “The fight with his cousin was the hardest of my life. I nearly died three times due to his magic. Lightning is said to be almost impossible to dodge — but as I said, I am very fast when I want to be. I was meant to lose, and I did not. My young lord’s challenger was split from stomach to throat. There was no saving him, and to assuage his family, I was exiled.”

“So, you can never go back, or that side of the Ducal family will kill you?” I asked quietly.

Nazim nodded.

“Huh.” My voice sounded stupid even to my own ears.

“Not what you expected? Will you still seek vengeance on my behalf?” Nazim asked, though his tone was lighter than expected. I thought he might be amused by my response, but it was always hard to tell with the stoic wolfkin.

“...sounds like we would need to wipe out a whole side of the family… I don’t want to kill kids… I mean pups,” I replied dumbly.

“Nor do I. I have come to terms with never going home, Bastian. It has been over five years now. Hussan will be over halfway through his time at Clawcrest by now. He no longer needs me. I will find my own way in this world.”

“By following me?” I teased as I lamely tried to lighten the mood.

“You can’t even walk out of a small remote town in the middle of nowhere without finding trouble. I do not think I will be bored.”

I shut my mouth because I couldn’t argue with his logic — and that was without even telling him about how I had framed the Lady Yalindra Firthtree for theft. The rumours were that her cousin was furious and had sent her to Ajinport — capital of Ajinar — to be some young lady's guardian. I supposed Count Firthholm hoped that would keep his cousin out of trouble. Personally, I had my doubts.

My thoughts went back to Nazim’s earlier words. ‘Spare the pup from injury but not pain.’

“Nazim, would you let me do something risky?” I asked.

The wolfkin searched the road as if trying to figure out what I had in mind. When he found nothing — because there was nothing to find — he finally answered me with a question of his own. 

“Right now?” 

I shook my head. “No, just in case I decide to do something risky for a Path or Achievement in the future. Would you let me?”

“Depends on how dangerous.”

No matter how much I tried to wrestle a more concrete answer out of him, Nazim refused to give me a yes or a no. My only solution then, if I wanted to do something the wolfkin didn’t approve of, was to somehow evade his incredible sense of smell. My thoughts drifted back to the Greater Skill Seed of Infiltration I had in my stash.

I was still considering the problem when we heard the clang of metal on metal in a steady rhythm.

Picking our way between the large stones that hid the path to Griselda and Martin's house, I couldn’t help but smile. The house itself was made of stone which already set it apart from the rest of the houses in Hornpeak. An open air smithy was directly connected to the main house. Martin stood inside, barechested except for an apron and hairy as a bear. His leather pants were soot stained, and I was betting so was his face. I debated creeping up on him but thought better of it. A few years ago, I might not have considered the consequences of surprising a blacksmith midswing, but these days, I tried to use my sneakiness for good.

Griselda came around the edge of their house, and I watched her wash blood from her hands in one of the many water barrels outside the smithy. She noticed our approach and raised a hand in greeting.

“You’re early,” she called out, her pronunciation having gotten a lot better since I was incapable of shutting up, and Mum engaged her more in conversation since Griselda had started giving me lessons.

“I am. The lessons were boring!” I called back.

Griselda snorted and reached for the hatchet hanging from her belt. It had blood on it as well.

“More time for us,” Griselda said happily and stomped toward our usual sparring ground. I left my wooden sword in Nazim’s care and rushed to meet her. Two weapon Paths were close to being completed, and I would see them done before the next winter no matter what! Even if I had no intention of competing in the Baron’s Tournament.

  

    
        Chapter 84

    
    
    
    
  Sweat poured off me as I hung one arm over the fence to the goat enclosure. With lips flapping about, the ornery animal kept attempting to take a bite out of my shirt while I tried to recover from the sparring.

Griselda hauled over a bucket of water, which she was already drinking from, before offering it to me. My face plunged into the cool water as I gulped down the sweet nectar. Nazim was nearby, moving through sword forms using his steel blade as he waited for us to finish up. While I had sparred with Griselda, the wolfkin had alternated between doing his own practice and throwing rocks at me. 

The stones hadn’t been that big, but they stung when they hit. Still, it was teaching me to be more aware of my surroundings, and I had successfully dodged about half. It would’ve been more, but Nazim would randomly stop throwing them to focus on his sword work, only to start pelting me with the pebbles when I least expected it. Proof I wasn’t the only sneaky shit around here.

Griselda finished taking another big drink from the water bucket before casually pouring the remains into the trough for the goats. With the ornery bastard distracted for a second, I reclaimed what remained of my shirt and stepped farther away from the fence.

During the last year-and-a-half, the small homestead had grown to over triple the size. The mountain was no good for cows, but goats and sheep fared well enough. The pigs were furry and fat, suited to surviving the cold, though their pen stunk to the high heavens. Griselda had wisely positioned them the farthest from the house. 

The chicken pen was the largest, with Griselda now supplying almost a quarter of the eggs and poultry to the town. To keep out predators, Martin had managed to make metal wire from what looked like iron, which was woven into a net over the entire coop and bolted into a literal wooden door frame that was hammered into the ground. Every time I saw the door, I thought it looked like a door to nowhere.

Griselda hadn’t changed much in that same timeframe. She was still a pillar of strength, muscled with pale green skin and a slightly pronounced jaw. Even her clothing hadn’t changed, and I bet she still had hers made by Kaylee or Lucille. Today, it was a sturdy grey woolen shirt and black pants which were tucked into her fur-trimmed, leather boots.

“Lunch and then we go again?” I asked.

Griselda shook her head. “I need to go hunting.”

I perked up. “What for?”

“Martin saw signs of a Horndale bear on his trail up to his mine. The new hunters do not come out our way very often. It makes me miss Hurin. He said little, but did much. A good man. If I can find it and kill it, then Martin will be able to head back to his mine. Also, Cornelius tells me the festival your new Baron wants to host is a celebration and that people often give gifts to those they care about at such a time. If we find the bear, then I will kill it and give it to Kaylee to make a fearsome coat for Martin.”

Gifts at festivals? I thought. Mum and Gramps didn’t tell me that! Were they going to surprise me? Well, now they’re going to be the ones surprised! Ha!

I tucked my plans away to be revisited after we returned to the outpost. For now, I had something else on my mind.

“Can I come?” I asked.

“On the hunt?” Griselda replied, her posture shifting to one of uncertainty.

I nodded vigorously. My half-orc mentor’s eyes moved over to Nazim.

“Can he?”

Nazim tucked his sword away. “If we will not disturb you, yes. I’ll keep an eye on him. Perhaps he’ll learn something.”

After eating a quick meal of cold meat wrapped in flatbread, Griselda grabbed a stout wooden shield braced with metal, a few knives of varying lengths, a large axe that I thought should take two hands to wield, and her hatchet. Then we were off and heading north. 

The trail we walked led from behind Griselda and Martin's house, through a short stint of forest, before it hit a rocky ridge. Hugging the ridge led us on an upward angle and, before I knew it, I was scrambling up small inclines. Neither Nazim nor Griselda moved to help me, which I took as either them trying to push me or simply trusting me to have it handled.

Either way, it wasn’t too hard for me to climb up the scree. Any time I encountered a challenge, I would just use Controlled Grip to improve my already-enhanced strength and scale the stones like a mountainous little monkey.

The view, as we got higher and higher, shifted from beautiful to incredible. The mountains stretched away on both sides, providing a vista of the Horndales that I hadn’t managed to get from the roof of the outpost. 

This was it. This was what I wanted. Venturing out into the world, seeing beautiful sights, challenging myself, and going to places that few people went — all the while having my numbers go up so that I could follow how much I was growing.

Griselda paused at seeing my expression. “It is a nice view, isn’t it? There is nothing like this on the Ravi Plains. It is flat as far as the eye can see, the grass yellow like your wheat. It is the nights we cherished on the plains. No clouds and the stars stretching across the world like a…”

“Sparkling,” I suggested.

“Yes, sparkling blanket covering everything. Sometimes I miss that sky. But this is good too. Different, but still beautiful.” She gave a small smile then nodded her head further up the path. “Come, we can take in the sights on the way home when we have more time.”

I fell back in line with Griselda in front of me and Nazim behind. We hiked for about a quarter of a candle before Nazim called us to a stop as he sniffed at the air.

“I smell the bear,” he confirmed. “Old smell and new. It has passed by here more than once.”

He sniffed a few more times, turning first one way and then the other. 

“Four times,” he confirmed. “Martin is right to be concerned. I think it has his scent and has been checking for him. Either that or it has set up its den nearby.”

Griselda reached for her hatchet. “Which way?”

Nazim pointed. Unsurprisingly, we had to go down rather than up. Descending down the side of the ridge was far harder than the trail we had been following, but even I could see the signs of claw marks on the stone where something had climbed up to the path above. For the first time, my stomach dipped a little. The spacing of the claw marks had the paw size as bigger than my chest. Maybe this hadn’t been such a great idea after all?

I tamped down on the part of me that was worried and reminded myself that only the foolish or insane felt no fear. Adventure, and wading into the unknown, meant being courageous. I just needed to temper my courage with caution and preparation. This was just me getting in some early practice.

The descent was over ten metres, but we finally planted our feet against hard soil with shrubs and roots woven through it. A few Horndale pines that were growing lower down the slope had their canopy just above our heads. While the footing was a little treacherous, it was navigable and, at Nazim’s direction, we continued farther north until the ground flattened out a little.

“We’re getting close to its den,” Nazim warned.

Griselda paused, pulling her shield from her back. She took the time to carefully strap it to her left arm before passing her hatchet across to her left hand. Then, she reached behind her for her axe. The haft was as long as her arm, and the blade was thick and heavy. I thought it would be unwieldy, but the half-orc woman didn’t seem to have any issues giving it a few test swings. Then, with a nod to us, she stalked forward. 

I drifted a bit farther back, staying closer to the wolfkin. I had come to observe, not to get turned into a bloody mess by a bear that was probably big enough to eat me in a few bites.

My preparation proved wise a moment later as a bass huffing echoed down the mountainside. The hulking form of our quarry lumbered out from somewhere up ahead of us. Whether it had smelled us or was already leaving what, I presumed, was its den, I didn’t know.

The Horndale bear was massive, its back sitting at the same height as the top of Griselda’s head even though the beast was still down on all fours. Its coat was a ruddy brown reminiscent of my own hair and its paws were massive, easily large enough to encompass half my body — just as I had suspected.

There was no roar of challenge. Just huffing like a bellows and the quiet but firm footsteps of Griselda as she stalked forward. I didn’t even notice that Nazim had moved forward till he was slightly in front of me, his hand on his sword.

The bear reared up on its hind legs, growling as it towered over Griselda. Then she was moving. She was fast as she closed the final distance, swinging with her axe at the upper half of one of the bear's rear legs. The bear bellowed in anger as a thin line of blood dripped down from where she had struck.

My mouth grew dry at the sight. I had a pretty good idea of just how strong Griselda was. Yet, with a single strike from her axe, she had only managed to inflict a small wound on the gigantic bear. 

Just how tough is it? I wondered. It has to be an Advanced Attribute, right?

My thoughts were interrupted as the bear took a swipe at Griselda. My mentor managed to dodge, rolling away and keeping her shield between her and the beast. Instead, it struck stone, causing slivers of rock to shoot in every direction from the impact that echoed across the mountains.

My hands went up by instinct to protect my face, but when I glanced past them, I saw that Nazim had shifted in front of me to shield me from the spray. With another smooth movement, he stepped out of the way so I could continue to watch the battle.

Griselda had used the moment to score another cut across the bear's flank, this one bleeding a similar amount to the first. The beast was clearly stronger and tougher than the half-orc, and I grew a little worried. Since Stats multiplied what a creature’s natural capabilities were, I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised that a huge, hulking bear might get more per Stats in Strength and Stamina than a humanoid. Still, even knowing that, the visual proof was surprising to me. Yet neither Griselda nor Nazim seemed worried. I drew on their strength and experience, crouching down to observe and learn.

The battle continued with a similar repetition, the back and forth captivating as it was frightening. A part of me whispered that one day that could be me, and excitement overshadowed the nascent fears I felt. 

Griselda carefully picked her moments as she slowly inflicted more and more small wounds on the bear. Not once did it take an interest in Nazim or I, too focused on the enemy that kept hurting it. I took note of how Griselda was taking the beast down. She never once overcommitted, always sliding into the gaps the beast left and avoiding being cornered. A battle of attrition against a greater foe.

Everything seemed to be going fine right up until I felt a buzzing from the beast. A sense of imminent danger filled the air as the blood dribbling from the bear’s wounds suddenly stopped. Rearing up once more, the enraged bear roared at Griselda.

Without thinking, I began to step forward to shout a warning when Nazim’s pawed hand landed on my shoulder.

“She knows what she is doing. Watch.”

The bear stomped forward, suddenly faster. I lost sight of Griselda behind its titanic body. A second buzzing filled my senses, smaller but more powerful. My heart was beating so fast I thought it would escape my chest as I watched the bear throw its body down at the ground. The impact sent rocks shooting away like a miniature meteor had just crashed into the mountainside. Vibrations travelled through my feet from the impact. Griselda moved out of the way of the blast so fast that I thought if I blinked I would’ve missed it.

The bear tried again, rearing up and crashing down where Griselda now stood. I did miss it this time when she moved as I fought to stabilise my footing on the rumbling ground. The bear's third attempt felt far less powerful with the large buzzing of aether coming from the beast quickly fading — its wounds bleeding once more in a faster torrent than before.

It huffed as though tired, worn out from whatever it had done. As it stepped forward, Griselda moved one last time, her speed once more just within the realm of what I could follow. Earlier in the fight, I thought the bear would’ve been fast enough to react. Now, it barely moved its head in response. Aether gathered in Griselda’s arm — a different buzzing in my senses. Then the axe was descending, carving a furrow into the side of the mountain as the bear collapsed. Its severed head rolled once before settling, blood pouring from the gaping wound left behind.
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  Ever since the night I had framed Lady Yalindra, I had wondered just how Griselda had managed to make so much noise to create a distraction for me. Horndale pines — even the smaller ones — were pretty big trees. Gramps couldn’t wrap his arms around one, and their roots went deep, wedged into the rocky ground of the mountains. Yet the sounds that night had indicated that she somehow managed to disturb a very large beast — I thought it was a bird or something — and potentially knocked down an entire tree.

I knew she was strong, but that had still seemed a little too farfetched for me. Without a good answer, I had figured she’d softened them up with her hatchet or something first. After seeing her fight, I was starting to think she had just used whatever the hell Skill that was and pushed the damn thing over.

Griselda had her hands on her knees as she panted from what looked like exhaustion. I had never once seen her look even slightly worn out despite sparring with me all day and then carrying around huge logs of wood like they were nothing. Some Skills, it seemed, came at a cost that wasn’t just aether.

“Are you alright?” I called out.

Griselda raised an empty hand to indicate she was okay while she continued to catch her breath. Her axe remained embedded in the ground, with blood slowly pooling around it that had formed small rivulets down the slight decline of the mountain.

“What Skill was that?” I asked.

“Empowered Swing and Quick Step, right?” Nazim interjected. “Quick Step looked like it was Lesser Grade but Empowered Swing was definitely Greater.”

Griselda nodded to Nazim’s assertions, still trying to catch her breath.

“What do they do, exactly?” I asked Nazim while we waited.

“They’re both common enough warrior-type Skills of the Blood Affinity. I couldn’t tell you exactly how they work but I know Quick Step increases your speed for a single step and empowered swing multiplies your strength for a single strike. However, the body must bear the extra load. Without attributes to support or reinforce them, the Skills themselves can cause serious injuries at the higher Grades if you’re not careful. They also take quite a lot of the body's energy, not just aether.”

I want them, I thought greedily before glancing at my four available Skill Slots and reminding myself I needed to be patient.

Griselda finally stood up, and I saw her wince as she stretched out her arms. The muscles in her right arm seemed to twitch beneath the skin as though they were cramping. Any sign of pain faded from her face as she took the two steps back to her axe and started working it out of the ground.

“Come here,” she called as the axe came free, the weapon looking worse for wear at the rough treatment.

I hurried over as she rolled out the knives she had brought along. “I will show you how to skin and process a beast. We’ll take some of the meat as well. No point wasting it but only the best cuts we can carry.”

Nodding seriously, I resolved to absorb the lesson.

A few hours later, with the afternoon sun descending in front of us, I walked beside Nazim back towards the outpost. Two new unlocked Paths were added to my list of options in the form of Hiking and Skinning. They were both Basic Paths, and I would likely never complete them, but it was nice to see them added. The Path of Hunting had eluded me, mostly because I hadn’t really been the one doing the hunting.

“Is it rude to ask people about how many Skill Slots they have?” I asked Nazim.

“Yes. Maybe not for your close family, but otherwise, yes.”

“Huh.”

“You want to know how many I have, don’t you?” he said with parts of his lips curling up in a way I was beginning to recognise as the wolfkin version of a grin.

“I do. I know how many is sort of normal for a kid, but not for an adult,” I explained.

“You are thinking about it all wrong. It’s not about children versus adults. It is about what stage you are in your Class Paths. Even then, it is not so simple. Children, or Unclassed can be anything from two to eight normally. Maybe the very best of them might have as many as sixteen before they get their Basic Class Path. After that, we would judge them based on which grade of Class Path they are on. Basic, Adept, or Advanced. I won’t bother mentioning Elite or Master because there are so few of them, and put simply, I do not know what they are capable of.”

“But most Basic Class Paths will reward three more Skill Slots. One would hope that such individuals could complete a few Paths in that time and add another couple. Elite Paths are quite hard to unlock, and most will not have any at that stage. Songleaf and Clawcrest are probably outliers when I say that, but I am speaking of people like the boys from town that are bothering you. Adept Paths should add more — six or so. But the Adept Path takes twice as long. Using those boys as an example again, if they completed their Basic Class Path by the time they were twenty, they would probably be close to forty before they did the same for their Adept Path.”

“Advanced comes after and is the last Class Path most will ever do. Your grandfather, Baron Joss, and maybe a few of his older soldiers might be the only members of Hornpeak that are beyond the first tier or two of their Advanced Class Path.”

My mind went back to a conversation years ago with Grandma Lucille where she had admitted she was only at the first tier of her Advanced Class Path — which was called Quiet Weaver of the Mountains.

“Class Paths seem really slow to progress,” I muttered.

It seemed a little odd to me, especially since most people wouldn’t even be able to reach the Elite Class Paths by the time they died. Maybe it was by design, but if so, the Myriad Paths didn’t seem interested in answering my mental entreaties as to why.

“So, that would mean you’re an Adept then?” I asked, returning to the topic.

Nazim nodded. “Just like most of the people you will meet.”

I filed that piece of information away for the future and let our talk lapse into silence. Nazim didn’t let me rest though, and we broke into a jog shortly afterwards as he continued to push me to be the best I could be.

The evening was pleasant, the outpost no longer as busy with the new inn receiving the larger share of the community's traffic. A few adventurers sat around playing with a set of wooden cards and dice. For once, I denied my curiosity and didn’t investigate their game. Before bed, I made sure to spend some time on my Skills in my room, burning through my aether till I felt like my core was only half full before retiring for the night.

The following morning, after exercising with Nazim, I sat at the kitchen table with my Mum.

“After my lesson with Gramps, can I head out with Nazim?” I asked.

She peered across the table at me, her bright blue eyes filled with what I guessed to be love and curiosity. The dark blue apron she wore was covered in flour from making the flatbread I was shoving into my gob. Seeing my deplorable eating habits, her smile shifted from curious to rueful.

“Going to Griselda’s again?” she asked, her eyes flicking between Nazim and I.

Nazim shrugged at the question since he didn’t know what I had planned.

“No, just around town. It’ll only be for about half a candle or so. I’ll skip lunch so that I won’t miss our lesson, promise!”

“You’ll do no such thing,” Mum muttered as she shook her head. “You’re a growing boy, not to mention all the running around and working on your Paths. You need plenty of food, otherwise you’ll never be as strong as Griselda.”

Not sure I will be anyway, Mum! Griselda’s a titan! I thought. Still, maybe one day. Nothing wrong with having high aspirations!

“Okay,” Mum agreed. “But no more than half a candle, and definitely no fighting!”

Her eyes flicked in warning to Nazim who held up his right paw in agreement. I was guessing he chose that paw since the claws were filed off.

“No fighting,” I agreed verbally, shutting my mouth before I could add ‘unless they start it.’

One way or another, I would learn to swallow my pride.

Besides, I reminded myself. It’s good practice for Songleaf. Gotta keep my head down until it’s actually worth popping up.

My morning lessons of Aether Manipulation, Aethersensitivity, and Swordplay passed as normal by the stream. Then, I was sprinting back to the outpost with Nazim easily keeping pace beside me. I charged upstairs to my room and delved into my stash, extracting the two aether coins from the hidden nook. The slick feel of them against my skin always felt a little weird. The one Gramps had given to me was red and, even though it didn’t feel hot, I got the sense that it should. The other aether coin just looked like a plain, silver coin — except no image decorated its faces. If not for the oily sensation and the sense of cold tendrils woven through it, I doubt I would have realised it was made from aether. The foxkin’s gift was about to be put to good use.

With aether coins in hand, I charged downstairs and out the door into the almost-midday sun. Nazim hung back, as he tended to do, while he followed me towards the Hornpeak Mining Co. fort. The guards at the entrance didn’t want to let me in at first, but I was fortunate enough to spot Dorothy wandering from the new double story building that functioned as the mining company’s office over towards the sheds where the wagons were hitched.

Waving frantically, she noticed me and deviated to come see what was going on.

“Bastian, not like you to come by here. I was actually going to drop by the Adventurer’s Society in the next day or two. Brin’s written a few letters and she sent one to me to pass onto you.”

The subtle smirk from the guard on the left made me want to kick the bastard in the shins but I restrained my base impulse and nodded politely to Dorothy.

“I can grab it now if you want and save you the trouble. If I write her a letter back, should I bring it to you?”

Dorothy flashed a bright, matronly smile at my response. “That would be a good idea. I can send it with my own letter and save on the cost for you. I’m sure Brin would like to hear from her friends. There is one for Etta as well, if you wouldn’t mind delivering it and telling her the same.”

“I can do that,” I replied agreeably. “But, I actually came by because I wanted to chat with one of your smiths.”

Dorothy seemed a little intrigued but didn’t ask why, instead glancing at me. 

“Let him in. His companion as well.” She paused and glanced at me, smiling kindly again despite her firm voice. “One of the guards will have to go with you though.”

I agreed. It wasn’t like I was here to steal their silver or anything. If I was going to do that, I would just come over the wall one night. But I was trying to avoid the Path of Thievery, for now.

We were escorted over to the smithy where I explained to the three smiths what I wanted. Unfortunately, none of them wanted to do it. Dorothy found us as we were leaving the smithy, two brown, paper letters in hand tied with string.

“Here you are,” she said, handing them over to me. “Did you get what you needed from the smiths?”

I took the letters while shaking my head.

“Anything I can help with instead?” she offered.

“No, that’s okay,” I answered before saying farewell and being escorted out of the fort. The smiths had just been the quickest option but I should’ve known they probably couldn’t be bothered. That was alright, though. My backup plan should work — it would just have to wait for tomorrow.
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  The letter from Brin was short, focusing on how hard the instructors at Clawcrest pushed her. She mentioned, more than once in her writing, that she thought there were a few students in her year that were even better than me at wielding a sword and how she had ended up in one of the lower ranked courses. Her final words were kind though, mentioning she hoped we would see each other again, and that when she did, she would be strong enough to beat me just once.

I scribbled a letter back to her telling her to work hard, or I would get so far ahead of her that she wouldn’t be able to even fathom the gap between us. Perhaps I was being egotistical, but Brin had always thrown herself into her training when she was challenged, so I figured I was just throwing down the proverbial gauntlet to encourage her.

During breakfast, Mum helped me fold and tie the letter up while Gramps promised he would pass it along to Dorothy to have it delivered with any other letters for Brin. Who knew, maybe I would see her again one day.

After my morning training at the stream, I headed straight for Etta’s home. Etta skipped along next to me, bubbling with excitement — it wasn’t often I went to her house.

“What are you coming over for?” she asked.

“You’ll see,” I replied cryptically.

She must have been used to me not explaining myself by now because she didn’t press me on the topic. I pulled my coat a little tighter as we walked, the day colder than the last few with gray clouds hanging low in the sky above us. The threat of rain and the constant gusts of wind were enough for Nazim to have rugged up a little as well, his leather vambraces hidden beneath a dark, leather coat.

Unlike the pair of us, Etta seemed carefree with her brown hair held back in a ponytail that flicked about in the wind. If anything, the impending storm seemed to be energising her. 

Maybe it actually is, I mused.

Picking our way through the shrubs, it didn’t take us long to arrive at Etta’s home. Given the weather, no one was outside, and I waited for George to open the door and let us file in one by one. Nazim stayed outside for whatever reason — he didn’t say.

I had been inside of Etta’s home before, and I always found it to be warm and cozy. The entrance led into a single, very large room that functioned as kitchen, living area, and weaving zone.

Their cooking area had a small fireplace even though I knew that George and Kaylee had a couple of cheap enchanted cooking pots just like Mum. Beside the tub that functioned as a sink was a wooden table where they ate. It was smaller than ours, which is why whenever we gathered to eat together, we did so at the outpost.

The living area had a number of chairs — each one made more comfortable by woolen stuffed cushions — arranged around a second fireplace. Just like the outpost, there was a rug laid across the wooden floorboards in front of the hearth.

To either side of the fireplace were doors into the two other rooms in the house. I knew that one was Kaylee and George’s room while the other was shared between Etta and Grandma Lucille.

As for Kaylee and Grandma Lucille, they were seated in the last section of the room which took up almost half of the house. The wooden bench they were working at was piled high with threads, fabrics, scissors, and other tools for weaving.

“Mum, Grandma!” Etta yelled as she charged towards the two women with her arms out wide.

I smiled at the display, my eyes roving over what the pair were working on. Unsurprisingly, it was a very recognisable piece of fur. Seeing the bear’s hide already piled high made me wonder what Skills had been involved in treating the pelt so quickly. Also, how much did it cost to put a rush on it like that?

Normally, the idea of how much things cost didn’t really factor into my thoughts since Mum and Gramps paid for everything. But, today, that wasn’t going to be the case. I approached Grandma Lucille with what I thought was a serious look on my face. Whether or not I was succeeding, the older woman certainly treated the moment with a little more gravity than usual.

“Grandma Lucille,” I said in greeting.

“You don’t come over often, Bastian. I feel like I don’t get to see you as much as I used to, which is a shame because you’re such a fine, young man. Was there something special you needed?” she asked.

“I wanted to know if I could pay for you to make a dress for Mum,” I replied.

Kaylee lifted her head at my words, her arms still wrapped gently around Etta. “For the festival?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I wanted to get her one for her festival gift.”

“Such a sweet boy,” Grandma Lucille cooed, getting up and moving to one of two large chests resting on the floor behind the table.

With the lid open, I could see that the contents were all fabrics. Most of them looked like wool but I thought I saw a few other things like pieces of leather that might have been lambskin or goathide. Lucille was rummaging around amongst the pile, shoving things to the side, until she pulled out a roll of some deep blue fabric. I couldn’t tell what it was made from but, even in the dim light cast by the lanterns and fireplace, the material shimmered.

“Mum,” Kaylee gasped. “You can’t use that!”

“It’s my silk,” Lucille replied with a snort. “I’ll do whatever I want with it, thank you.”

“I can pay,” I stammered out, unsure about getting caught in the middle of the two women.

My hand rummaged around in my pocket and pulled out my two aether coins, one fiery red and the other silver.

“See, he can pay,” Lucille said with a laugh as she picked up the silvery aether coin before pushing the other back towards me.

Kaylee wasn’t convinced.

“Mum! That won’t even cover the cost of the spider silk let alone the time you’ll have to spend on it.”

“Oh hush, Kay. It’s my time and my silk. Besides, Penelope will look like a vision dressed in blue. It matches her eyes almost perfectly. I’ll add a little embroidery and maybe some pleats so it hangs from her waist. We’ll keep the cut chaste though. Beautiful but aloof.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. My plan had just been for a nice, woolen dress for Mum to wear as my festival gift to her. Lucille, it seemed, had other ideas, and Kaylee looked flabbergasted with her mother.

“I’ll have it ready before the end of the week,” Lucille said to me. “Such a sweet boy. Are you getting something for Cornelius as well?”

I nodded, still a little surprised. “I’m going to get him a new pipe. I was going to see if the woodworker could carve flames into the side that we could fill with silver.”

“Oh, that’s a thoughtful gift. Maybe you should take Etta with you when you go in case she wants to get some gifts as well,” Lucille suggested.

“But Grandma, I don’t have anything to buy them with,” Etta said with all the exasperation an eight year old could manage.

“Of course you do, my bright little storm,” Lucille replied with a smile, holding out the silvery aether coin. “I just found this, and I am pretty sure it’s yours.”

“Mum,” Kaylee muttered in exasperation. Lucille pretended not to hear her, still holding out the aether coin which Etta took tentatively.

She stared at it curiously, running her fingers over the surface. “Feels like a cold mirror.”

I had never felt anything like that from the coin. Besides the usual slickness of aether created objects, I had only ever felt like it had dark coils passing through it beneath the silvery surface. George was looking at me curiously, and I wondered if he thought I made the aether coin.

Shortly afterwards, we were shooed out of the house as the two women returned to their work. With Etta in tow, and escorted by George and Nazim, we made our way back to the outpost for a quick lunch. Mum gave us an hour reprieve from our lessons to go for a wander around the town. 

Hornpeak had a couple of carpenters now to handle the building of new houses as well as making the furniture to fill them. For woodworkers though, there was only one. His shop was just like the rest of the new buildings, constructed from Horndale pine. The difference was in the refined work throughout the room. Scrollwork ran up the sides of the wooden posts that made up the doorframe, and the smell of fresh sawdust wafted across our faces as we entered.

As the door closed behind us, something skittered faintly across my senses — a vague sense of flowing cold like a cape flapping in the wind. I turned to glance back the way we came. Nazim did the same, sniffing with a frown. Without a word, the wolfkin stepped back outside. I debated following for a moment, but decided that if Nazim wanted me with him, he would have said so.

Etta had already started talking to the woodworker — a wiry fellow with wrinkled but strong hands named Kappu. She was holding out her silvery aether coin as she described what she wanted while George waited by her side like a silent sentinel. Apparently, my only young friend was going to have a single board carved to hang above the fireplace with an image for each member of her family, their names carved into the wood above them.

The work didn’t cost a full aether coin — whose worth I still didn’t fully understand — and Kappu handed her back a pile of small silver coins.

Then, it was my turn.

“What can I do for you, young Sebastian?” Kappu asked from where he sat on his stool behind the workbench that dominated his store.

“Everyone just calls me Bastian,” I explained.

“Bastian, then. How can I help?”

“I was wondering if you can make smoking pipes?”

“Aye, got a few here already, unless you’re looking for something in particular,” Kappu replied, turning around to rummage in a cupboard before he pulled out a couple of different pipes. Each one looked like it had been treated with some kind of polish. Two were about the same size as Gramps’ current pipe, which was only as long as my palm. The third was double that length and looked a little like a snake with scales carved into the sides.

“One like these,” I said, pointing at the smaller pipes. “But I was wondering if you could carve flames into the side that could be filled with silver?”

“Aye, I could do that lad. Wouldn’t be too much work. When do you need it by?”

“Could I get it before the end of the week so I have time to get the silver put into it before the festival?”

Kappu’s beard shifted as he smiled. “Not a problem. What wood were you thinking?”

“Is Horndale pine good for pipes?” I asked.

“It’s not the best if I am being honest. Can add a bit of an unpleasant flavour, and they don’t last as long. They’re not as cheap, but I have a few other woods we could work with. Briar would be best, but it’s also the most expensive. Cherry or olive wood would work as well.”

“Is this enough for the briar wood?” I asked, holding up the fiery aether coin.

Kappu snorted. “It’ll do for a pipe and the work. You’ll even have enough leftover for the silver for an inlay like you want. You should learn how much something costs before handing over your money though. Best to learn the value of things yourself, young master. Not everyone's as honest as old Kappu.”

The woodworker handed over a few small silver coins to me in change — less than Etta received though. With a reminder to come see him in a few days, we exited the store. Nazim was standing just outside looking about.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“Thought I smelled something,” he answered before shaking his head.

“I felt something as well,” I added. “Like threads of ice passing by.”

Nazim tilted his head as though unsure of what to make of my comment.

“I will look into this,” he growled as we fell in behind Etta and George.

We headed back to the outpost as a group so that Etta and I could have our lessons with Mum. However, as we approached, I noticed a couple of the Baron’s guards standing outside the outpost with a few horses tied up.

They didn’t say anything to us as we entered, which is how I came face to face with Baron Joss as he was exiting Gramps’ office, the old codger a step behind him.

“Ah, just the young man we were speaking about,” the Baron said as he noticed me.

My stomach dropped. 

What have I done now?
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  “Me?” I asked stupidly.

“Baron Joss was just speaking with me about how dutifully you practice,” Gramps explained. “As well as asking if you were going to compete in the festival tournament.”

Gramps' tone didn’t betray what answer he wanted me to give as he stood a step behind the Baron. Joss was dressed formally in a black doublet and pants, though I thought I heard the jingle of chainmail beneath his clothes. His blond beard was cut square and ended only a little below his chin. On his hip hung the same sword he’d worn when I first met him almost two years ago, the worn leather grip of the blade proof that the Baron was a man accustomed to fighting.

“What do you say, young Bastian? Would you like to compete with the other Unclassed boys and girls?” Joss asked, looking down at me even if he was a little shorter and stouter than Gramps. “You’re a little younger than most of the children who have put down their mark to compete, but from what I have heard, you have a decent chance of taking the victory despite that.”

“Umm, I think I might be a bit too small, my Lord,” I said, hoping my excuse would get me off the hook — it didn’t.

“Nonsense. I suspect only a few of my own soldiers' children might be up to the task of challenging you. I certainly hope to see you put your mark down before the festival. It would be a treat to show the people of Hornpeak what some of their best are capable of, and I have promised to have a custom weapon forged for the victor.”

Joss turned to Cornelius as though the matter with me was settled. “I look forward to hearing the Adventurer’s Society response to my request, Factor Hawthorn. As well as seeing your grandson's efforts at the festival. Good day to you.”

The Baron paused to nod to my mother on his way out with a ‘Miss Penelope’ thrown in for good measure. I muttered a ‘My Lord’ and ducked my head, which I figured was what I was supposed to do. He didn’t bother acknowledging Nazim, which left me feeling annoyed. Maybe there was bad blood between the Duchy of Landrin and the wolfkin of southern Ajinar, but even if there was, it still struck me as rude.

The moment the Baron was gone, I looked between Mum and Gramps. “Do I have to compete?”

“Only if you want to, Sweetheart,” Mum answered.

Gramps grumbled something under his breath before he added his opinion to the mix. “He can’t make you, and I doubt he would do anything to cross the Adventurer’s Society. If he’s annoyed at us, he may use his influence to turn some of the town against us. I don’t think it’s worth worrying about though. On the other hand, if you did compete, and win against the older children, it might help convince my sister Agnes that you’re worth investing in.”

When he saw the look of consternation on my face, he added, “We don’t need to decide now. It’s still almost two weeks till the festival. Just something for us to discuss.”

I spent my entire lesson with Mum distracted as a threeway battle took place in my mind. The war in my head between the sneaky little shit, the pride-filled brat, and future Bastian in some made-up uniform for Songleaf Academy was epic with no clear victor. I had almost no desire to put my skills with the sword on display, yet the prideful part of me wanted to prove that I was the best. The last voice was the most seductive, promising future growth for a sacrifice now.

I had no idea which way I would fall on the topic, and my distraction was so obvious that Nazim took me out to my obstacle course for the afternoon. We spent it practising swordplay while balancing between beams and holding onto ropes. I ate dirt, more than once, but the different ways of practising the sword were making me gain steps in my Path of Swordplay even faster than usual.

The next week and a bit passed in a blur. The woodworker, Kappu, delivered as promised, telling me to return after I had the silver inlay added so he could add a finish to the wooden pipe. Martin added the silver to Gramps gift for me, melting down a couple of my small coins for the work and refusing any payment. I ignored his generosity and hid my remaining few pieces of silver in different pockets of his clothes to find later. Nazim noticed but said nothing.

Grandma Lucille completed Mum’s dress a few days before the festival, and even I — with the fashion sense of a blind goat — could tell that it was amazing. The blue spider silk, which I had since learned came from the Echoing Depths Dungeon, had been woven into a gown fit for a noblewoman. The lower half of the dress was pleated while the upper half had a loose bodice which should hang on Mum’s shoulders. The neckline was up high, chaste, just as Grandma Lucille had promised, with sleeves that came all the way down to the wrists and were embroidered with white flowers.

Just looking at it, I knew I had underpaid significantly, but when I had stammered out how I would get some more silver to pay for the dress, Grandma Lucille had simply pinched my cheek gently and called me a ‘good boy’ while refusing my offer. Then she had sent me on my way with a demand to make sure I gave it to my Mother before the evening of the festival so she could wear it. I had readily agreed.

The entire time I had continued to worry over the problem of whether or not to compete. Nazim had taken this as an excuse to push me even harder than usual — which I had thought impossible. The wolfkin had claimed that, when he was done with me, I would be too tired to worry. He’d been right. Every night, I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. The extra work had shown in my Path development with the Path of Swordplay completing a week earlier than I had expected.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Swordplay X (10000/10000)

Reward: +2 Unallocated Stats, Unlocked: Path of Swords
Child Warrior Bonus: +1 Unallocated

The Unallocated Stats went into Gifted, but I did wonder if, at some point, I would need to consider putting them elsewhere. While every point in Gifted increased the speed of my progress on my Paths, they didn’t actually make me stronger, faster, better at magic, or anything like that. It was worth considering, but I decided to put it off making a decision till Gifted got to two-hundred.

The Path of Swords was an Advanced Path, and I debated slotting it into the now empty place in my Active Paths. What stopped me was that, after asking Gramps about it, he told me that it wouldn’t help me unlock the Path of Weapon Mastery. Instead, at Nazim’s urging — and because it suited my fighting style — I accepted lessons and unlocked the Path of the Claw. For now, we were just going to strap some metal or something else to my hand to get used to the weight, but in the future, if I continued to use it, we would have a metal glove fashioned for me tipped with sharp claws. Nazim teased me a little about it, calling me the pup pretender. Still, the lessons were going to be good. Plus with a new weapon Path I expected to earn some quick and easy Stats.

While my Shadow Magic Path was going up slower, it was still going up. 

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Shadow Magic III (62/50)

Reward: +1 Aether

I hadn’t yet moved onto any new spells, still focused on mastering the nightvision spell. The notification felt good, but my lack of speed and skill was hampering me. Thankfully, the effort I was putting in was also progressing my Paths of Aethersensitivity, Aether Manipulation, and Obscuring Shadow. None had reached the next tier yet, but I was still confident I would manage them long before Songleaf.

With only two days to go before the festival, and my name not yet added to the list, I knocked on the door of Gramps’ office. Nazim wasn’t with me. He rarely hung around when I was inside the outpost with Gramps of late. Plus, he had seemed bothered by something, muttering about a scent that he kept catching whiffs of. I wondered if it was the same thing I was feeling when I sensed the fluttering cold feeling passing nearby. It had appeared more than once and I had mentioned it to Gramps — he didn’t know either but told me he would keep an eye out for anything strange.

Gramps called out for me to enter. As per usual, he was sitting at his desk writing — his only way to work on the teaching aspect of his Advanced Class Path besides training Etta and I.

“Something wrong, Bastian?” he asked.

“Will Grandaunt Agnes really care if I win the tournament?” I blurted out.

Gramps carefully set down his quill. “Will that alone be enough to sway her? No, it won’t. But it’ll likely be something she factors in when she has you assessed. I think there is a very good chance she agrees to pay for your attendance at Songleaf without it. But, it won’t hurt your chances with her to have that victory to your name, especially at your age. The tournament itself would be a little provincial for her. Beating eleven year olds while you’re still seven though is not nothing. If you’re worried about Baron Joss trying to get you to become one of his soldiers though, you can probably ignore that fear. A new Baron isn’t about to cross the Adventurer’s Society, especially when he is applying to have the next few Rifts that appear assigned to him rather than one of the Guilds.”

I nodded seriously, finally coming to a decision. I wanted to attend Songleaf like a fish craved the ocean. Getting the best possible instruction on the continent was too much of a boon to pass up.

“Gramps, can you take me to sign up for the tournament?”

Of course, Gramps readily agreed — I just wish the official set up at the gates to the Baron’s Keep didn’t look so smug as I pressed my fingerprint into the ink and down onto the page next to my name for the Unclassed Tournament. 

As we returned to the outpost, and with only two days to go till the festival, I needed to start thinking about what weapon I was going to wield in the tournament.

***

Murin picked his way down the mountainside towards the hidden grotto where the House Arman forces waited. The foxkin had visited Hornpeak four times over the course of a year, using his illusions to hide himself and get close enough to Henrietta Arman to assess her progress. When he had delivered his reports to the Matriarch, she had seemed pleased enough to reward him with an elixir of stalking panther essence. Seeing his Illusion Affinity advance by two points had been wonderful.

But, just like everything in Clan Kagemi, the reward had come with a hidden hook. Murin was to come with his Matriarch to deliver the news to House Arman. He had hoped it was just so he could witness how the Matriarch dealt with the noble Counts — and in part it had. But when the representative of House Arman had heard about how talented with aether young Henrietta appeared to be, they had made an additional request to go along with the Matriarch's demand of higher payment. That request was why Murin was back in Hornpeak.

They had wanted a guide familiar with the area. Murin had been all too happy to assist at the time. Now, he wasn’t so sure. More than once, the wolfkin who appeared to live at the Adventurer’s Society outpost had almost caught him despite Murin using his Scent Suppression Skill. Then, there was the cold feeling of dread like something was looking over his shoulder even as he walked the town under the cover of an illusion to make him appear like a human.

Something else was going on, and Murin didn’t like working against unknowns.

Finally, he picked his way into the grotto. Eight members of House Arman waited around a small cooking fire.

“What news?” asked Bartley Arman. The young man leading the Arman contingent was of noble blood, and Murin thought it showed. In his early twenties with a svelte build made for speed and a shiny rapier hanging at his belt, he cut a fine figure even seated on a rock in the middle of nowhere.

“The festival begins in two days as planned. Your quarry is still there with no signs of leaving.”

“Excellent. In two nights then,” replied Bartley.

“What about George?” one of the soldiers asked, a hint of fear in his voice.

“Don’t worry about him. I’ll handle my cousin,” replied the young noble, his hand caressing his rapier.
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  “This feels stupid,” I complained loudly as I swung my arm back and forth. The wooden knives bound to my left hand with leather cords didn’t move despite my flapping.

“Is it working?” Nazim countered as he circled to the right, trying to position himself to attack with his claw.

I didn’t need to glance at my Status to know the answer to his question. I had already seen the steps being added to my Path of the Claw. Instead of lamenting how dumb it felt to have wooden utensils acting as faux claws, I started on the task at hand. Mirroring Nazim’s movements came easily since they were only a minor variation on what George had been teaching me for years.

The wolfkin matched my speed and strength, though he still had the advantage of a longer reach over me. For almost two hours, we circled back and forth, exchanging blows with wooden swords and claws. I still lost more exchanges than I won. Most wasn’t all though and Nazim had grunted in approval every time I managed to land a blow against him.

Finishing up as the sky finally started to brighten, we went inside together, sweat dripping from me. Mum turned to smile at the pair of us from where she was frying up a huge breakfast. I caught the smell of honey in the air, my mouth filling with saliva. She playfully batted me away with her hand when I tried to see what she was making.

“Go wash up, Sweetheart. Breakfast will be ready by the time you’re done.”

I didn’t argue with her despite my growling stomach demanding sustenance. Besides, it was the day of the festival and I had a couple of things to grab from my room anyway. Grandma Lucille had told me that you normally gave out your gifts for such events in the morning since the festivities were expected to start before lunch and continue long into the evening. 

The stairs creaked beneath my feet as I dashed upstairs to my room. A quick wipe down with a cold, wet rag and a change of shirt was all I needed to clean up. Before I left my room, I scooped up the three presents, wrapping them up in one of my coats. I took the stairs two at a time on the way back down in my impatience to show everyone their gifts.

Gramps was already there when I arrived and gave me a curious look when he saw my coat. I flashed him a cheeky grin, arranging the material on my chair so it wouldn’t open before I veered off to brew him his morning tea. Nazim returned halfway through the water heating, still wearing his leather jacket, but with a few stray beads of water in his fur indicating that he too had washed up for breakfast.

Mum started serving as I carried Gramps his mug of tea. We never ate poorly, since the Adventurer’s Society was not skint when it came to providing us with supplies, but this morning's breakfast was a true masterpiece.

Fried eggs sat beside crispy rashers of bacon. Gramps and Nazim had cooked mushrooms on their plates while I got the same with tomatoes. The old codger couldn’t eat them often as they upset his stomach. But the crowning jewel was the four stacked pancakes drizzled with honey we each received. The three of us dove into our food headfirst as Mother laughed while admonishing us all not to choke. I’m pretty sure none of us listened.

Ten minutes later, I was sighing with a full belly. Across from me, Nazim was licking honey off his paws. Mum was still eating while Gramps sipped his tea, giving me the side eye.

“What do you have there, Bastian?” he asked.

My lips curled up in amusement at his inquisitiveness. If anyone asked in the future why I was always so curious, I was definitely going to blame it on the old man. Still, he always rewarded my own curiosity, so I felt it only fair I should do the same for him.

Hopping off the chair, I turned around and started unwrapping the festival gifts I had gotten for them. Gramps’ was first, and I pulled out the wooden pipe. The polish the woodworker had used had turned the wood a golden brown rather than the darker colour I had expected. The coloured helped to make the silver flames engraved into the side stand out. The crafter had even made a little wooden stand to sit the pipe on.

“Ta-da,” I said happily, waving my arm at the gift. “My festival gift for you. Do you like it?”

Gramps' eyes had widened slightly, and he looked away to brush at his face with his sleeve. When he shifted to face me once more, he reverently picked up the pipe, turning it in his hand. Mum had no such reservations about hiding her tears, a few leaking down her cheeks as she watched on.

“I love it,” Gramps muttered, rotating it back and forth in his hand.

“Kappu said it’s made of briar wood, so it should last a long time and not make your smoke taste funny.”

“Good choice for a pipe,” Gramps said with a snort, putting the tip of the pipe to his mouth even though there was nothing inside it. The silver flames wrought into the side of the pipe looked like they were racing down to the opening away from his mouth. “And here I thought we were going to surprise you with your gifts. Thank you, lad. It’s perfect.”

“I’ve got gifts for you two as well,” I said as I spun back to my pile. Pulling out a little woven bag that smelled of citrus that I had gotten from the Kellins’ trading post, I pushed it across to Nazim. “To make your room smell nicer and help you sleep.”

It wasn’t much, but I hadn’t known Nazim anywhere near as long and had honestly been stumped as to what to get him. I was pretty sure he knew as well, since he followed me around any time I went out, and his nose was incredibly sensitive. Still, he said thanks, taking a few sniffs of the pouch, his lips curling around his snout in the way I had come to identify as a smile.

I saved Mum for last because her gift was the biggest. Scooping up the folds of fabric that tried to slide over my arms like water, I gently placed them in her lap. Her eyes shot open as she touched the gown.

“Sweetheart, this is spider silk… where did you…” she paused, glancing at the backdoor. “Lucille, of course. But honey, how did you afford this?”

“I bought it with my aether coins,” I explained, wringing my hands a little as I waited to see if she liked it. “But, umm, Kaylee seemed to think I wasn’t paying enough. Grandma Lucille only took one of my aether coins for it.”

Gramps snorted in amusement. “Seems to me Lucille was giving you a gift as well, Bastian. Go try it on, Penny.”

“Yeah, try it on Mum!” I said hopefully.

Mum looked between the two of us before smiling a little. “Alright, but not until I have cleaned up. I’m sure someone in Hornpeak has a Skill to remove stains, but best not to risk it.”

“We’ll handle that, Penny. You go get changed,” Gramps pressed as he turned words into action, standing and collecting the plates.

I jumped up to help Nazim and Gramps with taking the food scraps outside and scraping them into a barrel that Mum used to improve her soil before they brought the greasy wooden plates back inside for me to wash. While we cleaned up, Mum finally left to go get changed.

The three of us were waiting around the table when she returned. I had always thought my Mum was the most beautiful person in the world, but I was also a biased little kid who loved her dearly. The dress I had gifted her took what she already possessed and made it more. Grandma Lucille was a miracle worker. The dress hung perfectly down to Mum’s ankles, her brown leather boots peaking out from beneath them. The lower half of the gown was pleated making the dress flare ever so slightly from her waist when she turned. Above her stomach, the dress hung looser, breathing in the air before being cinched once more close to her neck. The same looseness was present along the arms with little silver buttons cinched at her wrists and some simple white scrollwork around her forearms.

Mum did a few little turns for us while we clapped, her heart-shaped face lighting up.

“You should have Kaylee braid your hair up,” Gramps suggested, his new pipe hanging from the corner of his mouth unlit.

“I will. But enough about that,” Mum cooed, her cheeks still flush from happiness or embarrassment at being the centre of attention. “Bastian has given us our gifts, but we still need to give him his.”

I perked up. In the heat of the moment, I had completely forgotten that they would be getting something for me as well. Gramps stood, exiting the kitchen for his office with Nazim following. When they returned, Gramps was holding a bundle of fabric which he placed down gently on the table. The clank of metal was distinct, and I raised my eyebrows curiously. 

Nazim’s gift was far more conspicuous, and he simply placed it in front of me. The small shield was made from wood with metal bands on both sides bolting it together and reinforcing it. Down the middle were a series of leather straps and buckles so that it could be bound to my arm rather than held.

“When you’re a little older, we can work on defending with metal vambraces, but I thought giving you a proper buckler might help for now,” Nazim offered with a wolfish grin. “Plus, now you can use it in the tournament if you want”

I couldn’t stop grinning. There was no way I would be able to block the strike of an adult with my strength, but a few eleven year olds? That I could manage.

Mum was next, holding out a book to me. “I know you want to be an adventurer, and while I will never not worry about you I thought this might help.”

She opened the cover to show me the pages within. The book was far thicker than I had expected, the paper thinner than the brown sheets we normally used for my lessons. Page after page detailed creatures you might find in the wilds of Meravia and Ajinar along with their uses and what to be wary of along with common Skills they possessed. Mum flipped to halfway through the book where a page written in large letters proclaimed ‘The Echoing Depths.’

“This has information on Dungeons?!” I exclaimed.

Mum nodded, brightening at seeing my excitement.

“Come on, Penny, before we lose him to his new book, let me give him my gift?” Gramps said, interrupting us as he motioned to the piece of cloth covering whatever had caused a metal clank on the table.

“Okay, Dad,” she agreed as she pulled the book back and closed the cover. I couldn’t help following the movement, my curiosity screaming at me to get the book back and see what was inside. I restrained myself and turned to my final gift as the covers were literally drawn back.

Beneath the material sat a leather glove sized for my young hand. The inside looked to be braced with a soft, red fur which I instantly recognised as coming from a certain dead bear. Along the back of the fingers, braced by metal hinges, were steel claws.

“Since Nazim said you were learning how to use the Hunting Wolf style properly, I thought we should get you something a little better than wooden knives to practise with.”

I grinned at seeing my gifts. “Thanks, Gramps! I love it.. The shield and book too!”

“Well, now that is out of the way, shall we go see if Lucille and Kaylee need any help setting up their stall for the day?” Mum suggested as she fiddled with the embroidery near her wrists.

I jumped at Mum’s suggestion, carrying my new claw upstairs along with my book and setting them atop my clothes chest. Back downstairs, I put my wooden sword on one hip and hatchet on the other. Nazim grabbed a leather belt to loop over my shoulder so we could strap the new shield to my back. It would save me from having to run back home later to get it.

Then, with everything handled, we closed up the outpost and headed over to Etta’s house to kick off the first Hornpeak festival.

  

    
        Chapter 89

    
    
    
    
  Setting up Kaylee and Grandma Lucille’s stall didn’t take long at all. As we ferried over a table, a chest of fabrics, and a couple of chairs, the town of Hornpeak was coming to life around us. Two wooden arenas had gone up in the days leading to the festival, the carpenters helping to build some tiered wooden seating on one side and a simple stage that seemed set aside for the Baron on the other. The various contests of strength, skill, and fighting would take place in the middle, with Baron Joss able to watch from his stage alongside whoever he invited to sit with him.

Those weren’t the only contests planned. There was a cooking competition, along with a hunt for those willing to brave the mountainous forests nearby. All around the area, stalls were going up just like the one we had helped to build. Kaylee and Lucille intended to sell small works like scarves or hair ties. Others, like Kappu, had pieces of wood ready to whittle. Then there were the food stalls along with a rather large setup from the owner of the new inn — The Rested Horn — with barrels of ale ready to serve.

Since the sun was yet to pass the midday line above us, only the most drunken members of the community had begun partaking. I expected that to change as the day wore on. Especially since the food and drink were far cheaper than usual with Baron Joss covering a portion of the cost.

I drifted away from Gramps and Mum to go look at the arenas. The constant buzz of conversation was so loud that I didn’t hear anyone approaching me from behind before I was shoved towards the ground. I stumbled sideways, barely keeping my feet. Spinning, I turned to face the threat, my hand unconsciously drifting to my sword. Victor’s face was ugly, contorted in anger as he spat at me.

“You said you weren’t going to compete, Society boy!”

A few of the passing adults took note of our standoff as I faced Victor and his two cronies. None of them stopped though, clearly uninterested in getting involved in a spat between children.

“The Baron asked me to,” I said all too casually as I straightened up a little. “Would you have said no?”

Victor’s face went through two emotions in the space of a second. The first, I thought, was worry. His eyes flicked to the empty stage set aside for the Baron and those he invited to join him. The second emotion was very clearly anger before Victor stepped uncomfortably close to me and hissed under his breath.

“You better make sure you lose then.”

A surge of annoyance flashed through me. I didn’t even really want to compete, but there was no way I would risk my future at Songleaf for some random kid with dreams of becoming a soldier in Baron Joss’s retinue. My hand moved without thinking and I slammed my palm into Victor’s stomach. He stumbled back from the blow, a look of surprise on his face as though he had expected me to fold like wet paper. Poliver started to step forward with meaty fists raised when a pawed hand came down on his shoulder.

“Beat it,” huffed Nazim as he bared his sharp teeth at the boy. 

All three of the kids turned and ran away while I shifted back to lean on the wooden fence of the arena. With Victor gone, my anger gave way to the butterflies filling my stomach. My nervousness must’ve been pretty obvious to the wolfkin.

“This isn’t your first time fighting in front of other people, remember,” he pointed out as we let the bustle of the festival flow around us.

“Yeah, but last time we were fighting for our lives,” I countered, my thoughts drifting back to the necromancers attack from years ago. “Feels different.”

“Because it is different,” Nazim stressed, his yellow eyes roving over the crowd. “It’s easier. The only thing you have to lose is your pride.”

“And perhaps my chance at Songleaf,” I countered, a frown creeping back onto my face.

Nazim shook his head in disagreement. “I watched the training of the noble children of House Fenrith. Saw what they were capable of. You are, at the bare minimum, as skilled as the least of them, and they were all bound for Clawcrest. Your Grandaunt would be a fool not to take you, and Cornelius does not make her sound like a fool.”

“So, maybe I shouldn’t compete then,” I pointed out. If Grandaunt Agnes was likely to take me on anyway, what was the point?

“I did not think you would run from a fight,” Nazim replied, prodding at my pride. 

I swallowed the first words that came to mind, taking a breath before replying. “It’s not even a fight though. It’s just a silly little spar.”

“Even less reason to be worried then.”

Surprisingly, his words helped. Gramps didn’t think the Baron would do anything even if I won. Victor and his cronies might have their feelings hurt but, if they really wanted to become soldiers, then losing to me wasn’t going to stop them. In the end, it was a silly little spar.

With my nerves settled, I started to actually enjoy the festival. Etta had colourful bows tied into her hair by her mother, and the pair of us roamed around trying some of the foods available. There was a mix of spiced Ajinari dishes alongside the subtler sweet and savoury foods from Meravia. We paused to go say hello to Griselda and Martin when they arrived — the latter draped in a thick, red, furry coat.

At midday, the local musicians set up and started playing. They were fixtures at The Rested Horn most nights, and the sound of them banging on a set of drums while wooden flute-like instruments trilled was enough to get some of the villagefolk dancing. All the while, the first of the competitions wrapped up. The hunters wouldn’t be back for another couple of hours, but the cooking competition went to a woman whose name I did not know. Baron Joss — dressed in a dark blue, silk doublet — proclaimed that he would have to see if the woman would be interested in cooking a few nights a week at the Keep. The applause was thunderous.

The strongman competition — which was basically just tug-o-war — went to one of Baron Joss’s own soldiers. I thought that Griselda probably could’ve beaten him, but the half-orc woman had stayed away from every competition and most of the townsfolk. Instead, she had planted herself in a seat near Kaylee and Lucille’s stall along with Martin.

When the hunters started returning, I knew it was getting close to my own turn to compete. The first hunter carried in a large stag on his back and I thought the competition was already won — but it was the last to return with a grimfaced owl strung up who took the victory. Just seeing the creature reminded me that Magatha had not come to join the festival. Though I was glad she hadn’t, it did make me wonder how the Hedge Witch would fare as Hornpeak continued to grow.

Then, it was time for the fighting competitions to begin. Gramps was invited to the Baron’s table along with Dorothy of the Hornpeak Mining Co. Mum, who had caught more than a few glances due to her fine dress, sat beside Griselda. Etta was next to them with her dad waving at me encouragingly as I joined the other Unclassed kids who were competing. There were more of us than I expected with almost twenty joining me at the edge of the fence under the watchful eye of one of the Baron’s soldiers.

Baron Joss stood as the crowds moved to take their seats in the rough hewn, wooden stands.

“People of Hornpeak,” Joss called out loudly. “While I am sure we are all looking forward to some true displays of skill from some of our best warriors, it is also important that we take a moment to appreciate the progress our children are making. They are, after all, our future. Be they smiths or miners, hunters or soldiers, cooks or cleaners, all have value in making our young town a better place. These ones before you seem intent on choosing a martial Path, so let them show us what they have learned and what they might yet become when they truly take their first steps down the Myriad Paths.”

The crowd hooted and cheered appreciatively as Baron Joss waved for the tournament to begin — helped along by the cheap booze. The two arenas suddenly made more sense. We were separated to go towards one or the other. 

The match-ups seemed entirely random and, as the first combatants entered, I got time to truly look over my competition. There were two girls amongst the sea of boys. Both looked to be on the older side. Looking over everyone, I was pretty sure I was the youngest competing.

What surprised me was the variety of weapons on display. While they were all carved from wood, with no metal present, I could see a couple of spears, a few shields, and some clubs. Swords dominated by far though, coming in a variety of lengths. The only outlier was one of the girls who had gone with weapons that had no reach on them — two small daggers gripped in her hands.

The first fight in my arena ended within seconds. A boy only a little shorter than Victor used his spear to bat aside his opponent’s wooden sword before sweeping their feet out from under them with the other end of the weapon. The fallen kid was too slow to recover, and the soldier called the fight when the blunted, wooden spearhead came to rest against the loser's chest.

The wiry girl with the daggers won her own fight by ducking under a sword swing and stepping inside the boy's guard to jab him quickly in the throat. He went down coughing and spat up a little blood, but seemed fine as his parents came to collect him.

Then it was my turn. My opponent was the other girl. She wore a simple, leather jerkin and her wild, black hair was tied back behind her head. Shespear held a spear in her hand. I had half expected her to sneer at me as I entered, but instead, all I saw in her eyes was worry. With my new buckler strapped to my left wrist, I drew my wooden practice sword and set my feet.

The soldier overseeing checked if we were both ready before stepping back and calling out ‘begin.’

The sound of the world around me vanished. My focus was purely on my opponent as she stepped forward with an exploratory thrust. I stepped to the side, using my shield to deflect her strike. As she tried to reset, I rushed forward into the gap, denying her the reach advantage of her weapon. She managed to recover slightly, grasping her spear in a two handed grip like a staff. 

It didn’t help. 

A quick lunge with my sword was blocked, but allowed me to slam my shield into her fingers as I used my momentum to carry me forward. She stumbled, one hand letting go of her spear from the pain. I finished her with the Warden’s Lunge, the tip of my wooden sword punching her in her leather jerkin and knocking her to the ground.

Sounds returned as the crowd cheered while the girl climbed back to her feet rubbing her chest where I had struck. 

I was escorted out of the wooden ring by the soldier as the next two combatants were brought in. Taking a few deep breaths, I settled my nerves as I waited for my next match. A glance at my Mum, who waved encouragingly to me, certainly helped. As for Gramps, I avoided looking at him, not willing to see if Baron Joss was paying attention.

Just a few more matches, I reminded myself.
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  My second match was easier than my first. I faced off against a nine-year-old boy wielding a solid-looking, wooden club that had been wrapped in some wool to make it marginally safer. He seemed pretty strong, but that didn’t matter much when I just used footwork and spacing to avoid his first few swings before stabbing him in the stomach when he overcommitted.

The third match pitted me against Victor, and I could see the banked fury in his eyes before the fight had even started. I guessed it wasn’t his lucky day. Like me, he had a shield in one hand and a sword in the other. Given his size, he had gone for a slightly longer blade, which meant he would have additional reach on me from both his weapon and his size. Still, I wasn’t too worried.

As the match began, I tuned out the sounds of the crowd and focused on Victor’s shoulders, just like I had been taught. When he rushed at me, I was ready, giving ground as I backed up and circled to my right. Three swings in a row whistled by, none even coming close as I waited for him to expose himself. Instead, he surprised me, calming down and tightening up his form.

He tried a lunge and, when I parried it, attempted to rush me with his shield. I quickly stepped out of the way, using my own shield to catch his and push myself off. The height and strength difference saw me taking a few steps backward as I regained my balance, but even that small mistake wasn’t enough to let Victor gain an advantage. It was, however, enough for me to see an easy path to victory.

I squared my stance up and finally went on the offensive. Quick, short slashes put Victor on the back foot immediately. The first time I used the Warden’s Lunge, he tried to block it with his shield. While there was a strength difference between us because of his age, it wasn’t enough for him to keep his footing when I extended my blade out with my entire body's weight behind it. Victor managed to get his shield up but all that meant was that he fell on his ass. Before he could recover, I was standing in the gap with my sword at his throat.

He looked away sullenly rather than meet my gaze. A moment later, we were being escorted out while the crowds cheered on from the stands. This time, I did chance a look at Gramps and saw the Baron chatting amiably beside him, both of their eyes on me. Gramps looked proud. I couldn’t have said how the Baron felt about my showing. All I could do was hope I wasn’t making problems for myself.

The final match saw me pitted against the boy from the first match I had seen. With his wooden spear in hand, he waited patiently for the Baron to stand up and say a few words before the final match for the Unclassed bracket. I tuned them out, watching my opponent. Unlike the others I had faced, his movements seemed a little smoother and more confident. The Baron finished his short speech, and the soldier watching over us asked us both if we were ready.

“Callum,” said my opponent as he lowered his spear in preparation.

“Bastian,” I replied, lifting my shield and sword.

Callum snorted in response. “I know who you are.”

I didn’t get a chance to reply as the soldier called for the fight to begin. I sensed a faint buzz which was my only warning before Callum moved forward far too fast. My shield arm reacted on instinct, shifting up to protect me. The impact from the spear sent a jolt through my arm and tossed me backwards across the dusty arena. I rolled as I hit the ground, coming back to my feet with my shield raised and sword out to the side.

“I thought I would get you with that,” Callum called as he examined the damage to the end of his spear where a wooden fracture ran down from the tip.

“You thought wrong,” I replied in a tone that was far calmer than I felt. That sudden movement had looked like the Quick Step Skill. Not as fast as Griselda had been, but faster than I could manage. The question I had was, how many more of those did he have in him?

Callum finished his inspection of his damaged weapon — clearly deciding it was fine — and started marching towards me. What followed was a different kind of pressure than I was used to. I had almost exclusively trained against swords and axes. Callum wielded his spear like it was a staff. Attacks could come from either end of the wooden pole. He constantly had me on the back foot as he used his superior reach to prevent me from attacking him. When he cracked me across my shin with the butt of the spear, he chanced a glance at the soldier to see if he would end the fight.

I fought through the throbbing pain, backing Callum up as I tried to get inside his range, he accepted that he would need to do more than leave a bruise on me to take the victory. As the fight continued, I found Callum’s rhythm. He liked to use two swings to try and set up his real attack. The next time he made the attempt, I dodged rather than deflect then lunged at him. I felt the tip of my wooden blade graze his leather jerkin as he backed away. The look of surprise on his face was priceless and I knew, had we been fighting with real weapons, I would have cut him then. Not a killing strike, but there would have been blood.

Still, that counter had been moving at my fastest, and I still hadn’t managed to land a finishing strike. Callum, with his four extra years, and what I suspected was some actual training, was the physically superior of the pair of us. Even so, I had a plan. A risky one, but a plan nonetheless.

It took three more exchanges before I felt the familiar buzzing of aether from my opponent. I doubled down on my plan and took the risk as I dodged rather than blocked the spear thrust. The tip grazed my upper arm, my speed not enough to fully get me out of the way of the aether-enhanced Skill. Then, before Callum could recover, my hand flashed out and grabbed the haft of the spear.

The soldier watching said nothing about the grazing touch, and Callum yanked hard at his spear using his superior strength to try and break my grip. Aether flowed through my channels as my hand clamped around the wooden haft of his weapon. Controlled Grip let me add Callum’s strength to my own as I leapt forward with the weapon. He realised his mistake too late, trying to let go of his spear as I crashed sword first into his chest. We went down in a tangle of limbs, but as I scrambled to my feet, he was still on the ground, holding his chest and coughing.

The soldier looking on walked over and helped Callum to his feet before turning to face the Baron.

Joss stood, raising his arms as he called out, “We have our Unclassed Champion! Let’s hear another cheer for Sebastian Hawthorn, grandson of Factor Hawthorn!”

The crowd responded with a raucous cheer, but I once more tuned them out, instead whispering to Callum.

“You alright?”

“Think you cracked one of my ribs,” Callum muttered, wincing at his own words before pushing on. “You should come by the Keep to train some time. My dad’s the Captain of the Baron’s Guards, and he would probably give you a few tips if you wanted.”

“Maybe,” I answered noncommittally, not really wanting to owe anything to one of Baron Joss’s men. My attention instead was drawn to a flashing notification in the corner of my vision.

Achievement Acquired! Minor Victory - Place first in a small tournament. 
Reward: 50 steps on any Basic combat Path. +2 steps on the Path of Exceptionalism.

The achievement was welcome even if the reward was small, likely providing the same number of steps I could have gained in under a week. Still, progress was progress, and I added the steps to my Path of Hatchets. With Gifted improving the reward, eighty-seven steps were added to the Path.

The soldier overseeing our match led me towards the Baron’s table. Behind me, I heard the sound of wood being lifted out of the ground. Glancing back, I saw a few men moving the fences to combine the two arenas into one longer one.

Baron Joss was drinking something from a silver cup as I approached. Whatever it was, he spilled none of it into his blond beard. Setting down his cup but remaining sitting, he motioned to a seat next to Gramps. 

“Join us, young Bastian. That was an excellent showing, especially considering your age. Not even eight yet and already beating boys like Callum. That one will end up in my guard if his father has anything to say about it. I hope there were no hard feelings between the two of you?”

I shook my head. “No, my Lord. No hard feelings. He was very skilled with the spear and invited me to come practice some time at your Keep. Though… I am not sure he was allowed to do that?”

“That wouldn’t be an issue. I don’t know if you know, but Callum is the son of the Captain of my Guards. I’ll make sure he knows that you’re welcome to come and practice with Callum if you want. We’ll do the rewards once the other two tournaments have completed. Watch closely, young Bastian. I think you could learn a thing or two from what you’re about to see.”

While I was incredibly wary of visiting the Baron’s keep, he wasn’t wrong about being able to learn from the next two tournaments. The first was for those who were progressing through their Basic Class Paths. Almost thirty members of the community came forth, including, I noted, the new Warden’s daughter. With Hornpeak now a Meravian village, Warden Thomas had never returned after venturing east to warn of the Necromancer attack. The new Warden, a woman by the name of Thalia, had taken his place. Thalia had a daughter in her late teens — whose name escaped me — and I kept a close eye on her amongst those that gathered to compete. There were also two younger members of the Baron’s guard that caught my eye.

Baron Joss largely ignored me, instead engaging Dorothy in talk about the silver mine and her efforts to expand it. More than once, he pushed her to have prospectors venture north to see if there was more to be found on the mountains. Gramps patted my leg as I watched the fights, and I whispered to him as Thalia’s daughter won the finals for her bracket.

“What Skill was that?” I asked quietly, leaning into the old codger.

“Aether Shield. She’s probably got a lesser aether core though if she has taken that Skill. Good defensive Skill, but it costs a little.”

I nodded appreciatively. The Warden’s daughter had used it to deflect a sword strike at the last second and stabbed the guardsman in the ribs in response. They had been fast but, since I had seen Nazim, Griselda, and George fight, I wasn’t that impressed.

The same could not be said of the final bracket of the tournament. While it was mostly the Baron’s guards competing, a few of the older miners and one hunter tried their luck. They were each rewarded with some silver for giving it a go even if none of them came close to beating the best among the guards. I witnessed a few more Skills used which caught my interest. There were Wind Blade, which let them strike their opponent from a distance, and Double Cut, which created a secondary blade in the air. Another combatant made their armour flash in a blinding display of light. 

I felt a few other Skills used as well, my Path of Aethersensitivity gaining another step as a couple of the guards moved quicker than I expected or held their ground when I thought they should’ve been pushed back. 

“Self-enhancement Skills”, Gramps explained. “Less explosive than Quick Step and Empowered Strike, while lasting slightly longer.” 

Still, none of them were able to keep it up for long, their small aether cores limiting how much they could utilise their Skills. Even with that, it was clear that they moved with a speed and strength that my fragmented memories said should be impossible. Their extra Stats — and possibly Advanced Attributes — turning them into minor superhumans. These were only the Adepts. How much stronger were the Advanced Class users like Joss and his Captain of the Guard?

It was a stark reminder that, despite my victory, I still had a long way to go. I smiled at the thought. What might the peak look like?
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  With the tournaments over, the people of Hornpeak truly committed to two of their favourite activities — drinking and dancing. From my place next to Gramps on the Baron’s platform, I watched as many of the adults, and more than a few of the teenagers, began to partake in ever increasing amounts of their lord's largess. 

Through it all, Baron Joss made himself available for anyone who came by to share a few words. Some were just praise for the festival or thanks for his generosity. A few took the opportunity to mention their own plans or hopes for expansion. Joss always responded diplomatically, committing to nothing, but still making the person feel seen and heard. I took the opportunity to eavesdrop and learn a little more about how to manage people.

In one break between visitors, Joss leaned over towards Gramps. “Factor Hawthorn, would you mind if I asked your daughter to dance?”

My head snapped towards the Baron, a feeling of concern bubbling in my stomach. The old codger was just as bad, immediately tensing up. Our reactions were so obvious that the Baron raised a hand placatingly.

“I promise nothing untoward, though you are right to worry over ulterior motives — especially given your past. I will admit that there have been questions about when I will take a wife. Your daughter is by far the most beautiful of the unmarried women present, and it would do well for the community to see me dance with at least one eligible woman before I retire for the evening. It will also help to deter some of the more aggressive suitors — though your daughter may bear some of their ire, if she doesn’t already.”

With every word my eyes widened slightly. I hadn’t expected Joss to be such a politically savvy man given how comfortable he seemed around his sword. Then again, I suppose one probably didn’t rise to be a Knight and then a Baron with a surname like Tailor unless they had at least some ability to navigate noble politics.

“And if this ire causes her issues in the future?” Gramps asked, his gaze remaining intently on Joss.

Joss’s beard shifted as he smiled and turned one hand over as if offering something. “I am more than willing to compensate your daughter for any trouble she incurs in assisting me with this. She would be doing me quite the favour after all. In fact, if she could join us up here after the dance to truly sell it to the people of Hornpeak, that would be even better.”

Gramps nodded slowly as he took the pipe I had gifted him from his pocket and placed it between his teeth. A sign of nervousness, if I had ever seen one. 

“But you’ve no intention of continuing any pursuit of her beyond this… ruse?” he asked around the pipe.

“No. To improve my position and that of Hornpeak, I intend to marry a second or third daughter from another Duchy in Meravia. A Count’s daughter, if I can manage it. That is the request from my Lord, Duke Landrin. Until that happens, I appear eligible, and a Baron is far more approachable, especially in such a remote location. We’re on the frontier here, and people behave differently so far from the true seats of power.”

“Very well. You have my permission to ask her,” Gramps replied as he raised his hand until he got Mum’s attention from where she sat with all our friends. With a few flicks of his finger, he motioned for her to come join us. “I cannot promise you she will say yes though.”

Mum lifted her silk dress as she picked her way through the drinking and dancing crowd before joining us before the Baron’s stage.

“My apologies for interrupting you, Miss Penelope,” Joss said, standing slowly and stepping off the stage to join her. “With your father’s permission, I was hoping that I might request a dance with you?”

Joss offered his hand as Mum’s eyes flicked to Gramps. I caught the imperceptible nod from the old codger, and Mum put on a smile that looked a little forced but reached out to take the Baron’s hand.

“It would be my pleasure, my Lord.”

Even though I was privy to the Baron’s true purpose, and knew it was all an act, seeing my Mum’s discomfort still bothered me. The only silver lining was that Joss appeared to be a perfect gentleman. The people of Hornpeak gave him plenty of space to share a dance with Mum, but his hands never strayed beyond propriety. As soon as the song ended, he stepped back and gave a loud clap, spurring the crowd to cheer for both the musicians and, I assumed, their Lord as well. Then he was escorting Mum back to the stage.

One of Joss’s guards carried over a chair, placing it down between Gramps and me. I didn’t keep track of much of the conversation that followed, but it was enough that Mum relaxed quickly after Gramps let her in on the Baron’s intentions. 

Just watching the festivities saw me yawning before long. As though he had been waiting for just that moment, Nazim appeared by my side.

“Would you like me to take him back to the outpost?” the wolfkin asked Mum.

“I think that’s a good idea,” Mum agreed, shifting as though she intended to join us.

“If you wouldn’t mind waiting just a little longer, Miss Penelope,” interjected Baron Joss as he put down the silver cup he was drinking from. I had long since realised that despite the fanciness of the chalice, Baron Joss was only drinking water. “I’ll be retiring shortly as well, and I think it would look better if we all left at the same time.”

“Bastian too?” Mum asked as she glanced at my tired face.

“Oh no, the little champion has certainly earned his rest, and no one will think twice about the youngsters being ferried off to warm beds. Just you and your father, if it isn’t too much of an imposition?”

Mum seemed a little uncertain, but after a few seconds of thought and a pointed glance at Nazim, she settled back into her seat.

Smoothing out her dress, she inclined her head slightly to Joss. “Very well, so long as it won’t be too much longer.”

“I appreciate it, Miss Penelope, and will make sure it is remembered when I return the favour when the time comes. Congratulations, again, on your victory, young Bastian. I think in the future we can expect great things from you. When you inevitably outgrow Hornpeak, try to remember us fondly.”

I heard the subtext in the Baron’s words. He knew that I wouldn’t stay up here in the mountains. Was his little act with Mum also for me? Something to make sure I remembered him fondly? The many layers of politics and future plans were tying my tired head in knots.

My response was simple, giving nothing away. “I will, my Lord. Thank you for the opportunity.”

As soon as I straightened from my bow, Nazim’s paw was on my back and escorting me away. A few members of the crowds patted me on the back — most gently but one or two were clearly fueled by alcohol, straying closer to a shove then a congratulatory touch — as I crossed the tournament grounds.

Griselda and Martin sat together beside Etta’s family. Martin was sharing his warm, bear coat with my half-orc mentor, the pair of them swaying to the music with a large, wooden mug in hand. Happiness welled up in me at seeing them together. The Kellins’ seat was vacant, the pair having left earlier to take their young son home to bed.

“You were so good!” Etta yelled as she charged me, almost taking me off my feet as she wrapped her arms around me. I patted my friend’s back with one hand in response.

“Your dad and Nazim are good teachers,” I replied, trying to suppress the blush filling my cheeks at the praise.

“Nonsense,” George added as he offered a hand. “You took what we taught you and applied it well. I thought that last boy might have you with Quick Step — but you used his own strength against him. Cleverly done.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just ducked my head and said nothing.

“I was about to take him home,” Nazim said, coming to my rescue before someone else tried to praise me.

“We were thinking the same,” George agreed, turning towards his wife and mother-in-law. “Unless you’ve changed your mind, Lucille?”

“No, Deary. These old bones are starting to feel the chill. I’d love nothing more than to go sit by the hearth and warm up, maybe tell a story or two to my little storm cloud?”

Etta had since let go of me, but at her grandmother's words, she immediately started to tug on her father’s wrist. The stall from earlier had long since been dismantled and returned to their house. 

Before we left, I ran over to Griselda to collect my hatchet and shield from her safekeeping. In the firelight, her pale green skin looked almost white. She was clearly a few ales deep, but after handing over my weapons, she reached out and touched my face just like she had after I killed the goblin.

“Warrior,” she whispered, a note of pride in her voice.

I didn’t know why, but I reached out and touched her cheek just as she had mine.

“Warrior,” I repeated.

Griselda grinned and then hollered loudly at the sky, frightening a few of the people nearby. If she cared about their reaction, she didn’t show it. Instead, she held out her mug for me.

“Drink?”

I laughed and shook my head. “Goodnight, Griselda, Martin.”

“Night, lad,” Martin replied happily while Griselda just nodded before taking a large draw from her mug.

With my farewells handled, I ran over to join Nazim and the others. The six of us started walking away from the festival grounds and down the trade road. The keep on our right was still manned, with a few guards patrolling the walls even now. I kind of hoped that they had at least gotten to enjoy some of the festival earlier in the day.

“What weapon will you get for your prize?” Etta asked as she skipped along the road happily.

My mind went to my gifts. I had a proper hatchet from Griselda already. With my clawed glove and shield, the only thing I was missing was a proper sword. Then I would have everything to train properly in the Hunting Wolf style. Mum might lose her mind if I practiced with actual steel, but it had to happen eventually.

“Sword, probably. Shame they didn’t have a tournament to do with aether. You would definitely have won,” I replied, doing my utmost to prop my friend’s self esteem up.

“Nope. I wouldn’t have competed anyway,” Etta replied, not seeming at all bothered by her lack of a chance to shine. “Dad says I need to keep it a secret till I go to an Academy. You’re going to go to one too right? Maybe we could go together?”

“You would be in different years even if you did,” George interjected as he scanned the forest to our left. “They group everyone based on age since it’s the most reliable predictor of your Class Path tier. Some of the lessons might be mixed though. Exceptions exist after all.”

The earthen swordsman glanced at his daughter for a moment.

We veered off into the forest, Nazim and I sticking with the Millers as they headed for their house. The outpost was locked up, and we would be entering via the backdoor, so it wasn’t out of our way. I got the sense Nazim was doing it so I could keep chatting with Etta.

The shrubs hiding their cozy home parted before us, and we stepped into the little clearing surrounding their home.

“Night,” I said to Etta, turning to leave as a gust of wind blew into our faces.

I hadn’t even finished shifting when Nazim roughly pulled me behind him. 

“I smell horses and oiled steel,” the wolfkin growled, yellow eyes searching the darkness as he drew his sword.

George’s hand was halfway to his own sword when the front door of their house banged open. 

A svelte, young man stepped out into the night, hand resting on a rapier at his hip, and a smile on his lips that didn’t reach his eyes. “It's so good to see you again, George.”
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  “Bartley,” replied George, his tone one of worry as I sensed the faint buzz of aether being used by my mentor. “I can’t say that it’s good to see you.”

“The feeling is mutual, dear cousin. But Uncle was very clear in his desires, so here I am, out in the middle of nowhere and still cleaning up the mess you made when you went away.”

Bartley raised his hands at the forest around them, performing a small turn and sparing a sneer for the cozy home he had just exited. Like his cousin, Bartley was clean shaven with styled, dark brown hair. On his hands, he wore two rings that looked like silver in the pale light of the moon and the lantern hanging from the door. I didn’t see any chain mail on the man though he wore a breastplate over the top of his dark clothes. 

When Bartley was done with his little pirouette, his hand returned to his rapier. The sneer remained on his lips though, giving the appearance of utter disdain for what he saw before him.

“Let my family go and I will come with you willingly,” George offered as he pushed Kaylee and Etta behind him like Nazim had done with me.

My heart was already pounding from the danger I realised I was in, though I spared a little of that worry for Etta. My mind was considering what to do — should I run and try to get Gramps? Start screaming? Slip into the darkness with my Cloak of Shadows? Where would that leave Etta?

The questions came one after another, and my indecision froze me in place. Through it all, I felt a whisper nearby in the night — chilling threads hovering partway up a nearby tree. My eyes were moving towards where I sensed the icy coils when the entire situation exploded.

“Afraid I can’t do that, George,” Bartley replied, though his tone put lie to his words. “Your Father wants his granddaughter brought into the fold — where she always should have been. You as well, if I can manage it, but I am not opposed to you having a little accident. All sorts of things can go wrong when you inevitably fight us. He’ll be disappointed with me, but so long as I have your daughter the reprimand will be minor while my path towards being named heir is clear of useless debris best left in the past.”

I sensed more aether being used by George, a hollow-looking glass bird appearing before it shot south towards the festival.

“Messenger Spell?” Bartley asked with a snort. “They won’t arrive in time.”

His rapier was out of its sheath so fast I couldn’t follow it, and then the night lit up as white lightning blasted from its tip into George… and hit an aether shield that drew the blast into the ground.

“Run!” George screamed, the earth exploding at the same time, creating a wall that split the clearing in half. 

Turning to dash away, I felt the icy coils move in my senses. I was almost too slow.

“Nazim!” I yelled and pointed up into the tree. Something small and metal flew from where I felt the thing in the darkness. Then Nazim was between me and it, the sound of metal plinking off metal filled the night, the wolfkin’s vambraces saving me.

“Go,” Nazim growled, his eyes darting about as men in blackened chainmail stalked out of the night. I finally listened, running after Kaylee, who was carrying Etta with Lucille close behind.

The sound of weapons clashing behind me was followed by the distinct noise of someone groaning in pain. I glanced back to see Nazim now following me with one of the soldiers falling to the ground blood frothing on their lips.

We just need to get back to Gramps, I kept telling myself over and over again in my head as I dashed madly through the shrubs, my heartbeat pounding in my ears.

I had almost caught up to Etta when another soldier came charging out of the darkness from behind us. The man plowed into Kaylee, sending her flying across the ground. Etta flew even farther, crashing into the undergrowth. The soldier stalked forward towards Kaylee’s fallen form with his sword raised.

“Go!” Kaylee screamed at us with dirt and leaves stuck to her face. 

Without thinking, I reached out and grabbed Etta’s hand, dragging her along with me. Behind us, I saw Lucille run toward her daughter. 

I swallowed a howl of frustration that I couldn’t do more. Beside me, Etta had tears streaking down her cheeks as we ran hand in hand. Like me, she kept glancing back behind us, searching for the others. Within seconds, they were lost to the darkness.

I thought we were almost there when I heard the sound of heavy footfalls stomping through the growth after us.

I activated my Skills immediately. Shadows rose up around me, and I pushed for them to extend further, trying to pull my friend into their embrace. Despite my efforts, they refused to reach that far. Muffled Aura had the same problem, covering the sound of my own footsteps but not enough to cover Etta’s.

My eyes darted around frantically, looking for anything that might help us. My gaze landed on a shadowed hollow within a tree, and I dragged Etta after me, raising a finger to my lips and pushing her down into the darkness. 

Using my body to shield her, I moved as close as possible so that my Muffled Aura would hopefully hide the sound of her breathing. My Cloak of Shadows remained active, making us appear as nothing more than the darkness within the hollow.

The crunch of dry leaves came from where we had just come as a gruff voice called out.

“I know you’re here somewhere. Give me the girl, and you can run back to your parents, kid. She’s not worth dying for.”

Behind me, Etta shook, her fingers digging into my arm where she gripped me tightly. I don’t know if she thought I would leave her, but I wasn’t that kind of person. Afraid as I was, I wouldn’t leave a friend behind.

The soldier came into view a moment later, a hatchet in his left hand and a short sword in his right. His head swept back and forth, searching the darkness while I tried to control my breathing. With eyes wide, I waited for him to find us, all the while praying that Gramps would come soon.

***

Nazim moved to place himself between the charging soldier and the fallen form of Kaylee. The soldier was decent, but Nazim was better, his claws ripping out the man's throat after a quick exchange. The wolfkin realised his mistake a moment too late and was forced to activate Celerity, trying to interpose himself between the thrown daggers and Bastian. 

Even with the attribute, he was too slow to properly deflect them, the second grazing his wrist rather than striking his vambrace. The cut should’ve been nothing, but the instant heat from the wound told him the blade had been poisoned. Nazim just hoped his Poison Resistance attribute would be enough to keep it from killing him. Either way, he was on a timer now. 

He inhaled the scents of the night, recognising the faint odd smell that had drawn his attention for the past week or so. They were using something to suppress their scent, and Nazim guessed that whatever it was had to be a decent one since his Enhanced Smell attribute was still only catching whiffs of them.

Still, that little bit of information was enough to narrow down what he was most likely dealing with. Poison, shadows or perhaps illusion, scent suppression, and working with the House of Arman?

“Fox,” he growled, his yellow eyes surveying the night.

Something stepped away from a nearby tree, the hazy form blurring and resolving into a masked foxkin in dark leathers that seemed to drink in even the minimal light from the moon above.

“Wolf,” his opponent acknowledged. “If you stop interfering, I can let you live. Just run. They aren’t your pack. Why do you care what happens to these humans?”

“Why do you?” Nazim countered, the heat of the poison already climbing up his arm as it slowly spread through his veins.

“I don’t,” admitted the fox casually as it stalked silently across the leaf strewn ground. “But the boy was able to sense me despite everything. If he has an attribute that lets him pierce illusions then he is a risk to the Clan. His death is already written. Yours doesn’t need to be.”

“A fox afraid of a pup… your kind never change. Pack or not, my honour is unstained, and that will not change for one of your ilk. Your only hope of getting to him is through me. So, fox, will you run and hide, or do you like your chances?”

The foxkin huffed in response. “You’re already dead anyway, the poison will reach your heart soon.”

Two more daggers flew out of the darkness from Nazim’s left as the hazy form of the foxkin drifted away as though on a breeze. Nazim's sword deflected the first dagger as he avoided the second. His heightened wolfkin senses were almost useless. Only the faint smell remained. Were it anyone else, Nazim would’ve expected that to make his enemy predictable. They would seek to get downwind of him, taking away the last possible method he had for finding them. Foxkin were always far trickier than that, even potentially using such to bait Nazim into showing them his back. For all Nazim knew, the fox could use some sort of Scent Projection Skill.

His only hope was that the fox couldn’t keep up his Skills forever. Nazim backed away slowly, continuing to move in the direction that Bastian had gone. There were other sounds in the forest though most were north from where they had fled. The crackle of lightning, coupled with the yells and screams of men. Nazim simply took that to mean that George was still alive — for now. Nazim himself had killed two of the soldiers, and he’d witnessed George slay another as the battle started. Nazim’s nose told him that left another five plus the fox. If George was keeping all of them busy, then Bastian was safe. Nazim doubted all five were fighting George though.

A growl of frustration bubbled up from within him unbidden. Bastian could be in danger right now. Instead of being there to defend him, Nazim was tied up fighting an enemy he couldn’t see, hear or smell.

“Not long now,” came a whisper from the forest to his right.

Nazim stumbled, his left leg giving out. He pushed himself back to his feet quickly and took a few more stumbling steps backwards before the same happened to his right leg. When he tried to push himself to his feet, his arm shook.

Out of the darkness to his right walked the foxkin, its facial expression hidden behind the dark mask it wore.

“Your honour is unstained,” it whispered in amusement as it approached, raising a short blade of black metal in preparation for the final blow.

A faint musky smell reached Nazim’s nose, the scent coming from behind him. This was his chance. He dropped the act and activated his Celerity attribute.

His body screamed in pain as he moved in a flash faster than any Quick Step could manage. Blade out, he swept it through the empty air behind him. An aether shield appeared for a fraction of an instant, outlining something invisible behind it, then shattered as blood sprayed across the forest floor.

The bisected foxkin had a look of surprise in its eyes in the seconds before death.

“How?” it whispered in confusion.

“I was raised to protect pups from your kind,” Nazim replied in obvious pain as he collapsed.

A second later, the fox was dead. Its innards leaked out into the dirt with the smell of piss and shit that stung Nazim’s nose.

Panting on the ground, Nazim felt the heat of the poison travel into his shoulder and stop. The shake in his arm returned, the only thing he hadn’t been faking, as he tried to pull himself to his feet. Bastian was still out there, and Nazim needed to find him. Stumbling into the darkness, sword dragging through the leaves, the wolfkin searched for the pup he had sworn to protect.
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  The soldier got closer and closer to our tree, his eyes scanning the forest as he searched for us. Behind him, I could hear the sounds of battle growing more dim. The occasional crackle of lightning was still there, but the sounds of men screaming had grown faint. Then there was only the thud of the soldier's boots as he stood just beyond our hollow. 

Bending down, he scooped up a handful of dirt and threw it inside. I had enough time to close my eyes and mouth so that the spray of dust just hit me in the face. Etta wasn’t as lucky, making a choking sound from behind me which Muffled Aura couldn’t hide.

“Found you,” the soldier growled with a smirk.

I dropped my Cloak of Shadows and stood quickly, moving out of the tree hollow and facing the grown man hunting us. While I was almost eight, the soldier was almost twice my height and probably weighed four times as much. I didn’t have a hope in hell of taking him. Even as that thought skittered across my mind, I reached for my hatchet.

The soldier shook his head ruefully, “Won’t help kid but you’ve got balls for trying. Lord Bartley said no witnesses though. Just not your lucky day.”

The soldier pointed his axe at Etta where she huddled in the darkness and growled, “Don’t move.”

Then, he was raising his short sword and walking towards me. I backed up, getting ready to turn and sprint, even if I knew it was a fool's errand. One Quick Step was all it would take to catch me, but maybe, just maybe, he didn’t have that Skill.

Just as I was about to try and run, the soldier was brought to a halt. He looked behind him and I followed his gaze. 

Standing by a tree, leaves and dirt marring her visage, was Grandma Lucille.

Behind her, Kaylee stumbled out of the darkness.

“Get Etta,” Lucille whispered as the threads of her clothes slithered like snakes through the air, wrapping themselves around the soldier's arms, legs and throat.

The man grunted, trying to free himself as Kaylee ran over to grab Etta, who started crying, holding out her arms to be picked up. With Etta hanging onto her, Kaylee turned to Lucille.

“Come on, Mum!” she called, preparing to run.

“Go!” Lucille hissed as more and more threads tried to keep the struggling soldier bound. A battle that I thought she was losing as the soldier slowly turned to face her.

Lucille’s eyes flicked to mine and in her gaze I saw what she wanted. We couldn’t outrun the soldier. I charged as I activated Muffled Aura, my footsteps silent.

The soldier’s hatchet came up slowly from his hip where it was bound, the blade aimed toward Lucille. I sensed the buzz of aether from the man. Kaylee screamed something in the background. Then the hatchet shot forward like it had been launched out of a cannon. I didn’t see where it landed, my focus riveted to the man in front of me.

The soldier, still bound in threads, started to turn back towards me. I activated Controlled Grip. The strike reverberated up my arm as my hatchet embedded itself in the side of his head. He toppled to the ground like a fallen tree, axe still buried in him. Notifications pinged in the corner of my vision — I ignored them.

Charging across the clearing, I was still slower than Kaylee and Etta.

Lucille lay against a tree, blood frothing on her lips and the hatchet sticking out of her chest. Kaylee was crying while Etta tried to pull Lucille back to her feet.

“Grandma!” she wailed, tugging on her hand.

“It’s okay,” Lucille whispered reassuringly. “It’s okay. You’re safe, my little storm cloud.”

“Mum,” Kaylee cried as she wrapped her arms tightly around Etta even as my best friend tried to fight free of her — as though if she could just pull Lucille to her feet, then everything would be okay.

“None of that now,” Lucille mumbled as more blood spilled down her chest. “I have no regrets, my sweet girl. I got to see you with the man you love, and spend all these years with my beautiful little Etta. It’s time for me now. I’ll go see your father on the other side and tell him all the wonderful things that I got to do with you. I love you both. Now go…go…”

“I love you, Mum,” Kaylee whispered as she dragged Etta away.

“No! Grandma! Grandma!” Etta continued to wail.

I hadn’t moved yet and finally Lucille’s eyes drifted to me as Kaylee fled into the dark with my best friend.

“You’re a good boy, Bastian. Thank you for looking after my little Etta,” Lucille murmured as her head started to droop.

Without thinking, I whispered something back. “May you find peace in the Ocean of Souls.”

The Quiet Weaver of the Mountains died with a smile upon her lips. 

As she passed, I felt… sadness. No flicker of sparks like when I had killed the goblin. I just felt empty. In that dark emptiness, a fire started to wake.

When Nazim stumbled into the clearing half a minute later, he found me wrenching my hatchet out of the soldier’s skull with a look in my eye that screamed bloody murder.

Whatever he saw in my gaze, he said nothing. He grabbed me by the arm and dragged me along with his stumbling gait as I tried to pull myself free of his grasp and go kill the people who had murdered Lucille.

I was so single mindedly focused on my goal that I didn’t even notice Baron Joss, Gramps, and a number of soldiers appearing around us.

Coming out of my anger-fueled haze, my eyes darted about as Gramps grabbed me by the shoulders.

“Are you okay?” Gramps asked, not waiting for an answer as he pulled me into a tight hug.

“We need to keep moving, Factor,” Joss warned, a breastplate strapped over his fine dark blue coat and his sword unsheathed.

“Take him back to the outpost,” Gramps said to Nazim, but I could already see Joss shaking his head.

“Bring him. The wolfkin can look after him. No one is going anywhere till I get to the bottom of this mess.”

Gramps looked furious, his lips curling into a thin line. I thought he might attack the Baron for a moment, but Nazim picked me up, the fight having left me.

“I will protect him,” Nazim promised. Gramps must have seen something in his gaze as he gave a tight nod that spoke of anger still simmering beneath the surface.

The formation continued to move quickly through the forest, and I realised that Kaylee was on the other side, carrying Etta in her arms. My friend was sobbing quietly into her mother’s shoulder, the sound mostly hidden by the scuff of boots.

Joss paused for a moment when he found the scene of Lucille’s death, one of his soldiers checking over the corpse of the man I had killed. Then we were moving again. When we found the foxkin in two pieces, I experienced a moment of surprise. The Baron didn’t feel the same way, a curse crossing his lips. A quick order and one of the soldiers was dragging along the two halves of the foxkin behind us as though Joss was worried it would vanish if we didn’t keep our eyes on it.

We stumbled across two more dead soldiers before we reached what had once been Etta’s home. The building was only partially standing, a mound of earth having crashed through the front door while the back half of the building was lit up, the flames casting shadows across the rest of the hidden grove.

More dead soldiers littered the ground along with Bartley’s body. The hand that had possessed the silver rings was gone, along with the entire arm as though a guillotine had sliced it off. His eyes stared sightlessly at the sky, blood pooling around him — the tang of iron mixing with the smell of ozone.

George lay nearby, his left arm burned with lines like the branches of a tree all the way from hand to his shoulder. In his hand he still held his sword. Only half of the blade remained, the rest shattered or somewhere amongst the debris.

Kaylee tried to run toward him but was blocked by two of the Baron’s soldiers. That didn’t stop Etta as she screamed.

“Daddy!”

As though her words were a call to wake the dead, George coughed. Blood sprayed across the ground as my mentor rolled onto his side and coughed a second time. He looked dazed to me as he climbed slowly to his feet. None of Joss’s soldiers moved to help as the Baron looked over the scene before them.

“I need to know what the bloody hells is going on here,” Joss growled out, the man seeming to lose his cool for the first time I had ever witnessed. I didn’t miss how his eyes had flicked to the corpse of the foxkin.

“They’re… they were here for me,” George muttered out tiredly, hand still wrapped around the hilt of his broken sword.

“Why?” Joss demanded.

“I’m…” George paused, glancing at his daughter and wife where they were being held by Joss’s soldiers. 

Any fight left in the man seemed to go out of him. “I’m George Arman.”

Joss nodded slowly, eyes going over the fallen soldiers and noble. This time he didn’t glance at the foxkin. 

“They were here for you,” Joss said, stating the obvious.

“And my daughter,” George agreed, licking his bloodstained lips.

“Because she’s an Arman,” Joss growled in understanding as he started pacing. He glanced at Kaylee and Etta, then back to George. “What should I do with you then?”

“Let us go,” George muttered. “After tonight, you’ll never see us again.”

“And when House Arman sends more spies to ferret out what happened?” Joss countered.

“Tell them the truth… that I killed the men they sent for us and fled west in the middle of the night.”

Joss nodded slowly. “I can’t give you anything to help you flee.”

“Their horses are nearby,” Nazim offered helpfully.

“Well, since I was too late to witness the battle, I certainly couldn’t have stopped you from taking their horses,” Joss agreed before nodding to his soldiers to let Kaylee go.

George almost fell when his wife crashed into him, but then he was whispering to her and she seemed to deflate. Fresh tears fell down faces as Joss turned to face his men.

“Gather the bodies to be burnt,” Joss ordered, his hand pointing to Bartley’s body. “Gather anything on him, including his weapon. We’ll need proof he died here when House Arman comes asking. Shame we were too late to stop the one who killed them, wasn’t it?”

“Aye, a shame, my Lord,” one of the soldiers agreed as they set to work, the others agreeing with similar words or simple acknowledgements.

I didn’t know whether the truth would get out — but that was Joss’s problem, not mine. George separated from his wife for long enough to grab a small chest from the burning house. As he stepped outside, he gave me a pointed look then his eyes flicked to a patch of earth near where Bartley had fallen. Then the moment was over, and we were following them north into the darkness.

We found the horses, just like Nazim had said. There were nine of them tied to the trees, packs still attached to them. George moved among them expertly, wincing as he tied a couple together before helping his wife into the saddle of one. Seeing the horses already prepared made me realise that House Arman had intended to grab Etta, and perhaps George, before fleeing immediately.

George climbed into his own saddle, tying the reins of the two spare horses to his own. Gramps stepped forward, lifting Etta up and helping place her in front of George. She raised her eyes to look at me, and in them, I saw nothing but sadness. A small wave was all she gave me before George looked down at us. It was time to say our farewells.
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  “Will I see you again?” I asked, my hands hanging limply at my sides with Gramps and Nazim flanking me.

My question was directed at George, but my eyes had immediately flicked to Etta. Tears and dirt stained her face, small rips marring her woolen clothes from our mad dash through the forest. She was my oldest friend, the only one similar to me in age, and she was leaving. I could feel something kindling in my stomach at the thought, but I was too tired to really take notice of it.

“Maybe,” George offered, eyes flicking into the darkness as though impatient to be gone. He held off though, giving us these final moments.

“Will you go to Helenica?” Gramps asked, his hand coming to rest on my shoulder.

George pursed his lips, his arm twitching in obvious pain where his cousin's lightning had burned him. For a moment, I didn’t think he would answer, but when Etta looked up at him, he seemed to deflate a little.

“No. My family has allies and associates in Meravia, especially Helenica. Trade partners, merchants, and perhaps even a friendly Guild or two. They would just find us again. We will go to Helenica, but from there, I will secure passage for us to the southern continent.”

My mouth opened and then closed. A small flicker in me hoped that I would see Etta again — that perhaps my adventures would take me to the southern continent. Who knew how far away that was though. Tears formed at the edge of my eyes. Was this really goodbye?

“Once you’re settled, if you want to stay in contact, have your letters sent to the Thistle and Thorn Auction House in Helenica,” Gramps suggested. His words let a small ember of hope form in my heart.

“We’ll see,” George replied, only for Etta to interrupt him.

“I’ll definitely write. Promise,” she whispered to me.

George still didn’t look convinced, but he gave a small nod, tugging on the reins.

“This is goodbye then. Thank you for everything. Keep up your practice, Bastian. Maybe we’ll meet again. Cornelius, it was a pleasure. You’re a better man than the Society deserves. Nazim, without you I would’ve died. You saved my wife — I will forever be in your debt.”

George nodded to each of us and then, with a nudge of his knees, the horses started moving.

“Bye, Bastian!” Etta waved, crying once more as she disappeared into the darkness. Kaylee managed a nod and a raised hand in farewell. I didn’t blame her for not doing more. She had just lost her mother, her home, and now she was fleeing into the night with what was probably months of travel ahead of her.

I called on my aether — my nightvision spell forming more quickly than usual — just so I could watch the horses pick their way through the forest for a little longer. Then they were gone — hidden behind the trees and the darkness.

Gramps turned me around, and we began our walk back to the outpost. I half-listened as Nazim recounted the events of the evening to Gramps. When the wolfkin mentioned how the foxkin was targeting me, and the reason the assassin gave, Gramps glanced down at me curiously.

“How did you know where the foxkin was?”

“I could feel cold tendrils where he was hiding in the tree. Kind of like when I manipulate my own aether to cast a spell,” I explained half-heartedly.

“Your affinity perhaps…” Gramps mused, but seeing the state of me, he seemed to decide to tackle that topic later, nodding for Nazim to continue.

“Are you alright?” I asked when Nazim mentioned getting poisoned.

“It itches like crazy. Feels like ants made of fire crawling beneath my fur. I’ll be fine in a few weeks. My arm is going to be useless for a little bit while it heals.”

“Not many take the Poison Resistance attribute,” Gramps commented, the old man's curiosity clearly piqued. Once more, I reminded myself that if anyone ever said I was too curious, I was blaming it all on him.

“I was trained as a bodyguard to protect a noble pup of House Fenrith,” Nazim pointed out.

“I can see how that would be useful then,” Gramps agreed.

The conversation between them continued as we finally broke free of the forest. I could see the outpost clearly now, a lantern clearly lit in the kitchen as its light shone out through the window.

“When I arrived, he was pulling his hatchet out of one of their soldiers' heads. Lucille was already dead,” Nazim explained.

Gramps paused, turning to me. “You killed one of them?”

“He killed Lucille,” I said defensively, my lip quivering.

Gramps put his arms around me. I staunchly refused to cry again, my jaw clenching as I held back my tears. 

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.

I told them what happened — how I had tried to hide Etta with my Skills; how we had been found anyway. About Grandma Lucille intervening with her threads, and the soldier's Skill that launched his hatchet into her. Finally, how I had hidden my approach, swinging my own hatchet into the soldiers’ head.

“It gave me an achievement, I think,” I whispered at the end.

“What does it say?” Gramps asked.

I shrugged. “Don’t know. I haven’t looked at it yet.”

Instead of the expected encouragement to check the notification, Gramps simply nodded. “Well, when you do, let me know if you need advice on it or just want to share.”

I didn’t respond, instead my eyes drifted down to the bloodstains that were still on my hatchet. Then we were at the back door of the outpost. Entering inside, we found Mum waiting, worry etched on her face with Martin and Griselda seated around the table as well.

Mum rushed over to us, grabbing Gramps and I. “Is everything okay? What happened?”

Griselda simply glanced at my hatchet. “Another?”

I nodded. Griselda grunted, but I couldn’t hear any amusement in it this time.

“Another what?” Mum demanded before her eyes found my hatchet and widened.

I was silent through the recounting of events. My stomach felt empty, but the thought of food didn’t stir me to action. Mum sat beside me throughout, her face moving through a series of emotions from distress to outrage and ending in sadness. When she took me up to bed, she offered to stay with me, but I told her I was fine. I wasn’t — I just wanted to be alone.

The notifications blinked in the corner of my vision, and I stared at them with the kernel of anger slowly building into a raging fire. It was no doubt a step forward for me, even if all it did was save me a few months of effort — but it had come at the cost of Lucille’s life and the presence of one of my closest friends.

I knew I was being unreasonable, and because I knew it, I relented, opening the notifications.

Path Unlocked! Path of Ambushing (0/10)

A quick glance at the new Path told me it was an Advanced one. Something for me to consider in the future, especially given my propensity for stealth. For now though, it wasn’t like I was hunting anything, so I didn’t see a way to use it unless non-violent ambushes counted. I decided to ask Gramps in the morning before moving onto the second notification.

Achievement Acquired! Slay a second Classed Individual while not possessing a Class.

Assessing engagement and environment.

Determining physical assistance rendered — Assistance provided by (Advanced) Classed individual.

Determining equipment assistance rendered — User succeeded with a mundane weapon, no enchantments, spells, or aether-related assistance found.

Determining capability of opponent — Opponent was in an optimal state.

Determining distance in development between user and opponent — User is still four years from Class Unlock while opponent was a Third Tier Adept.
Determining risk of engagement — Risk of death extremely high.

Reward determined.

Reward: 1000 Steps on any Basic Path OR 100 Steps on any Advanced Path. Additionally, 10 Steps on the Path of Exceptionalism and a Skill Seed (Combat) (Lesser).

Free Skill Slots available. Would you like to use your Skill Seed (Combat) (Lesser) to gain a Skill?

I didn’t — not yet at least.

Would you like to receive your Skill Seed (Combat) (Lesser) as a physical object?

I mentally agreed to the offer, taking the orb and placing it into my stash alongside the other Skill Seed already there before returning to the rest of the notification.

The reward was good — at least for my progress. In many ways, the Boon I had gotten the first time was better, and I had thought perhaps this reward would improve the original boon. The fact that it hadn’t could have been because that wasn’t possible, or perhaps the reward had just been reduced due to Lucille’s help. 

Looking at the notification made my anger flare again, but this time I tried to direct it towards the ones responsible. House Arman was to blame. Mentally, they moved to the top of my list of enemies, in this moment surpassing even the demons who had hunted me and the cults that brought them into this world. Perhaps, when I had calmed down a little, that would change — though I doubted it.

I considered waiting till morning and asking Gramps what my best option was. Choosing the Advanced option and putting the steps towards my Path of Obscuring Shadow was incredibly tempting but ultimately a waste. I progressed far faster on Paths related to my shadow affinity so it just wasn’t worth it. Completing my Path of Hatchets was an option as well, but that would happen anyway. Really, the only two considerations were the Paths of Aether Manipulation and of the Completionist. The decision, then, was easy. What was the point in completing Aether Manipulation earlier when I didn’t have an advanced attribute slot to make use of the reward?

I mentally selected the advanced steps reward and applied it to the Path of the Completionist. Boosted by my frankly ridiculous Gifted attribute, it increased the advanced and difficult Completionist Path by one-hundred-and-seventy-four steps. I glanced at the result and snorted.

Path of the Completionist III (498/500)

Two steps — two bloody steps short.

Whatever, I thought. I’ll get those when I finish the Path of Hatchets in a few months.

The ten steps on my Path of Exceptionalism weren’t influenced by my Gifted attribute — an annoyance but a known one by this point.

With the notification and reward handled, I went to sleep. If I dreamed that night, I didn’t remember. I woke early, the sun not yet risen. Normally, I would have gotten out of bed to start the day and get to work. Instead, for the first time in my life, my motivation was lacking. I felt empty, like a bucket with a hole in the bottom — the desire to progress leaking out of me until there was nothing left but a hollow feeling reminding me of what I had lost.

Nazim chose that moment to quietly enter my room. His left arm still hung limp at his side, the claws on his hands peeling away as though dead. I felt bad seeing it. If it bothered the wolfkin though, he didn’t show it.

“Up,” he growled.

I rolled over under my fur covers to face away from him. Was I being petulant? Absolutely. Did I care? A part of me did, but that part was a whisper, barely heard over the empty void where my pain lived.

I yelped in surprise as I was yanked out of my bed by my foot and held upside down by Nazim.

“I said up.”

I flailed at him with my fists. My attacks were ineffectual, doing little more than grazing his fur and, perhaps, irritating him.

“Good, you’re angry.”

“Of course I’m angry,” I raged, still swinging. “They killed her right in front of me and I couldn’t do anything about it!”

“You couldn’t do anything, this time. What about next time?” Nazim asked, his voice low.

I paused in my futile attacks. Next time? Because, of course, there would be a next time. This world was not a kind one. I knew this. Yet, until now, I had been spared any true loss within it. My family had always been safe — my friends the same. Others had suffered, but not me. Perhaps, I had quietly thought that was how it would always be. Last night had shone a light on the childish lie I had believed.

The depression that had tried to claim me turned to anger, the bucket within me refilling with a different kind of motivation. Numbers going up had been enough before, a part of my plans for a future of adventure. Now, those desires were enveloped in another: To be strong enough to protect the things I cared about and to punish those who threatened what was mine.

I relaxed my arms, reaching for the floor. “Put me down.”

Nazim lowered me enough to place my hands on the floor then let me go. Balancing on my hands, I let my feet fall to the wooden floor before returning to a standing position. Then, I looked up into the wolfkin’s yellow eyes.

“Training,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

  

    
        Chapter 95

    
    
    
    
  In the weeks that followed the attack by House Arman, the town of Hornpeak continued as though nothing had changed. The mine kept producing silver, though the amount increased with an influx of new residents, many of them miners. Merchants came through the pass, trading in Ajinari spices and furs, or Meravian bamboo and rare woods. Adventurers came and went, some climbing the nearby peaks for rare herbs — one group even attempted to hunt the coldfang serpents. They returned with a single carcass, their pride apparent before leaving for Ajinar to get paid the bounty.

Hornpeak hadn’t changed, the loss of George, Kaylee, and Etta barely felt. For me, the opposite was true. The anger I felt had seeped into my bones. Mum tried to talk to me about it, the concern for me so blatantly evident that it made me feel ashamed to know I was the cause. Despite that, I couldn’t let it go. 

Gramps seemed to think it would pass, given time. After I told him about the Achievement and the new Path, he had simply thanked me for the information and then returned to our lessons — likely trying to distract me from my anger. I hoped it would help — so far it hadn’t.

Nazim took a far more direct approach, pushing me to the point of exhaustion every day through our training — it didn’t help. The pushing was unnecessary, my own drive was enough to achieve the same results. If I grew tired, I would grit my teeth and push on. If I fell, I chalked it up as another failure and forced myself to rise.

Everyone seemed to be worried about me, but no one seemed to know how to fix me — least of all me. I was devolving in the worst kind of way, using the steps added to my Paths as a way to distract myself from my loneliness.

I broke my promise to my Mother before Etta had been gone a month. In the middle of the night, I got dressed in dark clothes and snuck out of the outpost under the cover of my Skills. My fear of the night sky was gone — the nightvision spell more than enough to search for any owls looking to fill their bellies — while my Cloak of Shadows hid me in the darkness.

The ruins of Etta’s home remained, though anything inside had long since been stripped. Whether it was Joss, or some of the other townsfolk who helped themselves to any furniture that had survived the fire, I didn’t know. Joss and his soldiers had managed to put out the flames before they completely consumed what had once been the living area. The bedrooms, however, were nothing but charcoal and slivers of partially-burnt wood.

I didn’t bother looking inside the ruins of my friend's home. Instead, I turned my attention towards the dirty ground where George had fought off the soldiers sent by his family. When he had left, it had only been a quick look he gave me, but, in that glance, I had seen his intentions clearly. He’d buried something during the battle — something he wanted me to find. 

I pulled my hatchet out from inside my warm jacket. Then, without wasting any more time, I started digging. My memory was good, but that didn’t mean it was perfect. Though I would have liked to have come sooner, I didn’t want to give Joss a reason to suspect that anything had been left behind. Hopefully, a month was enough for the Baron to have lost interest. Even so, I didn’t drop my Cloak of Shadows as I worked at the ground using my hatchet like a shovel to break up the crusty, hard layer of dirt.

Three holes later, I finally found the right spot — my fingers touching something cold with a slight slimy feel to it. I expanded the hole enough to see that it was the upper part of someone's arm. George must’ve cut the entire thing off with one swing. I had expected more insects and decay, but the flesh seemed somewhat preserved, deep enough in the cold mountain soil to avoid the insects that nested in the trees, but not so deep as to attract anything that lived deeper.

It took me a little while to dig out the rest of the arm, finally revealing the hand. My memories of that night told me whose arm this was and that there should be two rings on the dead noble's hand — only one remained. The band of metal shimmered a faint silver in the moonlight. I pulled the ring off and tucked it into my coat before doing my best to cover up my digging by stomping the soil back down. A scattering of leaves and broken branches completed the cover up job, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough to hide from someone Skilled. Hopefully, no one would come by for a few days and the weather would do the rest of the job for me.

Returning to the outpost was easy, my Skills geared towards such stealthy operations. I washed my hands and axe in a barrel of water next to Mum’s garden, hoping to hide the earthy scent of my night time foray as much as possible. The ring went into my stash alongside my unused Skill Seed. If Nazim noticed the smell the following morning, he didn’t say anything.

When I was alone once more I tested the ring, pushing my aether into the silver band. It drank more of my aether than I had expected. An invisible wall appeared in front of my body — forming in an instant. A defensive enchantment then — albeit a hungry one. From that day forward I kept the ring tucked away on my person, unwilling to wear it out in the open where it might be recognised. 

Better to be safe than sorry though, I had thought.

The months started to roll by, with my only constants being the anger bubbling away inside of me and the training I was dedicated to as Nazim tried to drain my rage through exhaustion. My tournament prize arrived — a sword from the Baron made of good steel and long enough to be an arming sword for me now. By the time I was grown, it would only be a short sword in my grip. 

Gramps used its arrival as an excuse to try and help me make a new friend, taking me to the Baron’s Keep so I could say thanks and spar with Callum a few times. The weekly training with the older boy ended when Callum unlocked his Class Path right before the first snow began to fall — specifics were sparse, but his Path was clearly something to do with Squiring. Callum was suddenly busy attending Baron Joss most of the time, and I refused to bend my schedule around his availability.

Nazim got the bright idea to try and literally cool my anger. The stream where Etta had once practiced her Water Ball spell grew deeper and wider a short walk up the mountain. Swimming became part of my daily routine, the icy mountain waters a challenge for me to defeat. A permanent campfire was set up next to where I swam, Gramps practising his Fire spells and making sure I had a spot to warm myself after I was done.

Two new Paths became available as a result.

Path Unlocked! Path of Swimming (0/10)
Path Unlocked! Path of Cold Resistance (0/10)

Both were Basic Paths. Neither were added to my Active list. My daily swims ended when the snow began to fall. In the quiet chill of winter, I turned eight years old. Gramps finally gave up on convincing his old associate to come train me. For whatever reason, the weapons trainer kept making excuses. Gramps was convinced that the man was just avoiding being associated with him due to the reason for his exile. I couldn’t tell who was more angry about the situation — Gramps or me. 

With only two years left till I would need to enrol at Songleaf Academy, he decided it would be best to see if Grandaunt Agnes could solve the problem. Finally, a letter was sent to inform her. 

Maybe she could help, I had mused. However, maybe she wouldn’t even take me as I was. Revealing that I possessed Gifted was an option, and that should be enough — those were Gramps’ words. Despite his reassurance, a fear gnawed its way inside me that I wasn’t good enough, using the flames of my anger to fuel the worry till it tormented my dreams. I’m sureI wasn’t pleasant company during that time, but my family was patient with me — even when I wasn’t patient with myself.

My only solace from training was the book my mother had given me. Every night, by lantern light, I read its pages religiously — drinking in the knowledge. Beasts of the wilds, information on the first three floors of the Echoing Depths and Endless Plains Dungeons, the basics of Rifts — the information a way to escape my sense of worthlessness as it faintly reminded me of my dreams of adventure.

By day, I pushed forward, demanding more of myself than anyone else — even Nazim — required of me. The results showed as I improved, notifications reminding me of exactly how far I had come and yet never feeling like enough.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Hatchets X (10000/10000)

Reward: 2 Unallocated Stats, Advanced Path Unlocked: Path of the Bloody Axe
Child Warrior Bonus: 1 Unallocated

The Path was an advanced one. The Unallocated Stats went towards Gifted, as they always did. I picked up Path of Axes once more to fill the empty slot — mostly because, even in my anger, I refused to stop practising with Griselda. When I told her I had completed the Path of Hatchets, she had simply grunted. The next time she visited, she had brought a larger axe for me to train with, the metal shiny and fresh from the forge. For a moment, my gratefulness had pierced through my anger. It didn’t last though.

Completing the Path of Hatchets had the effect I had hoped for.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of the Completionist IV(515/500)

Reward: Extra Advanced Attribute Slot

I should’ve been ecstatic with the achievement. Mum made a special dinner to celebrate. I tried my best to enjoy it for her sake. Pretty sure I didn’t succeed. Like the angry little stormcloud I had become, I couldn’t find enjoyment in it. The sadness on her face was like a spear through my heart — a wound that made me want to change somehow. I just didn’t know how to get back to the happiness I had once felt. I returned to training.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Footwork VIII (2500/2500)

Reward: +1 Coordination 

As soon as I completed the eighth tier, I set it aside for the Path of Long-knives since I could practise it with my claw. Both improved by a lot — thanks to my own efforts and Nazim’s assistance. Winter ended, and I kept using training to distract myself from my emotional problems.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Claw I (2500/10)

…
You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Claw VIII (2500/2500)

Reward: +6 Strength, +2 Coordination
Child Warrior Bonus: +3 Strength, +1 Coordination

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Long-knives VII (2500/1000)

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Long-knives VIII (2500/2500)

Reward: +2 Strength
Child Warrior Bonus: +1 Strength

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Shieldwork VII (1269/2500)

Reward: +1 Strength

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Axes VII (1986/2500)

Reward: +1 Stamina

With four weapon Paths to the eighth tier or higher, I had three to go. Axes and Shieldwork were only one short, but Daggers still had a long way to go, even after winter ended and the pass through the mountains opened once more.

I had remained just as dedicated to my magical studies as I had my martial paths — which perhaps was a mistake but even in the depths of my depression I still dreamed of wielding magic at my fingertips.

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aether Manipulation VIII (7794/2500)

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Aether Manipulation IX (7794/5000)

Reward: +1 Aether, 1 Unallocated

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Shadow Magic IV (1911/100)

…

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Shadow Magic VII (1911/1000)

Reward: +4 Aether

You have advanced the Tier of your Path! Path of Obscuring Shadow II (94/50)

Reward: 3 Unallocated

The unallocated Stats went towards Gifted. Aethersensitivity had increased as well, but without the extra help of my Potent Shadow Affinity, and my mediocre aether core, it progressed more slowly.

I could reliably cast my Nightvision spell now, though it still took me fifteen seconds to do so. My control of aether was just slow without an attribute to support it. From the Path manuals I had, Gramps and I had started on the second spell described — Shadowblind. I was yet to successfully cast the offensive spell.

A letter arrived in the second month of spring — Grandaunt Agnes would visit in two months’ time. I would be just short of eight-and-a-half, and I doubted I could unlock the Path of Weapon Mastery before she arrived. I started considering other options. The days ticked closer and closer, a month passing as fast as a breath. My progress was frantic, but even I could see I wasn’t going to make it. Would I be worth my grandaunt’s investment as I was? An angry voice in the back of my mind told me I wasn’t.

Sitting in my room, late at night, I rolled one of the Skill Seeds from my stash back and forth in my hand as I debated what I was about to do. Cloak of Shadows was close to evolving again, and if the pattern repeated, it would require twice as many Skill Slots as the previous one. There was potentially an achievement there, but I wouldn’t manage it before Agnes arrived.

There was perhaps another opportunity for an achievement — though a risky one. I tucked the Skill Seed back into my stash and pulled my fur covers over me. Would the opportunity present itself? If it did, I would seize it and hope that it would give me something to impress my grandaunt. But if it didn’t? Then I would have to create the opportunity myself — an idea began to form in my mind.

  

    
        Chapter 96

    
    
    
    
  I climbed into the seat in the common room without invitation. The four adventurers turned to me, thankfully looking amused rather than annoyed at my presence. I took that as a good sign.

“Hi, I’m Bastian,” I said, introducing myself.

The youngest of the group — as far as I could tell — leaned forward from where he sat opposite me. He had a wiry build with the hint of stubble from going a day or two without shaving, his long arms resting on the wooden table. “The Factor’s kid, right?”

“Grandkid,” I corrected.

“Huh, Miss Penelope’s son then. Lucky kid,” replied the biggest of the four-person crew, only to get punched in the arm by the woman next to him, who was only slightly smaller in size.

“Don’t say weird shit like that,” she retorted with a glare that could curdle milk.

“You’re the one making it weird!” he countered, puffing his chest out as if in indignation.

They devolved immediately into sniping at each other, which led to me frowning as well. It was kind of hard to pump them for information when they were busy yelling at each other. The last member of the group — who could have been the wiry guy’s older brother based on his appearance — saved us all.

“How about you two take a walk or find a bed and burn off some of that energy?”

As though they had just been waiting for that suggestion, the two of them got up and left. It wasn’t lost on me that they went up the stairs rather than out the front door.

“You know they do that on purpose so they don’t have to sit through these planning sessions, right?” wiry-guy asked.

“I know, brother —” Ha! I was right! “But what else should I do? Listening to them argue gives me a bloody headache. Anyway, what do you want, kid?”

I tried to flash a charming grin, but even I could sense how forced it felt through the haze of my negative emotions, so I dropped it immediately rather than come across as disingenuous.

“Have you two been in a Rift before?” I asked.

The older of the two snorted. “You sound just like Holt did when he was your age.”

“I wasn’t that bad,” Holt complained, his dark eyes flicking between his brother and myself.

“You were. Every time Mum left us alone to have a drink or ten, you would be bothering every adventurer you could find. That or climbing in the rafters.”

Holt smirked. “Worked out, didn’t it? Look at us now. Shame this place doesn’t have more rafters though…”

Holt was clearly joking as his eyes traced the thick beams that criss-crossed the roof above. I followed his gaze and had to admit he was right — there weren't a lot of them. Made me wonder if that was due to the thickness of the wood used.

“Anyway, more than a few of those adventurers were willing to share their tales with me. Nothing wrong with giving to the next generation, eh Jeb? What do you say?”

I nodded in agreement with Holt hoping together we could pressure Jeb into talking.

“Fine, fine. Heavens, Holt, you’re just a big fucking child sometimes… ‘scuse the language, kid. Don’t tell your Mum on me, and I’ll spill. What do you want to know?”

“Is it true that Rifts give Paths just like Dungeons?” I asked. The tome I had been given explained that, when one entered a Dungeon, they would be given Paths to complete. Some simply appeared upon entering, while others only showed up if you were in close proximity to the target. Either way, they didn’t fall into the normal Path list — existing outside the limit of ten Active Paths. 

“Sure. Keep in mind Holt and I have only been in two Rifts. There is the standard Path everyone gets when entering a Rift which is called ‘Close the Rift’ —” Jeb paused, his eyes narrowing at me. “Why haven’t your Grandpa or Mum told you this?”

“They said I’m too young and would tell me when I turned ten,” I lied. The fact was, they might tell me if I asked, but I didn’t want them to suspect I might try and enter a Rift on my own. Surely I should be able to earn an Achievement for going into a Rift alone and unprotected before earning my Class Path? The tome hadn’t detailed one, but the Myriad Paths seemed to reward risk, which meant I needed to do it unsupervised. Hopefully, it would give me an Achievement that could progress my Path of Daggers to Tier eight in an instant. Then, I might scrape by and unlock the Path of Weapon Mastery before Grandaunt Agnes arrived.

Jeb wanted to clam up, but Holt gave him a gentle shove. “Can’t hurt to tell the kid.”

When Jeb’s lips thinned, Holt took over despite his brother's glare. “So, ‘Close the Rift’ is a guarantee as is ‘Defeat the Champion.’ Only two things every Rift has in common. After that, it can depend on what else the Rift has in it. The Adventurer’s Society seems to think that if you close a Rift without defeating all the monsters inside, that they are reabsorbed back into the Dungeon — Myriad Paths don’t seem to like that, so you should get a Path or two for defeating whatever else is within. Sometimes there are also gathering Paths, you know? Like, collect the five blood roses or something. Rift Paths are always pretty straight forward like that, because they’re not as complex as Dungeons where you have loci of power and stuff.”

“You have been in a Dungeon as well?” I asked, my curiosity getting the better of me as some of my old self shone through for a moment. Holt shook his head though, so I focused back on my actual task. “What about rewards from Rifts?”

“From the Paths or harvesting?” Holt asked, ignoring Jeb’s annoyed look.

“Both, I guess?”

I knew a little of what he meant. Rifts that appeared could reflect any of the floors of the Dungeon they came from, though my tome said that anything below the third floor was incredibly rare. My book also detailed the most common items harvested from the Dungeons — which explained why Meravia was so wealthy. The Echoing Depths put the Endless Plains to shame in terms of what could be found within — providing rare metals, herbs, bamboo, and aetheric water in abundance. The results were that the crafters of Meravia had far more to work with than the limited supplies of aetheric water and herbs that came out of the Endless Plains. The latter Dungeon did make up for that with the ability to capture, extract, and then sell a wider variety of beasts found within its depths. Still, that was both harder and more expensive, and the difference between the two nations' wealth showed in my lessons with my Mum.

“Paths…usually a couple of Unallocated Stats for closing the Rift — incredibly useful in case you didn’t already know. The others, well, depends on the difficulty. Dungeon aether coins are the most common, but sometimes it could be a Skill Seed or a rare material for alchemy, enchanting, or some other crafts. The way I have been told though is that there is an element of luck to it.”

“Are they big?” I asked quickly. “Rifts, I mean, I know Dungeon floors are supposed to be so big that each one can rival a Duchy. And what about Aether Harvesters?”

The latter was something mentioned in the tomes. Enchanted items so large they needed to be carted into the Dungeons because they were too difficult to carry — heavy as well, but I was sure with the right attributes, someone could lift them if they weren’t so unwieldy. The picture of the harvester had looked kind of like an organ — a memory of me in my past life sitting at a piano reminding me of just how much I had forgotten or lost through the cycle of reincarnation — crossed with a wall of studded gems. What I did know is that Aether Harvesters were controlled by the royal families of Ajinar and Meravia, and to be found using one in a Dungeon was a death sentence.

“Shit, kid, unless you want to become an enchanter don’t even think about Aether Harvesters. I’ve only seen one once, and I can’t tell you a thing about what it was doing. All I know is they produce aether coins by sucking up the ambient aether in the Dungeon… which sounds like a real stupid thing to do in a Rift. If it collapses while you’re inside it, you’d probably die… or end up back in the Dungeon which spawned it. So, you know… also probably die.”

“Huh? It would collapse?” I asked with a frown.

Jeb finally rejoined the conversation, though he directed his answer at his brother with a glare rather than at me. “Rifts have a finite amount of aether. The Guild of Scholarly Seekers has written plenty on the topic. Dungeons continually produce aether somehow. Rifts do not. You use up enough of the ambient aether within a Rift, and it will collapse with you in it.”

“Why don’t they just do that to close Rifts then? Couldn’t you just try and pull out enough aether without going inside?”

“I’ve heard they have tried that. Never succeeded, and if they know why, they’re not telling anyone who isn’t paying for the information. Or maybe they’re being paid to keep it hushed up. I dunno, and I think my brother and I have answered enough of your questions, kid.”

Jeb’s dark eyes darted towards the hallway that led to Gramps’ office, and I finally decided to take the hint. “Thanks, Holt. You too, Jeb!”

“See you out there when you’re a bit older, hey, kid?” Holt replied with a grin. “I can put in a good word for you with the Farwalkers Guild if you’re interested. Always looking for new blood.”

Jeb just shook his head in annoyance, finally rolling up the map he had on the table before pushing himself out of his chair and heading for the door. Holt stood as well.

“Jeb, where you going?” Holt called after him.

Jeb didn’t turn around. “For a walk.”

“Wait up!” Holt said, picking up a couple of bags and an unstrung bow before scrambling after his older brother.

I watched them go, thoughts rolling around in my mind. Grandaunt Agnes would arrive in a month. Gramps was convinced that she would want some time with me before I started at the Academy. Time to ‘prepare me’ is how he put it.

It’s too soon, I complained mentally, worry mixed with fear worming through my guts.

Rifts had appeared throughout my years in Hornpeak. They were always found by the local Warden of the time, averaging a few every year. More importantly, not once had they been less than a day and a half from the settlement — as though the Dungeons avoided spawning them near people.

One and all, the Rifts had been closed by Adventurers — or in more recent history, by the Baron himself. The details of that agreement had never been revealed to me, but from what I understood, our noble Lord had paid the Adventurer’s Society for the right to close those Rifts himself. Either way, my idea of taking a risk and entering a Rift before I unlocked a Class Path was probably dead in the water. I would need to be lucky enough for one to spawn nearby, then quick enough to get there before Nazim could hunt me down and stop me. Even with half a day's head start on the wolfkin, I doubted my chances.

There were other ways I might earn an Achievement. The Path of Thievery was an option — even though it would break Mum’s heart — but I would likely have to do something crazy like rob the Hornpeak Mining Company. No idea how I would escape carrying some silver, and even then, it probably wouldn’t be enough for anything too grand. The Baron’s keep was another option, but I had serious doubts about my ability to succeed with that. His keep was far better protected than the original wooden palisade of Lady Yalindra — not to mention his soldiers were far more careful and dutiful.

There was another option though.

Am I really considering this? I wondered.

The thought plagued me until late that evening after the rest of my lessons and training. When I finally came up with an answer, my first thought was to discard it — but I was angry and desperate. If Nazim figured out where I was going he would definitely try and stop me. With trepidation, I reached into my stash and pulled out a Skill Seed. I activated it, committing myself to a path that I wasn’t certain I should walk and help I knew I shouldn’t seek.
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  I focused on the Skill Seed in my hand. The Myriad Paths responded instantly.

Free Skill Slots available. Would you like to use your Skill Seed (Infiltration) (Greater) to gain a Skill?

The combat Skill Seed remained inside my stash — unused — as I mentally agreed. The small, slick marble vanished, the sensation of aether flowing into my core immediately following like warm water splashing against my skin. Options appeared before my eyes.

Skill Seed (Infiltration) (Greater) used. Three available Skills.


	Spider Grip - Increases finger strength and allows the user to stick to surfaces with their hands. Please note this is an upgrade of Controlled Grip; existing Skill will be subsumed and Skill progress greatly reduced. 




	Phantom Hand - An aetheric hand that can lift or manipulate light objects.




	Scent Erasure - Large reduction in the smell the user leaves behind.



As I looked over my options, I considered the ramifications of the choice I had just made. This Skill would take up my remaining four available slots — which meant that when my Cloak of Shadows reached the next tier, I wouldn’t have room to evolve it. While that could be a problem, I had a more immediate issue to resolve.

For almost a year, I had considered how to avoid having Nazim follow me if I decided to do something he wouldn’t approve of. I considered the wolfkin a friend and mentor, but there was no doubt in my mind that if I tried to do something he thought was too risky that he would try to stop me — and probably also tell my family. That wasn’t even mentioning that Nazim wasn’t the only beastkin I had encountered. 

Gramps had seemed confident the foxkin wouldn’t seek a reprisal — after all, an organisation of assassins that feuded with everyone who killed one of their own while out on mission was an organisation doomed to be expunged with extreme prejudice. That was especially true for the foxkin who were only a remnant of their former numbers after the islands they had called home were sunk beneath the waves — another piece of information I had learned about them.

Even if Gramps was right — and the lack of another attack seemed to support his thoughts on the matter — there would be other beastkin in the future coupled with spells or Skills that could mimic their innate enhanced sense of smell. My ability to go undetected would literally rely on being able to prevent that.

Despite knowing all this, the other two Skills on offer immediately caught my interest. Spider Grip sounded like it might allow me to climb sheer surfaces. While useful, it was the extra information that had me considering the option. If the Skill subsumed Controlled Grip, then it should free up two Skill slots, which would be enough for me to use my other Skill Seed.

While Spider Grip was interesting, it paled in comparison with Phantom Hand. Without asking Gramps, I was pretty certain that the Skill would be of the Kinetic Affinity. A way to turn locks or lift objects without ever touching them. Depending on how much control you had and the weight that could be handled, it might even have combat applications. I was a little doubtful about that, but the possibility existed.

Still, despite how tempting the other options were, the Skill I actually needed was Scent Erasure. I had little expectation that it would be perfect. After all, Nazim had explained how he had still been able to smell the foxkin that attacked me — though the limitation was how the wolfkin’s advanced attribute had interacted with the Skill the foxkin was using. He had been certain it was a Skill though, since the Illusion affinity had no spells for managing one's scent.

I closed my eyes and hoped I wouldn’t come to regret my decision, choosing Scent Erasure. The Skill appeared on my Status. Activating Cloak of Shadows to hide my aether usage, I mentally drew on my new Skill. My Aether Channels tingled, the sensation of a slowly building fire flowing through them as the new Skill glutted on my limited aether before sending out tendrils to every part of my body.

Using the Skills together seemed like it wouldn’t be an issue for now, but running Scent Erasure would quickly deplete my Aether Core. I kept both Skills active as I dressed, making sure I had my sword, hatchet, and shield. The enchanted ring went into my warm coat, and then with one backwards glance, I was sneaking out into the night.

I didn’t drop the Scent Erasure Skill till I passed the Baron’s keep, though by that time, it had drained a third of my aether on its own. If it wasn’t for my Potent Shadow affinity, this entire plan would’ve been far too dangerous. As it was, I could afford to keep up my Cloak of Shadows even after I stopped channelling the other Skill along with my Nightvision spell.

The sounds of the night whispered around me, the buzzing of insects mixing with the cool wind that still possessed a taste of winter chill. I hugged the road west, staying parallel to the rocky path itself as I moved through the trees where the shadows were deeper and I was just one more sliver of darkness among the many. Rather than move slowly, I kept up a steady jog that I could maintain for hours if needed. My speed meant I made more noise, and with my aether reserves what they were, I couldn’t afford to use Muffled Aura. 

Still, staying out longer than necessary seemed like a far worse idea and more likely to get me caught. I passed by the turn off to Griselda’s home, picking my way further down the road until I thought I was in the right area. Then, with my heart beating fast — which had nothing to do with my jog — I started to slink deeper into the forest at a more sedate pace. 

One moment I was creeping through the trees in the cold night air of faux winter, and the next it felt like I was standing in the height of spring. It was still cool, but the change was dramatic enough to notice, which reminded me I had never been here at night. The worst part was that I felt no aether — nothing that would cause the sudden change. I crept forward slowly when I heard her voice.

“I know you’re out there… you’ll find nothing here but an early grave,” Magatha called out.

Slinking a little closer, I finally came into view of her garden. With Nightvision active, I could make out the many plants moving in the darkness. In the middle of the garden sat an odd looking small tree in the shape of a humanoid with thorn-filled flowers growing out of its head. The branches of the unusual tree were misshapen but looked a little like two arms, one bigger than the other. 

On her porch, standing in the shadows but revealed to my sight, was the Hedge Witch herself. Seeing the forest spirit with her, for that’s what the unusual tree had to be, made me wonder how I had never noticed it before. Perhaps it had a way to hide itself, or perhaps it had only come to reside here in the years since I had last visited. Either way, my plan suddenly seemed a lot less simple. 

The new worries I felt at approaching Magatha gave way to the old ones of failing to gain entry to Songleaf. 

I called out without revealing myself. “Even for an old student, Magatha?”

“Old student,” she muttered in obvious confusion, the forest spirit stirring at her words — bark creaking as it pushed itself to its feet.

Tall, I thought seeing how long the creature's legs were. At least two metres. 

Once more, I considered running. In the background, Magatha’s facial expression transformed into a frown. “Bastian, is that you?”

“Yes,” I called back, my eyes never leaving the forest spirit. Questing roots had begun to shift beneath the ground, rustling leaves and dirt out of the way as they moved in my general direction. I got the feeling that the forest spirit couldn’t see me, but it could definitely hear me.

“Wait,” Magatha said in an annoyed tone.

The sound of bark twisting beneath the soil stopped.

“Show yourself,” Magatha called out.

“If I do, you promise your forest spirit isn’t going to eat me?” I called back.

“It’ll only eat you if you turn out to be a shapechanger or some other creature of the dark invading my home,” Magatha replied with a sneer.

The radiance spell of the Shining Light Guild hadn’t revealed me to be demonic in any way, so I figured I was probably safe. Still, I didn’t get any closer to her house, ready to run at a moment’s notice as I dropped my Cloak of Shadows.

Magatha’s eyes instantly picked me out and her frown once more gave way to confusion.

I saw her lips move, but whatever she muttered to herself was too quiet for me to hear. We all stood in silence — Magatha watching me, while I kept a close eye on the forest spirit. If the creature was looking back at me I couldn’t tell as it didn’t appear to have eyes.

“Is that thing why it’s always warm here and your garden seems fine despite the cold winters?”

Magatha finally walked out of the shadows, descending the few steps from her porch to stand at the edge of her garden that even in the night air looked to be in bloom.

“It is,” she admitted simply — much to my surprise. I had honestly expected her to lie, or worse, attack.

“That’s why you were so angry all those years ago about the Shining Light Guild,” I mused.

Her facial expressions warped into one of fury. “You have no idea how much progress I lost because I was forced to move the Path to dormancy because of their visit!”

It was my turn to frown. “You can do that? How do they even find demonic cultists if it’s that easy to avoid their spell?”

Magatha sneered at me. “Their little spell doesn’t work as well when the Pacted Path isn’t with a demon. Spirits are not, by their nature, evil. Dormancy is enough to hide the truth from them.”

“And cost you progress,” I muttered, filing the information away — both of the radiance spell limitation and the fact that Magatha possessed whatever a Pacted Path was with the forest spirit in her garden.

Magatha looked at me boredly. “Go home, Bastian. Our lessons ended years ago, and I have no plans to revisit them. You made your choice when you decided to turn your Mother against me and stopped her visits.”

“You just wouldn’t leave Mum alone,” I blurted out in response.

“You’re… not wrong. I’ve had years to consider what I was doing — and regret my choices. But the past cannot be changed and, even if it could, I doubt I would have gotten what I wanted. So, just go. There is nothing for you here — not anymore.”

The last word was said tiredly with Magatha already turning to return to her cottage.

“Rituals,” I said, hoping to catch her attention. “All those years ago you talked about powerful rituals…”

Magatha stopped, her interest caught, but not enough to make her turn and face me. “What about them?”

“Is there a ritual to force a Rift to form?”

She turned to look at me curiously. “That is an unusual request… why do you ask?”

“I… I need one,” I stated, the words hollow and desperate in my ears. “Unless you have another ritual that would help me progress quickly.”

“You want to use the ambient aether of a Rift to improve your progress? That’s like jumping into a snake pit to practise your reflexes.”

She stared at me, golden hair pale in the thin light of the moon, waiting for something.

“A ritual to help me progress?” I tried again.

“If it was that easy, why wouldn’t I just use such a ritual on myself?” Magatha asked me, sneering again.

“So, it’s impossible then,” I muttered, glancing behind me as I considered the walk home.

“I didn’t say that.” Magatha’s voice was somewhere between amusement and derision. “I said using the ambient aether of a Rift to improve yourself was simply the height of stupidity. But, if you’re desperate enough, such a Ritual does exist…”

“And the price?” I asked, apprehension crawling across my skin.

“You entered my domain, and I was unable to sense you beyond the breach… something I don’t think should be possible for most Adepts, let alone a child yet to unlock their first Class Path. The price is simple enough… your blood for my garden.”
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  “My blood?” I asked, my urge to run returning with a vengeance.

Magatha sniffed in derision. “Your blood is a part of you. It touches on your aether, your soul — carrying with it pieces of their nature. With enough blood, I could refine the part that allowed you to hide from me. Feeding it to my bound forest spirit would then let it take on a portion of those same properties.”

Hearing her explanation didn’t reduce my desire to run, even if it did pique my curiosity.

“It would make your home harder to find?”

Magatha shrugged. “That would be the idea. Maybe even hard enough to find that those who know where it is would struggle to do so.”

I paused in consideration before asking, “How much blood exactly?”

The Hedge Witch strode back down into her garden, resting a hand against the bark of the forest spirit. The creature led out a groan that sounded like wood cracking and leaves rustling in the trees.

“More than you would like to give and less than I need,” Magatha said slowly as her eyes shifted from her pet giant tree and back to me. “But first, we need to see if we can even conduct the ritual you’re asking for. Are you seriously going to enter a Rift?”

Her tone told me that what I was considering was insane — a fact I already knew. But I had a plan. Perhaps not a great one, but a plan nonetheless.

“Rifts sometimes give harvesting Paths. I hid from you… for the most part. I thought I could slip in using the same Skill and complete a harvesting Path — then get an Achievement for doing it without a Class Path,” I explained.

Magatha tapped a lip in thought, but the moment I had mentioned ‘harvesting,’ I had seen how her eyes lit up. I knew then I already had her on the hook — the question was, what was her assistance going to cost me. Parting with my blood sounded incredibly dangerous, especially for me — and that was even if she was being honest and just intended to feed it to the forest spirit. My paranoia told me not to trust her, even if I needed her.

“That might work,” Magatha muttered. “Though it does change a few things. Do you have a way to hide the sound of your movement like you do your presence?” After I nodded, she continued. “Good. That settles it then… if we entice a Dungeon into creating a Rift, we should target the Echoing Depths and not the Endless Plains.”

I didn’t bother asking why, since I knew the answer from Mum’s gift to me. The Echoing Depths was well known for its many different environments and monsters that made use of sound. Being able to hide the noise I made would be crucial to moving around unseen in an environment that would potentially have creatures predisposed to hunting using sound. I did have a question for Magatha though.

“Entice?”

“The ritual can’t force a Rift to open. Only a Dungeon can do that. But we can bait a Dungeon into wanting to open a Rift at a specific location. It will take time though.”

Magatha paused, fingers moving as though she was doing some mental arithmetic.

“If we begin the ritual in three days' time, that should coincide with a new lunar cycle. That should cause the ritual's power to increase night by night, culminating in a month's time. If the Rift doesn’t form by that time, then it can be called a failure.”

“Do we need anything?” I asked, having no idea how these rituals functioned. The closest I had come to one was drinking an affinity increasing potion in a specific location on a suitable night. Whatever we were about to attempt sounded far more complicated.

Magatha nodded quickly, looking back towards her home. “We’ll need some things taken from the Dungeon itself. Bamboo if you can find some. Spider silk as well. I have a few herbs that were grown within it that I can add. Then, we need aether to help power the ritual, connect it to the cycle of the moon, as well as draw the Dungeon’s attention like a hound who’s scented blood.”

“Like, aether coins?” I asked, my body relaxing unconsciously the longer the conversation continued.

Magtha clicked her tongue. “You would need a decent stack of them unless they’re Dungeon aether coins.”

My mind went to my stash, and I almost bit my tongue as I tried not to say anything. The idea of giving up one of the rewards from the night Lucille died and Etta left felt like giving up a piece of myself.

Perhaps you should be giving up pieces of yourself, suggested an intrusive thought. 

The same ones that reminded me I hadn’t been good enough to save Lucille and told me I wouldn’t be good enough for my Grandaunt. 

“What about a Skill Seed?” I asked quietly, clamping down on the anger I felt.

“It would need to be Lesser or better, but that would work. There are solvents that can slowly break them down, releasing the aether they’re made from at a steady pace. Why? Do you have one?”

A mutinous part of me told me to say no, to keep the rewards I had earned for myself — but then the other part of me reminded me that this was for myself. A Rift for me to challenge and a new Achievement to push me over the edge and hopefully unlock the Path of Weapon Mastery. The part of me that wanted to push forward won.

I nodded.

“I can start work on the solvents necessary, along with another few ingredients needed. That still leaves the bamboo and spider silk.”

“I’ll get them,” I replied with confidence.

Guess I was just a dirty rotten thief all along, I thought morosely. In my mind, I saw the disappointed look on my mother’s face — though whether she was disappointed that I failed to get into Songleaf or for stealing, my head and heart couldn’t agree on.

“Then, all that is left is the agreement between us. I’ve changed my mind,” Magatha stated calmly, her eyes green with greed in the moonlight.

My eyebrows drew down in displeasure. “My blood isn’t enough?”

“Your blood is a gamble. I can only take so much of it and if my experiments fail to refine what I need from it, then I am left with nothing except the loss of some expensive herbs.”

“And a Rift,” I pointed out. “You never did say how you would deal with it… or where we would try to create it. They’re apparently worth enough for a Baron to pay the Adventurer’s Society to be allowed to close them.”

“True, but he has a paid guard to help him. Even if he gives them a bonus for their assistance, he still enjoys the larger share of its rewards. I would not have such a luxury and getting a few Dungeon aether coins is worth about as much as the herbs I will lose in the ritual. Which means I come out no better than before. Hardly seems worth the time, effort, and risk,” Magatha countered.

I was almost certain she was lying — her next words proving my theory.

“It’s a simple request anyway. Assuming you succeed at your Rift Harvesting Path, I would have whatever you harvested. In addition, I will give you a few jars to collect any water you find within the Rift.”

“Water?” I asked in confusion.

“Aetheric water improves the potency of alchemical reactions, and the Echoing Depths is known for having plenty of it. So, do we have a deal, little Bastian?”

Her epithet for me sounded snide, but the Hedge Witch had always been a disagreeable individual.

“And if the ritual fails?” I asked.

“You still give me enough blood to try and refine your ability to conceal yourself, and I will consider us even. A risk for both of us, but it seems like I am paying more for it,” Magatha answered, her voice turning to honey.

I sensed the aether as it travelled down her arm and into her hand before she tried to conceal how she was throwing something in my direction. In the dark, had it been most people, she might have gotten away with it. Nightvision let me see each action clearly, and the moment I felt her aether flowing, I slipped my hand into my jacket, touching the ring hidden there. A wall of aether formed in front of me, the pollen or dust that she had thrown towards me sliding around its edges as the little motes of aether glittered in my senses.

Magatha had once told me that she was an expert at Aethersensing. The expression on her face told me that she hadn’t been lying. She went from shocked to annoyed very quickly.

“Was that the same spell you used on me when I was a child?” I asked more casually than I felt after her attack.

“You remember that, do you? Well, you always were an odd one. Yes, it was meant to make you more agreeable. I truly had hoped you would accept. If you’re not going to agree then it’s time for you to leave,” Magatha spat before glancing at the hulking forest spirit.

It took a lumbering step towards me, the bark of its body creaking with the movement. I finally stopped pumping aether into the shielding enchantment and held up my hands.

“I was already going to accept, you mad witch!”

Magatha raised a hand and the forest spirit jerked to a halt, not yet even out of the garden. The creature's flowery hair swayed back and forth, the thorns longer than my fingers. I could see its hands now and the rugged wooden surface was covered in similar spikes, easily long enough to impale me if it managed to strike me though hopefully it just intended to herd me away from its domain.

“You were?” Magatha asked in surprise. “You’re really that desperate?”

Was I? Was the risk worth it? The Achievement for successfully completing a Rift Path unassisted before having a Class Path was almost certain to be good. But, there was a real danger of me dying. Everything I had read about Rifts told me that they were death traps for the unprepared. Seasoned adventurers died in them all the time.

I glanced at my Status and took a deep breath.

“I am,” I replied. “So, do we have a deal?”

Magatha licked her lips as she watched me, no doubt considering whether I was lying — I was. Just not about my desperation or my intention to enter the Rift. If she thought I was giving her my blood, she was delusional. No doubt our agreement would only last until I exited the Rift, at which point she would try to take my blood and I would try to flee. If I was going to be staying in Hornpeak, I would never have even entertained the idea of doublecrossing the greedy woman. But I wasn’t. If I pulled this off, it would almost coincide with the arrival of my grandaunt, and then I could leave this place for Helenica — far beyond the Hedge Witch’s reach.

Whatever she was considering — probably whether to just sic her forest spirit on me and be done with it — her greed for the Rift itself and what it could offer her won out.

“We have a deal,” Magatha replied far more calmly than she had looked a moment ago. “Return in three nights with your part of the deal. The Skill Seed along with the bamboo and spider silk from the Echoing Depths.”

I nodded, not giving her a chance to say any more as I backed away, my eyes flicking between her and her forest spirit. The moment I was in the darkness cast by one of the towering Horndale pines, I drew my Cloak of Shadows about myself and fled. A cackle filled the woods behind me, but I couldn’t tell if it was real or I was just imagining it.

As I crawled into bed back at the outpost, having concealed the scent of my return as well as my presence, I wondered just what I had gotten myself into — and how I was going to break into Joss’s keep. The Baron would likely have both the bamboo and spider silk I needed. Hell would freeze over before I used my mother’s dress. I’d rather fail at impressing my grandaunt than do that to my beloved mum.
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  I woke the following morning feeling a little tired from sneaking out the night before. Nazim peeked into my room to see me climbing out of bed and huffed before disappearing downstairs to wait for me. I shared a quick bite to eat with everyone — Mum shooting me concerned glances as usual, before Gramps, Nazim, and I headed out back. Eating up the distance to the tree line, Gramps tried to engage me in conversation.

“Are you excited to meet your grandaunt?”

“Are you?” I countered, trying not to frown. “Mum doesn’t seem to think highly of her. Even you said she is basically just going to use me to get what she wants. She doesn’t sound like a nice person.”

Gramps didn’t answer me immediately, though the way his eyes moved told me he was thinking about it. I didn’t interrupt, letting him take his time to find the right words. Dry detritus crunched beneath our feet as we trekked up towards our permanent campfire and the spot in the stream where I swam each day.

“It’s not that my sister isn’t a nice person,” Gramps said, finally interrupting the quiet serenity of the forest. “She just views the world a little differently from your Mum and I.”

“How so?”

Nazim led the way as we continued to scramble over rocks, the wolfkin clearly listening in. As well he should, since if my grandaunt ended up accepting — a voice whispering in my mind she wouldn’t — then he would be affected as well.

“Agnes would help family if it didn’t cost her too much,” Gramps said. “I think that is the best way to describe it. The world is a ledger to her, and while small losses are acceptable, large ones are not. When I was exiled, the cost to help me was far too great compared with simply standing to the side and doing nothing.”

“So, Mum is angry she didn’t help you?” I asked.

“Partially, but also because Agnes offered to take your Mum in rather than have her go into exile with me.”

“That doesn’t seem so bad,” I pointed out.

“True…” Gramps hedged before sighing. “But it came with strings attached. I am sure you’ve noticed how some people tend to take an unhealthy interest in your Mum?”

That had been hard to miss over the years. Most seemed to give up with a slight rebuff or, in the worst cases, a stern warning from Gramps. Magatha had pushed that line beyond propriety, and Marcus had taken a piss on that limit before his death. Thinking about it, his bones were probably buried somewhere out here. I was getting distracted though, so I looked at Gramps and nodded my understanding.

“Yes, well, your mother was born with an Advanced Attribute that isn’t normally seen in humans—”

“What’s it called?” I asked, my curiosity immediately piqued.

Gramps frowned, but after a moment of silence, relented.

“You are not to share this with anyone,” he stated.

“What about Nazim?”

The wolfkin huffed in amusement from where he trudged up in front of us.

“Nazim is family now,” Gramps pointed out. I noticed how the wolfkin’s steps hitched for a moment before resuming his normal gait.

“He is,” I agreed, for once a positive emotion filling the hole inside of me instead of the anger that normally roiled within. “So, what’s it called?”

“Compelling Allure,” Gramps stated quietly as though the forest might have ears.

Nazim froze, spinning on his heel, yellow eyes wide. “You’re joking.”

Gramps shook his head. “She was conceived on the third floor of the Echoing Depths. My wife and I suspected that it influenced Penny’s birth.”

For once, I didn’t need the answer spelled out for me. My tome — the one I read religiously like it was a holy text — had details about the third floor of the Echoing Depths and the monsters one might encounter there. One of the most feared was the Water Nymphs, creatures of unnatural beauty that could lure adventurers to their deaths with song. Mum’s affinity was Water too — just like the Nymphs.

“I just thought she had invested in Charm when she was younger and came to regret it,” Nazim admitted. “Compelling Allure though…can she?”

Gramps sighed. “She can. Like the attribute, she was born with the Skill. She doesn’t use it though and we have long since found that it cannot be removed. It is a part of her, not something she gained from a Path.”

The Skill they were talking about was also mentioned in my tome — Luring Melody. I did wonder how they got the name of the Skill to add to the knowledge in the tome. But all of a sudden, Mum seemed both dangerous and pitiable. She couldn’t control how her Attribute impacted others, and even if she didn’t use her Skill, some people were just going to end up drawn to her until they were snapped out of it.

“Why doesn’t it always work when you try and deter people who get affected?” I asked.

“It usually does,” Gramps pointed out. “Unlike the Water Nymphs, your mother has never invested in her attribute directly, and she has learned to avoid Paths that might give rewards towards it. It’s weak enough that most people with any sort of will or sense of self can ignore it quickly enough or not be affected at all.”

Going over in my mind the people who had shown an interest, I had to admit that most of them did seem like they were a little more weak-willed. Even Magatha had shown her greed on multiple occasions in a way that made me think the Hedge Witch had some serious impulse control issues. I tried very hard not to see the same in myself and came back disappointed. The self-reflection just drove the anger at myself and lacking capability deeper, and I looked away from Gramps, unable to meet his eyes. He didn’t seem to notice.

Instead, I tried to distract myself from my bout of self-hate by bringing the topic back to what we were originally discussing. “Grandaunt Agnes knows about Mum?”

“She does,” Gramps admitted unhappily. I finally put the two things together and frowned.

“Did Grandaunt Agnes want Mum to work for her?”

The old codger sighed. “Yes, she thought that using Penny as a presenter at the auction house would improve sales. Most wouldn’t be affected, but the few that would, might bid far more than necessary to impress your mother without even realising they were doing it.”

“And you said no, right?” I demanded more forcefully than I intended, eyes lighting up as the anger in my belly found a suitable target in Grandaunt Agnes and her schemes.

Gramps looked away from me so I couldn’t see his facial expression. “I did, though it may have been selfish of me — I wasn’t ready to not see my daughter for ten years.”

His words reminded me of the conversation I had eavesdropped on all those years ago. Thinking about it made me realise Grandaunt Agnes might ask the same again, using me as leverage this time. The thought just reaffirmed my plan to make myself so invaluable to my grandaunt’s schemes that she couldn’t use me against my mum. 

Those sullen thoughts followed me for the rest of the day as we worked through my usual training. When night came, I prepared for my next foray into the shadows. I didn’t like the idea of stealing from Baron Joss. He had been a fair and relatively kind noble from my admittedly limited experience. However, I didn’t think there was anyone else in Hornpeak that might have spidersilk from the Echoing Depths, besides Mum’s dress — which I refused to use. I already felt bad enough about lying to her and Gramps without adding the destruction of the gift I had given her on top of it.

Clambering silently out the kitchen window, I considered my plans. I would spend tonight gathering information — using the arc and direction of the moon to determine the best place to enter the keep while sticking to the shadows. I’d also try to figure out the rotation of the guards and how they moved about the walls, along with anything else I could determine. Tomorrow night I would sneak in and hope I could find the items I needed for Magatha’s ritual. Success wasn’t guaranteed, and that was more than enough to turn my stomach. Fear of failure, of rejection by Agnes, of demands placed on my Mum, all filled my mind.

I tried to push them away and instead saw the scene again from a year ago. Lucille calling for me to help — and how I was too slow, the axe burying itself in her chest before my own axe could reach the soldier.

Failure, I thought as I crept around the corner of the outpost and fell squarely on my ass as I ran into something that shouldn’t be there.

“Where are we sneaking off to?” Nazim asked casually from where he waited before sniffing the air. “I can’t smell you at all… when did that happen?”

Some part of me — the piece filled with anger — debated trying to run, even though I knew it would be futile.

“What gave me away?” I asked quietly, not getting up from where I sat on the dusty ground.

“You were clearly tired and distracted all day,” Nazim explained as he knelt to be closer to eye-level with me. In the darkness, the yellow of his eyes almost glowed. “It was a change, but not the one I had been hoping for. You have been angry since your friend left. Depressed too, but mostly angry. I had hoped the training would quench your fire and that, as the pain faded, you would find yourself once more. I admit I did not know how to help, and for that, I am sorry. I might have thought that perhaps your being sleepy was a sign of the depression getting worse, but you put down your shield when you went for a swim. It still smelled of you, but only a little, like your sweat and body odour had been removed. That was when I wondered if you were sneaking out, so here we are. Now, we will talk, because I think keeping everything inside has not been helping.”

I turned away, looking off into the darkness sullenly. My childish urge was to clam up, push all the emotions down — but what had that gotten me? I was lying to Gramps and Mum again — which I hated, even if I hadn’t been able to stop myself. Now I was considering stealing from a man I liked to make a deal with a Hedge Witch I neither liked nor trusted, all to impress a woman I didn’t know and had questionable feelings towards already. That wasn’t even including the risks I was personally taking — risks that were barely calculated and with rewards I wasn’t certain of getting.

The weight of it all finally broke through the barrier of negative emotions I had been wrapping myself in. At first the words were slow, mumbled under my breath and filled with shame mixed with self-hate. Once I had started, I couldn’t stop. I told Nazim about how I felt like a failure, how my inability to act fast enough — well enough — had cost Lucille her life and my best friend her grandmother. The same woman who had treated me like a beloved nephew and had watched over me at times since I could walk. How, in my heart, I knew that I wasn’t good enough for my grandaunt and Songleaf despite all the sacrifices and investments my grandfather had made in me. 

In the end, I told him what I had done. Seeking the Hedge Witch and learning if she could help. The deal I had made and what I planned to do. Saying it all out loud made it more real. Even without the stupefied look on the wolfkin’s face, I could see how I had started digging myself a hole, and at every step, worked harder to dig the hole deeper rather than try to climb free of the pit I had created.

When I was done, Nazim’s lips lifted as though in a snarl. Then, without missing a beat, he gently slapped me across the back of the head.

“You are an idiot,” the wolfkin growled. “And so am I. You act older than you are sometimes, and so it is easy to forget you are a child.”

He offered me his right hand — the one with the claws filed off. Pulling me to my feet, he motioned to head back the way I had come.

“Come on. I am going to wake your grandfather. It is time you had a talk with him about this too — because he will tell you the same thing I am about too. It wasn’t your fault, Bastian. You did all you could, more than anyone could expect of a child. What happened that night wasn’t your fault, and you are enough. Unless your grandaunt is a fool, she will see that too.”

As we walked towards the backdoor, my face wet from tears shed, I felt something change. For the first time in a year, a little bit of light filled the hole inside me and wasn’t instantly consumed by the darkness.

  

    
        Chapter 100

    
    
    
    
  Nazim kept his word after sitting me down at the kitchen table and promising me if I ran, he would catch me. Having seen the wolfkin move — truly move — I didn’t doubt him. My hearing wasn’t good enough that I could make out what was happening above, but I figured it out when Nazim returned with not only Gramps but Mum as well.

“Tell them,” he ordered as the three of them sat down around the table.

Gramps, dressed in a nightgown, looked angry at first. Understandable since I was kitted out for sneaking around at night, which was plenty of proof that I had lied to them. Mum looked more worried than angry, and perhaps a little hurt. Seeing that expression on her face made the shame come rushing back, the little light inside of me that I imagined was filling the all consuming darkness flickering under the weight of my betrayal.

Then I started talking — really talking — as I tried to express my emotions instead of continuing to bury them. As the words tumbled out of me their facial expressions began to shift but in different directions. Gramps’ eyes changed from angry to being unable to meet my own. His shoulders slumped as he looked down at the table rather than at me or Mum. I thought that perhaps he was ashamed, but it was hard to tell through the haze of tears and my hoarse voice as I spilled my guts.

Mum started to choke up, her eyes welling with tears as she reached out tentatively to touch me. In her gaze, I saw a mirror of my own feelings… the self-hate I had felt for so long. I knew she was blaming herself like I knew the sky was blue and that black clouds meant rain. Seeing her like that set my lip to quivering. Even with the emotional cauldron the kitchen had turned into, they never once interrupted me — letting me talk till I ran out of things to say.

“I’m sorry,” Mum whispered when I was done, holding my hand tightly like it was a lifeline. I gripped her back with the same strength. “I knew you were hurting, that you missed Etta, and that you had gone through a terrible ordeal. Every time I tried to get you to talk to me about it, you resisted, and I was worried if I pushed too hard, it would make it all worse—”

She started crying, never looking away from me as though she were facing down her fears.

“Instead, I just made it worse!”

I pushed myself out of my seat and wrapped my arms around her. 

“It wasn’t your fault,” I whispered into her shoulder, hearing the exact same thing Nazim had said to me coming out of my own mouth.

“I should’ve done more, my poor baby,” she crooned, her hand stroking the back of my head as she started to rock us back and forth.

The light inside of me that had been wavering grew, and it felt like a tightness across my shoulders and in my stomach slowly relaxed. I wasn’t ‘good’ — not by a long shot — but I felt ‘better’ than I had in forever.

“You can blame me instead,” Gramps muttered. “It sounds like I have been giving mixed signals about Agnes, and instead of taking in both sides, fed into your fears about Songleaf. I… I messed up, Penny — and I am sorry. Bastian, Agnes would be a fool not to take you, and though my sister can be onerous, she is not a fool. Even if you had nothing else but Gifted, she would still have taken you on. To her, that would be more than worth investing in.”

I heard him grind his teeth as he spoke, clearly angry at himself.

“You have something the nobility covet, of course she is going to take you. You just always pushed yourself so hard and it made you happy… or it used to, before that night. I thought seeing your progress might bring that happiness back. Instead, it feels like I have been piling more and more weight on your shoulders till you thought your only way out was to do something suicidal.”

Mum shifted her head from where she held me at Gramps' reminder of my plans to enter a Rift. 

“What about Magatha?” she asked. I had seen my Mother angry a few times — seen her hurt and sad or worried. I had never once heard the level of vitriol from her that I did in those three words.

“I’ll deal with her,” Gramps growled. “But in the morning. It can wait that long at least. Assuming you’re not going to sneak out without telling us again?”

I shook my head. I was emotionally drained, but for the first time since Etta left, I could see a path back towards the person I had been before that night. Mum came with me upstairs and without saying a word, joined me under my covers, unwilling to leave my side. When I fell asleep that night, for the first time in months, I didn’t dream of Lucille’s death.

Morning found us back in the kitchen. Everyone seemed tired, but I got the sense that the feeling of the room was like the sun peeking out from behind the clouds. We weren’t out of the storm yet, but there was the promise of warmth in the air.

Mum took me for lessons straight after breakfast, instead of heading out with Gramps and Nazim. I watched the pair go and had very little doubt of where they were headed. Mum didn’t ask them either, but the utter hatred in her eyes when she glanced in the direction they had gone told me she knew just as well as I.

***

Cornelius stomped down the road like it had insulted him. Each footfall was another assault against the thing that had wronged him.

“I’m starting to see where he gets it from,” Nazim commented.

“She almost let him go into a Rift on his own under my very nose!” Cornelius growled, grinding his teeth again as he resisted the urge to pull his pipe out. He was stressed enough that he was worried he’d leave teeth marks in the wood… the pipe itself a gift from his grandson.

Nazim shook his head. “But she didn’t. We put a stop to it, finally lancing that festering boil that was ruining him.”

“You put a stop to it—”

Nazim interrupted him. “No, I just caught him sneaking out and made him tell me why. I doubt that would have helped in the long term though. It was you and Miss Penelope that he thought he was failing — and himself of course. He’s his own worst critic. Something to consider for the future, and perhaps behaviour best not modelled for him?”

Cornelius frowned at the insinuation before breathing out some of his anger. The wolfkin was right. Cornelius blamed himself for dragging his daughter out here into the middle of nowhere, just as he blamed himself for not getting Bastian the tutors he deserved and the delays on the Path manuals to help him. The boy wasn’t blind. How could he see the way Cornelius reacted — one of the only adult influences the boy had — and not copy him.

He kept breathing slowly, getting his anger under control — and to a small extent the blame he cast on himself for this whole situation. Doing so much wrong didn’t mean he couldn’t start doing something right.

“Point taken,” he acknowledged. A lesser man, or beastkin, might have been smug — Nazim simply nodded.

Walking into Magatha’s domain was always like stepping out of autumn and into spring. The air became warmer, the smells became more vibrant and varied, and it was almost as though the sun shone brighter through the canopy above. Nazim’s fur shifted visibly, hackles rising.

“Something wrong?” Cornelius asked.

“Smells are all wrong, cloying up my nose so I can’t make sense of any of them.”

Cornelius acknowledged the wolfkin’s concern but didn’t stop walking. Entering the clearing, he found the Hedge Witch waiting for him at the edge of her garden.

“So, the little shit got caught?” she called out with a sneer as a tree peeled off the side of her cottage, stomping around till it stood beside her.

Cornelius had known Magatha was skilled for a Witch. He had not known about the Pacted Path with a forest spirit. Still, that didn’t change anything and he wasn’t here to pass judgement on those choices. The choices related to his grandson were another matter.

“Magatha, for the history we share and the assistance you have given the past I will make this simple and brief. Don’t ever come near my family again.”

“The boy came to me,” she pointed out.

“He did. He’s not blameless in this, but he won’t be coming back. You mind your business. We’ll mind ours, and heavens willing, this will be the last time yours and mine cross paths.”

Magatha sniffed, “And if I say no? If I decide that you’ve no right to tell me where I can go and who I can see?”

Fire formed around his hand, shooting forth in an instant. The forest spirit, for all its size and power, did not move quickly. Cornelius controlled his fireball spell so that it impacted the creature's arm. The flames quickly spread before Cornelius snuffed them out with a Spell of Flame Suppression. The scorch marks on the forest spirit looked like a dark sun, the bark cracked and broken where he had struck.

“A tree is just tinder for the fire, Magatha. If you make me come back here, I promise you there will be nothing left of your home, garden, or tree-spirit by the time I am done.”

Magatha’s face was twisted by rage and hatred, but she said nothing. Cornelius took that as a message delivered, turning to leave.

The Hedge Witch’s voice called after them, "Something's not right with him! What is he?”

“My grandson,” he called back. 

***

When they returned a few hours later, I admit I was worried about what had happened. So, when they led me out towards our training area in the trees, I couldn’t help but ask.

“You… you didn’t kill her, right?”

I didn’t like Magatha — nor did I trust her — but that didn’t mean I wanted her dead. For all her greed, trickery, threats, and attempted enspellment, she hadn’t actually hurt me. Then again, she had been willing to risk my life, and who knew if she had actually planned to bleed me dry or not. Gramps likely took a very dim view of such actions, and his anger had been plain to see when he left.

“No. For all her many faults I don’t think she deserved to die — and you did go seeking her out. I just warned her to never go near my family again while reminding her that I knew where she lived and how easily trees can burn. She got the message,” Gramps replied quietly.

Training went more smoothly, my anger dimmed — but not forgotten — allowing me to feel some of the joy once more as I gained steps in Daggers and Shieldwork. Aether Manipulation, without the weight of my own expectations, felt less like I was beating my head against a wall and more like I was on the early steps of wielding spells like Gramps did.

Out from under the dark haze, the world became brighter once more, the green of the leaves more vivid and the sound of the stream bubbling down the mountain more musical. When I climbed into the water to swim, it felt like I was washing away more than just sweat — the coolness of it finally doing what I had suspected Nazim had hoped for all along as my anger fled before the cold deluge.

I could tell Gramps noticed it, but he didn’t say anything. The tension was still there between us — a single night not enough to undo the past year — but as we practised, I felt like I was finally on the path towards being mended, and in so doing, mending the damage I had wrought on my family while falling into a dark spiral.

  

    
        Chapter 101

    
    
    
    
  Every day, I got a little bit better, and the month flew by. Once the words about how I was feeling were out, they became easier to talk about again. There were occasional tears at first from both Mum and I, but each day, they came less and less. I wasn’t ‘fixed’, but I was good again, and that improvement spread beyond me to the rest of my family.

I was in the middle of my history lessons with Mum when we heard it. The thunder of hooves reverberated off the walls, and I could hear the clatter of something coming to rest outside the outpost’s front door. Mum’s lips thinned. She slowly stood, smoothing her grey woolen dress down even though it had no creases in it. Gramps exited his office as Mum took her first steps towards the door.

The old codger didn’t seem as apprehensive as Mum. Today, he was dressed in a smart-looking black shirt and pants, his beard neat and trimmed. I fell in behind them as we headed for the door together. The hinges creaked ever so slightly as Gramps swung them open onto a bright, sunny day.

Stopped in the middle of the road, to the point where it was almost blocking the traffic, was the biggest carriage I had ever seen. At almost four metres long and more than half that wide. It looked like a small house on wheels. Dark purple-painted wood panelling decorated the sides broken up by multiple shuttered windows. Lanterns hung off the sides near the driver's seat like curved antlers. The six horses pulling the monstrosity were gigantic and built like bulls — bred for strength rather than speed. The driver himself was dressed in sturdy but expensive looking black pants and a cream shirt beneath a black vest. He wore a black cap on his head which he doffed as he opened the door to the carriage and folded down a set of stairs.

I expected an older woman to exit, but it was a man who came first. Of average height and build, he wore leather armour with metal plates strategically placed across it to defend the critical areas of his body. Beneath his armour, he wore a loose, white shirt and possessed hair the colour of dried wheat with eyes a dark green that might have made him attractive were it not for the pockmarked scars that decorated his visage. On his hip was a thin rapier made of dark metal, the blade held in place by a silver filigree leather loop rather than a scabbard. For all his fearsome appearance, he simply paused to check his surroundings — us included — before turning back to the carriage.

When Agnes exited the carriage, I could immediately see the family resemblance. Like Gramps and Mum, she had eyes of such a deep blue that it was hard to notice anything else. There was no gray in her hair, unlike Gramps. She styled hers up in a bun, the strands themselves similar in colour to Mum — a rich brown with the sheen of someone who had both the time and wealth to take care of her appearance. It would have looked severe were it not for a few golden ornaments interspersed through it. The dress she wore was elegant and far too expensive for anyone within Hornpeak to wear something similar. I wasn’t certain at a glance, but I thought the dark red fabric looked an awful lot like spider silk. The outfit was completed by a dark, fur scarf that hung across her shoulders and a few rings that glittered on her fingers.

“Cornelius, it’s been too long,” Agnes said by way of greeting. Gramps walked towards her, meeting her halfway. I had half expected what followed to be incredibly formal, given my grandaunt’s dress.

Instead, they hugged while I saw Gramps’ beard shift as his lips curled upwards. “It has been, Agnes. Though you could have come for a visit.”

The look she gave Gramps was one used for those who were speaking nonsense. “And what would that have accomplished? Your exile would not have grown any shorter. The Auction House would not have grown its clientele — perhaps even the opposite. The wrong kind of attention would do neither of us any good. Your letters sufficed.”

“Is that your way of telling me that you missed me, little sister?” Gramps asked.

Watching on, I couldn’t help but feel like they were rehashing an old dance that they both already knew the steps to.

“Did my letters not say as much?” Agnes countered, her eyes drifting across to Mum. “Penelope my dear, you were always beautiful but now you are positively radiant. I hope I am not being too bold when I say that motherhood seems to agree with you.”

I knew Mum well enough to know her smile was forced — I was betting Agnes did too.

“It does,” Mum agreed as she moved to the side to put an arm around me. “Let me introduce you to my son, Sebastian. Sebastian, this is your Grandaunt Agnes.”

“Oh, no need for that ‘Grand’ business, Penny. Aunt Agnes is just fine. Can I get a closer look at my nephew that I came all this way to see?” she asked, her cordiality almost too sweet for me to stomach after living so long amongst the rough frontier.

“You didn’t come to see me?” Gramps teased.

“Oh hush, Cornelius. We both know I would’ve seen you soon enough anyway.”

Mum didn’t need to prompt me as I stepped forward. Standing before Aunt Agnes in all her finery made me want to spit to the side just to show her I was every bit as rough and tough as the town that surrounded us. I restrained my initial urges, letting her eyes rove over me.

“Takes more after his father, does he?” Agnes asked.

The comment should’ve stung, but I had long since come to terms with my birth and who my family really were. Instead, the words washed off me without any effort.

“I like his hair,” Mum said. “It looks almost like metal when it’s clean.”

“And clean it will need to be if he’s to rub shoulders with the children who attend Songleaf. Even the Guilders aren’t absolute ruffians, are they Blake?” Agnes replied. 

The man who had climbed out of the carriage before my aunt answered. “No, ma’am. They are not. Hard workers and the best the Guilds can find, not a ruffian among them.”

“We can save that for later, though. Shall we have some lunch?” Agnes asked, her eyes finally sliding off of me and back to Gramps as she offered him her arm.

“That sounds like a good idea. We’ve plenty to catch up on. Penny, would you mind getting some of the cold meats?” Gramps asked as he slipped his arm through hers.

“Nonsense, Cornelius. I won’t have my niece working the kitchens just for me. Meredith, bring some food and cutlery if you would. We’ll be dining in the…”

Agnes glanced at Gramps.

“Kitchen,” he supplied.

“Yes, in the kitchen. How rustic. Well, lead the way. Thompson, take the carriage around the side.”

I shared a glance with Mum before following Gramps and Agnes back inside the outpost. As we passed the door, I looked back to see a dark-haired girl a few years younger than Mum exiting the carriage with a basket heaped with food and jingling with metal. As the woman followed us inside the driver — Thompson I was guessing — folded up the stairs before swinging himself back into the seat atop the carriage. Then the doors were closing behind us and I was well and truly trapped inside with my Aunt and her entourage.

I wanted to be annoyed with Aunt Agnes, but after taking the first bite into a piece of warmed meat dipped in some sort of melted herbs and cheese, I found my irritation wavering. The four of us sat around the table while Blake leaned against a wall nearby and Meredith served us. Gramps gave one of the most pleased sighs I had ever heard cross his lips as he sipped on freshly brewed tea, the leaves supplied by Agnes.

“Singing Lilac, you remembered,” he muttered.

“Of course I did. Just because I didn’t visit doesn’t mean you were forgotten.”

The pair continued to natter back and forth and my attention drifted to food rather than conversation until I heard my name mentioned.

“So, tell me more about Sebastian? Your letters suggested he was worth sponsoring to Songleaf but little else. I know you’re not prone to hyperbole, Cornelius. Do we have a natural born Mage in the family?” Agnes asked, her tone curious rather than hopeful.

Gramps glanced at me before answering, then his eyes flicked to Blake and Meredith. Agnes did not miss the looks and waved a hand at Meredith. “Take some of the leftovers to Thompson, Meredith. Make sure you collect enough for yourself as well. It’s been a long trip, and I am sure you’re both quite hungry.”

“Thank you kindly, ma’am,” Meredith replied as she quickly collected some of the food into the basket before disappearing out the door.

“Oh so secretive, brother,” Agnes muttered after Meredith had left. “Whatever you didn’t want to say can be said in front of Blake. He’s been with me since shortly after you were exiled and has proven his loyalty and capability on more than one occasion. So, why am I here, rather than simply welcoming you back to Helenica?”

Gramps looked at me, his blue-eyed gaze clearly asking for my permission. I appreciated the consideration. I had always known that we would need to reveal some of my secrets to gain my Aunt’s support. The question had always been just how many we should tell her. In the end, after a long debate with Gramps, we had agreed that only the Path of Soulstealing was off the table.

At a nod from me, Gramps answered. 

“Bastian” he said, stressing the name. “— has the Path of Exceptionalism.”

When Agnes had laid eyes on me after she exited the carriage, I had half expected her to look at me like I was dirt. Instead, there had been mild interest, like that of meeting a family member. When her eyes locked onto me after Gramps’ statement the ‘mild’ portion was removed.

“He’s what? Eight or so you said in your letters? So, by now he has unlocked the Talented attribute,” she mused. Her blue eyes so like my mothers looked at me like I was a golden bird rather than a beloved son. “Your request makes a lot more sense now, brother. He would flourish at Songleaf, and with a little grooming and the right lessons, he could rise far.”

Gramps coughed into his hand and looked down. It took me a second to realise he was trying not to laugh. Agnes picked up on it far quicker, swatting her brother's shoulder.

“What’s so funny? Isn’t this what you asked me here for?” she demanded.

Gramps did actually laugh then and it ended up being Mum who answered in his stead.

“He doesn’t have the Talented attribute. He’s already progressed the Path to the second Tier. The attribute evolved into Gifted — it’s twice as effective, in case you’re not aware.”

Blake, who had seemed so placid so far, was staring at me as though I had grown horns and wings. Agnes, far more in control of her facial expressions, only showed surprise in the widening of her eyes that refused to return to normal as she looked at me.

“That shouldn’t be possible,” she muttered.

“He unlocked his Status very, very early,” Mum explained without giving exact numbers. “His affinity made certain Paths a lot easier than they would normally have been.”

“What affinity?” Agnes asked.

Mum hesitated to answer so I finally added my voice to the conversation.

“It’s shadow, Aunt Agnes.”

“And your aether core?” she asked, leaning forward and brushing her fine silk dress against our rough wooden table.

“Lesser,” I admitted unhappily.

“Well then, that is something we shall have to endeavour to solve, isn’t it young man?” Aunt Agnes asked rhetorically.

“You still want to help me?” I asked, having expected a different reaction when she heard about my affinity and aether core.

Agnes snorted in the most jarring break of decorum she had shown thus far. “My nephew, with the capability to match the offspring of royalty. Of course I am going to help you. On your shoulders, this family can rise to higher levels than ever before. Worry not, Sebastian, Aunt Agnes is going to make everything right.”

  
