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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    The ship stopped shaking before I did. The world of blue light, dark steel, and high-hanging shadows slowly brought its rattling to a halt. My soul continued to quake for a few more moments, as the three different powers that had chosen me for greatness rustled about, redrawing their boundaries as they all grew within my soul. Source energies, Vessa had called them. They each brought their own strengths, and their own obligations. Essence, its primal power providing a mighty body and fellowship with the natural world, demanded that I become acquainted with my environment, either through meditation or constant combat—the latter being far more frequent as of late. Right now, it wanted me to stay still, to make sure my soul had finished digesting the fruits of the last battle. If I obliged, the new mosaic located in the belly of my soul would be able to finish defining the crack that had just formed. Mana, the Source energy that granted explosive short-term power and direct manipulation of physical laws, insisted that I immediately apply what I had learned from the last fight, that I study its events and make deductions to instantaneously test and further deepen my knowledge. It desired to coalesce and further define the new vapor floating about the metal ore that had developed in my spirit’s mind. 
 
    Finally, the qi in my body, the force that provided a middle ground of short-term and long-term power, wanted me to fall into some kind of rhythm, be it motion or breathing, so that it could predict how my body and soul needed to be further refined and balanced. If I complied, it silently promised, a special power would tint both of the newly condensed drops now flowing through my soul. 
 
    “Jas?” a voice asked. In my confusion, I could not identify the speaker. 
 
    Then I realized I could identify the speaker, because there was only one other person inside this giant steel boat that was floating through space. 
 
    She just had more than one mouth, because she had more than one body. 
 
    “Jas?” the speaker repeated with concern. “Jas, are you okay?” 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” another, more tired voice said confidently. “He just needs some time to adjust. He Advanced again, in all three of his Sources.” 
 
    “That’s...” The first speaker paused, as if she was struggling to remember something. “Impressive? To accomplish so fast?” 
 
    “...debatably,” the tired voice qualified. “Though the fact that he just started a short time ago makes it noteworthy. Considering his age, and the resources he needed to consume to get to this point... never mind,” she said quickly. “You’ll have to protect him until he gets stronger, Nova.” 
 
    “Of course I’ll protect him,” the first voice asserted. “It’s my turn to be there for him. Just tell me what he needs, so I can provide it.” 
 
    I wanted to look at the two women speaking, or rather, I wanted to look at the one woman talking to herself with two bodies, but my mind’s eye refused to concentrate on anything but the insistent voices inside my soul. With a furious shake of my head, I focused on the spiritual image of a floating world within my chest, my Soulscape. I commanded it to spin in place, as if suspended on an invisible axis, at a steady revolution. The three Sources seemed satisfied at this, and ceased demanding my immediate attention. 
 
    “I’m fine, Vessa,” I said as I was finally able to refocus my gaze on the women. “I mean, Nova. I mean...” I shrugged as I gave up. “Okay. I have no idea what just happened, or how to speak to either of you.” 
 
    Now that I could see clearly, I could make out the two women before me. One was the beautiful, confident woman I had grown up with among the slums of the Glorious State. Nova was young, roughly my age, with beautiful pale blue eyes and hair the color of golden sunlight. She was still dressed in the uniform of a Glorious State lieutenant, grasping the heavy baton that doubled as some kind of magical firearm. Vessa, my new mentor and supposedly the heart of the very ship we flew in, was a slender, gray-skinned woman with black hair, who was currently lying down in the recovery capsule that also served as an emergency control console for the Soulship we were traveling in. Her grayish-blue eyes glowed faintly, projecting an alert demeanor, but a closer inspection revealed her to appear far more tired than she had been before the last jump. Her beauty and vulnerability stirred all kinds of protective impulses within me, impulses that were potentially unnecessary, and further muddled my feelings in regard to Nova’s recent surprise confession of romantic desires toward me. 
 
    And, according to the conversation they had just had before the jump, they were two parts of the same woman. And this entire ship was a third part. 
 
    “Further apologies,” I began, “but how many women am I even talking to right now?” 
 
    “Just one, Jasper Cloud,” Vessa confirmed. 
 
    “We’re still two women, Jas, don’t worry,” Nova said at the exact same time. 
 
    They immediately shot each other an annoyed look. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Nova asked with an edge in her voice. “What do you mean ‘we’re just one woman right now?’” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘excuse me?’” Vessa demanded back. “And why are you confusing him about this? We just talked about this. We literally merged our bodies back together for a moment in front of his eyes. You know you’re a part of me.” 
 
    “No, you’re a part of me,” Nova rebutted. “I’m still the woman he grew up with, the one that wants to go back and save the world we call home. I’m not going anywhere, and I’m especially not abandoning him,” she added as her blue eyes flashed. “That was non-negotiable, remember?” 
 
    As she spoke, my Soulscape reacted. Another bright flash of light from a distant, exploding star somewhere in my soul swept over the small world. 
 
    “Void-balls,” Vessa exhaled irritably, putting a hand on her face. “I forgot just how stubborn and annoying I can be.” The woman sighed wearily from her capsule bed. “Fine. Look at it this way. We’re a part of each other, okay? And I already said you’re not going anywhere. Even if I could just reabsorb you back into myself—which I can’t—I wouldn’t, because I need a healthy version of myself to assist me in re-powering the rest of my ship-body and subsequently saving all the worlds under my care.” 
 
    “Like Earth,” Nova said firmly, not backing down an inch. 
 
    “Yes, like Earth!” the gray woman snapped from her bed, her own passion rising. As the heat entered her voice, my Soulscape shifted again. The minuscule boat sailing around my spiritual world glowed with a blue light, and began to orbit more quickly. “You’re insulting yourself if you don’t realize that I feel most of what you feel, except that I probably feel even more protective about your own planet than you do! Earth is a special world within the night sky! Bereft of Source energy in a way that the other worlds aren’t, but still containing its unique and special treasures that must be preserved at all costs!” 
 
    That was news, I thought to myself as I watched the fight in front of me, uncomfortably wondering if I should step in to try and stop it in some fashion, or just stay quiet and pretend I wasn’t here. A second later, I thought of a solution and began walking to the food cooler that was a short distance from Vessa’s capsule bed. 
 
    “Well, if that’s true,” Nova shot back. “You’ve done a terrible job of—” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” I interrupted loudly as I rifled through the cooler. I pulled out three of the packets containing the green, smoothie-like liquid, and held up one of them. “Is anyone else hungry?” 
 
    “No!” the two women snapped irritably, turning their gazes on me at the same time and with identical expressions. But upon seeing the raised pouch, their faces immediately and simultaneously relaxed. “Actually, yes,” they said in unison, holding out their hands. 
 
    Then they shot each other annoyed looks, and opened their mouths to start yelling again. 
 
    “Catch,” I said, cutting them off while tossing a packet to Nova, who managed to nab it with both hands. “You tear a hole in the top and just drink it like the smoothie drinks we sometimes got for rations back on Earth. Don’t worry, it tastes better.” 
 
    “I knew that,” Nova mumbled as she opened one of the pouches for the first time. “Wait,” she said, freezing suddenly. “Why do I know that?” 
 
    Vessa just sighed. 
 
    “I’ll take one too, Jas,” she murmured. “Thanks for asking. Sorry you had to watch us—me—fight.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said, tossing Vessa’s packet a bit more carefully, since she was still prone and looking exhausted. “I tend to think a lot better after I’ve had one of these. Speaking of which,” I contemplated as I tore my own packet open. “Where are we?” 
 
    And where did you go, Nestor? I finally remembered to ask mentally, searching for my bonded Sourcebeast. 
 
    Right-here, the little mouse sent back to my mind, at the same moment that my bond indicated he was right at my ankle. The fluffy little ball of currently blue hair rose up on his hind legs and sniffed at me, lashing his fur-tipped tail excitedly. Share-food? 
 
    Of course, my little friend, I said to my lifemouse as I knelt down and held the packet out to him. I should have offered sooner. 
 
    Nestor let out a happy squeak of forgiveness as he scampered over to the pouch and carefully tipped it low enough to drink from. 
 
    Full-now, the little creature said as he finished and waddled away with a contented burp—something I clearly remembered normal mice were unable to do. Thank-you. 
 
    Nova giggled at the sight, no longer angry. 
 
    “Oh, he’s adorable,” she said, finally taking a quick sip from her food pouch. Her eyes brightened immediately, and she took a much longer swig. “Wow, Jasper, you’re right! I feel better already. This is like some tasty combination of vitamins and premium-grade coffee.” 
 
    “That’s the idea behind it,” Vessa replied as she propped herself up and took a drink of her own, closing her eyes as if to savor it. “Mmm. These are emergency rations designed to keep myself and my crew alive for long periods of time, in case my ship-body gets badly damaged far away from a place that can repair it.” She grew quiet for a moment, cradling the pouch in her hands. “As far as I know, there may not even be a shipyard that can repair me anymore. Which means it could be a long time before I am ready for combat again.” 
 
    “If your old foes were as powerful as you have said, we should probably avoid thinking about combat at all,” I replied, remembering what the ship-woman had shared with me. “Speaking of which, where are we?” I repeated. “And did your enemies follow us here?” 
 
    “We’re safe,” Vessa said after swallowing another mouthful. “I performed a controlled jump with my emergency stealth systems activated. They might have realized I had left and arrived again, but they have no idea where I’ve gone. I’ve jumped to a system containing another one of my Beacons, one they should have no reason to know about. In fact...” She closed her eyes for a moment. “Completely clear. No one else is out here right now. These worlds are free of star-traffic.” 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure what she meant by that, but I chose to take it as a good sign. 
 
    “What about Earth?” Nova asked urgently. “You said you were chased there by something. Will it turn upon Earth now? Is our planet safe?” She cast a quick, anxious glance toward me. 
 
    I had mixed feelings about my old world. The only people I really cared about were the ones in Mother Anne’s orphanage. The rest had either done nothing to help me as I starved on the Global Republic’s streets, or had helped the so-called Glorious State murder my parents for the possession of overly useful knowledge. As vast and bloated as the world’s government was, I probably had far more people wishing me some level of harm than I had found possessing even a scrap of mercy toward me. 
 
    But as I thought harder about it, I realized I really did want to save my old world. 
 
    So that I could tear apart its false gods with my own bare hands. 
 
    “Earth is safe for now,” Vessa said, shaking her head. “There are too many interested parties monitoring it, and none of them are currently invested enough to fight over it. The main lure of the planet was—and likely still is—to entrap me. In time, others will arrive to compete with the humans and dragons currently ruling it, but no one’s willing to risk a fight over it presently, since its treasures are primarily historical.” 
 
    “Which means most of its treasures are now destroyed,” I interjected bitterly. “Since the current government wished to erase all knowledge of the past.” 
 
    “It’s unlikely they would have done so,” Vessa said as she shook her head a second time. “Knowledge is power, and dragons have a desire to hoard instead of destroy. It’s more likely that most of your world’s treasures have been locked away somewhere. Probably either with the human kings or the oldest and greatest of dragons.” 
 
    I desperately hoped that was true. There was much my parents had taught me that I no longer remembered, though I fought to retain as much as possible. 
 
    Thankfully, as my mind grew stronger and my body grew healthier, that was becoming easier day by day. 
 
    “It still needs to be saved, though,” Nova insisted, scrutinizing us intently as she clutched her now-empty food packet. “People are suffering down there. And those who know me and Jas might still be in danger.” 
 
    “We’ll help them,” Vessa promised as she finished off her own meal. “I promise you both. I may not be able to free your planet overnight, and I definitely don’t want to create a vacuum that will be replaced by another power, but I will do all I can to save that world, piece by piece. That was usually the way tyrants were brought down in the past, and it can be done so again. For now, though, I need to rest and repair.” She stifled a yawn. “And you both need to get used to your newfound power. Especially you, Jas,” the gray woman said as she fixed her gaze on me. “Nova’s Advancement is inherently stable, at least in the beginning stages. However, we need to ground all of your recent gains, in order to allow them to be further defined.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, examining my internal scenery again to inspect all the drops and cracks and wisps that begged to be defined in my spirit. 
 
    “I mean exactly what you’ve already noticed,” Vessa stated firmly. “It wasn’t a problem when you Advanced the first time, because the initial substage of each Source is always vague. But by the time you reach the second substage in any of the three energies, you will need to focus the power in a certain direction. You’re going to have to specialize in something for each substage, even though it will also give you a general power boost. Essence wants a physical aspect of your body to improve, mana wants a skill to specialize in, and qi wants an abstract idea for you to establish. The official names are instincts, sciences, and arts, in that order. I’ll give you more detail later, but know that you’ll need to pick at least one for each. Preferably two, since you technically have two substages in each Source.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed with a nod. “Can you tell me what stage Nova has reached, though, since we will probably be working together?” 
 
    “That...” Vessa hedged, “may not be necessary, Jasper Cloud. But know that you have done well in freeing her, and in caring for her those many years you grew up together. And my flesh-body already owes you at least two life-debts. I may still ask you to help me in a limited fashion, but know that you have done more than your part for the night sky, and have every reason to focus on your own well-being for now.” 
 
    I wanted to tell her that she should not caress a man’s pride with the sharpened part of her hand, but I knew Vessa well enough by now that she had not done it on purpose and would not understand my complaint. 
 
    “I’m already at the bronze stage of mana advancement, Jas,” Nova said sadly, because she knew me well enough to know that I wouldn’t accept an assurance as vague as Vessa’s. “I’m also at the pool stage of qi Advancement, and I’m about to enter the wailing stage of essence Advancement. I’m a tri-practitioner like yourself, since I’m a Soulship’s Beacon, and I’m going to grow even more quickly in mana, and probably qi, than you will. I should be able to reach the gold stage of mana Advancement by the end of the year, possibly even platinum if I get the right resources. As of right now, though, I’m already two whole stages beyond you in mana, one stage beyond you in qi, and seven substages beyond you in essence. I don’t think you’re strong enough to battle beside me at this time.” 
 
    And probably never again, she left unsaid. I knew both of them expected the battle with the cage-drake to be our last collective battle together. 
 
    “But I promise you, Jasper Cloud,” Vessa added softly, with needless formality that put new distance between us, “if I successfully recover enough, you will go down in history as the young man that accomplished both saving my life and turning the tide of the greatest battle ever waged in the night sky. The records of every world will carry your name and the truth about your noble nature.” 
 
    Nova nodded enthusiastically in agreement, and I suppressed a wince. 
 
    You both mock me without realizing it, I wanted to shout. I am not noble, and all records can be burned. 
 
    “In that case,” I said neutrally, forcing my expression to remain smooth, “I will focus on my own Advancement, in order to grow and achieve my new goals.” 
 
    Because this is my night sky as well, I thought to myself. And I refuse to let go of a single corner of it. 
 
    “Good,” Vessa smiled, evidently failing to read my inner thoughts. “In that case, let us take a brief rest. Afterward, we can train and plan.” 
 
    I nodded in feigned agreement. “Nova, you can take the second bed if you are sleepy. I would like to sit down and calm my Soulscape.” 
 
    As I spoke, I realized that she may not know what a Soulscape was yet, but she nodded anyway. 
 
    “Are you sure, Jas?” she asked awkwardly, her earlier confidence fading with each interaction.. “If you’re really tired...” 
 
    “I am not,” I reassured her. “My mind and soul are too shaken for me to sleep. I am going to try to settle my Soulscape for a while.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said as she chewed on her lower lip. “I... actually need to think for a bit too. Can we talk later?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, uneasy at seeing her so worried. I suspected it had much to do with her recent confession, and how to handle it after our lives had been upheaved. “You can talk to me any time, Nova. That’s one other thing that hasn’t changed.” 
 
    She gave me a small smile, then walked away. I found a quiet corner and knelt down, sending a request to Nestor to watch both women, and to let me know when they had gone to sleep. The fluffy little mouse complied happily, pattering over Vessa and then Nova, who both crooned happily over his coming to ‘tuck them in.’ When Nestor confirmed that they had both nodded off, I reactivated my qi regeneration technique and began to Draw. 
 
    Essence, mana, and qi flowed from the atmosphere within the Soulship and into my soul. My planet kept its rotation, stabilizing the three Source energies so that they did not compete with each other for mastery of my Advancement. By remaining in one place, the Soulscape allowed my essence to settle over my muscles, organs, and bones, enhancing the earthly aspects of my Soulscape planet and the mosaic in my soul’s stomach. By spinning, it assisted the mana in traveling through my brain and nervous system, and enhancing the atmosphere in my Soulscape and stabilizing the tin ore inside my spiritual head. And by doing both in a predictable pattern, it assisted my qi in circulating throughout my body, refining all of the water currents traveling in my Soulscape, and ensuring that the qi traveling through my spirit did so at a uniform rate. It also helped me determine the next step I would take for my overall Advancement. 
 
    Once my Soulscape was in perfect balance among the three Sources again, I began investigating the physical changes that had also occurred. My bones were denser and stronger, which provided a solid structure for my newly enhanced muscles, and I was almost positive that all of my internal organs had improved as well, if my general feeling of renewed health was any indication. My mind felt clearer than I could ever remember, and processing new information came with ease. I was still observing all of the changes, but I had a strong suspicion that my muscle memory would be similarly improved. I stretched, feeling a renewed sense of appreciation for these benefits that I still didn’t fully comprehend. 
 
    I had wanted to wait before doing this. I had wanted Vessa’s input first, in order to determine the most beneficial path to take next, because I still wanted to be useful. I still wanted to help my childhood friend, and this mysterious woman from the stars, and hearing her affirmation that both women were somehow one and the same only hardened my desire to protect and support them. 
 
    But Vessa and Nova no longer believed they needed my protection. Vessa had already begun explaining that, once Nova was rescued, I would not have to take my combat potential so seriously. She had an Advancement track planned for me that would focus strictly on giving me a long, comfortable life. My body would be strong and healthy, but its combat growth would largely stop. I would be comfortable in any climate, attractive enough to any potential mate, sharp enough to notice any opportunities for wealth, and my longevity would actually be ten times that of anyone at the same stages of Advancement, likely allowing me to live for hundreds or even thousands of years by the time I reached the third full stage of Advancement—and I would reach it quickly, thanks to exclusively specializing on Vessa’s recommendations. 
 
    But my fighting days would be over. I would be locked away somewhere safe, unable to help the next time Vessa or Nova needed my help to face an even stronger foe. They would end up like my parents—powerful, wise, good, but with no one to help them when a mighty enemy finally decided that they were too dangerous to live. 
 
    The night sky needed them both. The remnants of Earth needed them both. I needed them both. 
 
    So I needed to annihilate their ability to keep me wrapped up in a false sense of safety. And the only way to do that was to sabotage Vessa’s perfect plan to ensure I could forever rest on my thin, wilted crown of laurels. 
 
    The cage drake’s Source energy stirred within me, still undigested. By landing the killing blow, Nova had absorbed the bulk of it, but I had played a role in the monster’s death as well, giving it at least two wounds and forcing it to spend a substantial amount of energy on its fight with me. I had absorbed a significant handful of the dark Sourcebeast’s power, and even undigested, it was enough to push me into the second substage of each Source. 
 
    And Vessa had just convinced me that she would outline a plan to spend the entirety of that power on growth that would maximize my comfort, safety, and longevity. I could not allow that to happen. Not only because it would drastically diminish my potential to help or protect. Beyond even that, I had become too used to rugged survival. To always doubt the arrival of my next meal. To suspect that someone had seen the crust of bread I had grabbed, and was currently sneaking up behind me to try and take it from me, and if I didn’t start running immediately, he would beat me and steal it. 
 
    Giving me a hundred years of safety was giving me a wealth I could neither appreciate nor understand how to wield. Not yet. Perhaps not ever. 
 
    But even though I couldn’t handle feeling safe, I could handle feeling needed. So I pulled the mass of draconic Source energy closer to my Soulscape and essence mosaic, opening it up with my spiritual senses to examine its properties. 
 
    Essence users always gained the most—or at least the easiest—benefits from contact with Sourcebeasts. Their primal connections with the natural world would allow them to directly harness some of the properties of any creature they bonded with, spent an excessive amount of time around, or slew in combat. Mana users could learn to mimic a Sourcebeast’s powers by studying them long enough, and qi users could refine their power to take on the creature’s properties through careful cultivation, but for essence users, absorbing a Sourcebeast’s power through communion or violence was a cornerstone of their Advancement. Vessa would consider what I did with this energy to be a critical component of my own Advancement. She would have me focus on the monster’s health and longevity, absorbing those aspects in place of any other. Then she would probably have me stop, because consuming too much of a significantly more powerful creature was inherently dangerous, unless one was a Sourcebeast themselves. 
 
    But refusing to squeeze the remnants of this power dry, while the night sky wept and burned, was an even greater foolishness. 
 
    I tore into the orb of power, focusing first on the drake’s constitution, figuring that having a healthier body would help me digest the rest of the power. My insides began to shudder as it strained to contain the intense energy, but then my spectral planet began spinning faster, siphoning off the excess for its own ends. I sighed as the process became easier, and continued devouring the tiny portion of essence I had torn from the beast during mortal combat. 
 
    My bones and organs finished absorbing its health, and the next sip my spirit took from the ball of power was empty. I had drained that aspect of the monster completely dry. I shifted my focus to the part of the black ball containing the monster’s physical and spiritual might. I strengthened my muscles, teeth, nails, and the reserves containing my three Source energies. It was not as easy as devouring the monster’s vitality had been, but I gritted my teeth and forced myself to concentrate until there was no more raw power to digest, my Soulscape once again devouring the traces that the rest of my being couldn’t process. I felt my muscles tone and condense even further, and my essence seemed to approve, widening the cracks in the mosaic on the belly of my soul. 
 
    I attempted to devour the monster’s memories next, but it proved to be a fruitless endeavor. Devouring the knowledge and skills learned by another being was a feat so difficult, I could not even figure out where to begin, and Vessa had said it was beyond all but the most powerful essence practitioners. But the natural skills were another matter. There had to be a way I could make use of the cage drake’s chain breath, and I was determined to find it. 
 
    I needed to hurry, though, because I was starting to develop something of a headache. 
 
    I pulled this last aspect of the Sourcebeast’s power closer to me, examining it more thoroughly with my spiritual senses. This weakened my hold over it, almost allowing it to slip free and begin wreaking havoc inside my body, but it was a necessary risk. I could see that in order to utilize the creature’s power, I would need to be as strong or stronger than the target I wished to bind, and also have a much, much wider throat to properly expel the attack. That was a frustrating discovery, but then I felt my Soulscape pull on the power insistently, as if it were a small child tugging excitedly on my sleeve. 
 
    Be careful, I thought futilely, and with a shrug, I sent the last remnants of the cage drake’s essence hurtling into my inner world. The planet pulsed again, as if I had just given it a particularly tasty treat, and began spinning even faster, pulling the ball of essence out into a chain of tiny black links that circled into it in a descending orbit, until the entire ball was gone. 
 
    For a moment, nothing else happened. My Soulscape spun in silence. Then it abruptly began spitting out broken black links into my essence, mana, and qi reserves. The broken links impacted my soul with enough force to make my physical body shake violently, and I coughed as a sharp, stabbing pain shot through my chest. My qi recovery technique activated immediately, stabilizing whatever trauma was currently shredding my organs, which allowed me to focus again. I watched the chains disintegrate into my three Source reserves, and new knowledge birthed inside my mind, bones, and soul. 
 
    My mana had studied the chain and realized it was the residue from some sort of binding effect. That should have been obvious, but fortunately the power had taken it a step further, investigating  the properties that had broken the links in the first place, though it had to keep the chain at a safe distance while doing so. The result was a new spell I could use, one that could undo a binding effect placed over an area or another person. It wasn’t guaranteed to work every time, but I felt confident that I could undo the binding effect of any practitioner a full stage of Advancement above me. 
 
    My qi pondered the concept of freedom itself, and how the environment itself often restricted what I could and could not do at any given moment. It found the matter baffling, and decided that freedom of any kind was one of the hardest things to obtain, and perhaps the hardest thing of all to preserve once one had it. Nevertheless, it was able to craft a technique that would enhance my ability to move freely in a difficult environment, such as running through thick mud, balancing on a thin beam, or wading through chest-high water. 
 
    My essence grabbed at the broken links and tried to determine how much strength would have been needed to break them, as well as how much flexibility a being encircled by them would have likely needed to escape them. It decided that the greatest threat to my freedom was another being that would directly restrict it, just as predators often grappled with their prey before consuming it. It devised a charm that would give me a sudden burst of speed, flexibility, and strength, but which would only activate when I was being grappled by an opponent. That task completed, my essence felt satisfied, and considered the matter no further. 
 
    Then it was over. The ball of cage drake essence had been completely consumed. I had no chance to properly digest the monster’s longevity, and no regrets over its loss. Vessa had made it clear that my normal Advancement had already extended my lifespan, and just reaching the wailing stage, the next stage of essence, would give me at least another decade of life. Even more importantly, I was much more likely to survive a direct threat, or help Vessa and Nova survive their own threats. 
 
    Speaking of threats, I thought to myself, I should probably figure out why my chest still hurts. 
 
    I reactivated my qi recovery technique, and it began repairing the lingering damage to my organs that overconsumption had caused. It took an alarmingly long time, but eventually I felt my body settle back into a healthy rhythm. I sighed in relief, stretched my arms, and started to get back up. My body immediately disagreed, demanding I lean back against the wall, relax, and not do anything else for the next several hours. My mind argued that doing so would be a tremendous waste of time, and that at the very least, I should practice the new powers I had gained. My body countered that it was more tired than my brain realized, and pointed out that if I was really ready to be active again, my eyes would be open by now. 
 
    My mind said something in response that the rest of me didn’t catch, and everything drifted away into a soothing blackness. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    I woke up to find that I had been moved from my current position, and that I had somehow received a blanket and pillow. In spite of that thoughtful gift, my back still felt stiff and twisted, and it protested loudly when I shifted it to a more natural position. I rose and stretched, hearing voices over by Vessa’s capsule. 
 
    “...took more power from me than I thought it did,” Vessa was saying in a firm, yet hushed, tone. “Even after linking back with you, making a jump this quickly, this quietly, and this far wasn’t easy. I want to go right back, just like you do, but even if we return as soon as we can, we’ll just be trapped in the same position we are now. We need to do more than just a few light repairs, or our enemies will always be one step ahead of us.” 
 
    “I know that,” Nova retorted in a frustrated tone. I turned the corner to see her standing over Vessa’s capsule, wearing that concentrated expression she always had when she was planning something she was already passionate about. “And I know time on Earth moves especially slow. But that doesn’t make things any less urgent! People are starving, and suffering, and dying right now on my world, and for the first time, I know exactly who is responsible! It’s hard to wait, now that I know what’s happening.” 
 
    “I get that all the time, which is probably why you feel the way you do,” Vessa muttered. “Here’s what I do: don’t look at this as waiting. Look at it as making preparations to take care of the problem for good.” 
 
    “If you were really looking at it that way right now, I’d feel it,” Nova grumbled stubbornly. “But that’s still the best way to go about this. What should we do next?” 
 
    “Trace elements,” Vessa sighed, looking fatigued again. “Making all of these jumps spent most of what Jas gathered for me earlier. Including the Source energy from the eaterlings he killed. But you’re much stronger than he was, and you’re also armed. I can risk sending you to places I can’t risk sending him. That way, you’ll be able to gather much more of what I need. Especially since, like him, you have experience scavenging from your years of living in Earth’s slums.” 
 
    “Some,” Nova admitted uncomfortably, looking away for a moment. “I was able to find things occasionally, but even back then, he was a much better scavenger than I was. I’ll get the hang of it, though.” 
 
    “Or I can continue to help,” I said as I walked over. “I can either show Nova what to look for, or she can guard me while Nestor and I search for what you need.” 
 
    Nestor squeaked when I mentioned his name, crawling up my shoulder to join in on the conversation. The two women—or two bodies of one women that somehow felt the need to argue with each other— turned their heads to look at me. 
 
    “Jas,” Nova said, still looking uncomfortable. “Um... how did you sleep?” 
 
    “We wanted to move you back to your bed,” Vessa added awkwardly, “but we didn’t want to risk waking you. You looked like you really needed to sleep. I’ll try to have a third bed activated by the end of today.” 
 
    “Or I could take the floor next time,” Nova offered. “We could rotate days or something.” 
 
    “Why are you offering him that?” Vessa asked irritably. “You know he’ll insist otherwise. I was able to figure that out even before we merged earlier, and you’ve known him far longer than the rest of me.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s another reason two people should make the next trip,” I interjected, troubled by how much I had already seen Vessa and Nova fight. “If Nova protects me, we can carry twice as much, and then we won’t have to worry about the issue of beds.” 
 
    “That’s...” Vessa paused. “A good point. I’m sorry, Jasper, but it looks like I’m going to have to ask you to do more for me. At least for a little bit longer.” 
 
    “If you will recall,” I replied patiently, “we had discussed that possibility before.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Nova began, “but it’s still hard to put you in that position. Vessa showed me that you’ve been risking your life ever since you got here, Jas. You could have been killed four times already.” 
 
    I shifted my gaze to her and tried to control my temper. Nova, for all her kindness and intelligence, had never been able to gather just how much danger I had been in every day on Earth. As dangerous as the addicts, gangs, and criminals had been, they paled in comparison to the danger posed by the government itself. Even while homeless, I had been watched constantly, not for my protection—no one would have lifted a finger to help a non-citizen like myself—but for signs that I possessed the same criminal knowledge that had led to the deaths of my parents, knowledge of information deemed as either ‘sacrilegious’ or ‘hate speech.’ 
 
    “Nova,” I began, trying to sound reasonable. “I need you and Vessa to understand that my safety doesn’t depend on hiding in the safest hole I can find. I spent over half my life doing exactly that. I know just how little safety that brings. Instead, I need to help you repair Vessa until she’s strong enough to defend herself, both as a person and as a starship. Because if the ship part of her gets destroyed...” I gestured to the steel world around us. “I’ll never be safe again. And neither will anyone else, because she is apparently all that stands between the night sky and the creatures that would consume it.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Nova sighed, covering her face with her hands. “I just don’t want to lose you. You’re all I have left, and you’re the first person the other part of me...” She gave Vessa an unreadable glance, “has seen in a very, very long time.” 
 
    “And you’ve already saved my life numerous times,” Vessa replied softly. “Despite not owing me anything at all. Despite not being a member of my crew.” She looked away from me, but I noticed a brief flash of grief dart across her face. 
 
    No one’s going to make you care for her, I heard my father’s voice say in my mind. All I can tell you, son, is that she’s worth protecting. 
 
    “Well,” Vessa sighed. “Since I’m still going to need your help, I should figure out how to enable you to help me. I’ll need to take another look at your soul, and see how much of the old plan I can still keep.” 
 
    “Hopefully none of it,” I said, stepping closer to let her examine me, even though I knew it would lead to another fight. “It was not a plan I ever wanted, and I have disagreed with you every time you offered it to me.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Vessa grimaced with frustration as she elevated herself to inspect me. “But if I can just convince you—” Her eyes widened. “What have you done?” 
 
    I knew nothing would appease her, so I kept silent as she explored my soul. 
 
    “This,” her voice quivered with poorly suppressed emotion, “completely ruins everything. I was going to immediately double your lifespan. Set you on a path where you would gain centuries of time where others would only gain decades, and thousands of years where others would only gain hundreds!” She covered her face with both hands. “And you would have Advanced far more quickly, because we wouldn’t have needed to worry about your combat potential!” 
 
    “I told you time and time again, that path was unacceptable to me,” I said with quiet resolve. 
 
    “And I told you time and time again that you’d still likely be several stages beyond the average attacker, and therefore it wouldn’t be an issue!” Vessa snapped as she removed her hands from her face. “I wouldn’t need you to fight a second cage drake, or another practitioner like Koram! You were already stronger than the average eaterling as soon as Lunei repaired your body in that qi pool!” 
 
    “Vessa,” I said, keeping my voice soft. “Is this my night sky as well?” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” she demanded angrily. 
 
    “I mean, am I free?” I asked, gesturing to myself. “Do I get to choose my own path in life? Decide what I will and will not fight for? Was ensuring that for all people not one of your highest purposes as a Soulship?” 
 
    “Well,” she stammered. “Of course you are, but—” 
 
    “There are no ‘buts,’” I refuted. “Because this isn’t about me choosing an objectively detrimental path for my life. This isn’t me exploring a regimen that you can point out a number of flaws in, that won’t get either of us what we want. This is about me choosing a role that you keep insisting is unnecessary, one you are constantly forced to concede is more necessary than you originally thought. If I hadn’t done this, would you have still tried to give me some version of a trajectory I did not want?” 
 
    For a moment, she didn’t answer me. Then she glanced over at Nova, and the two sighed in unison as they shared a guilty look. 
 
    “Blast it, Jas,” Vessa finally sighed, slapping the side of her capsule in frustration. “I’m sorry. I have lost every single person that has ever fought for me, and when you arrived and started helping me, I was determined to do better this time. I made a plan to ensure you wouldn’t ever die, and that you wouldn’t even be able to make the same sacrifices my crew made for me. And in doing all of that, I treated you the same way I hate to be treated. I am sorry I belittled you. It was done entirely out of a desire to avoid my past, and was completely unrelated to your accomplishments. And the part of me that is Nova went right along with it, because you’ve been an anchor for her even longer than you’ve been for me. Can you forgive us?” 
 
    Sincerity leaked from both sets of faintly glowing eyes. It melted the last of my anger for her—for them. 
 
    “Easily,” I sighed as my shoulders sagged. “I want to keep you safe too, Nova, Vessa... however I should think of you now. And you probably hate it when I constantly hover over you, so as a compromise, I’ll stop doing that. I should respect your strength, too.” 
 
    “Actually,” Vessa said, as an unfamiliar, wild expression flashed in her eyes. “I’ve come to a conclusion. You want to keep getting stronger, right, Jasper?” 
 
    I nodded uneasily, sensing that I had somehow just blundered. 
 
    “Learn the full benefit of what I have to teach you, correct?” she continued, eyes still narrowed dangerously. 
 
    That was a trap. I knew it was a trap. I also knew that I had already sprung the first trap, and it was too late to try to escape now. 
 
    “Within reason, including the conditions that it will actually benefit me, will allow me to help you both save the night sky, and will not demand that I do something that will completely castrate me or turn my hair weird colors... yes.” 
 
    “Those exceptions are unfortunately excessive,” the gray woman said mercilessly, and I felt a flash of concern. I couldn’t tell if her sudden imperiousness was humorous or genuine. “I will allow you to keep only three of them, or else confess your lack of commitment.” 
 
    Fear greeted me as the second trap closed. What have I done? I asked myself uselessly. 
 
    “I will bitterly compromise on the hair color exception,” I said, defeated. “Just... let me keep all my body parts. Please.” 
 
    “Oh, I will,” Vessa said smugly, eyes twinkling. “In fact, I am trying to decide whether or not you will be gaining new ones.” 
 
    Seven heathen hells, I swore internally, trying to think of a new body part I would be comfortable having. With the possible exception of wings, I came up with absolutely nothing. Please do not give me more eyes, I prayed desperately. Blue hair is already bad enough. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nova spoke up. “I think we’ve changed him enough. For now, he’s just right the way he is.” 
 
    “It just so happens I agree, fellow mentor of Jasper Cloud,” the ship-woman said with a lofty sniff. “We are getting ahead of ourselves. Jasper Cloud, do you accept I, Vessa Soulship, as your master, thereby promising to obey all my commands, and occasionally the commands of my Beacons as well, in exchange for knowledge, training, and a place to stay?” 
 
    “I... do,” I said reluctantly, glumly reminding myself that until very recently, I had been getting all of those things for free. 
 
    “Excellent!” the ship-woman said briskly as she clapped her hands. “We will save the ceremonial drinking together for later. For now, though, I will fulfill these new obligations, by giving you both knowledge and commands. 
 
    “First, the knowledge: I like being pampered,” she declared brazenly. “It is a character flaw of mine that can easily lead to abuse, which is why I work so hard to repress it all the time, and fight you whenever you try to do something nice for me. You see, Jas, I kept trying to warn you about not poking that side of me with a metaphorical stick, but you wouldn’t listen. Can you guess the consequences of your actions?” 
 
    “Do I have to keep giving you help whenever I think you might appreciate it, only now you won’t complain when I do so?” I asked plainly, not entirely sure how I felt about this new dramatic flair that had shown up in my brand-new master. 
 
    “Wrong!” she grinned exultantly. “Instead of helping me whenever you want, now you have to help me whenever I want, which is all the time! Though, given how overly solicitous you already were, isn’t actually much of a change,” she mumbled under her breath. In a blink, she brightened again. “But still! Bring me a pouch full of water!” 
 
    “Got it,” I said indifferently, glad that her first request was an easy one. 
 
    “And have another one ready for my Beacon!” Vessa practically crowed the demand. “So that we will not have to share two cups between the three of us!” 
 
    “Done,” I said, grabbing the pouch I had just converted right before I began Drawing last night, while everyone else was sleeping. “You want a drink right now, too, Nova?” I asked, just to make sure I understood everything that was happening. 
 
    “I’m actually—” Nova began, before Vessa cut her off with another shout. 
 
    “She wants two drinks!” the ship-woman declared imperiously. “Wait for her to finish, then take her cup back for a refill!” 
 
    “Come to think of it, I really am thirsty,” Nova admitted, giving Vessa a surprised glance. “I’d ask how Vessa knew if I wasn’t already afraid of the answer. Do you mind, Jas?” 
 
    “He does not!” Vessa exclaimed with dramatic relish. The interjection was practically a screech.  
 
    “I really don’t,” I admitted, as Nova took a drink and handed her pouch back to me. “The water dispenser is maybe six short steps away from us. This isn’t exactly abuse of power, especially compared to what goes on back home.” 
 
    “Less talk, more service!” Vessa commanded, pointing a finger at us. Her eyes twinkled,  her behavior practically daring me to object.  
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said as I handed Nova a full pouch moments later. “Got it.” 
 
    She-fine? Nestor sent worriedly. Sound-strange. 
 
    I am sure we would sound strange too, if we had been trapped inside this place for so long without anyone to talk to, I assured the little mouse. She’ll probably be fine in a minute. But why don’t you go check on her just in case? 
 
    Nestor squeaked in delighted agreement as he darted off my shoulder and scampered into Vessa’s capsule. The ship-woman’s expression immediately shifted from mock haughtiness to true delight as she squealed in excitement over the little mouse. He responded to her enthusiasm by tickling her nose with his tail. 
 
    “You came over here on your own!” she cooed happily, as if Nestor hadn’t done this exact same thing on a daily basis. “This is so sweet, I can forgive Jasper for whatever he did that made me mad!” 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, thought better of it just in time, and closed it before she had the chance to notice. 
 
    “Um,” Vessa flushed with sudden embarrassment, peeking up sheepishly from the fluffy lifemouse as he rubbed against her hands. “Thank you for putting up with that, Jasper. I’ve been cooped up in this thing for so long, I needed some way to release. You were a really good sport about all of that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said simply, because I could tell that she had more to say. 
 
    “And I don’t actually want to make you my personal slave,” she continued. “But this does make me feel a lot better about making you do things for me. I know times have changed since I’ve been... around,” she said uncomfortably, referencing back when her people still ruled the night sky. “But having a formal commitment with you helps remind me that you are benefiting from all of this as well.” 
 
    “I’m glad it helps,” I shrugged. “It’s not an issue for me, unless you get too unreasonable.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” she murmured with a dangerous smile, not elaborating further. 
 
    “Can we get back to what we were talking about earlier?” Nova spoke up again, looking as if she felt she was the only sane person in the room right now. She coughed delicately and began nonchalantly scooting away from Vessa’s capsule. “We were talking about what we needed to do next, and also looking at Jas’ soul to make sure he was okay.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Vessa replied absently. “He’s fine. He absorbed a dangerous amount of power that would have caused him a host of problems had he not taken the precaution of activating his regeneration technique first. Good idea, Jas. I want you to get into a routine of activating that technique each time you Draw or absorb power. It will make the process more stable, and occasionally a little faster. Also, now that we’ve had our talk, I want you to involve me in decisions concerning what to absorb from a slain Sourcebeast. I promise to give you advice that will respect your long-term goals.” 
 
    I nodded obediently. Despite our recent argument, Vessa had done plenty for me that I deeply appreciated. 
 
    “I’m still upset that you took such a risk without telling us, though, Jas,” Nova grumbled. “I mean, I get it, but—” 
 
    Nestor, I pleaded silently. 
 
    Yes-yes! 
 
    The little rodent suddenly leaped from the capsule and scampered up Nova’s pant leg. Once he reached the blonde woman’s shoulder, he stretched his neck as high as he could and began furiously rubbing his fluffy ears against her jaw. 
 
    “Oh my gosh, he really is that adorable!” the second woman squealed, and I suppressed my sigh of relief. I wondered how many more times I could get away with this before Vessa or Nova caught on that Nestor jumped up to them every time they were angry with me. Better to save it for emergencies, I decided. 
 
    “Nova did have a point,” I said. “What elements do you currently need the most? How much should we get, and from where?” 
 
    “Since there are two of you now,” Vessa mused, watching Nestor nuzzle Nova with a content expression on her face, and rubbing her own jaw as if she could feel what Nova was currently feeling, “I can just confess that I need a large amount of, well, everything. More water and soil samples. Some biodegradable material, like leaves or even loose fur. Don’t bring me any animal droppings, though,” she said with a shudder. “And since this probably just occurred to you to ask me about, Jas, practitioners convert everything their body doesn’t use into either more oxygen or Source energy. Otherwise I would have never let you see me, let alone carry me down the halls. Don’t ask how it works, because I’m tired and it’s complicated to explain.” 
 
    I actually wasn’t curious, and chose to take her word for it immediately. 
 
    “Moving on,” the ship-woman announced. “Again, since it will be safer for you two to collect resources, I’m going to have you go on a larger run for me. You’re going to get the things I just talked about, and this time, I don’t need any specific amounts, just as much as you can safely collect. Take as many vials as you want. There are extras in the other wardrobe.” She punched two more buttons on the inside of her capsule, wincing as blue energy left her body and traveled along the conduits to activate another pedestal across the floor. It rose and opened to reveal a closet containing a second satchel and what I presumed were outfits for female practitioners, although I tried not to be caught looking. 
 
    “Is there a reason you have a second wardrobe terminal?” I asked, pointedly averting my gaze. 
 
    “I actually have several,” Vessa said simply. “This room was originally designed to accommodate over a dozen people who could have lost their own storage devices, and clothing takes up more space than food rations. Also, I found that keeping men and women’s clothing separate tends to be very good for morale, as—for whatever reason—men in most cultures I have seen simply have no idea how to properly fold or clean most forms of women’s clothing. Hopefully, that has changed in recent years.” 
 
    I chose not to answer her, changing the subject instead. 
 
    “Should I step away for a moment?” I asked, predicting what might happen next. 
 
    “Why, yes, Jasper, that’s an excellent idea. The clothing on my ship will be lighter, more durable, and more comfortable than what Nova is currently wearing. Giving her some space to change would be a noble idea. Come to think of it, I would like to change as well. I have literally been wearing the same blouse and trousers for decades, if not longer. I am far more comfortable with Nova changing me than I would be with you, Jasper...no offense. Would you mind waiting out in the hall for us?” 
 
    I nodded, turning to walk out of the room and began thinking very, very careful thoughts. Nestor squeaked and started to follow me, before Vessa spoke up again. 
 
    “Not you, little friend,” the ship-woman said cheerfully. “You stay in here and stand guard.” 
 
    Guard-who? the little mouse asked me, confused. Why-why? 
 
    Because they wish to feel entertained, I told them. And because they do not realize that you can currently share impressions with me regarding what you see. 
 
    Should-I? the little mouse asked in a confused tone. 
 
    If they ever figure out you can do so, definitely not, I said, no longer walking forward. If they don’t... never mind. 
 
    “Now that I think about it, I’m still tired,” I said as I headed over to my capsule. “I’m just going to reseal the capsule and take a nap.” 
 
    “That should work,” Nova spoke up. “Just don’t open the black seal before I knock on it, or I’ll kick your butt. I mean it.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I climbed into the wonderfully padded bed. I closed the lid and did my best to think about how soft and comfortable the capsule was, and nothing else, until sleep took me again. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    I woke up sooner than I wanted, staring up at the opaque screen over my head. I waited for a few moments, then gave up and knocked on the glass. No one answered. I took a moment to curse how teenage and dramatic we were all being about this, then knocked harder. It should not take anyone this long to change their clothes, my brain insisted as I beat out a series of loud raps. Finally, someone rapped back on the other side of the screen. 
 
    “Sorry, Jasper,” Nova called out, her voice muffled by my screen. “You can come out now.” 
 
    I hit the button next to my padding, and the screen slowly opened. As I lifted myself up, I saw the two women sitting next to each other, happy and not arguing presently. 
 
    “Hi, Jas,” Vessa said with an inexplicably shy smile. “Thanks for being patient with us.” 
 
    I wanted to complain and tell her that they were being overly cautious with me, and that it wasn’t necessary for me to completely leave a room this large, especially one so full of obstructions to hide behind. Any of us could have literally just walked around a corner for five minutes, instead of having me lock myself in my bed or some other drastic idea. But by then, my mind had caught up with my eyes, and the sight took my breath away. 
 
    “Sorry we took so long,” She added as she ran a hand through her dark hair. “Nova was able to help me wash up. I finally feel clean. How do I look?” 
 
    Vessa had been in a sorry state back when I had first found her. She had been confined to a capsule that granted life support to her flesh-body, while the other half of her, the ship itself, gradually suffered more and more damage. If that wasn’t enough, she had to somehow manage to hold everything together all while being hunted by monsters that were chasing her through space and even infesting the ship itself. The more damage her ship-body suffered, the more strength her flesh-body lost, until she was too weak to leave the capsule and walk over to the food cooler a short distance away, or to get a drink or a shower from the nearby water dispenser. She had been limited by necessity to clean herself with whatever qi she could occasionally spare. Her painfully thin body, an odd contrast to her enchanting face, was evidence of the scant trace nutrients she had been able to scavenge from her capsule, and both her hair and clothes had looked like tattered rags. 
 
    Now, she was glorious. 
 
    Her body had reacted quickly to finally receiving the proper nutrients, filling out her slight frame to healthier proportions, though I suspected she still had a long way to go before she recovered her original figure. Her hair had been cleaned and trimmed—how Nova had managed that, I had no idea—and was bound in a short, loose ponytail, pulled back into a flattering frame that complimented her cheeks and smile. Her threadbare garments had been replaced and probably thrown in whatever served as a trash bin around here, and in their place she wore a white, comfortable-looking robe tied in the front. It covered most of her figure, indicating that she still got cold outside her capsule. 
 
    But the most striking feature was how comfortable she looked now. She had very clearly hated every minute I had seen her in her frail, unwashed state. Now she looked as if a dozen boulders had dropped from her back, and her entire demeanor  was now light, and free, and oh so radiantly happy. It lifted my own spirits to see her glow like this, especially after watching her as she mourned her failed efforts, wept over her slain crew, and begged me for death so that she could finally escape all the hungry things in this ship that incessantly menaced her. 
 
    Right now, in this moment, she had beaten all of those tragedies, and every language I knew failed to capture the magnificence of that sight. 
 
    “I...” I stammered uselessly, before giving up and just smiling. “Yes. Just yes, Vessa. Thank you. Fantastic. Marvelous. Well done.” 
 
    I realized how stupid I sounded, and awkwardly closed my mouth. But the ship-woman giggled inexplicably. 
 
    “Thank you, Jas,” she beamed. “That’s a perfect response. Alright, enough entertaining my vanity. Thank you again, Nova,” Vessa said as she paused to smile gratefully at her Beacon. “I owe you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” my childhood friend said with a bright grin of her own. Nova had also had a chance to change. Her outfit resembled a martial artist’s uniform, consisting of a jacket, slitted from hips to a hem that reached just above her knees, and loose trousers that freed her to move easily. Her transformation wasn’t as extreme, thanks to her body receiving appropriate care for some time, but the garments still suited her well, adding to the heroic and purposeful air she always wrapped herself in. “But you’re right,” the beautiful Beacon continued. “We’ve got work to do. Tell us what the plan is, Vessa.” 
 
    “We’re in range of a cluster of essence-dominant worlds,” the ship-woman said in a business-like tone. “It’s the farthest place away from our enemies that I could reach with the power I had. That jump drained most of my reserves again, but now that Nova’s here...” She gave her Beacon another glance. “I can start recovering faster, and more thoroughly. No offense, Jas,” Vessa added quickly as she glanced at me. “It’s just part of what she was designed to do. I still want your help, like we discussed. But anyway, you’re going to the essence world of Bemi. It’s a low-tech world, largely because of the fact that essence-rich worlds don’t normally need a lot of technology. The augmented bodies of essence practitioners solve most of their natural weaknesses. However, even a natal-stage practitioner armed with a blade or spear is at least as dangerous as a warrior from your world wielding an automatic firearm, and the later stages are even more powerful. Be careful. That goes for you too, Nova,” the ship-woman said as she looked back at my friend. “You’ll make short work of most novice practitioners, but you won’t recover your mana very quickly on this world. Don’t engage in any fights you don’t have to.” 
 
    “So you still want us to run from any threat we find,” I said to clarify. 
 
    “No,” Vessa’s gray eyes flashed. “I want you to run from most threats, but there are specific ones I need you to engage, destroy, and harvest components from. Especially you, Jas,” she added firmly. “Since you have officially made me your master, I have a regimen for you. You’re going to work on your essence by hunting, killing, and eating certain creatures.” 
 
    I nodded confidently, still eager to try out my newfound strength. A moment later, I remembered that I hadn’t made refusing to eat certain foods as part of our bargain, and that Vessa could order me to eat literally anything as long as she could justify it as part of our training. 
 
    What have I done? I asked myself in consternation, as the ship-woman continued speaking. 
 
    “I need at least two handfuls of the red soil you’ll find on this world, preferably five. Don’t gather more than that, because you’ll need room for a lot of other items. Especially meat,” she sighed. “Good grief, I miss meat. Focus, Vessa, focus. I’ll also need three vials of water from any lake you can find—no stagnant water. You can bathe if you want, Jas,” she said to me, and I suddenly remembered how many monsters I had stabbed, burned, or brained in the days since my last bath, then immediately began wondering why I hadn’t had the chance to use the water dispenser myself. “But the water isn’t likely to provide you any new benefits, since you already used the pool on Lunei’s world. There are greater pools that can still contribute enhancements, but they’re going to be protected by powerful sects or tribes, and I want you to stay far, far away from them. Their champions can tear both of you in half at the same time. Anyway, get me five vials of water, then eight handfuls of grass, preferably some that is growing next to an essence lake.” 
 
    “Do you want whole blades, or should we shred it up?” I asked, for caution’s sake. 
 
    “Either is fine, but it sounds like you wish to ask if I am going to eat the grass itself,” Vessa said wryly. “The answer is no. You’re going to load it into my capsule the same way you loaded the soil and water.” 
 
    I had in fact been wondering that, but had no desire to open my mouth and admit it. Vessa’s smirk showed that she had probably guessed my next question as well. 
 
    “I have no current plans to make you eat grass either, Jasper. Unless you do something very stupid and require punishment,” she threatened teasingly. “Moving on. Once you get enough grass, you’re going to head for a patch of short, thorny trees that produce fuzzy-looking fruit. They’ll look like a spiky version of Earth’s kiwi fruits, but they will be the size of your fist. Nova should eat a couple, but Jasper, you will need to eat at least three. If you have time before a predator finds you, eat a total of five. More than that will be difficult to digest and leave you vulnerable to an inevitable attack. Now listen carefully: these are the animals I want you to kill, Jasper.” The serious edge in her voice punctuated her final criteria. “They will be similar to the wolves you have seen on Earth, though they will be far larger and stronger. Do not underestimate them, because they will be on a completely different level than the eaterlings you fought earlier. Nova will help you handle the pack, but I want you to fight one on your own. If the two of you face more than, say, nine or ten, or if a predator larger than these wolves come after you, I want you to run and head back to the ship. Otherwise, Jasper is going to kill at least one wolf and harvest its hide, bones, and meat. Keep the bones and hide, but cook and eat the meat over an open flame.” 
 
    “Will I need to clean my kill before I cook it?” I asked as I struggled to recall the process. My parents had taken me camping, and even hunting, once before, but the only creatures I had caught and eaten since then were no bigger than my hands, and I frankly didn’t wish to remember any of the experience. 
 
    “Yes,” Vessa said simply. “Just empty the guts and other material as best as you can. Put it in another bag and bring it aboard my ship. My ship-body can decompose the material, much like it did with the eaterlings, except that I will get far more benefit from doing so. Once you are finished harvesting your kills, return to the ship. That will help me regain all the power I have spent over the last few days, and put me on track for reactivating a few new systems. Any further questions?” 
 
    “Yes,” I spoke up, as Nova shook her head. “If I find anything new, should I bring it back here? Like Nestor from Techne, or the qi plums from the world of the Sparkling Sky Sect?” 
 
    “I’m already going to have you collect as much as you can carry,” Vessa answered. “If you can fit something into that Soulscape of yours, go for it, but I’m not expecting you to discover anything else. I know this world fairly well. However,” she said as she looked toward me. “We still need to stabilize the new substages you have gained. There are a number of ways we can do this, and several suggestions I’d like to offer you. But since you are so bent on traveling down your own special path,” she added, a grumpy note creeping into her voice, “I am going to need you to decide on what you wish to develop and specialize in, which is unfortunate, since you have literally never seen a practitioner or Sourcebeast before a few days ago.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” I admitted, shrugging helplessly. “I have no idea what to even ask you for.” 
 
    “Beyond emphatically refusing to spend the rest of your near-immortal life safe and comfortable, you mean,” Vessa amended needlessly. 
 
    “Also correct,” I said firmly. “Not while you, Nova, and the rest of the night sky are all in danger.” 
 
    “So you wish to be a protector,” Vessa attempted to clarify. 
 
    “If that’s what we need me to be.” I nodded. “And so far, that’s been part of the job.” 
 
    “It has,” Vessa admitted. “But is that what you want to specifically focus your Advancement on?” 
 
    Her question stumped me. 
 
    “Is that what you will need the most?” I asked helplessly. “Because otherwise, that would be a mistake.” 
 
    Vessa sighed as she covered her face with her palms. 
 
    “I swear, Jas, every time I try to talk to you about this, we wind up going in complete circles. I keep asking you what you want, you keep telling me that what you want depends on what I want, and then you reject everything you don’t believe is in my best interests, all while waiting for me to tell you what you should do...” 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply, then realized that she had just made a disturbingly valid criticism of my behavior. 
 
    “May I suggest something?” Nova interjected gently. She had been silently observing our exchange with her arms crossed, nodding as she listened, but not interrupting until now. “I think I know how to fix this.” 
 
    “Please,” Vessa begged, still covering her face. 
 
    “Jasper has spent the last ten years of his life without any opportunities whatsoever,” Nova explained, holding out her hands. “He has repeatedly been told that his basic needs were not valid, and that his very existence was shameful, all for reasons beyond his control. He has no basis for even comprehending anything beyond his own immediate needs, and I know this because every time those were even halfway met, he focused on taking care of me instead. He was like that for the rest of the younger kids as well. The best way to help him is to give him a flexible foundation that will give him the time he needs to figure out what he wants, in addition to something that will always allow him to survive and protect.” 
 
    “That’s...” Vessa said pensively, as she slowly lowered her hands. “A really good idea, actually. And it lines up with what I was already considering for him. Jasper, do you have any objections?” 
 
    “None at all,” I said gratefully as I shook my head. “And thank you, Nova.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the beautiful woman said with another smile. “I’ve had a couple years to figure you out.” 
 
    Then she turned her gaze back to Vessa and nodded for her to continue speaking. 
 
    “In that case, Jas, your first substages should each focus on the Source itself. I want your first wisp to be the study of mana, your first drop to contain pure qi, and your first crack to be the essence of a beast itself. If you’re ready, I can show you how to get started, and then you both can leave.” She waited for my nod, then continued. “Good, go ahead and sit down. This will actually help you make future decisions, because you’ll have a better understanding of how to best apply each Source. Now let’s start with qi, since that’s the most flexible and forgiving of the three energies...” 
 
    I sat cross-legged on the floor, assuming the same position Vessa had instructed me to use for Drawing. As she continued to speak, I focused on her lessons and tried to understand the very nature of qi itself. 
 
    Most of it eluded me, just as she said it would, and that was fine. I would have been disappointed if I could completely understand one of the three cornerstones of universal power in the same amount of time it took for a cigarette to burn out. But I was able to get a good grasp of the basics. 
 
    For practitioners, each Source dealt with the limitations found in human, or human-like, bodies. Essence increased the amount of raw potential one had, letting them permanently improve farther before hitting limitations. Mana revealed clever new ways to circumvent mortal constraints, although the solutions were often temporary. Qi refined the existing restrictions, gradually making them less prevalent until they were almost completely erased, giving the practitioner a mix of raw potential as well as clever ways to circumvent the few barriers they still had. With all three Sources, the process was done in stages and substages. Where mana substages relied on careful study, and essence relied on developing an instinctive level of understanding, qi substages treated their discoveries as arts, nebulous ideas that were equal parts study and innate comprehension. 
 
    Which, as Vessa had pointed out, was the very nature of qi itself: understanding combined with refinement and practice. Transcendence through the navigation of hazy boundaries. 
 
    By the time I was finished, the first drop of qi in my soul had stabilized. It was now a murky, milky liquid bead of unfiltered power, like a foggy beam of refracted light that had been trapped inside a raindrop. It followed the rest of the qi through my body, settling and calming each area it traveled through. 
 
    “Excellent,” Vessa smiled as she spoke. “Well done, Jas. Focusing on a Source itself is an often underestimated path to power on many worlds. Most practitioners find it to be demeaning, largely because they are already aware of what they one day hope to achieve, and can get there by only focusing on the traits they want most. You will have to work far harder for your power, but if you are consistent, you will achieve that which even sages have never dared to dream.” 
 
    I could hear the excitement in her voice, and it warmed me. At first, her words made me feel as if I had made a mistake. My Soulscape already made it difficult for me to Advance unless I was constantly finding new opportunities, and Vessa had clearly outlined the dangers of seeking power that way. But she no longer seemed nervous about my condition. Instead, she sounded confident and determined. She believes in me, I suddenly realized. And not only that, she’s determined to help me achieve my goals, now that she finally knows what they are. 
 
    It’s called honor, my father’s voice said in my mind. Honor is where respect and aid meet. Remember that, son. Especially when you get older. 
 
    The wound I had felt Vessa give my pride earlier dissolved as it was smothered by intense gratitude. I shifted my knees so that I could bow on the floor before Vessa, dipping my head low as I spoke. 
 
    “The disciple greets and thanks his master,” I said, just as my mother had taught me to do, back when she had given me my first lesson in martial arts. “I am profoundly grateful for this, Vessa. What words cannot say, I hope for my actions to one day show.” 
 
    “I...” the ship-woman stammered in surprise. “That’s unnecessary, Jasper. Especially after all you’ve done for me. But I’m glad you are happy with what I tried to do. We’ll work on the rest of the substages later, so that we can give this one time to balance your body a little more.” She shifted her attention back to Nova. “Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “Not really.” The blonde woman shook her head. “I should stick to my own plan, though? Like we talked about?” 
 
    “Heal, lead, and fight,” Vessa  confirmed with a nod. “That’s exactly what we all need from you.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” Nova squared her shoulders confidently. “Are you ready to go, Jas?” 
 
    “As far as I know,” I replied as I grabbed the satchel and a few more pouches from the cooler. A random thought occurred to me as I lifted the strap to my shoulder. “Vessa, this will probably sound like a foolish question, but do you need any air from that world?” 
 
    The gray ship-woman nodded as she looked at me. 
 
    “That sounded like a very foolish question, Jas,” she confirmed. “Your instincts were spot-on. I’d make fun of you even more for asking it, but you might actually have a way to contain the air with your Soulscape, so yes. Grab a couple lungfuls if you can somehow carry it. And no, I don’t have anything like your planet’s oxygen tanks on my ship-body, because my systems produce oxygen automatically. It’s one of the hardest parts of me to destroy, harder even than the engines, so if it’s broken, I’m likely already dead and so is everyone else on board.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said, realizing that trying to import air with said tanks would probably be a complicated process anyway. 
 
    “Besides,” Vessa added. “At the later stages, practitioners have all sorts of ways to use Source energy to help themselves breathe. Alright, that’s enough random questions. Remember, the sooner you both get what I need, the sooner you can come back. That keeps me safe as well,” the ship-woman said solemnly. 
 
    She had a point. There had been no further attacks since we reclaimed the emergency drive room, but that was no reason to assume our sanctuary would last forever. 
 
    I remembered the three voices that had spoken to me earlier, their bloodthirsty desire for Vessa’s flesh-body driving every word, and suppressed a shudder. I will get stronger, I silently promised. And I will help those I care for to get stronger as well. 
 
    We carried Vessa back to her capsule, because she was still too weak to stand on her own power. Hopefully that would change for her soon, but in the meantime, I was determined to do all I could for her. I took comfort in the fact that she at least seemed happier and healthier, now that she had eaten more and had changed into clean clothing. 
 
    I turned to show Nova where to stand, but my childhood friend was already walking to the proper location. Hopefully she would explain to me just what Vessa had already imparted to her when they had merged. For all I knew, Nova should very well be the one showing me around now. 
 
    “Jasper,” she whispered, sounding uncertain again. “I haven’t forgotten that we still need to talk. There just hasn’t been a good time yet.” 
 
    Is it about what you told me before? I thought to myself. Your confession, the one you made because you thought you were about to die anyway? 
 
    “You’re right,” I said instead, “things have been too busy for us to have a private conversation. And I don’t know what private means anymore, frankly, because I’m still trying to work out exactly how you’re connected to Vessa.” 
 
    “Me, too,” the blonde woman admitted. “And I think the same is true for me—I mean, her,” she added in a low voice. 
 
    That was even more confusing, especially since Nova was supposedly a part of Vessa to begin with. Then again, there were parts of my body that I used all the time but didn’t fully understand either. I desperately told myself that those facts were close to the same thing. 
 
    “Why don’t we talk when we return?” I offered, figuring that my friend was about to make that exact suggestion herself. She nodded gratefully, closing the matter for now. 
 
    Nestor squeaked as he scampered up my shoulder, apparently just waking up from a nap. I looked over to Vessa and saw her yawn as well, looking far more tired than she had been a moment ago. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said as she waved a hand over her mouth. “Hope you two weren’t talking to me a minute ago. I’m going to be sleeping while you’re gone, but that won’t affect your ability to return. Just pull on your link to my ship-body and it will activate automatically, just like it always does. And Jasper?” She stopped yawning long enough to glare at me. “Don’t get injured again, and make me think you died.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said, not wanting to repeat the experience either. 
 
    “I won’t let it happen,” Nova said firmly, already gripping her war-baton. 
 
    “Good enough,” Vessa said as she pressed a button and closed her eyes. “Be safe, the both of you. And come back soon.” 
 
    With that farewell, we faded from Vessa’s world of metal and blue light, and arrived somewhere bright and warm. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Sunshine spilled over me as my feet touched soft grass. Nova arrived right beside me, golden hair whipping through the air as she raised her weapon in a ready stance, but nothing attacked us as we took a moment to gain our bearings. I took a deep breath of air and surveyed our surroundings as Nestor sniffed the air for potential predators. 
 
    All-clear, the little mouse sent to my mind. We-safe. 
 
    I took my bonded companion’s word for it as I took in the waving green plains spreading out before us. Here and there, small trees jutted out from the ground, big enough to provide shade, but nowhere near the size of the giant pines growing on Lunei’s world. Patches of the red dirt clustered around their roots, giving us a reason to walk under their limbs. The air was certainly warm, but not uncomfortably so. I suspected I would have thought differently before my first Advancement, and especially in my former weakened body. 
 
    “This looks...” Nova spoke up as she took in the giant expanse of grass and sky. “Like it should be familiar.” 
 
    “That’s because places almost exactly like this used to exist back on Earth,” I answered as I walked forward, savoring the feel of the sun and wind on my skin. “The country my father came from had great plains like this in the middle of it, before it was absorbed by the Glorious State. You probably lived near one just like this, back when you were too young to remember, before the Republic began its displacement programs. A few of these plains might even still be there, just quarantined off for unknown purposes.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Nova said as she followed me toward the closest tree. “I understand timber has its uses, but why get rid of great plains of grass? It’s not like they were making an effort to create more housing.” 
 
    That last bit was true. For the last decade, the global government had chosen to contain its population by just stacking housing on top of housing. But I had asked my father this very question, so I gave Nova the answer he had given me. 
 
    “Certain landmasses serve as identifying features for people,” I said to her. “They remind them that they came from a certain place, have a certain history, had a culture of their very own before the time of the Global Republic. The Glorious State didn’t want any number of people to find common ground, so they just stacked us all together and put up enough surveillance to make us too afraid to talk to each other, much less be able to unite and rise up.” 
 
    Nova didn’t answer me immediately. Instead she frowned as we kept walking toward the closest tree. 
 
    “I hate that I can’t call that idea ridiculous,” she finally said, staring forward. “And I hate that I never noticed it myself. I was committed to fixing everything from the inside, thinking there was a rot I could cleanse, instead of realizing that the whole thing needed to be pulled down.” 
 
    “When we get stronger, we will do exactly that,” I promised. “All the dragons and bureaucrats combined won’t be enough to stop us then.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” Nova said as we reached the shade of the small tree. 
 
    Nestor sniffed again, but nothing lurked in the tree except for a few bird-like creatures that immediately flew off. I watched them head to a new-growth forest in the distance before kneeling down and examining the dirt. It looked to be exactly the kind Vessa had asked us to collect, so I opened my pack and began scooping handfuls into a partition on the front of the satchel. I had to dig a little, but there was just enough to collect everything I needed all at once, though I had to work carefully around a patch that looked disturbingly similar to a large ant mound. 
 
    Meanwhile, my Soulscape had begun absorbing from the environment all on its own. It had already swallowed great gulps of air while I had been walking, and now that my hands were close to the ground, it started sucking up every spare particle it could. I had to rein it in the entire time I collected samples for Vessa, so when I finally let it loose, it tried to turn my palm into an angry vacuum cleaner. Twigs, dirt, and loose bark tumbled into the invisible hole in my palm even when my hand was several inches away from touching anything. 
 
    I jumped up and let out a surprised yelp when a small worm was pulled out of the ground, tumbling inside my spiritual world. I shook my hand as hard as I could to try and get the creature out, but my planet just spun happily as it absorbed its first living creature, paying no heed to the angry thoughts I directed toward it. A mere moment later, the worm shot back out of my palm, wiggling its way down into the dirt and probably frightened out of its little invertebrate mind. 
 
    But just before it vanished, I detected the tiniest trace of essence from it. Somehow, its interaction with my Soulscape had refined it slightly, putting the primitive creature on the path to becoming a full-fledged Sourcebeast. 
 
    “Sorry,” Nova said when she finally stopped giggling. “But the way you jerked around was hilarious. What exactly happened back there?” 
 
    “My Soulscape decided it wanted something, and forgot that it needed to notify me before collecting it,” I grumbled, glowering at my own palm in frustration. “I don’t understand how the thing can have a mind of its own.” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” Nova answered. “Didn’t Vessa explain? Your Soulscape is part of you. It’s both a reflection of your personality and a visualization of certain ideals you hope to achieve.” 
 
    “Now you’re telling me that I secretly want to start swallowing worms,” I glared at my best friend. “Enough for it to be a key personality trait.” 
 
    “Actually, no. I haven’t said anything about worms yet,” she replied with a playful smirk. “That confession was entirely on you.” 
 
    Oh, well played, I thought irritably, and turned my focus directly onto my asinine inner orb. 
 
    To my surprise, I could now find a little worm traveling around on the surface of my planet, digging through the dirt I had absorbed earlier. The creature was translucent, like my Soulscape itself, but otherwise it was an exact copy of the poor creature my Soulscape had sucked up. 
 
    Including the trace of essence energy the creature had recently gained. 
 
    I turned my gaze from my internal planet and knelt down over the mound I had noticed earlier. 
 
    “Jasper?” Nova asked in a confused voice. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Trying to understand more about my Soulscape,” I answered as I carefully poked at the mound, hoping its inhabitants would be different than the fire ants now commonly found throughout the Global Republic. 
 
    A tiny head poked out of the mound and waved its antennae about, trying to find the source of the disturbance to its home. It climbed the rest of the way out, looking for all the world like the ants I had come to hate on the city streets, except that it was smaller, darker in color, and had much longer antennae. 
 
    And, since it did not immediately decide to kill me and all that I loved, it was definitely not a fire ant. 
 
    “Jasper, that was just a joke,” Nova said anxiously. “I didn’t really mean you should go around collecting bugs now. That would be weird.” 
 
    “Hush, Nova,” I admonished. “Destiny calls.” 
 
    I poked the mound again, and a flurry of the tiny arthropods responded. They scrambled out of the mound to begin defending and investigating, which was just what I wanted. 
 
    My Soulscape pulsed eagerly as it activated its suction function. Ants and particles of dirt tumbled upward, disappearing upon contact. Moments later, my spinning planet spat them back out, with enhanced, essence-carrying copies now recreating their mound on my tiny world’s surface. 
 
    I stood up, pleased with my success. Each ant had less than a full mote of essence, but there had been almost a hundred of them, and their presence seemed to be improving the planet itself. The spinning world grew ever so slightly before my eyes, causing a host of tiny changes I would need more time to understand. 
 
    “Oh, right,” Nova said in relief as I rose to my feet. “You just have a collection-type Soulscape. That makes a little more sense. I think,” she added skeptically. 
 
    “It’s a grabby, greedy little thing, but Vessa said I should feed it whenever I have the opportunity,” I replied, remembering to start sending my battery ring back and forth from the world. “Speaking of which, I never found out anything about your Soulscape, or how you even learned about it.” 
 
    “I learned a lot of things when I merged with Vessa,” Nova said with a smile. “My Soulscape is probably my favorite thing, but I can’t show you here because we might draw attention. And I don’t want to tell you yet, because it would spoil the surprise.” 
 
    That was annoying, but I decided not to argue with her. 
 
    “Just promise me that you’ll tell me about it when I actually need to know,” I replied. “I don’t want to start throwing fire around and have it get sucked into a magical sword you have or something.” 
 
    “It’s not a weapon,” Nova said as she shook her head. “I’d have given the baton back to you if it was. It just helps me move and heal. And inspire,” she added with a smile. “But yeah, I’ll tell you more in a bit. Just let a girl have her secrets, okay, Jasper?” 
 
    “Fine,” I told her, turning to leave the tree’s shade. “But as punishment, you have to help me find more bugs.” 
 
    The blonde woman groaned as she walked quickly to keep up with me. 
 
    “Jasper, I really think Vessa had something more dignified in mind for your training.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said with a shrug, before looking over at Nestor. You’ve been rather patient, little friend. Would you like to start looking around? 
 
    Yes-yes! my fluffy friend squeaked. I-scout! 
 
    I grinned as he sped off, privately impressed. ‘Scout’ seemed like it was a new word for Jasper. The little mouse’s speech was improving rapidly, and I suspected he would soon be able to talk more. 
 
    For now, though, he seemed content to exasperate Nova by pointing out the location of every ant, grasshopper, and beetle he could find, to my Soulscape’s semi-sentient delight. 
 
    “Actually, come to think of it,” I mused as I knelt over an isolated patch of grass. “I think I might even be able to...” I trailed off, holding my hand over one of the green blades. 
 
    My Soulscape seemed to hesitate for a moment, then made a decision and sucked up the entire plant, blade, roots, and soil. It spun more forcefully, as if it was struggling to digest a meal, then finally popped the plant back into the earth, leaving a spiritual version of the plant inside my inner world. My Soulscape had placed it next to the rest of the dirt and water I had absorbed before, and fortunately there was more than enough for the little plant to live off of. 
 
    The plant now generated the tiniest shred of essence, and, to my surprise, it added a small trickle of qi into my inner world. The real plant seemed to be doing the same thing. 
 
    “This is amazing,” I breathed as I tried to comprehend exactly what was happening. 
 
    “I think you need a new perspective, Jasper,” Nova said dubiously. “Because whatever you’re doing still looks weird to everyone else.” 
 
    “Good thing the only people out here are the ones that have to put up with me, then,” I grinned roguishly, moving to suck up the next patch of grass and discovering that my Soulscape and storage ability had increased in size. “Nova, the reason I’m doing this is because it’s augmenting my Soulscape. In these past few minutes, I’ve increased its total essence by almost a third, and it’s starting to generate its own qi as well.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” my friend said in surprise, eyes widening slightly. “I thought your Soulscape just stored and refined objects?” 
 
    “It does that,” I affirmed, “but now it’s started making little copies of whatever I add to it, even if it doesn’t keep the item itself. And both the living things and their copies generate Source energy after my planet refines them.” 
 
    Nova blinked at that news. 
 
    “That really is amazing,” she said. “Improving a practitioner’s Soulscape is supposed to be really difficult. It normally only happens when we Draw or Advance. It’s a shame you don’t have a combat-type Soulscape, or that would be an even bigger benefit.” 
 
    We’ll see about that, I thought to myself defiantly. I could already see that my Soulscape had a lot more combat potential than Vessa or Nova suspected, and I’d take its current form over something like an extra weapon any day of the week. In fact... 
 
    I verified that I still had spiritual copies of the two improvised daggers I had managed to store in my Soulscape just before I battled the cage drake on Earth. I had lost the originals during the fight, as well as the spear I had worked so hard to improve, but I carefully pulled on the shivs, and found that they reacted, lifting from the planet’s surface. I carefully let them go and devised a plan for them in my next combat. 
 
    I need you to find me some rocks, I sent to Nestor. They need to be bigger than the pebbles I’ve shown you before, but no bigger than half the size of my fist. 
 
    We’ll see just how useful I can be in combat, I promised myself as I rose and met Nova’s gaze. “Thanks for waiting. We can get going now.” 
 
    “Good.” The blue-eyed woman nodded. “No offense, Jasper, but I’m not sure we can spend all day collecting bugs and grass, even if you actually have a use for it. There’s no telling when something will go wrong and we’ll have to return to Vessa’s ship-body.” 
 
    “Good point.” I agreed. “Let’s go to the next location, then. I’ll only start collecting when we stop for Vessa’s items.” 
 
    That was not technically true, as I continued absorbing the air around us as we walked, but Nova did not seem to notice or care. She steered us to the next location Vessa had given her, which turned out to be one of the lakes Vessa had asked us to collect water from. The fields of grass eventually parted to reveal a wide basin, with the forest of young trees we had noticed earlier on the far bank. Nestor appeared at my side to hand off another rock, the fourth one he had found so far, and then shared his impulse to scout the edge of the lake and the nearby forest. 
 
    Great idea, little friend, I praised the mouse as my Soulscape absorbed the rock he gave me. Continue to be careful, and flee from any people you see. 
 
    Yes-yes, the little mouse sighed in my mind. Learned-learned. 
 
    He darted off, and I suppressed a sigh of my own. The poor little mouse’s loss of innocence had been a painful experience. I desperately hoped it would never repeat for him. 
 
    And I hoped I would one day encounter Koram again, and be strong enough to give him a proper reckoning. 
 
    Nova watched his departure for a moment before walking up to the pool and scanning its surface intently. “The water looks safe. Jasper, do you or Nestor see anything nearby?” 
 
    “Just those birds that flew away before,” I said, spotting flecks of white and gray in one of the taller trees. “And that tree at the very edge of the woods looks to have the kind of fruit that Vessa wants us to eat and collect.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Nova acquiesced, then turned to face me. “Um,” she began awkwardly. “I think I can collect the water samples, and then I’ll go somewhere to keep watch while you bathe. Does that sound good?” 
 
    “You can keep watch wherever you wish,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t see why I’d be bothered.” 
 
    “I just think I should go somewhere with a better view,” she hedged. “I mean—never mind. I’ll just fill up the vials now, so I can go and let you do your thing.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said, still nonplussed. “I’ll guard you while you get the water.” 
 
    Nova brushed a strand of golden hair out of her face and hurried over to the water’s edge, kneeling carefully as she removed the vials. As she scooped them into the water, I looked around, watching the water’s surface in case a giant crocodile or tentacle suddenly reared out and attacked her. But the lake’s surface was perfectly still, and she finished in a matter of moments. 
 
    “That’s all the vials she said to collect,” Nova said as she rose, carefully putting the containers back into her satchel. “Don’t take too long, Jas. Remember we still have a lot to do.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said as I walked to the water’s edge, slowly sending my outer robes back into my Soulscape, and reflecting that they could use some cleaning as well. 
 
    Apparently that wasn’t what Nova meant. 
 
    “Jas, I meant for you to wait until I left before you started changing!” she shrieked, watching me with wide eyes. 
 
    “It’s just my shirt and jacket, Nova,” I pointed out, a little annoyed with her behavior. “And we practically grew up together, so this isn’t new for you.” 
 
    There had been a few times on the streets when it had been very cold and I had shared my shirt or jacket with her, back before my malnourishment had affected my growth and she was much smaller than I had been. She had seen my chest at least twice before, and never had a problem with it. 
 
    “Those are definitely new.” Her voice sounded slightly strangled, and I suddenly remembered that my appearance had changed within the last few days. She coughed delicately and flushed. “I mean, you’re right, and this isn’t a big deal, but I’m going to that slope over there, so that I can see better. See danger!” she snapped. “I can see danger better if I go stand over there! For both you and Nestor! Now stop making this awkward!” 
 
    Spinning on her heel, she clutched her satchel’s strap and stomped off toward the other side of the lake. I shook my head and began sending the rest of my clothing into my Soulscape, leaving my undershorts on in case my childhood friend glanced my way and suddenly had a massive heart attack. 
 
    I reminded myself as I stepped into the water that she had recently expressed feelings for me, and that my new appearance might be affecting her. But I had no idea what to do about it, because we were going to be stuck on a ship together for the rest of the foreseeable future. Not to mention, the only other person on board was a woman who claimed to be another piece of Nova, and, come to think of it, she behaved a little oddly around me as well. Then I shook my head, reflecting that if I really understood the behavior of any woman at all, Nova’s confession would never have taken me by surprise to begin with. 
 
    I lowered myself into the water and removed the last of my clothing, rinsing myself off. I felt the liquid’s essence linger against my skin, but it was incapable of augmenting me any more than Lunei’s lake and qi spring already had. I still sent a couple of large mouthfuls into my Soulscape, and the planet spun happily in response. Then I summoned my clothes and did what I could to clean them of all the stains they had acquired. I checked to see if my planet had created a copy of them, but had no such luck. They were also a bit of a tight fit, hard for my Soulscape to both absorb and make room for. Once I had cleaned everything as best as I could, I sent my garments back into my Soulscape to dry and began walking out of the water, stopping to absorb some tiny, curious fish that had swum over to me, along with a bit of algae that their copies would probably need for food. 
 
    “Jas, are you done?” Nova called out impatiently, as if she had an upcoming appointment she could miss. 
 
    “Yes,” I called out as I waded through the water, hearing her sigh of relief from across the pond. “On my way out now.” 
 
    “Blast it, that’s not what I meant and you know it! Hurry up and get dressed!” 
 
    “Says the woman who used to take an extra hour to get ready every morning that she had access to a clean washroom,” I grumbled under my breath, summoning my clothing back on as soon as they dried, and sending the last of my Soulscape’s new friends back into their natural habitat. 
 
    As I emerged from the pool and summoned my boots, I noticed the distant flock of birds suddenly fly out of the forest. 
 
    Nestor, I sent immediately. Are you alright? 
 
    Yes-yes, the little mouse sent to me. Strange-smells. Leave-now? 
 
    Yes, I told my bonded companion. Come back immediately. 
 
    The lifemouse sent me a mental nod. I bent down and saw that Nova had already grabbed the nearby grass samples, so I quickly summoned a few additional small blades and rose immediately, picking up my satchel in the process. 
 
    “Nova,” I called out, instantly regretting that I was making so much noise. She was already on her way, scanning the other side of the lake as she moved. I waited until she was close by before speaking again. 
 
    “Did you see the birds fly off?” I whispered quietly. 
 
    “I did,” she replied, watching the woods and gripping her war-baton. “There could be any reason for that, though.” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. For all we knew, the birds had been spooked by a small cat climbing the tree, assuming this planet had cats to begin with. “But Vessa did say we would probably find predators nearby. We should hurry over to that fruit tree we saw.” 
 
    Nova nodded in agreement. I felt for the link to the Soulship, ready to pull on it if needed. Vessa had stressed that she wanted me to start fighting, but I had every reason to be cautious. If something big and scary came our way, I didn’t even want to make the attempt to fight it. Not after my encounter with Koram. 
 
    But the walk to the tree at the edge of the forest was uneventful, just like the rest of our trip had been so far. Of course, I told myself, now that I’ve noticed this, we are guaranteed to be attacked by rogue practitioners and zombie dragons. Nestor met us at the edge of the tree, his fur currently the same color as the bark itself. 
 
    Heard-things, the little mouse sent to me. Far-off. 
 
    That was impressive, because I still hadn’t heard anything myself. In fact, the forest was surprisingly quiet. 
 
    “We should hurry,” I told Nova firmly. “Should you go first, since I will take longer?” 
 
    She nodded and immediately began plucking the large, fuzzy fruit hanging from the branches, biting into one and tossing the rest into her open satchel, her hand blurring with supernaturally quick motions. She chewed quickly, swallowing loudly as Nestor and I scrutinized the surrounding area. Except for Nova’s munching and the occasional creak and snap of branches, I heard absolutely nothing, and saw no movement whatsoever. 
 
    Until Nestor’s ears suddenly twitched. 
 
    Heard-things. Two-spots. They-hunt. 
 
    To clarify, he sent me an impression of the recent sounds: two distinct shufflings through the underbrush, suggesting that a pack of at least two creatures were trying to hunt us. 
 
    “I’m finished,” Nova said, and I turned to see her wipe her face on her sleeve. “I packed all the fruits Vessa asked, so go ahead and eat what you can.” 
 
    I nodded and began stripping the fruit from the tree, thankful that the tree had produced so much, and that it all hung in easy reach. Vessa picked this world well, I thought as I bit into a large, furry ball, assuming I didn’t horribly doom us by thinking that. 
 
    It probably shouldn’t have surprised me, but the fruit tasted just like a large kiwi with the skin on it. It was sweet, almost overly so, but I had no trouble swallowing it and reaching for the next fruit. The second fruit was more difficult, however. Despite all my years of constant hunger, I found I couldn’t eat these fruits as fast as I expected. Vessa’s miraculous food pouches were beginning to spoil me, and by the third super-kiwi, I felt like I had eaten enough sugary foods to last me the rest of my life. But I kept going, because of the handful of essence that entered my body with each fruit. 
 
    Foes-near, my little mouse informed me. Eat-quick. 
 
    I shrugged as I tossed another fruit to Nestor. If Vessa was sure that we could fight our next battle with full stomachs, I would have to take her word for it. Unless the fight went badly. Then I was going to flee like a coward and give her an earful over it afterwards. 
 
    “I think they’re here, Jas,” Nova said as I finished my fourth fruit. Essence surged through my body, augmenting it just a bit. My muscles felt as if they had just healed from a week’s worth of exercise, with just a bit more power trapped inside of them. I stuffed the fifth fruit into my pack for the time being, and squeezed a sixth one so that I could send the pulp and seeds into my Soulscape. Then I wiped my face and stood next to Nova, making sure I wasn’t standing on the same side as her war-baton. 
 
    All-done, Nestor squeaked as he ran next to us. I looked down in surprise. The essence kiwi had been as large as he was, but except for some juice he quickly licked off his fur, the little mouse looked no different than he had before. But I couldn’t see any remnants of the fruit, so he must have eaten the whole thing, and managed to do so without swelling up like a balloon. 
 
    Three-more, he sent urgently, making me focus on the matter at hand. That-way, he pointed with his tail, behind us. 
 
    “They are surrounding us,” I whispered quietly to Nova, as one of my mother’s lessons trickled its way through my memories. “I think we should stand back to back.” 
 
    My friend nodded in affirmation, and I turned to face the unseen predators attempting to flank us. I focused, but still couldn’t hear anything, despite my enhanced senses. That changed a moment later, when I heard a loud crack to my right. 
 
    I flinched, but caught myself from looking. As quiet as these creatures had been until now, there was no way that sound had been an accident. It’s a trap, I heard my mother say as she admonished me for a blunder I had just made. Don’t just listen, think. If an enemy surrounds you, the first one will try to draw your attention. 
 
    I focused, concentrating to listen for more sounds. Vessa had apparently given Nova the same training my mother had given me, because I didn’t feel her turn toward the sound either. 
 
    Six-now, Nestor sent to me. Plus-one. Far-off. Big-one. 
 
    As he spoke, the animals hunting us finally came into view. 
 
    They were half again the size of what my father said an American timber wolf was, nearly coming up to my waist. Their mostly-black fur was intersected with gray stripes, and their ears long, narrow ears gave them a different appearance than my fuzzy memories of the animal I had seen in pictures. 
 
    And as far as I could sense, they were all within the natal stage of essence, anywhere from the first to third substage. 
 
    “They’re all on my level,” I whispered to Nova as I watched the animals stalk a slow circle around us. “Which means they’re well below your own. Why would they risk attacking us?” 
 
    “They can’t sense my Source energies at all,” Nova whispered back. “Beacons are very good at masking their power. Right now, I seem like a normal human to them. They’re actually more worried about you right now.” 
 
    That was news. We would have to find a way to use that to our advantage. 
 
    “What about Nestor?” I asked after another moment. The Sourcebeasts continued circling us, with one occasionally snarling to try and draw our attention. We both ignored it as Nova answered. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ve even noticed him yet, Jas,” the Beacon replied, and after a quick glance, I realized I couldn’t find the little mouse either. 
 
    Change-fur, the lifemouse sent me, nudging my right foot. Hide-scent. 
 
    A wolf on my right leaped forward and snapped at me. I turned toward it, and that was the catalyst for the fight. 
 
    Two wolves on my left immediately charged toward me. I turned my head again, forgetting my mother’s lessons in the heat of the moment, and the wolf on my right lunged for my ankle, still snapping. Driven by instinct, I kicked out awkwardly, glancing off the Sourcebeast’s jaw. The wolf yelped loudly, in far more pain than I expected it to feel, but it still managed to bite down on my leg and yank backward, pulling me off my feet. Before I even had time to curse myself for my blunder, one of the other two wolves leaped in to savage my flailing left arm. 
 
    I’m going to die, I thought as large, fanged animals closed in all around me. I’m going to die, after battling dragons and hybrid bogeymen, to a pack of overgrown dogs, all because I fell for nature’s equivalent of shouting ‘look behind you!’ 
 
    A moment later, I realized I wasn’t dead yet, and began punching and kicking. To my surprise, that turned out to be all I needed to do. I heard the second wolf’s snout crack as my fist connected, and a kick from my free leg tore the first wolf right off my shin. Both limbs still hurt, but the wolves’ fangs had barely penetrated through my qi shielding and Source-enhanced robes, instead of breaking my bones like I had expected them to. 
 
    I’m stronger than they are, I realized as I rolled to my feet. Advancing at least two substages in every Source, combined with absorbing the cage drake’s strength and the restructuring my body had gone through on Lunei’s world, had put me farther above these beasts than I had ever dreamed. 
 
    But I had to act on the advantage immediately, before they could either flee or encircle me again. I burned a mote of essence to activate my speed charm and charged the closest Sourcebeast, grabbing the creature by the hindleg and twisting it until I heard a second crack. The monster yelped and turned on me in a snarling rage, giving me the opening I needed to strike it hard in the windpipe with my qi-reinforced fist. 
 
    I moved as quickly as I could to deal with the next wolf before my speed charm ran out. Leaping into the air, I landed hard on its back, stomping onto its spine with both feet. As the Sourcebeast broke under my assault, I reached up and caught the third wolf as it lunged desperately for my throat, grabbing it by the head, spinning the thing through the air, and slamming it into the ground. My arms burned from the effort of lifting and swinging such a heavy creature, but its neck snapped as it collided with the earth, so I turned my attention to Nova to see how she had fared with the rest of the pack. 
 
    I found her standing over a pile of crushed lupine bodies, the end of her war-baton drenched in blood. She was staring at the lone remaining wolf who had hung back in the very beginning, a large beast that stood head and shoulders above the rest of its pack. 
 
    “Be careful, Jas,” the blonde woman told me, holding her weapon out in a defensive position. “This one’s only a step away from the wailing stage.” 
 
    “Okay.” I shrugged, pacing to the right. “Is there a reason you haven’t just blown its head off?” 
 
    “I don’t want to ruin the meat,” she answered me. “He  will be even more beneficial to Vessa than the others. But if I can get one good crack at him, the fight will be over.” 
 
    “Why hasn’t it already ran away?” I asked, still watching the creature intently. “It’s clearly overmatched. We’ve killed its entire pack.” 
 
    “He used his essence to speak earlier,” Nova said, keeping her focus on the snarling wolf. “He says we’re doomed. The totem of his tribe will raise his pack-mates back, and death will just make them stronger. He says he’ll be rewarded as well, if he can just make one of us bleed. He’s mad, Jasper.” 
 
    I scrutinized the wolf’s eyes. I was no canine psychologist, but the creature’s unfocused stare reminded me of the eaterlings I had killed back on Vessa’s ship-body. 
 
    “Nova,” I said in a hushed tone. “Should you kill this thing, or should I?” 
 
    She gave me a quick, irritated glance. 
 
    “Either of us could gain from killing the thing, but you’d get a much larger benefit than I would. Especially since I’m not planning to focus on Advancing my essence beyond the wailing stage. If it weren’t for the fact that he is much, much stronger than you, Jas, I would have given you the go-ahead. As it is, though, you’re being ridiculous by assuming you can even—” 
 
    As she spoke, I reactivated my speed charm with another mote of essence and rushed forward, sticking my arm out as obviously as I could. 
 
    The giant, raging wolf took the bait, burning its own loose essence as it rushed toward me, opening its massive maw wide enough to swallow my entire forearm. Nova screamed as she rushed forward herself, but she was a hair too slow. I turned my arm just as the massive Sourcebeast clamped down on it, my hand and elbow bracing its upper and lower jaw respectively. The creature’s mouth immediately pressed upon my limb, locking onto it... 
 
    And turning our battle into a grapple, allowing me to activate my new essence charm. 
 
    My open palm slammed against the roof of the creature’s mouth with enough strength to lift the beast off the ground. As it did so, I summoned the copied shiv from my Soulscape, shooting the improvised weapon out of my palm as forcefully as I could. 
 
    Judging by the speed at which the little knife exited, it would have made a terrible missile weapon. I doubted it would travel even half as far as it would if I just threw the thing; in fact, it probably wouldn’t have gone two meters before losing all its momentum. 
 
    But the insane wolf’s brain was only inches away from my palm. 
 
    The creature’s jaw jerked awkwardly, and I used the last of my new charm’s power to rip my arm free of its teeth before they could tear into the limb. My entire plan had taken less than three seconds. On the fourth second, Nova had arrived and bashed the beast on top of its head, knocking it to the forest floor and probably ensuring that its lower jaw drove my little knife further into its brain. The creature spasmed for one more moment before it finally went still. 
 
    A cloud of power rolled out from the seven corpses, passing into myself, Nova, and even Nestor, thanks to my bond with the little mouse. The majority of the giant wolf’s power passed directly into me, increasing my mana, qi, and especially my essence. Beyond that, I felt my senses sharpen again, as the creature’s instincts for tracking and pack tactics embedded themselves into my mind. 
 
    “Blast it, Jasper!” Nova shouted angrily as she stomped over to me. “What in every illegal hell were you thinking?” 
 
    “I was thinking I should start using the combat function of my Soulscape during battles,” I admitted as I stared down at the wolf’s corpse. 
 
    “What?” My friend cocked her head at me, then looked back at the still form. “What does that even mean...” Her voice trailed off as she looked down at her baton and realized that her blow couldn’t have been enough to kill the creature on its own, and that the beast was leaking blood from its mouth. 
 
    “And you did that with your Soulscape?” she asked as she looked back at me. “How did you—” 
 
    I answered her by summoning my other shiv, holding it out for her to see. 
 
    “Combat function,” I repeated, dismissing the weapon back into my spirit. As I did so, I felt the other knife lodged in the monster’s brain dissolve and reappear back within my spectral world. Apparently the copies of whatever I stored would not last outside my storage space indefinitely. And as I tugged on it again, I felt that I would not be able to re-summon the weapon for some time, which meantI would be down to just one knife for the time being. 
 
    “That...” Nova stammered, still trying to comprehend what I had done. “That’s brilliant, Jasper. Where did you even learn to fight like that?” She turned and noticed the other wolves I had killed. “You were only supposed to handle one of those...” 
 
    “The rest were much weaker than both of us,” I replied, examining where I had been bitten before. My qi technique had already repaired the wounds, and my robe had either repaired itself or somehow had never been pierced to begin with. I suspected that Lunei’s gift was more difficult to damage than I was. “Also,” I added as I finally stopped hiding my own annoyance, “while I acknowledge your superior strength, you are forgetting that I have been in more battles than you.” 
 
    To my disappointment, Nova seemed more offended than impressed with my last proclamation. 
 
    “Good point, Jasper,” she said, an edge in her voice. “But you should have told me that you were about to do something drastic, and that your Soulscape would have let you survive it. That wolf wasn’t going anywhere, so we had plenty of time to talk. As it was, you made me think you were about to lose your entire arm, and that I would get to watch you bleed to death right in front of me.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I admitted, a little chagrined. “I’m still not used to fighting with a partner—a partner that isn’t Nestor, I mean,” I added, looking down at the little mouse, who cocked his head curiously. “I apologize. I could have shared my idea and didn’t think to, although in fairness, the creature may have understood our speech and spoiled our plan.” 
 
    “You know full well that we both know dozens of languages by now, and that since I just heard the monster talk, I would have warned you if it knew that language,” Nova rebutted as she crossed her arms. “What I’m trying to say, Jasper, is that if I just knew a little more about what your Soulscape could do, I wouldn’t have been scared half to... death...” 
 
    She trailed off as I glared at her pointedly. 
 
    “Blast it,” she swore. “Right when I was already winning the argument. I’m sorry too, okay, Jasper? I’ve been hiding what I can do because I wanted to surprise and impress you, and right now I’m mad because you just did the same thing, and it was really scary being on the receiving end. My Soulscape lets me fly, and do a few other things I’m still trying to figure out. So there: dramatic reveal ruined.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I said, upset that we had just had a fight over something so juvenile. Working with others is hard, I admitted privately. “And Nova, I don’t think either of us are used to being so capable. We’ve gone from me looking out for you back on the slums, to you looking out for me when you were promoted to your new job, to both of us gaining magical powers and flying through the stars. We probably need to start working on these corpses, but I want you to know that I’m glad I’m still with you. And I’ve always been impressed with you,” I finished. 
 
    “Likewise.” Nova smiled at me, and the fight was over. “If you can give me your second knife, I can help you clean our kills.” 
 
    I nodded, held out my hand, and remembered that I was still down to just one knife. 
 
    “Drat,” I sighed. “I can’t summon it yet. The copies of things I store can’t last very long outside my Soulscape. It’s going to be a while before I have a spare weapon.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Nova said with an irritably broad grin. “Your otherwise brilliant combat maneuver has come with an unfortunate side effect that prevents me from rendering you further aid at this moment. Fear not, comrade Jasper. I will stand guard while you do all the disgusting, messy work, by yourself, so that nothing attacks you and interrupts the experience. Meanwhile, I will continue to reflect on the strategies you used, and see what I can learn myself.” 
 
    We are done fighting, I reminded myself as I drew my remaining dagger and went to work. We are done fighting, we are done fighting... 
 
    To my surprise, skinning and cleaning the dead wolves was not as horrible an experience as I thought it would be. Vessa had apparently shared the proper technique with Nova, and she directed me easily enough as she and Nestor kept watch. I also found that I could keep my second knife from dissolving by opening up my Soulscape and letting it maintain a loose connection with the weapon, though doing so drained a trickle of qi from me. 
 
    A far more pleasant surprise was finding that my Soulscape could absorb most of the mess created from the process. Except for a bit of blood that splashed on my robes, I came away from the process completely gore-free. 
 
    “That’s a bit unfair,” Nova complained as I rose from the ground, finally finished and surprisingly clean. “But then again, you won’t smell like uncooked meat for the rest of the day. We probably should have planned for you to bathe after the fight instead of before it.” 
 
    “I’ll wash up back on the ship anyway,” I answered as I tossed my dagger back into its spiritual storage space. “You two can just lock yourself into your capsules like I did.” 
 
    “Sure,” my friend said with a shrug. “But now, you need to cook a portion of your kill. I can help with this part, though.” 
 
    We cleared a patch of ground and gathered some of the loose wood lying around. After we stacked and lit it according to Vessa’s instructions, we stuck two chunks of meat from the largest wolf onto sticks and carefully roasted them on an open flame. As they cooked, Nova muttered a precise mana spell, closed her eyes and activated a qi technique, then clenched her fist and activated an essence charm. When she finished, a small cloud of dust-like powder settled onto each of our steaks like seasoning. 
 
    “Give it a few more minutes,” Nova said, and I waited as patiently as I could while the scent of steak wafted into my nose. “Okay, now pull them out and take a bite.” 
 
    It was the messiest, greasiest meal I had eaten in a long time, and my Soulscape kept taking bites of its own whenever it could. Other than that, it contented itself with absorbing most of my own mess and quickly refining whatever food made it down my throat. Deep inside my soul, I felt a third crack start to form on my mosaic, disrupting the balance I had just achieved hours ago. 
 
    “Totally unfair,” Nova grumbled between bites as she wiped more grease from her face. “It’s like you can almost forget about basic hygiene and count on your magic planet to fix everything for you.” 
 
    “I know,” I said sadly. “If only it were a combat type instead...” 
 
    To both of our annoyance, Nova’s thrown piece of steak was absorbed into my forehead immediately, with my planet spinning happily and tugging at my mouth, as if it wanted me to keep talking so that she could ‘do it again.’ 
 
    I finished the meal with the final kiwi I hadn’t had time to eat earlier. Combined with everything else I had accomplished today, it put me dangerously close to the third crack of the natal stage. I would have to make stabilizing my essence a priority when we returned to the Soulship. Once every scrap of our meal had been consumed, we made sure that all the meat, bones, and hides were secure in our satchels. 
 
    “Vessa was right,” I said as I packed the last bit that could fit into our bags. “We needed to save as much room for the meat as we could, and it still wasn’t enough to keep all of it. Even my Soulscape can’t fit any more of the bigger pieces.” 
 
    “Then the rest will have to be a gift for someone else,” Vessa said as she finished securing her own satchel. “This will still go a long way for her. It’s odd, though,” my friend added as she looked up. “Back on Earth, we spent most of our days not finding enough of whatever we needed. We usually felt lucky to find any food at all. Now that we’re among the stars, we’re finding so much of what we want that we have to leave most of it behind.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I admitted, looking at all the meat still on the ground, and all the fruit still in the tree, and knowing that deeper in the forest were resources we’d never have time to even touch. “Even in Mother Anne’s orphanage, there wasn’t so much to go around.” 
 
    And out here, there’s no one telling me that I’m not human enough to feed, I thought with a flash of unbidden anger. 
 
    “But one question,” I said suddenly, as a thought occurred to my mind. “You said the pack leader mentioned having a tribe and totem, even though it was a Sourcebeast, and not a practitioner.” 
 
    “Right,” Nova nodded. Vessa had explained to me that essence practitioners usually called their groups tribes, and that the most powerful Sourcebeasts in a tribe were bound to a totem, which could be any structure large enough to carve images onto, much like some of the ancient religious practices back on Earth, save that the tribes on most worlds didn’t actually worship the creatures that formed their totems. 
 
    “But they were out here all alone,” I pointed out. “If this pack belonged to a tribe, where were the rest of the practitioners? And what did that wolf mean when he said we were doomed even if we killed the entire pack?” 
 
    “That is a disturbingly good question,” my friend asked, her eyes widening, just as Nestor squeaked urgently from the grass. 
 
    Smell-things, the little mouse sent to us both. More-come. 
 
    That was all the warning we needed. Nestor leaped onto me as Nova and I grabbed hands and activated the link summoning us back to the Soulship. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    To our immense relief, the teleportation worked perfectly. Our bodies appeared back in Vessa’s sanctuary mere seconds later. I immediately looked about to find Vessa, who was still safe in her capsule, awake, and staring intently at nothing. I listened for any new noises sounding out from the distant dark, signs of any new creature trying to force its way into our sanctuary. 
 
    Three loud raps sounded out against a metal door in the distance. 
 
    “Are we under attack?” Nova asked quickly, drawing her baton and shrugging off her pack. More banging echoed down from the hallway, but Vessa didn’t so much as flinch. 
 
    “You know perfectly well that we aren’t,” the ship-woman answered her Beacon absently. “It’s not going to make its way in. In fact, it’ll probably scream in rage and wander off in a few minutes. Actually...” she said, turning her head to face the direction of the racket as the banging reached a crescendo. It finally ended, with a loud, guttural roar that could be heard beyond whatever heavy steel door had thwarted its entry, and went silent. 
 
    “How did we—” Nova began, before she caught herself. “How did you know that it would go away right then?” 
 
    “Practice,” Vessa muttered bitterly. “I’ve been listening to the sounds that my different predators make for longer than I can remember anything else. I’ve had plenty of time to learn how to tell them apart. Even if they’re in the places of my ship-body too damaged for me to scan. But that’s not even close to important right now. I need to find out how your mission went.” 
 
    “We got everything you need,” I answered, stopping myself from hovering protectively over the gray woman’s capsule. The noises that her hunters made still set my teeth on edge, but I knew by now that she felt smothered if I was too overprotective. That didn’t make ignoring my instincts any easier, though. “We packed the maximum amounts of everything you asked for, and saved the rest of the room for the wolves you had us kill.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Vessa said triumphantly. “That was exactly what I wanted you two to do. How did your training go?” 
 
    “Jasper killed three wolves on his own,” Nova answered for me. “Then he managed to kill the pack leader with his Soulscape.” 
 
    “What?” Vessa narrowed her eyes in bafflement. “But you don’t have a—” 
 
    “Storage function,” I told her laconically, still annoyed by her evaluation of my unique power. “Surprise dagger to the inside of its mouth.” 
 
    “That would mean you stuck your hand in—never mind.” Vessa shook her head. “I don’t have time to be mad at you right now, and you accomplished the mission anyway. How were your gains?” 
 
    “I’m on the edge of the third crack of essence Advancement,” I answered her. “I think I need to start stabilizing my essence substages soon.” 
 
    “You do,” Vessa answered firmly. “Extremely soon, in fact. Which is unfortunate, given how little time we have right now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nova asked, stepping closer. “Is that thing coming back? I thought you said you were safe?” 
 
    “I’m safe,” Vessa answered with a grimace, “but one of the nearby planets is about to drown itself in blood. I woke up just before you got here and scanned the local worlds again. A genocide is going on the world next to the one you just visited, thanks to one of the largest tribes making a bloodbeast their primary totem bond.” 
 
    “Explain what a bloodbeast is, and what we can do to stop it,” I said swiftly. It was hard to make myself care about a world full of people I’d never met, but there was no point in pretending that Vessa’s problems were anything but my own right now. 
 
    “A bloodbeast is similar to a deathbeast, except that it is a Sourcebeast that’s become addicted to the shedding of blood,” Vessa explained. “Instead of drawing extra Source energy from killing a creature, it draws power from each injury its victim receives. So rather than just killing its prey, it makes its victims suffer as much as possible first. If one becomes a totem, then it gains Source energy from any violence that members of its entire tribe inflict. Then it passes on a portion of both its power and addiction to all the Sourcebeasts and practitioners within its tribe, eventually turning them all into a group of powerful, rampaging savages that burn and enslave worlds.” 
 
    “That’s absolutely horrible,” Nova breathed. Vessa turned to stare at her. 
 
    “I realize you’re still getting used to us,” she began, “but if you look within the memories I shared with you, you’ll know that a number of practitioners have walked down similar paths, and caused just as much damage in the process. You need to get used to the fact that the night sky is now a brutal place, and that fixing it is our job, our mission, our everything.” 
 
    “Right,” Nova said as she closed her eyes and breathed through her nose. “Got it. How do I go down there and fix it?” 
 
    “You’d need to be a lot stronger to fix it yourself,” Vessa admitted. “As powerful beings go, this system is fairly weak. Very few beings are more than a stage or two beyond your own. But the bloodbeast is an exception. Not only is it at the seventh full stage of essence Advancement—the blooded stage, ironically—it also qualifies as a practitioner at the heart-core stage, the fourth stage of qi Advancement. It is highly proficient in multiple blood arts, and if it weren’t for the fact that it was only the second-strongest creature in this system, all of the local worlds would have been bled dry from being raided by the roving bands of practitioners and Sourcebeasts it has been sending out.” 
 
    “Can it reanimate the Sourcebeasts under its command?” I asked as I thought of our last encounter. 
 
    “Not as well as a deathbeast can, but yes, Jasper,” Vessa answered with a concerned frown. “Which would mean that the wolves you encountered were not local, but an invading pack under its command. In that case, they were likely shadewulfen instead of crackwolves, not that it matters. But back to the main subject. The bloodbeast was challenged by the strongest Sourcebeast in the system, and they mortally wounded each other. The bloodbeast will be able to recover, if it can cause enough suffering. In fact, the other Sourcebeast’s suffering is slowly knitting the bloodbeast’s wounds back together.” 
 
    “So we need to heal that Sourcebeast, then,” Nova spoke up. “Assuming I can convince it to let me work on it.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Vessa said sadly. “It’s too injured, and too poisoned. If you were already at the gold mana stage, you’d have a chance, but it is now beyond any treatment you can give.” 
 
    “Why did it risk fighting such a powerful enemy?” I asked. “Was it a totem as well?” 
 
    “No.” Vessa shook her head, troubled and sad. “None of the local tribes even knew it was alive. It had no obligations, and no power worth gaining, because killing a bloodbeast in single combat just isn’t worth the damage it will cause you, even if you win. And it had to have known that.” 
 
    “Maybe it just didn’t want to see entire tribes of people die?” Nova asked. “You showed me that used to be common.” 
 
    “It was,” Vessa said sadly. “Back in the age that the Soulships flew, it was common for the mightiest local Sourcebeast to take an entire world under its protection if no one was strong enough to challenge it. And our navies let it happen, because even the most warlike of those creatures still cared for their worlds as if the entire planets were nurseries full of their own newborns. I had thought those days to be completely gone,” her voice softened even further. “But it seems that one last relic lingered in the night sky for a little longer.” 
 
    “Are you sure we can’t save it?” Nova demanded. “If it truly cared so much, it might be able to help us save other worlds!” 
 
    Including Earth, she meant, though knowing Nova, she would not stop caring at just one world. 
 
    “Nova, not only are you unable to help the poor creature, you should be unwilling to help the poor creature,” the ship-woman chided her Beacon harshly. “Because its suffering is not even the bloodbeast’s greatest path to power. The mad totem has set its entire tribe on a rampage, and they will murder untold thousands unless they are stopped. I need you to get the other tribes and villages in their path to safety. I’ll teleport you to the first place you need to go, and give you the coordinates I want you to lead them to. Then I’ll have to act myself,” Vessa sighed. “I have exactly one working weapon left on my ship-body. It’s actually designed to help me clear debris through space, but it will be strong enough to finish off a wounded Sourcebeast at that stage of Advancement. Then it will break permanently, and be added to the list of things my ship-body needs repaired.” 
 
    “Will your physical body suffer?” I asked, hoping I didn’t sound too anxious. “Will you feel any pain or require any new treatment?” 
 
    Vessa shot me an annoyed look, so I hurriedly spoke again. 
 
    “I ask as a disciple inquiring over the health of his master,” I added as I bowed my head. 
 
    “Ugh,” Vessa said as she covered her face. “That part of our deal wasn’t supposed to backfire on me. It shouldn’t cause me any problems, Jasper, but I promise to let my disciple know,” she finished, sounding as if the words grated on her. “Thank you for asking. But I will need that overly solicitous nature of yours to do something else. Something potentially far, far riskier than the task I have for Nova.” Vessa took a deep breath before speaking again. “I’m going to send you over to where my scans show the dying Sourcebeast is hiding. If the being isn’t hostile, you’re going to make it as comfortable as you can, in order to stop empowering the bloodbeast with its suffering before it dies.” 
 
    I stared at the gray woman as if she had just spat in my face. 
 
    “You want me,” I began, trying to breathe my newfound rage out of my nose, “to leave Nova behind, and then go visit a dying, suffering creature, who, if it does not kill me outright—either on purpose or accident—will likely give me the entire history of its grief, and then ask me to take its life myself, to end either its pain or despair,” I clarified, staring at the woman brazen enough to betray me in such a fashion. “You’re demanding that I go listen to something, possibly a creature just like Nestor, beg and cry for me to kill it, and probably not understand that I am not going to be strong enough to harm it at all, even in its wounded state. And you’re going to ask me to do that,” I added with a tortured edge to my voice, “after all I have done for you.” 
 
    “Yes, Jasper,” Vessa replied mournfully, meeting my eyes. “I am going to ask you to do that, and more, precisely because of what you have done for me.” 
 
    I shook as I stared at her, my teeth grinding together too hard for me to speak. 
 
    “I swear to you,” the ship-woman promised, “that if this was not absolutely necessary, I would never have dared to even consider asking you such a thing. And I cannot make you do it, nor offer you anything I am not already willing to give you in return for this. Please believe me.” 
 
    She had me, I knew. I would have to watch something that reminded me of her as it begged and bled and cried, only this time I wouldn’t be able to save them. And if I did not go down there, then that being, who had probably saved untold thousands, would die all alone. 
 
    “You said powerful Sourcebeasts can take human form,” I finally said out loud. “Do we know if this one has done so?” 
 
    “That is literally one of the only things I can tell about this creature. It is currently injured, and in human form, probably to help it hide. It is likely very old... and probably female,” she admitted reluctantly, as if me finding that last bit out later wouldn’t make me even angrier. 
 
    “I need a new pack,” I growled as I stomped past her capsule, dropping my old one, the one full of bloody meat, next to her and heading toward the closet terminals. 
 
    “There’s not really another spare,” Vessa said in a small voice. I realized my anger was hurting her, and started to feel ashamed. But shame rarely diminished any of the other negative emotions. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Right now, she is human, bleeding, and alone,” I said as I started grabbing blankets and stuffing them under my arm. “Therefore, she will be very cold. Will she be able to eat our food?” 
 
    “In human form, yes,” Vessa answered me carefully. “It’s mostly fruits and vegetables, but it’s designed to benefit almost any race or creature. At the very least, it should quench its thirst.” 
 
    “She,” I corrected, stomping over to the cooler. “You have said she is likely female.” 
 
    “Likely, yes,” Vessa answered. “But there was too much power thrown about during the battle, and now the being is doing its best to cloak itself. I can’t even tell what type of Sourcebeast it—I mean she—is. Only that she’s wounded and alone in a certain location. And she’s going to be too wounded for you to save, Jas,” the ship-woman cautioned me. “Otherwise, if there was any chance at all, I would have sent Nova, since she has healing spells and techniques.” 
 
    “When am I going?” I asked brusquely, and the gray woman flinched. Regret rose up in my throat, but I couldn’t stop being harsh. I still didn’t appreciate the way she was going about this. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said awkwardly. “I didn’t... you can go now. Just do what you can to make her comfortable. It won’t feel like much, but it will diminish how much power her enemy can gain by a large margin. And if the bloodbeast’s minions find her... just do what you can,” Vessa finished helplessly, as if that advice was at all useful. “Alright, Jas, I’m sending you to her now. Be careful, because she still may be strong enough to hurt you. If she seems hostile, come back immediately.” 
 
    I was about to snap and say that judging by past experience, it was more likely for her to ask me to harm her than the other way around. But I bit down on my anger at the last moment, and reminded myself that this wasn’t really Vessa’s fault any more than it was my own. 
 
    “Got it,” I said instead. Nestor squeaked as he raced up my leg to perch on my shoulder, quivering as he sensed all the tension in the room. “I’ll do what I can for her, Vessa.” 
 
    “I know,” the ship-woman replied quietly. “That’s why I have to send you, Jas. Come back safe. Please.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, and let my body adjust to the sensation of being somewhere else. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was that this world was much colder than its neighbor. I figured it to be a little warmer than Lunei’s world had been, until a biting wind swept through me. I immediately used my different Source energies to warm myself as I studied my surroundings. 
 
    I was standing on a rocky outcrop, with waves crashing far off in the distance. Ahead of me was a large cave, wider and taller than my orphanage had been. It was big enough for a creature five times the size of the cage drake to hole up in, and judging by the massive blood trail leading into it, that was exactly what happened. 
 
    I briefly wondered if I should enter with a weapon drawn, in case anything attacked me. Then I decided that if whatever being resting in there was still strong enough to fight at all, my little semi-permanent daggers weren’t going to be much use. So I shrugged and kept walking, the blankets and food pouches stuffed awkwardly under my arm. 
 
    I stopped when I reached the mouth of the cave, choosing to remain visible to anything deep enough inside of it. I felt for my connection to the Soulship, ready to return the instant something tried to lash out at me, and hoping I could activate it faster than any potential attacker could harm me. Then I looked about, to make sure that no one else was coming. But as far as Nestor and I could tell, we were alone, except for whatever being was bleeding out in the cavern beyond us. 
 
    “Hello?” I said as loudly as I dared. “May I come in?” 
 
    Nothing answered me, but I listened as carefully as I could. Nestor leaned forward and sniffed. 
 
    Hurt-thing, he said, sniffing again. Weak-thing. Smells-sad. We-help? 
 
    Probably not, I answered bitterly, before I called out again. 
 
    “I am going to walk inside now,” I said loudly. “Please do not attack me. I mean you no harm.” 
 
    With that, I slowly stepped into the cave, kicking pebbles as I walked. 
 
    I belatedly realized that my Soulscape had not tried to grab anything at all since I came down here. My little planet spun slowly and quietly, as if it was apprehensive. 
 
    See, Vessa? I thought angrily to myself as I kept walking, moving slowly so that my eyes could adjust to the dim light. None of us are happy about having to do this. 
 
    I kept my steps careful and loud. The injured creature was either too injured to answer me or trying to hide. The second option was pointless, though, with the wide trail of blood still visible on the cavern floor. 
 
    I followed the trail down the cavern, calling out every now and then to announce my presence, and making no effort to hide my Source energy. That gave me away as a tri-practitioner, but hopefully it also convinced the stranger that I was unable to cause any harm. Soon the trail diminished to a bare trickle, and I realized at that point that the Sourcebeast had probably converted to human form. Nestor whispered into my mind that we were drawing close, and soon my own ears heard ragged breathing as well. I braced myself for what I was about to see, and took the final steps needed to bring the wounded being into view. 
 
    She was wearing a tattered, shapeless, brown dress that reached down to her shins but left her shoulders bare. Her skin was heavily tanned, almost leathery, and limp, gray hair hung from her head, obscuring much of her face, save for a shining dark eye that watched me as I stepped into view. 
 
    She was also drenched in wounds, running up her legs, her torso, and her arms. I couldn’t tell if she had any wounds on her face because of her hair. 
 
    Her breathing shuddered as I walked closer, and her stare intensified. I thought I saw anger and hate in her eye as she watched me. 
 
    Hurt-bad, Nestor whispered in my mind. Needs help, he urged. 
 
    I know, I thought bitterly, struggling not to lash out at him. 
 
    He was the only one that still didn’t realize how this would end. 
 
    “Hello,” I said, bowing as I tried to remember practitioner etiquette. “Junior greets Senior.” 
 
    The woman-beast bared her teeth and said nothing, still breathing and bleeding and shuddering. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said with a shrug. Nestor squeaked in confusion. “I suppose I wouldn’t trust me in your situation either, but I will try anyway. My name is Jasper Cloud, of a master whose name I must still keep secret. I am here because I know you have been wounded in your battle with the bloodbeast on this world, and that your suffering is further empowering the creature. I have come to do what I can to heal, or at least ease, your pain, so that the bloodbeast will draw no further power from it, and my master can finish off the monster herself.” 
 
    The bleeding old woman blinked at me, and I just remembered that I had been speaking in English, and that she may very well have no idea what I was saying. Which meant that I would have to spend the next several minutes trying to guess whatever language she actually knew, assuming we had a common language at all. But then she surprised me, by answering back. 
 
    “Li-ar,” she said in a trembling voice, each syllable costing her. “Source-thief.” 
 
    I sighed, and gave up. 
 
    “Fine,” I snapped. “I’ll be blunt. I don’t want to be here right now. I don’t want to try and help you, because we both know there’s not a lot I can do for you, and I don’t want to spend the next minutes or hours trying to help you, and fail! But we’re both here right now, and something tells me that we’re both already accustomed to never getting what we want! So either attack me, and give me an excuse to leave and pretend I tried, or at least give some level of consent for me to fumble about and do the job I hate the most!” 
 
    Nestor leaped off my shoulder, squeaking in horror at my heartless tantrum. The old woman-beast blinked again, breathing a little less heavily. 
 
    “What?” she asked, not understanding. 
 
    More importantly, she did not lash out and kill me. 
 
    That would have to count. 
 
    “I have blankets and food,” I said, trying not to sound so harsh. “I have no bandages, and I doubt I have the power or skill to treat the root of your injuries even if I trusted you not to lash out at me while I worked. But I can try and make you warm and comfortable with the blankets, and the food packets will at least hydrate you, even if you subsist entirely on meat. Apologies, but I do not even know what manner of creature you are, except that you are powerful enough to take human form.” 
 
    I saw her swallow painfully, then answer me. 
 
    “Woman,” she said with a dry voice. “I am an old woman now, nothing more.” 
 
    “Very well, Senior,” I said, still trying to sound respectful. “With your permission, I will cover you with a blanket, and give you a pouch to drink.” 
 
    She blinked at me again. I could tell she was having trouble making up her mind, and probably finding it difficult to think clearly at all. 
 
    “Trap,” she croaked. “This is a trap.” 
 
    “Then it is a stupid trap,” I said harshly, losing my temper again. “Because you are either too broken to stop me from killing you, or I am too weak to take advantage of your trust and harm you. And the fact that I found this place at all, and came prepared with aid, means someone else already knows of your location. If my master had truly meant you harm, she would have sent someone much stronger than myself to end you. Now can I please come closer without you killing me?” 
 
    The old woman stared at me for a long moment, before sighing in defeat. 
 
    “Can’t stop you,” she sighed, losing something in that admission. “I give up. Do what you want.” 
 
    I walked over to her, desperately hoping that she was telling the truth. I unbundled the food and blankets I was carrying and draped the first one over her waist. 
 
    “Here is your drink,” I said, holding it out. “Can you sit up to drink it?” 
 
    The unnamed woman glared again, as if I had just asked a very stupid question. 
 
    “Very well,” I sighed. “I am going to try and prop you up. Please do not strike out at me as I do so. Tell me if you have any broken bones, so that I know how to lift you.” 
 
    “No breaks,” she answered me numbly. “Just cuts and poison. Can’t cure it.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said, lowering the other blankets I brought. I bundled one up as tightly as I could and lifted her up by the shoulders. I held an open pouch up to her, and she grasped it with weak, trembling hands, watching me with steady dark eyes. 
 
    I turned my head so that she could drink without an audience, hating how familiar this was. I am not a nurturer, I decided, because I still took absolutely no joy in offering this dying woman aid. 
 
    “More,” she demanded a moment later, holding out the empty pouch and apparently determined to take all the aid she could get. I handed her the other pouch, and she started drinking again without waiting for me to turn my head. 
 
    “More,” she said again soon, and I dutifully handed her my third pouch. 
 
    “More,” she said again, even sooner this time, and I handed her my fourth and final pouch. As soon as she finished, she asked for a fifth one, and I had to shake my head. 
 
    “That was all I packed,” I said sadly. “I am sorry.” 
 
    Here-here, Nestor spoke up in my mind. The little mouse darted up my shoulder again, raced down my arm, and somehow pulled another one of Vessa’s drinks out of the pouch in his belly, despite the fact that the entire packet was the same size as he was. One-more, he sent as he tore an opening at the top with his teeth. 
 
    The old woman blinked, apparently noticing him for the first time, and took the drink from his tiny paws. When she finished drinking the fifth one, she sighed softly, clearly feeling better, even if the improvement was very minor. 
 
    “Thank you,” she breathed, eyes still closed. 
 
    “I am going to lay you back down now,” I told her, placing her head onto the rolled-up blanket I had placed to be her pillow. She let me do so, breathing a little steadier as I laid her on the large, fluffy piece of cloth. 
 
    “Your Sourcebeast,” she mumbled. “Not crazy. Doesn’t want to kill. Means you are not from that thing’s tribe,” she finished, opening her eyes to stare at me again. “You two are sane,” she pronounced, and Nestor squeaked happily in agreement. 
 
    Yes-yes! he declared, probably to us both. We-help! 
 
    “Debatably,” I said, giving her my own answer as I covered her with the third blanket and sat down next to her. “Nestor’s kindness does not benefit him nearly as much as he thinks it does, and instead of convincing him to behave otherwise, I go along with it most of the time.” 
 
    “True,” the woman muttered, and I realized she had still not told me her name or even what manner of Sourcebeast she was. “You will gain nothing from helping me. I will expend my energy when I die regardless of whatever you do. Arguably, you are harming yourselves, because the time you spend helping me could be better spent Drawing or killing something else. Perhaps you are mad after all,” she decided, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I decided, noting that she seemed to be in far less pain now that she was warm and fed. I did it, Vessa. I did that horrible, awful thing you asked me. You owe me. “Tell, me, though,” I decided to ask. “Why did you battle the bloodbeast? My master said there was no gain in such a battle, and that you had no obligations to others on this world.” 
 
    The old woman tried to chuckle, and failed. 
 
    “Because I am mad as well,” she said with a bitter smile, looking at me again. Behind her eyes, I saw that she had come to another decision. “Very well, practitioner Jasper Cloud and lifemouse Nestor Cloud. My name in this tongue is Mara. My original name is too hard for your race to speak, and too meaningless now to be worth remembering. I am dragon, and because I smelt the essence of a slain drake on your soul, I did not answer you when you first called out.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” I said indifferently as I shifted into a more comfortable position on the cavern floor. “In my defense, I did not even land the killing blow on the creature, though I regret not being strong enough to kill it myself. It was a cage drake, a monster that had already wrought great harm on my home planet, and sought to cause greater harm to my friend.” 
 
    “Your planet must be far away from here,” Mara considered. “There are no cage drakes in any of the nearby worlds, nor are there beings that speak the tongue you currently use. Why would your master bother taking one so weak across such great distances?” 
 
    “My master prefers secrecy, but she can travel great distances easily. But to tell you the truth, Mara, I couldn’t even begin to guess how far I have already traveled. I know almost nothing of the night sky.” 
 
    “Nor should you, at your current power,” the dragon-turned-woman answered frankly. “Too many young ones find a way to travel to places and worlds they are not yet ready for, and perish because of it. Your master either knows exactly where she wishes to take you or is comfortable taking great risks with your safety. If she is the second, I must think less of her for it.” 
 
    “She fears for my safety constantly,” I said as I shook my head. “In fact she has done all she can to drive me away. But she knows I have nowhere else to go, and she has no one else to aid her.” 
 
    “Then she should hide, until she no longer needs aid,” Mara said bluntly. “If she is strong enough to travel as well as you say, then she is strong enough to wait out her problems.” 
 
    “Unless she is mad, like the three of us.” I gestured all around me, and Nestor naively squeaked over being included. “Then she will take the problems of others and make them her own.” 
 
    “Then I mourn for her,” the old dragon-woman replied. “But if she is a mother as well, I suppose I can understand her having the same madness as myself.” 
 
    “I do not know if she is a mother,” I admitted with a shrug. “But I suspect she is far too young. But I did not know you are a mother, Senior. If you had children to defend, your actions would make sense.” 
 
    “I was a mother,” Mara answered me with a sigh. “That is no longer the case now.” 
 
    “Then your explanation is no longer clear,” I pointed out. It was rude of me, but our conversation helped distract her from the pain of her wounds, and I had nothing else I could do for her. 
 
    “Once you lose one child,” Mara spat bitterly. “Every small cry becomes too loud, be it Sourcebeast or human. That deranged, wretched excuse of another Sourcebeast wanted to make over ten thousand small voices of every local race cry out in pain, just to help him ascend beyond the walls imposed by the night sky. As if that was the only way to become great,” she spat with heat. “I am not so old that I can tolerate such blasted nonsense. Not so close to my front door. That mongrel had better choke to death on his own blood.” She looked back at me, eyes still shining with anger. “Tell me, full-grown man. What is your excuse for being so mad? Your lifemouse is too young to know better. Why did you come here, and risk a mad old woman’s wrath just to make her comfortable in the end?” 
 
    “Because said old woman is sick and bleeding,” I answered simply. “I have been sick and bleeding myself in the past.” 
 
    “And?” she challenged, not backing down. 
 
    I shrugged, exasperated that she still wanted more from me. 
 
    “You tell me, Senior, since you are so wise,” I said with mock respect. “Do old women ache less than grown men when they lie bleeding and alone, regardless of race?” 
 
    The anger faded from her eyes. 
 
    “No,” the old woman replied, “I suspect they do not. If anything, their wounds probably hurt much more.” She paused for a moment. “I am sorry, Jasper Cloud. Compassion is a terrible curse to have under the night sky. I would not wish this pain on anyone.” 
 
    “If we had wished it on everyone, and had it been granted, it would not have to hurt at all,” I grumbled, telling myself I should work to be better company for her right now. But I was too angry with my conscience right now to pay it any heed. 
 
    “True,” the woman answered me, wincing in pain suddenly. The blankets I had wrapped her in were slowly growing more red. “I hurt much less, now, young one. I must thank you for that. But I will still take hours to die, unless you are willing to slay me yourself.” 
 
    “That I do not have enough compassion to do,” I growled. “And Vessa, if you are watching this at all, know that I am angry with you. I told you she would ask me to do that.” 
 
    “Have you watched a woman die before, young one?” Mara asked me, probably just to distract herself from her own pain. “And was Vessa that woman’s name?” 
 
    “I have watched one woman die, and had one other beg me for death. The second I refused, and watched her recover as she found a way to hope again. The first woman went to her death with burning eyes, wishing to rip her murderers apart with her bare hands. I suspect she restrained herself on account of my own safety, though I will never know for certain.” 
 
    “Then why do you bother wondering at all, if you will never know?” Mara asked pitilessly, but it was a fair question, nonetheless. 
 
    “Because she was my mother,” I answered, looking into my memories instead of her own challenging eyes. 
 
    The old woman fell silent again. 
 
    “I am sorry,” she finally said. “Please humor a dying woman a little longer, and tell me: were her murderers ever brought to justice?” 
 
    “There is no justice on my world,” I answered darkly. “My parents were teachers, and healers, and protectors, preserving knowledge deemed dangerous to men on brittle thrones. And so they were both put to death, and denounced as dogs. Before they were sentenced, they begged me to be more selfish than angry, so that I might not share their fate.” I felt my stare harden, though I gazed at nothing at all. “Before I met my master, I had feared I would be forced to honor their wishes for the rest of my life. Now, I hope to have vengeance in addition to survival.” 
 
    “I see,” the dying dragon-woman sighed. “I hope you achieve both, young Jasper: a long life, and the death of all your enemies. Know that the second is often necessary to achieve the first.” 
 
    “That proved not to be true, in your case,” I pointed out, since the poor woman insisted on brutal honesty. 
 
    “Oh, it was very true,” Mara replied with a short, pained laugh. “The blood-fool was not my enemy. He wished me no harm, and probably did not even know of my existence. But for the children of these worlds, he was their greatest enemy. I have done all I could to ensure his death, so that they all could have long lives.” Her head turned again, and the challenge finally left her eyes. “By easing my suffering, you have diminished his power, and given those children a chance on top of what I have given them. Thank you for that, young Jasper. My ghost will praise you, wherever it goes.” 
 
    This time, I bit down on my harsh reply. I already had my fill of ghosts. The kind ones, such as my parents, often too quiet, barely speaking, and never speaking at all when I was hungry. The... others were all too loud, all too hungry, all too great. 
 
    So I nodded to the poor dying woman and said nothing, holding my tongue for once. She must have noticed the lie in my silence. 
 
    “You have been given too many spirits already,” she noted sadly. “I wish I could offer you something different. But most of my treasure was lost along with my children. And I doubt I could even properly teach you any of my knowledge, as broken as I am now. The only thing I can do is to ensure my death gives you as much essence as possible, a difficult thing to do, since you are clearly bent on refusing to kill me.” 
 
    “I am.” I nodded. “I remain skeptical that a being at the natal stage could kill you, even as you are now.” 
 
    “It would probably take you an hour,” Mara grumbled. “But you could ensure my death would be rather painless. Your enemy would not grow stronger for it, and you would still gain much.” 
 
    “If he grows on suffering, he will grow on my own pain when I struggle to put an old mother to death,” I argued. “And do not call yourself childless anymore. You became a mother again the moment a thousand tiny voices cried out for life, and you answered.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to answer, but then Nestor rose his tiny head and squeaked in alarm. 
 
    Some-comes, he sent to my mind. Foes-near. Smell-wrong. 
 
    “And now you have more visitors,” I said irritably as I rose to my feet. “It figures, considering how badly we both want to be left alone.” 
 
    My temper had seized control of my tongue once more, but so be it. Today had already done more than enough to anger me. 
 
    “It is more likely due to the fact that a powerful enemy needs to ensure my death,” Mara said dryly. “He cannot be certain of my wounds, and his servants have none of your inexplicable issues with harvesting my essence.” 
 
    How-many? I asked my bonded companion. 
 
    Three-close, Nestor assured me. Two-weak. 
 
    That was almost good news. But it probably meant that the third enemy was much stronger than what Nestor or I could have dealt with. 
 
    “Go, young man named Jasper,” the dying old woman sighed. “You tried. You have done all you could for an old woman that was going to die anyway.” 
 
    “Will that have been enough for the children said old woman fought to protect?” I asked bitterly. 
 
    “I do not know, brat,” Mara replied, but there was no anger in her voice. “I am tired. I have done all I could as well. I wish to go to sleep and no longer think.” 
 
    A thought occurred to me, and suddenly I wished to slap myself. 
 
    “I should just move you,” I said. “My master gave me the power to travel to this world instantly, and leave whenever I wish. It will cost almost nothing to transport the three of us somewhere safe.” 
 
    Yes-yes! Nestor spoke up, no longer content to just listen. Help-help! Save-save! 
 
    The dying old woman blinked. 
 
    “That... would kill me instantly,” she said slowly, eyes widening with awareness. “That is a perfect solution! Do it! It will be painless, and it will save all the children of this world! Hurry! Pull my body through the sky, for the sake of the lives still worth saving!” 
 
    What-what? Nestor sent as he squeaked, looking at us both in alarm. No-no! Save-save! 
 
    She is dying, Nestor, I said sadly to the little mouse as I shook my head. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to change that when I came here. I shook my head, realizing some small part of me had agreed to no such thing. I just didn’t know how to tell you that. 
 
    No-no! the fluffy rodent thought angrily, not backing down at all. You-swore! Save-save! 
 
    He closed his black eyes and bowed his little head as if he was concentrating. I had no idea what he was doing, until almost a full minute later, when I heard my own voice in his mind. 
 
    If we find others who we can risk showing weakness to, we will protect them as well... 
 
    Save-save, the mouse said stubbornly. You-swore. Formed-pact. 
 
    Hollow American Hells, I swore to myself as I stared back at him. 
 
    He was right. I hadn’t put any exceptions inside that oath. There was no clause regarding those who were already doomed, no exceptions that saving some would only be a waste of effort. 
 
    If I wanted to retain Nestor as a bonded companion, I would have to uphold my poorly worded vow, that stated the innocent were always worth protecting, no matter how much time they had left to live. 
 
    Save-save! he demanded, glaring at me more fiercely than he ever had. You-swore! 
 
    You’re right, I said as I dusted myself off. Save-save. We’ll do what we can for her. 
 
    Yes-yes! The little mouse bobbed his head. Save-save! Thank-you! 
 
    It was then that I realized with growing horror that Nestor had never even considered that we would fail to save the dying dragon-woman. He fully believed that we would not leave this cave with anything less than her intact and rescued life, all assurances to the contrary be damned. 
 
    “Apologies, Senior,” I said as I stood protectively in front of her and awaited her predators, Nestor scampering over to stand by my feet. “All fear and sense present in this room has been outvoted by the wrath and hope of one little mouse. Please permit yourself to remain under my care.” 
 
    “Foolish young thing,” the dragon-woman panted in defeat, closing her eyes again. “Fine. I am tired. Do what you wish. But if you or your little mouse die, I will haunt and berate you both.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said as I saw three figures appear at the mouth of the cave. One was bipedal and tall, while the other two slunk along on four legs, coming up to the figure’s waist. The two four-legged figures sniffed and yipped excitedly at the trail of blood, and the man standing between them chuckled as the three of them slowly advanced into the cave. 
 
    Had I more time, or anywhere at all to hide in this blasted bare place, I would have planned some sort of ambush, like I had done with Vessa’s obnoxiously frequent predators. But one of the wolf-creatures suddenly yipped again, and all three heads swiveled toward my direction. 
 
    “You there!” the man boomed in a strong voice. “Stay where you are!” 
 
    I contemplated shouting back to him that I had an urgent appointment somewhere else—a baking lesson, perhaps—and regretfully could not reply, but instead settled for preparing for the eventual fight, ensuring my normal qi techniques were active, that my battery ring was on my finger, and so forth. The best surprise was my discovery that both of my spiritual knives were ready to be summoned back outside of my Soulscape. 
 
    Eventually, the large man and his two wolf-things approached close enough for me to get a good look at them. The man was a broad, powerful figure, bare-chested with brown pants made out of some animal hide. His skin was tan, but otherwise of the same white-pink color as Nova or my father’s people. He had neck-long, unkempt, brown hair, and he grinned pitilessly as he came closer. He was huge, I realized, close to the size of Director Jones, only more muscular. He would have towered over my old, weakened body, and I had to suppress the street-gained instinct that had taught me to be afraid of large, powerful men. Instead, I watched his bearing, trying to learn whatever weakness I could from his stance. I noted that he had a large, broad knife stuffed into his broad belt. 
 
    He also had the same unfocused stare the alpha wolf from earlier had. 
 
    So did the two wolves flanking him. 
 
    The difference was that these two already bore wounds. One had a deep slash across its throat that didn’t seem to bother it at all, while the other seemed to have been partially skinned along its left flank, from its back leg to the cheek of its face. They both panted heavily, excitably even, watching me impatiently as their master regarded me with a calm, smug, grin. 
 
    Mad-things, Nestor told me sadly, still crouched at my side. All-three. 
 
    As my senses mingled with the little mouse, I got a better picture of the power our three new enemies wielded. The two wolves reeked of death and blood essence, clearly a mix of life and unlife, but they seemed the weaker for it. Their essence levels were no greater than my own, and Nestor projected confidence and contempt when I absently wondered whether he would be able to handle one. 
 
    But the practitioner was another matter. He had no obvious wounds, but the strength he projected screamed that he had entered the wailing stage of essence Advancement, a gap that I could not close even with all three of my Source energies. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” the man rumbled, in what I remembered to be German. “Have you come to take our kill from us?” 
 
    “I am not a thief,” I replied, neither rudely nor fearfully. “I was merely curious as to what this trail of blood led to. But as far as I could tell, there is nothing here. Feel free to look yourselves.” 
 
    I gestured apathetically behind me, looking as indifferent as I could. 
 
    The man chuckled at me, not buying my explanation for a minute. 
 
    “Is that so? I think I will do just that. Or maybe you already harvested the dragon’s Source, and so I should kill you now?” 
 
    “If you care to risk the attempt,” I said with a shrug, still doing my best to sound apathetic. “You would be risking your own life and Source energy, though.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said, unfocused eyes rolling a tad to the left, as if in thought. “But if you had already absorbed the wounded beast’s Source, you would not be talking with me at all. You would be killing me and my dogs, then killing whatever else you wished. Unless you’re one of those cowards that grow squeamish when it’s time to kill something. If that were the case, then you wouldn’t have killed our enemy to begin with. Which means the prey is still behind you, and free for the taking,” he gloated, bloodshot eyes glittering now. 
 
    “I assure you,” I said levelly, staring the madman in his reddening eyes. “I am not squeamish about killing. Not if my own memory serves me.” 
 
    “Good,” he answered, stepping forward, his two mutilated canines still flanking him. “I wish for you to prove it then. But first humor my curiosity, stranger. Where did you come from?” 
 
    I wanted to curse, but there was nothing I could do about it. As a child of Earth, and one from two different races at that, I should have expected my appearance to stand out on these different worlds even more than it already did. Vessa apparently expected the same thing, and saw no issue yet with my admitting that I was a wanderer from another star in the night sky. 
 
    That, or she still expected me to flee every time instead of speak, despite my repeated failures in that regard. 
 
    “I come from a world far beyond this one. My master owes the one behind me a favor, and has chosen to intervene in this dispute. Please allow me to carry the one in the cave to safety. My master will recompense you for your mercy.” 
 
    That, I thought to myself, was a much better lie. 
 
    “Your master sent a weakling of your level to guard one he or she owes a favor to?” The essence practitioner cocked his head, considering my words. “What kind of master has such weak servants?” 
 
    “It shames me to say it, but I am far from being my master’s most powerful disciple,” I answered carefully. “I am merely the one fortunate enough to find my master’s friend. Should she and I die though, I can swear with a Sourcevow that my master will work to avenge us both.” 
 
    And, I thought but did not say, who are you to call me weak? You are not far enough above me to be proud of your power. 
 
    “If she was truly strong enough to do such a thing, she would already have slain my master,” the large man said levelly. “And if your master was truly strong, she would have taught you the language of power instead of the weak words you throw from your mouth.” The muscled practitioner took another step forward. “I am going to kill you, unless you move aside right now. In fact, the only reason I haven’t killed you at all was because I wish to know why someone so weak is trying to guard someone else so obviously doomed. One last question before I kill you, whelp: did your parents drop you when you were born, or did they raise you to be this stupid?” 
 
    My mind was a place with dark, dark thoughts, the small, recent amount of hope I had found notwithstanding. But his callous insult flipped a switch in my mind, lighting up yet another room I had forgotten as I hungered and despaired back on Earth’s slums. 
 
    “Who guards the guardians, when they lay down their shields and sleep?” I asked out loud, repeating the question my mother had given me oh so long ago. “Who heals the healers, when they lie broken and alone? Who protects the protectors, when they are surrounded by foes they cannot overcome alone? Who rescues the heroes, when they have already given everything, and need saving themselves?” 
 
    My Soulscape shifted, as if my words had jolted it awake. It began spinning, venting atmosphere over the ship and exploding star orbiting around it 
 
    Acknowledged, a voice said from inside of it. Subject is hereby recognized as a component of protocol 001, codenamed Apocalypse Denied. Commencing preparations necessary for Anchor Knight transformation. 
 
    Far behind me, the dying old woman gasped. 
 
    “Rider,” she whispered. “It cannot be... they all failed...” 
 
    The bloody practitioner had a different reaction. 
 
    “I see,” he finally said, his voice full of pity, and all the odder for it. The mask of contempt he had been wearing over his face finally slipped free, and his unfocused eyes now shined with sadness instead of hate. “You have embraced the wrong madness. I am sorry.” He waved at his wolves, but did not advance forward. “It is not your fault. Everyone goes mad in some fashion. They must do so, if they are to survive at all under the night sky. But not all insanity rewards. You have been cursed with a lesser disease, one that has betrayed your loyalty by giving you greater and greater obligations, when it should have given you greater and greater strength. My pets will free you, and grow the stronger for it. For your part, you will receive the peace and sanity of death. It is unfair that you were never offered more. Kill him, Blut and Fleisch. We must free our mad brother, before we can claim our proper meal.” 
 
    The two wolves advanced forward, flanking me effectively. Their movements were careful, steady, and sure, and something in their eyes told me they had assessed my power well, unlike the last pack I had battled. These two were more experienced creatures, wolves that had probably brought down practitioners in the past. And when my eyes turned to follow them, I caught their tamer move forward as well. The practitioner was not going to make the mistake of leaving the fight to them. 
 
    No one was underestimating me, and that alone made this most dangerous fight of my life. 
 
    With one exception: all three of my foes made the mistake of underestimating the little mouse by my side. 
 
    A multicolored flash of fur leaped through the air and danced across the open cheek of the wolf on my left, then flew through the air to tear at the second wolf’s ear. As both wolves yelped and snapped at my bonded companion, I activated my speed charm and activated my fire spell. I ran my line of fire all along the open flank of the undead wolf, burning as much area as possible. As the creature collapsed on its side, I spent the last bit of my empowered speed to fire a bolt of mana into the exhausted monster’s skull. 
 
    There were at least a hundred-hundred different stories on Earth regarding the walking dead and how to deal with them, but I remembered that most of them agreed on two things: the walking dead were frail against fire, and defeated by the destruction of the head. 
 
    My first spell had been sufficient to cripple and drain the monster’s protection, and my second had managed to shatter whatever magic in its head animated it. The creature shuddered as my bolt entered its rotting brain, and then went completely still, expelling a cloud of its three Source energies. 
 
    Activating three special abilities in tandem was exhausting, but I kept my attention focused on my remaining foes. My human enemy had drawn back in surprise, but the other wounded wolf was facing off against Nestor. 
 
    The little lifemouse faced off against the undead beast a hundred times his size with his fluffy fur bristling all over, constantly changing colors in a distracting pattern. 
 
    Fight-you! my little friend challenged, lashing his tail and baring his tiny teeth. Not-scared! Save-save! 
 
    He leaped up and darted across the wolf’s snout, and the two tumbled to the floor as they twisted and snapped and fought. 
 
    I realized that despite their difference in size, Nestor was at least at the same level of his opponent, and that I had best turn my gaze to the strongest foe. 
 
    “Essence and mana,” the bloody-eyed man intoned, cautiously moving forward. “You are a bi-practitioner, perhaps the most attractive of all the false paths to power. I will respect you for your discipline, and your killing of Blut, if not for your choice in power.” He circled me as he moved forward, not choosing to attack me head-on. “I am Elag Okenbrand, tribesman of the Blood-hungry Bear, the future high king of this world. I request your name before I take your Source.” 
 
    “Jasper Cloud, of Earth,” I replied sadly. “And by revealing my own identity, I have forced myself to take your life.” 
 
    “If you can truly do so, then I have misjudged your might,” Elag told me, and cleared the distance between us in the blink of an eye. 
 
    I had just enough time to activate my speed charm and leap backwards, so I was only struck by the full extension of his knuckles. The force of the glancing blow still knocked its way through my qi shield and reinforced robes and made my bones shudder painfully. I forced myself to concentrate through the pain and retaliated with a qi-shielded kick to his stomach, hoping to force a bit of distance between us. My enemy grunted in surprise rather than pain, then reached down to grab at my leg, a depressed expression on his face. 
 
    Focus on what’s important! my mother’s voice snapped, and I swung my other leg in the air and threw a dangerous amount of raw mana, qi, and essence into the kick, aiming at my enemy’s face with as much raw power as I dared to put in. I need to learn more skills, I caught my wandering mind thinking, before I refocused it towards striking my enemy’s temple. 
 
    He twisted his head in time to take my attack on the cheek, then he flung me away before I could follow up the attack with another overloaded strike. My leg burned painfully. Spare Source energy was best used as part of a technique, spell, or charm. Trying to use it to work like the Source energy permanently ingrained was dangerous in large doses. But right now, I had no choice. 
 
    I managed to land on my feet in a crouch, in spite of the pain in my leg and the force of Elag’s throw. I recklessly burned my speed charm a third time and fired off another fire bolt into my enemy, pulling the energy from my battery ring as I started to feel taxed. That in itself was a bad sign, and it further reinforced my opponent’s words that I had spread myself too thin. 
 
    But what happened next was even worse. Elag suddenly roared and grew several inches, his muscles expanding as fur appeared all over his body. He ran right through the fire, moving even more quickly now, and drawing the long, broad knife in his belt, a weapon more resembling a broken broadsword than anything else. 
 
    His free hand saw right through my dodge as he grappled me, lifting me off of my feet and pulling me within stabbing range, not reacting at all to my furious punches and kicks. The useless part of my brain took the time to note that he actually was close to my height, that before his new transformation, I had probably been a finger-width taller. 
 
    The more useful part of my brain pointed out that I had just been stabbed in the side by an essence-crafted Sourceweapon, and that I was currently in a lot of pain. 
 
    “You have lost,” the beast-man grunted, sounding in control, despite his still-unfocused eyes and newly fanged maw. “I will bleed you now,” he said as he stabbed me again, this time in the leg. “But know I do this without malice. It is out of respect for my totem, and for suffering’s sake itself.” 
 
    He had pulled me a hair closer, and then, like he said, the fight was over. 
 
    I gripped his temples with my hands, and summoned out my two spiritual knives, so that they blasted out of my palms blade-first. 
 
    They barely penetrated his essence-infused hide, to my horror, but not surprise. Vessa had instructed me to expect this difference in strength, that I should feel fortunate if I was able to injure an opponent at all that was a full stage of Advancement above my own. That was why I had Nestor gather those large rocks earlier. 
 
    I blasted the rocks out next, my arms searing as the missiles exited my Soulscape and body. They slammed against my daggers like a hammer slamming against nails. There was a spurt of blood from both knives, but I wasn’t finished. Nestor had collected a good-sized handful of stones nearly the size of my fist, and I blasted every single one I had left right out of my body, dividing them evenly between my palms, driving both the knives and earlier rocks deep into Elag’s skull. 
 
    My arms and chest screamed in utter agony, but my enemy dropped me and slumped down to his knees. That still horrified me. There were knives and rocks inside his skull. He should have already died. 
 
    But as I readied to try and finish him off, I saw him give me one last nod, as if in grudging respect, and then the rest of him crumpled to the floor. A cloud of essence, as well as faint, miniscule trickles of qi and mana, floated up from his body. The rocks and daggers in his skull crumpled apart completely, dissipating into the air instead of returning to my Soulscape. Apparently my desperate attack had overspent them somehow. 
 
    I turned to see the remaining wolf monster let out a short scream as its entire head erupted in a flame that began at the wound in its throat. As it fell to the floor and released its own Source energy, I saw Nestor leap clear of the monster’s neck, shaking himself in disgust. 
 
    Yuck-yuck, the little rodent muttered. Bad-thing. Glad-dead. 
 
    Nestor, I asked, did you just cast one of my mana spells? 
 
    Who-cares? my bonded companion sent defiantly. Check-her! he shouted as he ran back to the blanket-wrapped woman further in the cave. Save-save! 
 
    We found her staring at us, trembling on the floor as she watched us. 
 
    “Rider,” she gasped. “Anchor Knight.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you mean by either name,” I told her. “But I must return to my job of making you as comfortable as possible.” 
 
    “No!” she hissed, pulling out of the blankets and reaching for me with trembling hands. “Tell me! How did you survive? Your kind was supposed to be lost with my own!” 
 
    “You are reacting to my earlier speech,” I guessed, watching her carefully, trying to guess whether she was dangerous or fragile right now. Probably both, I quietly told myself. “You are referring to my quoting my parents’ lessons.” 
 
    “Your parents taught you, then,” she gasped, eyes wide. “Then your parents passed you the brightest and heaviest of torches, rider. I take back my earlier rejection of your help. I take back every angry word I told you, save for those directed at your parents’ murderers. I curse them a hundred times over. If you but answer my next request, then I will swear with a Sourcevow to spend whatever time my part-soul has left blessing you, and haunting your enemies’ dreams. Answer my next request, and I will use my power to linger beyond death, helping you achieve all the power and vengeance a being of your line is due. I will help you grow strong, spend all my knowledge reinforcing your master’s teaching, and improve it wherever I know of greater secrets. I will protect you from the onslaught of other souls, so that no other spirit will harm you. I will share knowledge of every treasure I have hidden over the years, save the few I have reserved for two others. And, when you have gained everything I have left to offer, I will go and haunt the dreams of your family’s murderers, those brainless, godless clusters of maggot-dung whose unworthy paws took the lives of those that almost single-handedly saved every light in the night sky. And once you have achieved all of your vengeance, I will haunt your enemies’ ghosts with my own, tormenting them wherever they go, so that the wretched things never steal even a shred of undeserved peace. I will swear by a Sourcevow to do all of this, for all the thousands of years my part-soul will last, if you but agree to my final request.” 
 
    “I have yet to learn from my master what exactly a part-soul is,” I told the now-passionate old woman. “But tell me of your request, so that I may consider it.” 
 
    “My daughter’s eggs, rider,” the old woman breathed, coughing and shuddering as she battled her wounds. “If you are truly an Anchor Knight, you can save them. Your Soulscape is built to store, rescue, preserve, refine, even heal. I know, because I saw you use it in battle, rider. It should look like a planet, probably a tiny one at your level, yes?” 
 
    “That... is completely correct,” I said, startled. “How did you know?” 
 
    “It was common,” the woman grunted, pushing past her pain. “Back when our races worked together. We fought to save those who once saved others, the heroes that sailed between the lights in the night sky. All the worlds have forgotten them by now, and none but our peoples came to their aid in the end. Their deaths drove my husband into such a rage that he ascended immediately, Advancing beyond the night sky itself, that he may grow strong enough to return one day, to avenge them all, and protect the worlds in their stead. I would have followed him, but for my daughter’s grief.” The old woman paused, closing her eyes tightly. “She had been pregnant with my grandchildren, and the foolish thing had still tried to fight. I should not blame her, for the rest of my family was no different. We all fought to save those who had saved us all of our lives before. But when the vessel-saints burned and burned, we went mad with grief. The Sourcevows we had sworn to our own souls were broken all at once, ravaging our bodies and souls. The wracking caused my daughter to go into labor early, releasing my grandchildren as eggs not ready to exist beyond the womb. When her own husband saw this, the rage took him as well. He ascended next, the young fool, probably so that he could go to the heavens beyond and throw down whatever devil, immortal, or false god had allowed such horrors to come to pass. My daughter wept, then ascended as well, hoping to find an answer both for her comatose eggs as well as for a night sky that had suddenly lost its protectors.” 
 
    The woman took a breath, opening her eyes, staring at tragedies far beyond the distant past. 
 
    “I had hesitated, binding my own rage in a desperate attempt to hold my family together, to reason with them while I still could. By the time I had failed, the window had passed. The night sky now hangs much lower and heavier, on account of the not-things that gnawed upon its edges. I could not break through it to follow them. I could not ascend with my family. Wherever they are, they will forever linger beyond my reach, even beyond death. But my daughter’s eggs,” she added, her eyes shining again. “I had not known a line of Anchor Knights had survived as well. You are too young, and far too weak, to have sworn your people’s oath, but you have been molded in such a way as to gain their Soulscape. Take my daughter’s eggs, son of my family’s riders. Hide them away in the world that was to prevent the end, and they will be able to grow once more, until they are ready to hatch. Do that, and you will gain two young ones you use your essence to bond with, creatures that will become mighty enough to challenge anything under the night sky. They will protect you in turn that day, and you will have both grown strong by then. Do all of that, rider-child, and my part-soul will serve your growth and your vengeance for as long as it can linger in this realm.” 
 
    Passion flecked liquid from her mouth as she pleaded with me. Her story had moved me, and I was inclined to agree. Which meant that I was close to erring greatly. 
 
    “I will consider your words further one on condition,” I said, holding up a hand before she could protest further. “I require that you completely explain the nature of a part-soul. Not just what you think you can offer from me. Every part of it.” 
 
    “You are shrewd,” the old woman said with narrowed eyes. “That will serve my grandchildren well. Very well then,” she announced in agreement. “I will tell you all I can about the part-soul. Know that even those who have Advanced beyond my stage do not know everything about it, and if I try to be as detailed as possible, I will finally bleed out before you are satisfied. So instead know this: at some point, if you are both fortunate and disciplined, you will Advance beyond what this layer of the night sky can withstand. But long before then, you will refine your soul so that it can exist independently of your body, and in that same time, refine your body further, so that it can withstand the second realm.” She gave me a brief, critical glance. “Despite your past tragedies, you have somehow managed to refine your body well enough to have an excellent foundation for its later stages. But back to the part-soul. By the time you reach the seventh stage of Advancement in any of the three Sources, your soul will begin to gain a small speck of power that can exist beyond its body. In the case of the blood-fool, it will only be strong enough to grant some small level of control over those servant to you, and exert pressure over those who seek to defy you. At the levels beyond that, you will be able to fully project your consciousness beyond your body, allowing you to live for a period of time even if your body is destroyed. During one of the final stages before ascension, your part-soul will become a full-soul, which will allow it to exist beyond your body almost indefinitely, as long as nothing has the power to attack it directly. I was once that powerful,” she grumbled sadly. “But my Advancement was ravaged when I failed both in my attempt to ascend with my family and to uphold the Sourcevow I had made with my own soul.” 
 
    “Why would you swear a Sourcevow with your own soul?” I interrupted to ask. “I thought those were only sworn between two or more parties.” 
 
    “Because the dragons that fought alongside your people back then were young, brash, and determined to placate their consciences at any cost,” Mara admitted bitterly. “We were so determined to save the ship-saints that we bargained against our very souls for more power, promising our own hearts to grant them their deepest desires—to save those guarding the night sky itself—in exchange for the power to do so, and nothing else. And so when the vessel-saints died, our hearts lashed out and ravaged our souls in vengeance. The rest of my family escaped their unjust punishment by Advancing a final time, and hopefully going to a better layer, but I was unlucky. I bounced off the heavens and tumbled back down, losing several stages of growth from every Source in the process. Had I been as I once was, I could have torn apart that degenerate ursine as easily as stretching. As I am now, my part-soul will allow me to exist for mere decades, two or three hundred years at most. But if you do not agree to my bargain, I will not even bother. I will dissipate as soon as my body dies, and go to whatever reincarnation or afterlife waits in store for me. And so you have it, young rider. Make your choice. Or tell me what more I can offer you, so that you can make the proper choice,” she beg-challenged, defiantly and desperately. “I have already offered you all the treasures in my hidden lair. I have already offered my grand-children as pact-mates. But dare me to find a way to offer more, and I will not disappoint.” 
 
    “I will admit that those are generous terms,” I said carefully, and the woman’s eyes flashed in anger. 
 
    “They are beyond generous,” she growled. “Had I been less tired, I could have chosen to pass on right now. I could have my part-soul threaten you, possibly even harm you directly, at your mere level. You are already going to gain much of my Source energy when I die, and since you are at least a partially formed Anchor Knight, you will be able to use all of my essence, qi, and mana. Don’t think I don’t realize you are a tri-practitioner, young one. And don’t think I am any less myself. The vessel-saints did not realize that our two breeds had managed to follow behind them on their own path to Advancement. So yes, young rider. You are not only getting my Source energy, my forgiveness for taking it, my treasure, and my grandchildren, you are also getting one who can instruct you in the use of all three Sources. I suspect not even your own master would know how to do such a thing.” 
 
    “Leaving mention of my master aside,” I replied, privately noting that being a tri-practitioner was turning out to not be anywhere nearly as rare as Vessa had claimed earlier. “Please explain why you are the only one aside from my master who has noticed the fact that I can wield all three Sources. It is quite easy for me to tell another’s power, and yet they always assume I have two Sources at the most, and therefore far weaker than they expect.” 
 
    “Yes, and I have seen you use that to your advantage,” the old woman calmly praised. “Well done. The reason for that is three-fold. In the first place, it is difficult for a practitioner to gauge a Source they are unfamiliar with, even if they have passing knowledge concerning it. In the second place, you have done well in concealing it, both with suppressing your power and with saving your abilities in a way that lets you catch your enemies by surprise, like you just did mere moments ago. You will have to stabilize that energy soon, by the way, especially if you plan on taking mine afterwards. Finally, it appears that your master has put a ward of her own over you which hides your powers further, probably at great cost to herself. And she was apparently kind enough to omit that fact from you, instead of hanging it over your head as an obligation.” 
 
    “That is very much within her character,” I sighed in defeat, quickly reliving my last fight with the kind, beautiful ship-woman, and doing so just after Mara had finished praising her entire race. 
 
    “There,” the old woman sighed, still in pain from her wounds, and looking as if she was growing closer and closer to death’s door as we spoke. “I have given you one lesson, free of any agreement or Sourcevow at all. Challenge me to offer you more, son of ancient heroes. For the sake of my daughter’s eggs, I will not fail to secure your help.” 
 
    I turned to look at Nestor, the little mouse who had wormed his way into my soul and forced me to grow a second conscience. 
 
    She offers us two lives directly, as well as the power to protect many more, I told the lifemouse. What say you, concerning her bargain? 
 
    Don’t take, the tiny Sourcebeast said quickly, with a firm shake of his fluffy head. Save-save! 
 
    That still does not seem possible, I told the creature, even as thoughts formed in my mind. 
 
    Not-true! Nestor lashed his brush-tipped tail angrily. You-see! You-know! You-want! Save-save! 
 
    He had me again. I wanted far more than this dragon-turned woman was offering. So far, she had been squandering the greatest incentive she could possibly offer me. 
 
    “So to do this,” I began. “I would probably need to open my Soulscape, and take your part-soul inside of it, all while trusting that you would do me no harm once you were inside.” 
 
    At my mention of such a task, her eyes grew damp, and her lips clamped tightly together. 
 
    It was then when I knew that Nestor and I had our answer. 
 
    “Blast you,” Mara finally said. “Blast you for asking the most merciless question possible, for toying with a dying woman. No, rider-son, you do not need to absorb my part-soul into your Soulscape. That would both prevent you from absorbing my Source energy and remove my ability to linger close by as a guardian, which is why I did not even offer it to you as an option. Just swear the vow and save my eggs, and you would gain everything I can offer. In fact, I will add to my vow that if I can even think of a way to help you further, I will do so freely, so that you need not think of a hundred more questions to ask me as I continue to bleed out over your own blankets.” 
 
    She snapped that last comment out, clamping her mouth shut afterwards in regret, but not apologizing. 
 
    I supposed then that begging came hard for a being such as herself. 
 
    “Entertain my heartless curiosity further,” I demanded, “and explain what placing your part-soul inside my Soulscape would do, in addition to denying Source energy and restricting you.” 
 
    “Idiot!” she snapped, before composing herself. “I mean, honored rider-son. Absorbing my part-soul would squander the benefits I could offer—” 
 
    “Explain then, what it would do for you,” I persisted. 
 
    “I am not asking you to do anything for me!” the old woman hissed, her weakened body struggling to hold her rage. “I am asking you to save my grandchildren! Turn your attention back to the matter at hand, and stop dangling this hope in front of a poor old woman that never asked you for it!” 
 
    “Answer my question, or your request is denied immediately,” I said harshly, not backing down in the slightest. 
 
    “Curse you, then,” Mara snarled hoarsely, spitting blood as she did so. “It would save my life. Give me a chance to create a second, newer body, letting me restart my Advancement from the very beginning, but with possessing all the knowledge I have now. Let me watch my grandchildren grow to complete adulthood, instead of just watching them from afar for a century or two! It could even give me another chance one day to ascend beyond this level of the night sky, to where I could follow my family and help them avenge the vessel-saints, with my grandchildren safely in tow. It would give me back all the hopes and dreams I had never even dared to ask for, in place of giving you the power you would need to secure your own interests and desires, which is why I never bothered to bring it up. So curse you, Jasper Rider-son, for reminding me of what I want the most, and why I cannot give it to you.” 
 
    “But you would still be able to train and guide me from my Soulscape, and one day you could emerge to battle alongside myself and your grandchildren,” I pointed out, without so much as batting an eye in response to her tantrum. 
 
    “Yes!” she shouted as loudly as her wounds would allow. “I could do both of those things! In exchange for throwing away enough power to allow you to Advance two full stages immediately, and in every Source! And I could help you stabilize your gains, maximize them even, and then teach you proper skills to make best use of your newfound power! All while being able to intervene in battles as a spirit at the sixth stage of every Advancement, and save your life from danger! You would almost certainly surpass the rest of your master’s pupils, and within the fastest amount of time ever heard of!” 
 
    “Would it raise my potential as well?” I asked, still heartlessly calm, refusing to be moved by her desperate grief. “Or would my master’s pupils surpass me once again? And would having you inside my Soulscape refine my potential further, over the long term?” 
 
    “Blasted young man,” Mara spat. “Were you not the orphan son of those my own ancestors called pact-mates, I would have taken full advantage of your foolish generosity! Yes, you would gain more potential if you saved my life, both for your body and soul,” she said as she threw up her trembling hands, “but potential tomorrow is not worth as much as power today! You could easily find a foe stronger than you tomorrow, and then all your potential would be for naught when he slaughtered you! Because all the clever tricks in the world would not help you if someone at the striving essence stage, or bronze mana stage, or qi heart-core stage saw you as a mortal enemy! Gain power now, young man, and you will have the opportunity to plan for the future!” 
 
    Good, I thought critically, she is willing to lecture me. Defend me, even. 
 
    Yes-yes, Nestor said, hearing my unguarded thoughts. Good-life! Kind-life! Need-need! Save-save! 
 
    “Hurry up, young one,” Mara said, quivering as her body continued to die. “Make the best bargain you can, and stop toying with an old woman’s hopes.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I announced with a nod. “In exchange for directing me to your hoard and comatose grandchildren, giving me all the treasures your grandchildren will not need, instructing me to safely absorb them, help me raise them, and form the most beneficial pact-bonds with me, as well as sharing all of the knowledge you can with me—and my current and future pact-mates,” I added with a nod to Nestor, who jumped up and down in agreement, “including your grandchildren when they hatch, aiding my master in whatever ways I deem practical, refusing to harm her in any way, as well as keeping her existence a complete secret unless she or I instruct otherwise...” I paused, making sure I was properly checking off every item on my long list of demands. “And defending me in whatever capacity your being is able to do so, in addition to any other reasonable requests I choose to make in the future...” I took a breath, hoping that last item would ensure I hadn’t missed anything important, then continued speaking. “In exchange for all of the items I just mentioned, I swear by my Source and Strength to hide your part-soul into my Soulscape, where it can grow and recover, until you and your grandchildren are all one day strong enough to Advance beyond this layer of the night sky, preferably with myself and many others in tow, that we may hopefully one day throw down whatever horrors are responsible for spreading the oppression and tyranny both here and in the heavens above.” 
 
    Mara sighed as she closed her eyes. 
 
    “Finally,” she muttered, “you allow an old woman to abandon her foolish hope and focus on what she can still gain. Yes, I hereby...” Her eyes snapped open, as if she had finally finished hearing all of my words. “What?” she shouted, pulling her way free of the blankets and sitting up, still shouting, broken body be damned. “What? What?” 
 
    “My demands are lengthy, but I did not stutter,” I replied levelly. “You should remember the terms well enough, but I suppose I can repeat them if needed.” 
 
    “You said!” she sputtered, raising a trembling finger. “You said! You just gave up everything, and offered the wrong choice! You offered the lesser choice! The stupid choice!” 
 
    “I will correct you once,” I whispered, “But if you truly think I have chosen the wrong choice, then you have never talked to an orphan. I have chosen the path for greater gains.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” the old woman whispered, still too afraid to believe her ears. “I told you, you need power today, to survive tomorrow.” 
 
    “I have survived the last ten years of my life without any power at all, kicked about the streets of my world like a dead dog,” I answered harshly. “And I could grow two full stages right now, and have no guarantee that I would not immediately gain an enemy still several stages ahead of me. All the power in the world would not negate the chance that I might fight someone stronger, luckier, or better prepared, who would then kill me. I will have other opportunities to gain the power you have described. But you are a fool,” I said bluntly, “if you think power, wealth, and longevity are the only things that orphans crave.” 
 
    Her eyes blinked again. 
 
    “That?” she asked in hollow disbelief. “You would save my life, just for that? Just to hear an old woman check on you, and claim you as child or grandchild?” 
 
    “You have clearly been willing to do so for others, or the infants of this world would already be dead,” I pointed out. “If you are still willing to be a parent on behalf of myself, Nestor, my master, and any others that one day join our group, then I will save your life and help you awaken your grandchildren, though I cannot promise we will leave for them immediately.” 
 
    “But I already had my chance,” she protested unreasonably, like children sometimes do when they are offered something they are afraid to admit they want, and do not feel they deserve. “I was given the children here, briefly. As well as my own daughter, who is now beyond me. I was already given two chances to be a mother.” 
 
    I decided to laugh loudly, and probably uncharitably. 
 
    “Honored Senior,” I began, “you could adopt a hundred thousand children this very moment, raise them into healthy and happy lives, and the night sky would still have new orphans ready for you the very next day, should you be willing and able to care for them. There are always more children than parents and grandparents combined. Few children at all would feel unfortunate over having a second mother to care for them, and I declare with confidence that no child at all, no matter what the age, would regret having a second, third, or even eighth grandmother to care for them. Offer all the care your heart has, Honored Senior, and the night sky’s young will not let a single drop go to waste.” 
 
    The dragon-turned-woman blinked silently for a moment, before finally turning to Nestor. 
 
    “This is your doing as much as his,” she accused, eyes finally leaking clear streams. “In fact, you encouraged him. Helped him come to these thoughts.” 
 
    Yes-yes. My little mouse nodded without shame. Not-sad. Save-life. Gain-more. 
 
    Mara shook her head at the two of us, at a loss for words. 
 
    “Very well,” she sighed. “I accept your generous and foolish offer. I swear by my Source and my Strength to accommodate all of Jasper Cloud’s demands, going beyond the ones he listed, to instead unreservedly offer him anything that will benefit him, as well as comply as well as I can with any request, providing it does not cost the life of an innocent, harm a child, completely renounce my own children, or abandon the fidelity I still have for my husband,” she added the last item with a wry glance in my direction, “in exchange for his dangerously generous offer of saving my life and awakening the lives of my daughter’s children.” 
 
    Nestor squeaked happy agreement in witness to our oath, and we both injected essence into our souls. My chest and Soulscape quivered for a brief moment, and then our vow was sealed. 
 
    “Very well then, rider-son,” Mara said, closing her eyes again. “Activate your Soulscape, and I will begin the process of hiding the remnants of my soul inside your own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    “Be warned,” the old dragon-turned-woman said. “Most of my Source energy will be consumed in this process. As it is lost, my enemy or his tribe may notice its release. We may need to escape, and quickly.” 
 
    “That should be no problem,” I replied as I commanded my Soulscape to begin turning again. “Providing you will no longer die should I teleport.” 
 
    “Once I am inside your Soulscape, that will no longer be the case,” Mara confirmed. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “As far as I know, Elder,” I replied. “You may begin.” 
 
    “Elder?” the dragon-woman said with a raised eyebrow, amused despite her fatigue and wounds. “I thought you were looking for a grandmother?” 
 
    “I…” I started to answer her, but could not find the proper words. She regarded my hesitation calmly, nodding in understanding. 
 
    “You are not ready to use the title you wish me to take on,” she said wisely. “I can be patient with that, after all the practice my son-in-law gave me. But if  you must, call me Senior, instead of Elder. I feel old enough as it is.” 
 
    The old woman nodded, closed her eyes, and sighed one final time. 
 
    As she exhaled, her body went limp, and a ghostly, serpentine figure spiraled out of her chest. It sported two pairs of legs, wide wings, and a powerful-looking tail, closely resembling the ancient stories regarding the European dragon. Its features were more detailed than the cage-drakes had been, despite being utterly transparent. 
 
    But I did not have long to examine Elder Mara’s true form—I couldn’t help continuing to think of her formally, despite her request—because she flew quickly into my Soulscape. She spiraled gracefully into the tiny planet, shrinking further as she did so. I felt essence, mana, and qi burn like kindling as she merged into the tiny world’s atmosphere, weakening herself as she became small and frail enough to exist inside such a frail house as my own soul. But instead of spinning faster to try and absorb it, my Soulscape became absolutely still, as if it was doing everything it could to ensure Elder Mara landed safely inside of it. 
 
    Evacuee detected, a voice said somewhere in my mind. Initiating sub-protocol 002 of codename Apocalypse Denied, designation: Soul’s Shelter. 
 
    Clouds cleared as the ghostly dragon descended. She was still shedding Source energy at a speedy rate, still reversing her Advancement in the process. I had never even known such a thing was possible. But as I looked closely, I could find that she was not truly weakening herself. She was locking away the rest of her power, putting it somewhere she could not access for the time being. 
 
    It’s to keep it safe until I regain my physical body, Elder Mara advised me, speaking directly into my mind. And stop thinking so loud. It’s annoying. 
 
    Apologies, I thought back. I’m not used to having company over. 
 
    Uppity thing, she grumbled, but I suppose you’ve earned it. Thank you for this, young rider. I will uphold my oath and do everything I can to repay you. I suppose we can start by teaching you how to guard your thoughts. That can be a life-saver, especially for a young, red-blooded male at your age. 
 
    I... what? I asked, completely confused at the new direction our conversation had taken. 
 
    Ah, it’s been too long since I’ve worked with a young man your age. Never mind, darling. We’ll discuss that later. For now, we need to see if we should flee from here. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the body lying next to the blankets. It was limp, silent, and cold. 
 
    Old thing served me well all my life, Elder Mara said in my mind. I’ll build one just like it someday though. Or better, just to put that silly husband of mine in his place. But enough rambling from me. Let’s go, darling. Don’t forget your little mouse. 
 
    Nestor squeaked happily and leaped on my shoulder, bouncing up and down in excitement. 
 
    It-worked! he shouted into my mind. It-worked! Save-save! 
 
    Yes, little friend, I told him. You were the one right this time. 
 
    Did-good! Helped-helped! Glad-glad! 
 
    He was practically chasing his tail in excitement. I turned my attention from the adorable sight and began to reach for the teleportation link, but then Vessa’s script suddenly appeared in front of my eyes. 
 
    Testing...Jasper? The words crawled across my vision awkwardly, probably due more to Vessa’s discomfort regarding our last fight than any technical difficulties. 
 
    I am here, Vessa, I wrote back in my mind. The mission was a success. The dragon-woman’s suffering has been stopped. 
 
    I was about to tell her more, but I realized I was still angry with her, despite the fact that everything had worked out better than I possibly could have hoped. I clamped down on the unreasonable emotion, and failed completely in the act of smothering it. She began to type more words, but I cut her off with my own message. 
 
    I would prefer to tell you the details when I return, I said carefully. It was getting hard to think with all the unprocessed Source energy rolling about in my body, and with the emotional earthquake today’s events had already been. 
 
    Actually, Vessa began typing back. I have to ask you to stay down there a little longer. Nova has almost finished getting the fleeing tribes to safety. You can move away from your current location for a bit, but after that I need you to stay in one place. I’m trying to create a focal point for the bloodbeast and his army, and they’re heading to your location. I think they noticed when the other Sourcebeast died. Nova’s going to arrive near you soon as well, to make sure all our enemies gather in one place and help me aim my attack. Would you be willing to do that? Just rest, or Draw, somewhere nearby? 
 
    That sounds fine, I admitted. I am not in any danger now. 
 
    It won’t be too long, Vessa assured me. I promise. She paused for a moment before she messaged me again. Are you sure you’re okay? 
 
    I finally managed to master my pettiness and give her more reassurance. 
 
    I am very well, I admitted. Too much happened for me to discuss now, but things went a bit better than I feared. It is too hard to write the details in my mind, but I look forward to speaking with you in person about it. 
 
    Good, she sent me, and I could guess the relief she felt through her script. Thank you, Jas. Thank you for everything. I’ll pull you back as soon as I can. 
 
    We stopped talking, and I began walking toward the cave’s exit. 
 
    My master wishes me to remain on this world for a little longer, I sent to Elder Mara. I have not told her of your presence yet. 
 
    An odd choice, she noted, but who am I to judge your relationship with your teacher? Just don’t keep too many secrets from her, and none for too long. We hate that kind of thing, dear. 
 
    I believe you, I answered, walking to the body of the practitioner I had killed earlier. I lingered over him, feeling a regret that had been absent for every one of the eaterling’s deaths. 
 
    I am sorry I had to kill him, I admitted as I stared at Elag’s corpse. He had a conscience. He wanted to do what he believed was right. 
 
    Incorrect, young rider, the old woman said gently. He did not wish to do the right actions. He wished for his actions to be right, so that he would not have to change. He is not the first would-be murderer to do such. Nor will he be the last. 
 
    I could not argue with her judgment. But the real reason I had stopped over my dead enemy was not to pay any last respects, but to take his weapon. 
 
    “I have no idea if stealing from your corpse is wrong,” I said as I unbelted the weapon. Unlike my recently destroyed daggers, the broad blade was too large to fit in my Soulscape, so I needed to take his belt and scabbard as well. “But I need it, and you no longer do. If you have another life, I hope you never believe that killing the weak is praiseworthy.” 
 
    He had nothing else of value on his body, so I fastened his belt to my own waist and walked toward the exit of the cave. 
 
    Where is the best location for me to Draw, that I can reach nearby? I asked my new spiritual passenger. 
 
    The best answer for that is usually the closest mountaintop, dear, she advised. Just go outside and climb over the cavern’s roof. 
 
    Very well, I replied, exiting the cave and climbing the rocky outcropping outside. 
 
    While we’re at it, we should probably stabilize your substages. It looks like your master was in the process of giving you a good foundation before you had to come rescue me, judging by what she had you do with your first qi drop. Why don’t we complete what she was doing with your mana and essence, while we have you Draw again? 
 
    I followed her advice as I reached the top of the rocky hill her cave had formed under. I sat down and instructed Nestor to keep watch while I assumed a meditative stance. Then I performed the one advantage that practitioners had over Sourcebeasts, the ability to augment, refine, and enlighten themselves through practice and sheer mental willpower. 
 
    Why don’t we try them one at a time for now, young rider? my new guest advised. Let’s go ahead and start with absorbing more qi, but don’t color your next drop yet. I’ll show you how to absorb one Source at a time properly. 
 
    It proved to not be too difficult, largely due to dedicating an entire drop to the art of wielding qi itself. I adjusted the qi shield around me to open up in small curved holes that were conducive to the river-like Source to enter. Essence and mana were trapped near the opening, unable to navigate such awkward openings. As the qi flew into me, I directed it into channels already established through my previous efforts. The new qi began circulating with my old, and my newly colored drop helped regulate and refine everything even further. 
 
    In the end, part of the qi began to lag behind, clumping together and showing signs that I was about to form a third drop. 
 
    Well done, well done, the old woman praised. Your master has done remarkably well in training a tri-practitioner. Reminds me of the great teachers of old, in fact. 
 
    I will share more information regarding her soon, I promised, trying not to sound uncomfortable. 
 
    Indeed, though that’s one part of your mind you guard surprisingly well. You are far more careful about some secrets than others. But we’ll touch on that later, young rider. For now, let’s move onto your mana, and stabilize that next. I’ll walk you through how to focus your first wisp. 
 
    I did as she said. This time, I opened up small holes in my qi barrier, too small for the flecks of essence to pass through but providing no obstacle for the clouds of mana trying to enter my body and soul. As they passed inside of me, they tried to disturb my carefully crafted balance between Source energies. But then Elder Mara nudged a talon against the ground of my spectral planet, and it slowly began to turn. She gave it a few more pokes, as if she was correcting its speed and balance, before giving a satisfied nod. 
 
    There we go, young rider. That should help you a great deal. Your process wasn’t bad before, just needed a little tuning by someone who had already seen it done. But you and your master have done an excellent job, despite not having a previous Anchor Knight for a reference. Now, listen to me as I explain how this will work... 
 
    As mana drifted into the proper locations, Elder Mara continued Vessa’s instructions on how to specialize my first substage of mana. 
 
    My Soulship mentor had already pounded into me that mana was about study and practice, more so than either of the other two Sources. Therefore, when I had focused my first wisp, I had begun asking myself questions about the very nature of mana itself. But Elder Mara urged me to immediately do more than that. Asking questions and stopping there might be suitable for cultivating qi, she said, but mana expects immediate action, and demands immediate results. But before that could alarm me, she next explained that mana never requires perfect results. One is immediately expected to provide an answer to the question mana brings, but never expected to provide the right answer, just an answer that provokes further research. 
 
    So I gave a dozen different answers to the question of what mana was, and did my best to narrow them down. But I found that each one was wrong in some way or another, and so I asked different ones, narrowing and refining my focus further and further, until I was more often providing answers explaining all the things mana was not. 
 
    It should have been meaningless; in fact most people on Earth would have argued that my actions were nothing but failure. Not true, my memories said. My father’s voice called out, paraphrasing an old inventor in Earth’s history. 
 
    You have not failed a hundred times, son. You have just found a hundred ways that will not work. 
 
    That was one of the things mana was. 
 
    It wasn’t just about knowing what was true. It was about knowing what wasn’t true. And had more of my people recognized our tyrant’s lies when they were spoken, we might have still been free today. 
 
    With that, the oldest wisp floating around the ore of tin gained a faint purple-gray color, soothing the rest of the mana inside my body. 
 
    Good work, young rider, Elder Mara’s voice said in my mind. We’re off to an excellent start. I suspect this will be the Source that interests you the most, given all the questions I hear your young mind throwing about. In fact, I daresay you have the makings of a great mage. 
 
    I would call that wonderful news, I replied carefully. But my master has said that my talent for Drawing Source energy is much lower than what she has seen in others. 
 
    Don’t learn the wrong lessons from her words, young rider. Potential is not a set thing. Every bit of practice you do now increases the amount you can grow in the future. Make the most of both your successes and your failures, and you will soar to heights beyond what your critics’ words can ever follow. 
 
    Those words were so encouraging that my mind clutched at them and pulled them close. As I did so, I examined further my ore of tin and found a third wisp beginning to coalesce. 
 
    See there, young one? the old dragon continued. Close to your third substage in both mana and qi. I daresay you are already out-pacing all the fearful little voices in your head. Keep moving forward. Now, we will work on your largest chunk, your essence. Be ready, dear, because right now this is your strongest, and wildest, Source. Fortunately, it is the one I happen to know best. Just follow my instructions and you’ll be fine. Now, go ahead and collapse your shielding... 
 
    I followed Elder Mara’s instructions and removed the last barrier to the energy waiting to enter my body, and the flakes of essence settled into and over my body like snow soaking and piling upon the ground. As it entered my flesh and bones, the old dragon gave my Soulscape another nudge, and it began to spin in place, ever so carefully, moving without traveling any distance at all. Every flake floated to a proper location, settling over me in a uniform pattern. Despite being the most ponderous of the three Source energies, its process was immediate and completely without hesitation. 
 
    Because it doesn’t think, I realized, not compared to mana or qi. 
 
    I felt Elder Mara give me an approving nod, so I pondered the matter a little further. 
 
    Essence follows innate patterns, automatic actions... instincts. Essence is about instinct, the knowledge I wield on a subconscious level. 
 
    At first glance, that would make this Source the most limiting, implying that I could never do anything new with it. But that was false, for the same reasons Elder Mara had pointed out in regards to my long-term potential. Instincts were not permanent things, but could be sharpened, dulled, or even gained or lost. The phrase “second-nature” came to mind, of individuals that had honed a skill so thoroughly they could perform it in their sleep. Rapid-fire cognition was another name for the effect, of making use of knowledge gained through sheer repetition, completely circumventing the conscious, worrying portions of my mind. 
 
    To my further surprise, it probably also represented a large portion of the knowledge my parents had drilled into me. I hadn’t studied combat in decades, but when I battled my first eaterling, my weakened muscles remembered just enough to put myself in a position to kill the wretched thing. And while I could sometimes hear my mother’s voice in my fights, my mind and body were already several steps ahead of the memory, often completing the suggested actions even before her ghost could finish recommending them. 
 
    That was it, then, I decided. Instinct was all the knowledge my mind didn’t realize it knew. 
 
    The first crack in the mosaic suddenly grew, tracing around the edge of the entire picture. It defined the artwork further, revealing it to be the crude form of a human body. The second crack trembled in place, and the third crack finally finished appearing in the center, present, but somehow unclear, and begging for definition. 
 
    Alright, young rider, Elder Mara told me. Now let’s go ahead and get both of these defined. Essence is actually the best of the three energies to get straightened out at the beginning, because it provides mostly long-term benefits. 
 
    How do you know so much about all three Sources? I asked the ancient Sourcebeast. Because to my knowledge, Sourcebeasts rarely had access to a second Source. Which was why Nestor’s use of my fire spell had alarmed me so much. 
 
    It’s rare, dear, but every now and then a Sourcebeast can comprehend a portion of one of the other two Sources. The Bloodfool actually did just that with qi, although he can’t Advance beyond the Heart-core stage. But I know of it from bonding with my old rider. Our kind gains a bit of the same Sources your kind does when you bond with us, in the rare event that an essence practitioner actually has a second Source. 
 
    That is seeming less and less rare every day, I noted dryly. 
 
    Yes, dear, you seem like you’ve had all manner of bad luck in choosing enemies. Probably because you’ve been sticking your nose in situations like this one, and helping old women like me. But our two races are probably the only two that both have access to all three Sources, and actually bother with developing them. 
 
    I still don’t understand that second point, I replied. They each provide different paths to power. Why wouldn’t anyone develop every scrap of power they could? 
 
    Some do, Elder Mara acknowledged. But most practitioners and Sourcebeasts see no need, for the same reason you don’t try to walk down more than one road to get to your destination. Every step you take on your second or third Source is a step you’re not taking on your first and best Source, which means you’re putting off ascension and immortality. But I understand why you’re not racing to the top, dear. Your kind and mine didn’t want to. 
 
    No, I said with dawning realization. We tried to protect the Soulships. 
 
    Indeed, the dragon-woman said sadly. We couldn’t bring ourselves to charge headlong into immortality. We had to guard the guardians. Heal the healers. Rescue the heroes. We knew they couldn’t be strong forever, and that one day they would need care and aid themselves. Our goals baffled them, dear. They couldn’t understand why we wouldn’t just immediately ascend, and so they forbade it. Declared that we could not follow them, or join their crews. I rejoice every day my family and others chose to ignore that command. But in the end, we were too few, and so we failed to protect them in their greatest of battles. And now the vessel-saints are gone from the night-sky, and mad, angry things rule as they see fit. 
 
    What if they were not gone? I asked carefully. What if there was somehow one left? 
 
    Then I would not believe it, the old dragon-woman said simply. Too much hope is dangerous, young rider. I have already received a double portion of it today. I may invite a curse if I am ungrateful, and ask for more. So no, you could claim to have seen one of the vessel-saints yourself, that you have one hidden somewhere and are secretly nursing them back to health, and I still would not dare to believe you. Not even if you described their ship and flesh-body perfectly. 
 
    Noted, I said with a shrug. 
 
    Now, stop asking so many questions and listen to my next instructions, you curious young man. As a non-Soulship tri-practitioner, you’re going to need to make sure your essence at least complements your other two Sources. So your first two substages will be fleshing out the parts of you that mana and qi both rely the heaviest on. 
 
    So I need to think of two instincts that do that, I tried to confirm, but the spectral dragon just sighed and shook her head as she gave me a patient look from her spot on my inner planet. 
 
    I just said no questions, she complained. And yes, dear, don’t get pedantic. That still counted as a question. But no, you can’t do that. If you can think of something at all, it isn’t really an instinct. Instead, you are going to use those two cracks to develop different parts of your body, as that is how essence works. And yes, essence is part of your body as well. Stop making me preempt your interruptions, dear. You’re going to define your next two cracks so that they can represent your mind and your heart, and the order doesn’t matter. Not for this, at least. But let’s pick your heart for now, young rider. 
 
    I spent a half-moment to confer with Nestor and assure that our enemies were nowhere in sight. Then I closed my eyes and tried to figure out all the things I didn’t know I knew about the human heart. 
 
    I shuddered just from even contemplating the matter. I felt as if I had touched a vast and boundless sea, one so deep and so great that it had long ago swept over the very landmass on its planet, and was threatening to drown space itself. The very next minute, I felt the floating, undefined crack in the mosaic coalesce into a small, simple depiction of my cardiovascular organ. 
 
    That was surprisingly easy, I said to myself, and Elder Mara chuckled at me. 
 
    That’s the thing about essence, dear, she said to me. You either get it or you don’t. And the methods you use to manage it will always be almost impossible to explain to anyone else. Now, let’s work on that wild brain of yours. She fell silent for a moment. But, as I come to think of it, I suspect your heart is always going to be the more dangerous of the two. 
 
    I had no idea what she meant by that. But I knew I was lucky to have managed this much without being interrupted, so I began to focus on all the things I didn’t know I knew in my mind. 
 
    My entire world went completely bright-white, so bright that it seared into every corner of my think-muscle. I had just enough time to think I was suffering the worst headache I had ever experienced before everything went black and numb. 
 
    The next moment, I was lying down, and Nestor’s whiskers were all over my face as the little mouse squeaked in alarm. I opened my eyes, then closed them immediately to sneeze, knocking the tiny, startled mouse off my face. 
 
    Still-safe! the tiny creature chirped in relief as he landed on his feet. Good-good. Did-work? 
 
    Yes, Nestor, I told him immediately. I saw that the third crack floating over my mosaic had traveled to the picture’s head, tracing a line of circuits inside of it. My mind felt much, much sharper. I could clearly see that large portions of it were still locked, and locked in a way that couldn’t have just been damage due to my years of malnourishment. 
 
    Someone had sealed away large portions of myself. Locked it away in case of emergency, I realized. But why? I asked myself. This seemed to go beyond what my parents could have possibly done, and it didn’t make sense for them to do it. 
 
    Query detected, a voice said, and my heightened mind realized that it came directly from my Soulscape. 
 
    My Soulscape was speaking to me. Something that Vessa assured me was just a part of myself, a fraction of my own consciousness. 
 
    I did not need a heightened brain to know that such conversations were a bad sign. 
 
    Subject is requesting information regarding sealed archive. Sealed archive is part of protocol 001, Codename Apocalypse Denied. All further information is classified, and therefore unavailable. 
 
    Who are you? I demanded, shaking with anger and fear. You are inside my body, and tell me that I have no right to know what has been put inside my mind? 
 
    Subject is correct in assuming he has insufficient clearance to access sealed data and resources, per protocol’s rules. Subject is reminded that he agreed to said rules earlier, and therefore gave consent to have insufficient clearance. 
 
    EXTINCT BULL-DROPPINGS! I roared in my mind. TELL ME WHO YOU ARE OR I WILL NEVER FEED YOU AGAIN! I turned my attention to Elder Mara, who was still perched on the world I was arguing with. ELD-SENIOR! PLEASE EXPLAIN! 
 
    Use your inside voice, dear, Elder Mara admonished gently, graciously ignoring my honorific fumble. And don’t use such strong language until you’re older and you’ve earned it. But it looks like you’ve got some extra modifications to your Soulscape. Probably a bloodline oath from an earlier Anchor Knight, if I had to guess. My bet is that it’s leftover protocol from the surviving riders. 
 
    Please give any further information you have concerning the modification of what is essentially my immortal soul, I asked as politely and calmly as my panic allowed, and feeling very proud of myself for making the attempt. 
 
    I’m afraid I don’t know all that much, young rider, the elder dragon informed me. All I know is that while the surviving Sourcebeasts went into despair and rage over the death of the vessel-saints, the handful of living Anchor Knights refused to give up. Your kind returned to Earth, and made some preparations that the rest of us could not talk you out of. Probably something designed to help you fill the hole the righteous Soulships have left with their passing. Don’t expect too much out of it though, dear. It shouldn’t hinder you in the slightest, and it’s unlikely you’ll be able to unearth the rest of it. I’ll keep an eye on it for you anyway, young rider. I owe you that and far more. 
 
    I... appreciate it, I finally said. For now, I had no choice but to let the matter drop. Perhaps more secrets would unlock when I Advanced further or had another experience that somehow triggered more memories. Do we have time to work on a remaining drop or wisp, or have your old enemies finally showed up? 
 
    They don’t all appear to be enemies, the old woman said calmly. But check with your fluffy friend. It’s hard for me to see outside this tiny world of yours. 
 
    Friend-near! Nestor told me, lashing his tail excitedly. Foes-too! 
 
    That was a cause for concern, so I leaped to my feet immediately. In the distance, I could see scattered groups of people running across the valley as they headed for my rocky hill, the last elevation left before the ground dipped into the nearby sea. But as I reached for my spells and techniques, I could see that they were not carrying any weapons. 
 
    In fact, most of them seemed to be carrying either infants or wounded. 
 
    The little ones, Elder Mara said with a start. The ones I freed earlier. They are still running. They have come here. 
 
    That does not sound like part of my master’s plan, I noted urgently. Are they being pursued? 
 
    Most likely, yes, the old woman advised. I am hoping your master will act soon. 
 
    Several howls sounded out in the distance, and the fleeing prisoners in the very back of the crowd fell backward. I could just barely make out chains of blood wrapped around their throats like leashes on a slave. Another howl sounded, and more women, children, and elderly were thrown off their feet, the women screaming as they desperately tried to hold on to the infants they were carrying. 
 
    No, Elder Mara hissed in her mind. I worked so hard to free them... 
 
    Help-help! Nestor chirped in my mind. We-swore! Save-save! 
 
    My qi had finished repairing my earlier injuries. After stabilizing most of my substages, I felt refreshed and renewed. And the fleeing prisoners were heading in my direction anyway. If their enemies were close behind, a few hundred or thousand steps would not make a difference in Vessa’s plan. Not compared to everything else, at least. 
 
    I activated my speed charm and leaped down the hill, then burned my newest charm, the one that let me ignore the restrictions of the nearby terrain. I had completely cleared the outcropping and made it halfway to the group before another howl sounded out, and the rest of the group fell screaming to the ground. I could see the prisoners at the very back slowly slide backwards, as the misty, bloody chains yanked them back toward their former captors. 
 
    Further back in the distance, I could see the largest wolf yet, one that put all previous ones to shame and who gave off a greater concentration of essence than even Elag had radiated. 
 
    Not-scared, little Nestor said to my mind as he clung to my clothing. Save-save! 
 
    Save-save, I agreed, realizing that the tiny lifemouse’s nature was rubbing off on me, and feeling the better for it. 
 
    We reached the group much faster than I had expected. My heart-crack was fueling my body with blood, and on a level far more beneficial than I had expected. I had to continue growing, I decided, and I had to ensure I would grow ever more quickly. These benefits were too great, and too needed. 
 
    Nestor leaped from my shoulder as we reached the first of the chained innocents. 
 
    I-check! the little mouse sent to me as he raced for a bruised young woman desperately and uselessly struggling with the misty ropes around the little girl in her arms, choking as her own noose tightened over her throat. You-fix! Break-chains! Save-save! 
 
    I nodded in acknowledgment as I ran to the center of the group and began casting the mana spell I had learned from the cage-drake, the one that let me cancel out restricting Source energy. I felt my first wisp augment the spell, using my new understanding of the very nature of mana itself to empower my endeavor further. 
 
    Broken black chain links poured out of my palms and fluttered over to every fleeing prisoner like a cloud of sharp-winged black butterflies. They looked as if they were going to slice the poor evacuees to pieces, but instead they tore through the bloody mist encircling the former prisoners, completely shredding the red bindings into nothingness. 
 
    Another, angrier howl sounded out, but this time none of the people were affected. They crawled back to their feet, rubbing their throats or soothing the crying children in their arms as they became able to walk and breathe again. Nestor flashed by every single one of them before landing back on my shoulder. 
 
    All-fine! he told me. Let’s-go! Save-save! 
 
    “This way!” I shouted as I pointed to the top of the rocky hill, in English first, then German, since those seemed like the most likely languages the two groups understood. But an old man in the middle nodded, and began running forward, urging the others to follow him to the elevated outcrop. 
 
    I was about to lead the way when I noticed that every single member of the medium-sized group was weaker than me. The closest one to my strength was a relatively healthy-looking woman at the second crack of the natal stage. 
 
    That made Nestor and I more useful as a rear guard, than as a guide to a hill they could all see without help. 
 
    I sighed and drew my new blade, as the wolf on the hill the tribe had fled from let out another howl. The beast gave me a hate-filled glance just before leaping downward and rushing toward me, the rest of his pack following him as they leaped out of hiding. Behind them was an army of red-painted practitioners, howling and brandishing stone axes and spears. 
 
    Their leader had crossed about half of the distance to me before a fist-thick beam of light blasted down from the sky and burned his head to ash. 
 
    The wolves behind him stumbled to a stop before more beams of light stabbed down and slaughtered them as well. 
 
    I looked upward to see a beautiful woman with tanned skin, golden hair, and glorious white-feathered wings glide down from the heavens, firing more beams of light from her club-like baton as she slowly and methodically incinerated the prisoner’s pursuers. By the time she had stopped firing, the practitioners and Sourcebeasts had given up the chase entirely, turning to flee back up the hill they had came. The woman drifted downward, flaring the giant wings on her back so that she could glide slowly to the ground next to me. 
 
    Vessa, I thought before correcting myself. No. Nova. 
 
    My childhood friend. The Beacon of the last Soulship. Displaying her winged Soulscape, in all of its shining, feathery glory. 
 
    “Hi, Jas,” the beautiful woman said as she landed lightly next to me, wings folding behind her back and vanishing. She looked proud, nervous, awkward, all at once. “Um, that was the secret I wanted to show you. What do you think?” she asked with a smile, apparently choosing to feel pleased with herself. 
 
    “Glorious,” I breathed, “beautiful. Powerful. Marvelous. All of those things and more.” 
 
    “Glad you like it then,” she said, smiling even wider with a sun-like mouth. “Sorry if I was a little vain about it.” 
 
    Oh, my, the old woman in my mind said. Young love... 
 
    I would prefer if you stayed out of that part of my mind, I said, distractedly rebuking my spiritual guest, but there was no heat in my voice. I was still adjusting to the fact that the woman I had grown up with and secretly longed for now had angelic wings inside her soul. 
 
    I’ll try my best dear, Elder Mara replied easily, but I was talking about her feelings, not yours. 
 
    That comment certainly had my attention, but Nova recaptured it with her next question. 
 
    “Are you okay, Jas?” Nova asked me, showing her concern. “I wanted to come sooner, but there were so many people to evacuate, and...” she trailed off, not knowing what else to say to me. 
 
    “I’m fine, Nova,” I assured her. “My emotions are a bit... raw, but things went better than I had feared. I’ll tell you more when we’re back on the ship.” 
 
    “Good,” she said in relief. “But we should probably get much farther away. The main bad guy is about to show up, and Vessa doesn’t want any collateral when she takes care of him. Can I give you a ride?” 
 
    “By all means,” I said with a smile of my own, finding that I felt no reservations at all about being escorted through the air by a beautiful winged woman. Elder Mara sighed to herself in amusement, but I ignored her. 
 
    “Okay,” Nova said as she ducked under my shoulder. “This will be a little tricky, since you’re a good bit taller than me now. Hold on...” 
 
    A powerful roar tore through the air, and I felt my essence-enhanced ears immediately adjust to cancel out the harmful portions of the sudden noise. It was still powerful enough to make Nova and I wince, however. 
 
    “Drat,” she said, “gotta hurry. Hold on tight.” 
 
    The valley lit up as her brilliant white wings reappeared, unfurling out like two glowing, feathery banners. I did my best to take hold of my friend in a way that would not restrict her ability to fly, while trying to make sure I did not grab onto anything else I probably wasn’t supposed to touch. 
 
    Elder Mara snorted again, and I began to have new reservations about carrying an observant, opinionated old woman around inside my soul. 
 
    Nova’s powerful new wings flapped, and we rose effortlessly into the air. Another roar sounded out in the distance behind us, much closer, and followed by heavy thuds on the ground. My friend flapped her wings again and propelled us through the air, as an irritable expression suddenly appeared on her face. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” she muttered. “Vessa is changing her mind. She wants us to not be so far away when she finally kills the bloodbeast, so we can get a bit of its dying Source energy. Despite how huge and dangerous the thing still is. Why I would ever—I mean, why she would ever think that to be a good idea is beyond me.” 
 
    “Do it,” I commanded, before softening my voice. “I mean, do it please. We both need every scrap of Advancement we can grab.” 
 
    “Stop being right about things like this, Jas,” Nova grumbled, turning to glide back toward the noise anyway, wearing a betrayed expression on her face. “And you don’t have to take my side every time on this.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean,” I said in careful consternation. Nova frowned again, suddenly angry with herself. 
 
    “Blast it, I meant her side. You don’t always have to take her side when me and I—I mean, she and I fight.” 
 
    “Noted,” I replied, privately wondering how in the Hollow American Hells I was ever going to solve that issue. 
 
    Is she right in the head, dear? Elder Mara bothered to speak up, as if our conversation was some ancient film that she was watching between bites of overpriced theater popcorn. 
 
    Her particular situation is rather complicated, I chose to say, as Nova swooped us through the air, putting away her war-baton so that she could hold me by crossing her arms across my chest. It is one of the reasons I have not bothered introducing you two yet. 
 
    That’s fine, dear, the old dragon replied. Just know I’m right here if you ever need any relationship advice. 
 
    I didn’t bother replying to her, choosing instead to enjoy the feeling of wind rushing against my face and Nova’s arms around me. 
 
    But the next bloodthirsty roar ruined the experience, as the largest Sourcebeast I had ever seen pulled his way into view from the opposing hillside. 
 
    I had expected the creature to resemble a bear based on Elag’s earlier words, so I had been prepared for his general shape. I had not, however, been prepared for the fact that the giant creature was the size of my old orphanage, a miniature mountain of bristling brown fur, slavering jaws, and claws and fangs both longer than my arms. To my spirit’s senses, the creature’s limbs trailed long red chains, most of them broken, but a dozen or so trailing off somewhere in the distance behind him. A spectral cape of red blood also hung off the monster’s back, but it was tattered and fraying more and more by the moment, with pieces of it tearing off and floating into the many red wounds adorning the monster’s body. As far as I could tell, the fragments were causing the giant Sourcebeast great pain every time they entered the wounds. 
 
    Serves him right, the wretched reprobate, Elder Mara growled in my mind. I would have harmed him even more, his poisonous claws be damned, if there were no captives to free and protect. I hope your master destroys every atom he owns. 
 
    If his remains can be of any use at all, I hope she does just the opposite, I retorted. Although I’d prefer to be much farther from him when that happens. 
 
    That’s a very good point, young rider, my spiritual passenger admitted. His madness is the result of his choices, not of any disease. His hide, meat, and everything else should be quite useful. 
 
    I am NOT avoiding him right now, Nova! an angry script announced as it suddenly crawled across my eyes. I’m just messaging you because it’s—the words suddenly broke off. Hi, Jasper, Vessa announced through her written messages. Apparently I hit the wrong key, somehow. Not sure how that happened. 
 
    Given that I had not seen any kind of keyboard on her capsule, I wasn’t either, but I chose to remain silent for now. 
 
    I know I’m asking a lot from both of you right now, she typed next. Nova grunted as another roar from the nearby behemoth disrupted the air currents she sailed through. But your positioning is going to help my aim. It will completely reduce collateral damage and allow me to filter a lot of Source energy into Nova, as well as a little bit into you as well, Jas. Make sure Nova knows I will be firing in ten seconds. 
 
    I relayed the message. Nova took it rather badly. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re avoiding me now?” Nova snapped into the wind as she spun through the air and righted her flight. “That’s why you couldn’t bother just telling me ‘hey, Nova, just keep flying for like five more’—” 
 
    A knife-like beam the size of several front doors suddenly sliced down from beyond the sky, parting clouds and making the sky ripple in bronze-colored heat waves. It struck the monstrous bear’s neck and traveled clean through it, passing into the rock, dirt, and grass beneath. Great clumps of earth either blew into the air or sizzled where it lay, turning into some kind of glassy material I had never seen before. Nova screamed in anger and surprise as she desperately twirled and barreled backwards, dodging chunks of rock and streams of super-heated air. 
 
    She needn’t have bothered. None of it ever came close to us, although we couldn’t have known that at the time. When the dust and smoke cleared, the bear remained standing where he stood, perfectly still, for a single moment longer. Then the creature’s massive head shifted slightly, then shifted a little more, then finally slid the rest of the way off his neck, landing onto the ground with a thud and a massive cloud of Source energy. 
 
    Hey, Jasper? Vessa asked with her next message. Can you tell Nova that I promise I’m not avoiding her, and also to apologize over the fact that the count I gave her may have been off by a bit. Oops. 
 
    You are surprisingly mean to yourself, I noted, as Nova continued to spin through the air while screaming expletives. 
 
    Thank you, Vessa sent back to me, somehow adding a smiling face at the end of her message. 
 
    Far more confused than ever, I convinced Nova to gradually lower us back down. We landed just as the bloodbeast’s source energy flowed into us. It was not nearly as much as it would have been if we had played any role in its death greater than serving as bait, but it was still enough to make both of our bodies and souls shudder. Nova’s wings flared out to their full span, each one at least as long as a human being, as they shimmered with the streaming Source energy. She closed her eyes tightly and grunted with concentration, but otherwise seemed able to handle the massive influx of power. 
 
    I did not feel nearly as calm with my own portion of barely earned power. 
 
    Steady now, young rider, Elder Mara’s voice said in my mind as my body suddenly felt ready to burst. You can actually handle this amount, which is why your suspiciously powerful master allowed you to be this close in the first place. Just spin your little world about, and focus on your first substage of each Source. They’ll help you process what you’ve just absorbed. 
 
    I did as the old dragon said, and sent my Soulscape into its rotation. Power poured into it, including the leftover Source energy that was trying to evaporate into the environment. The spare power instead invigorated my spiritual world, enlarging it ever so slightly and energizing the stored items and spiritual copies of everything inside of it. The energy directly entering me was absorbed into my qi drop, my mana wisp, and my essence crack. They refined the power when it passed through them, sending it directly into the proper places in my body. And while the bulk of the bloodbeast’s power consisted of its essence Source, the amount of mana, qi, and essence it generated naturally was still enough to super-charge my own weak stage of Advancement. A third wisp, and drop, formed immediately, floating aimlessly about and begging me to color them with purpose. But before I could do so, a fourth crack, wisp, and drop all formed immediately, bringing me to the fourth substage of each Source. 
 
    Much better, Elder Mara said approvingly in my mind. See? Two substages in one day, and that’s only if we count essence alone. She may be asking much of you, but you’re coming along quite nicely, all things considered. Don’t you think so, young rider? 
 
    Yes, I gasped, despite not needing breath to talk to her. I heaved again, struggling to stop the intense shakes my entire body was still going through. Never felt better. 
 
    “I’ll be okay, Nova,” I said, to pre-empt my friend’s concerned inquiry before she could ask it. “What about you?” 
 
    I turned as I asked to see how she was doing. Her Soulscape wings had vanished back into herself, but other than that she appeared to look steady. 
 
    “I’m alright, Jas,” she answered confidently. “I gained one depth of the qi pool stage, and two cracks of essence, which will let me move into the wailing stage soon. I’ll let Vessa guide me with that,” she announced with a frown. “But if she pulls any more surprises on me, I’m drenching her with cold water and locking her in her capsule.” 
 
    “Before you do that,” I hazarded saying. “You may wish to make absolutely sure that you won’t feel the same sensations she will. Because I know you hate someone pouring cold water all over you.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous, Jasper,” Nova said as she gave me an incredulous look. “Why would I ever feel anything that my other body feels—” Her mouth quickly snapped shut. She made an annoyed pout with her mouth, and began speaking again. “I mean, that a completely different person feels... drat. I don’t believe me either right now. This is weird and hard, Jas.” 
 
    “I believe you,” I told the poor woman sincerely. “What else does Vessa need for us to do?” 
 
    “You go ahead and ask her,” Nova replied, tossing her hair. “I don’t feel like speaking to me... her,” she corrected forcefully. “I don’t feel like speaking to her right now. Because she is not me,” the Beacon growled next. “I like myself. If she was really another part of me, we’d get along all the time. This’ll all get sorted out eventually, Jasper. You’ll see,” she said confidently. 
 
    “I’ll message her immediately,” I said in as neutral a tone as I could muster, before I could remember that every written conversation I’ve had so far with Vessa had started with her initiating, and that I had no idea if just thinking letters at her would work. 
 
    Vessa? I sent to her. Can you read this? 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Apparently I could do the equivalent of showing up by the ship-woman’s bedside practically at a whim, but contacting her with any kind of messaging system was completely impossible without her permission. 
 
    Before I could ponder that issue any further, Vessa finally contacted me herself. 
 
    Jasper, please confirm you can respond. Nova’s not answering me right now. 
 
    The relationship you two have with each other is confusing to understand and frustrating whenever I have to consider it, I wrote out, too exasperated to keep my thoughts to myself this time. I recommend that you make remedying whatever strange arguments you two are having an immediate priority. 
 
    I’ll... take that as a sign I’ve reestablished contact, the ship-woman typed back slowly. My scans are showing that my attack neutralized the bloodbeast, but can either of you confirm my kill? 
 
    The monster was beheaded and released a massive cloud of Source energy, I wrote back in my mind. I am assuming it is now dead. Nova and I Advanced in almost every Source by at least one substage. 
 
    Great! she wrote back, including the exclamation point. You have both made fantastic progress! Especially you, Jas! Return to my ship-body, and we’ll work out what we can to harvest the monster’s corpse and any other resources we can from this world. 
 
    Before we come back, I wrote back, be advised that I have a new passenger with me currently riding in my Soulscape. I think I should introduce you to each other. 
 
    A passenger? Vessa said in a baffled voice. How did you manage to pick up a passenger inside your Soulscape? Never mind. What’s more important is whether or not they can cause anyone harm. Including you, the person lugging them around inside his soul. 
 
    We have exchanged Sourcevows, I advised, and beyond that, I doubt my passenger is capable of even leaving my Soulscape on her own power right now. But you are welcome to examine her more thoroughly when I come aboard. 
 
    Her? Vessa seemed confused. How do you even know it’s a her? Is this being a human, or a Sourcebeast? 
 
    Sourcebeast, and you’ll see more in a minute. Nova and I are coming aboard, now. I hope you two will stop fighting at random times. 
 
    We don’t fight, Jasper, the ship-woman typed back to me. Fighting with myself would be ridiculous. These are just little adjustments, and we’re already getting much better. You’ll see. 
 
    I chose not to reply, instead motioning to Nestor and Nova that we were ready to depart. Then I pulled on my link to Vessa’s Soulship and faded from one world to the next. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    We reappeared some distance away from Vessa’s capsule, just like I had done a number of times before by now. A quick glance told me that Nova and Nestor had both teleported safely, just as they had always done in the past. But they weren’t the ones I was worried about. 
 
    Senior, are you safe? I asked worriedly, but as I looked I noticed the dragon still sitting on my spiritual planet. Elder Mara was looking at the sky of my little world, lashing her tail in anxious curiosity. 
 
    Where have you brought me, young rider? she asked carefully. Why does this look so familiar? And why are your only friends a mouse and a woman that speaks so oddly about herself? 
 
    You are about to find out, I declared. Though I suspect you have enough clues to figure out the answer, if you could bring yourself to believe it to be possible. Now, should I introduce you to my master, or do you have a way to interact with the world beyond my body? 
 
    I am largely blind, deaf, and dumb to anything beyond these false clouds inside of you, young rider. Which is why I am so concerned over the few things I notice beyond the walls of your soul. If your master can examine me, I can speak to her. Until then, however, I will try to remain calm, and assume these memories in me are rising out of mistaken associations. 
 
    “Jasper?” Vessa’s voice called from her capsule. “Nova? Nestor? Everything okay?” 
 
    “We’re fine, Vessa,” Nova grumbled. “The innocent lives were all protected. Jasper and I survived, despite the fact that you used us to provide a freaking targeting lock for your orbital strike.” 
 
    “Sorry, Nova,” Vessa snapped back, sitting up in her bed. Her hair looked frazzled, and there were bags under her eyes, suggesting she had worn herself out again. “I suppose I shouldn’t have performed a planet-saving action so perfectly calculated that not only were you completely safe, you actually walked away from the situation healthier than you were before. Excuse me for being so fabulously competent.” 
 
    “Well you’re not excused!” Nova said heatedly, walking toward Vessa’s capsule so that she could yell at her other body up close instead of at a distance. “Because you were so worried about being fabulous, that you couldn’t give your supposed second body something as simple as an accurate countdown, while she was in the middle of doing aerial acrobatics around a house-sized, tetanus-starved ursine wanting to rip her and the other person she was carrying in mid-air to pieces! So in the future, before you expect me to just shut up and go along with whatever—” 
 
    “Is it lunch time yet?” I spoke up innocently. “I’m starving, and meat sounds fabulous right now. Why don’t we fire up some wolf steaks?” 
 
    “No!” Vessa and Nova snapped at the same time, heads turning toward me in unison. “I mean yes, meat sounds awesome right now, but don’t interrupt!” 
 
    Then they realized what they had both done, and turned to glare at each other again. 
 
    Nestor, go, I said urgently, and the blessed little mouse understood exactly what he needed to do. 
 
    Save-save! he shouted in my mind, probably having no idea how accurate his words were this time. Then he leaped off my shoulder and raced to the top of Vessa’s capsule. 
 
    Look-look! he shouted to the two women—that were somehow one woman, that apparently had a massive problem with arguing with herself. I-grew! he said, doing a little leap and actually growing larger, ever so slightly. Strong-now! New-tricks! 
 
    The little mouse did a back flip, changing color from gray, to red, to blue, to finally yellow as he landed. Then he waved his fluff-tipped tail over his head, changing its color rapidly, until it resembled a rainbow-like paintbrush, and began firing tiny, harmless mana bolts into the air, changing their colors as well. 
 
    Nova and Vessa both crooned, then squealed, in happy surprise. 
 
    “He can grow now!” the blonde woman spoke happily. “That’s amazing!” 
 
    “And he can also use Jasper’s mana spells!” the dark-haired woman exclaimed next. “Good job, Nestor! You have been working so hard! You both have!” she added, looking at me as well. “And you, too, Nova,” she added guiltily, facing her Beacon again. “You’ve had to do the most amount of adjustment, in the least amount of time. Because you’re a part of me, I’d assumed you’d take everything the same way the rest of me does, and that’s wrong. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I... accept your apology,” Nova said cautiously, while appearing confused. “Even if I do not yet understand or accept your explanation. And I’m sorry too, Vessa. You and I are bonded together far more closely than I’m comfortable with yet, and I’ve reacted by not acknowledging our bond at all. Can you give me more time with all of this?” 
 
    “That’s... yes,” Vessa replied with a nod, stumbling over her words. “That’s something you need. I’m going to do a better job of recognizing that.” 
 
    Nestor squeaked happily, bounced twice, and then chased his tail in front of them. The two women laughed again, then turned back to look at me, the person who had recently said something about food. 
 
    “Fine,” I said with a sigh. “I’ll figure out lunch. Have you repaired any more of your terminals, and can I use one to cook?” 
 
    “Yes, actually!” Vessa said happily, as if she hadn’t been fighting with her other self five minutes ago. She tapped the inner side of her capsule bed, and blue light shone into one of the larger terminals to her left. “I was able to activate one of the other emergency capsule beds, and this emergency oven as well! So we can cook now, and eat something other than my emergency food pouches!” 
 
    “Oh, thank the Ancient American Gods,” Nova sighed as she brushed the hair out of her face. “I’m already tired of those things.” 
 
    You have eaten less than four of them, I wanted to argue with her. I also wondered why there was such a thing as an ‘emergency oven,’ but then I decided that right now, the number of headaches I suffered would rise and fall with the number of questions I asked, so I let it go. 
 
    “Vessa,” I said, beginning my own walk to her capsule. “I need to speak to you regarding the assignment you gave me.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, suddenly wincing as she remembered that I had been asked to watch a woman die in front of me. “Right. That. Should we...” she trailed off awkwardly, glancing at Nova. “Do we need to talk in private? I’m not sure that’s... technically possible with Nova and I, but if you want, maybe—” 
 
    “This is regarding the passenger I picked up,” I clarified as I walked next to her capsule. Her eyes widened, as she began to consider what might have happened down in that cave. 
 
    “Jasper?” she asked. “Were you able to—” 
 
    “It will be quicker if you can just examine my Soulscape directly,” I interrupted. “She will wish to speak with you, anyway.” 
 
    Vessa’s gray eyes turned to look inside my Soulscape. She gasped in surprise. 
 
    “You saved her,” she said, trembling slightly. “You were able to save her...” 
 
    Can you see her yet? I asked Elder Mara. She did not answer me, and when I looked inside I caught her staring beyond the clouds toward where Vessa’s capsule was, trembling herself. 
 
    “A part-soul,” Vessa said in awe. “Your Soulscape was able to store a part-soul. I hadn’t even considered whether that was possible...” She turned to look at me. “I just knew that if anyone could have found a way to help her, it would have been you, Jasper.” 
 
    I heard that, Elder Mara said in a trembling voice. She wished to save me... she did not know me, but she wished to save me... 
 
    “And you said she swore a Sourcevow to you?” Vessa asked, looking back at me. “To what end?” 
 
    “For saving her life and the lives of her offspring, she has pledged herself utterly to my own benefit, obeying my commands and assisting in my goals to the best of her ability. The handful of exceptions she gave were things I would never even consider doing and are not worth repeating.” 
 
    “I... believe you,” Vessa gasped. “This... she’s a star-dragon, Jas. Those are supposed to have gone extinct even before Nestor’s kind did. How did you find a second miracle, Jasper?” 
 
    “Because you apparently sent me to be a miracle myself,” I said with a shrug. “And, like tri-practitioners, miracles are apparently far more common than either of us ever believed. Can you try speaking to her?” 
 
    I worked to open up my Soulscape further, allowing the two to talk. 
 
    Hello? Vessa spoke into my Soulscape. 
 
    Hello, Elder Mara answered in a trembling voice. You’re actually real. You’re actually alive. 
 
    What do you mean? Vessa replied. How do you know who I am? You are the first star-dragon I’ve ever seen. 
 
    I am not, Elder Mara replied, her voice still quivering. You were just too young to remember us... 
 
    The ship-woman’s gray eyes widened. 
 
    Senior, I interrupted. Please allow me to introduce my master, Vessa Soulship. The one you mistook for my sister-disciple is her Beacon, Nova. Vessa, and Nova, I added, since Vessa’s awareness was currently spreading to Nova, judging by my friend’s gradually widening eyes. This is the Senior currently residing in my soul, who has chosen the name Mara for herself. She is the dragon responsible for wounding and delaying the bloodbeast until our arrival. Despite her request that I refer to her as Senior myself, I still couldn’t bring myself to think of Elder Mara with such informality. However, I knew I had to use it in speech, especially when introducing her, or she would give me an earful the very first chance she got. 
 
    You are all supposed to be dead, the dragon said as she continued to stare at Vessa. We watched your ship-bodies burn in the night sky. We thought we had failed every last one of you. That we had doomed the night sky with our inadequate strength. That if we had fought for you all just a little harder, died just a little more willingly, things would have been different. 
 
    Fought for us? Vessa asked, confused. No one was supposed to fight for us except for our crews. And even then, only because they refused to flee. 
 
    We know, Elder Mara said, her dragon form still trembling. You drove away my kind and his, she said, pointing awkwardly at me as spiritual tears leaked from her eyes. Time after time, you forced us not to follow you. We did our best to disobey from a distance. To guard your shadows whenever you failed to look behind yourselves. And when the end came, we fought and died to prevent you all from burning. When the war ended, we could not find a single survivor among the debris, save for a handful of our own lives. 
 
    We fled, Vessa whispered, both with her mind and her mouth. We hadn’t even known you were there. We just thought some miracle had happened, that let a handful of us escape. 
 
    Are there more? Elder Mara asked desperately. Any others? Do you need me to go to them? I mean, she turned her attention back to me, looking helpless, then back to Vessa. Do you need us to go to them? I can plead with the young rider, have him take me there... 
 
    I do not know, Vessa said sadly. As far as I can tell, I am the last of my kind. But why did you call Jasper a young rider? 
 
    He is of Earth,  Elder Mara replied. Did you not know? His kind used to ride my own into battle. We fought to keep the night sky clear and safe in your wake, handling the handful of terrors that managed to escape a vessel-saint’s justice. 
 
    But Earth is a Sourceless world, Vessa corrected, sounding lost. Their people were historians, record-keepers... 
 
    Sages, Elder Mara corrected. The men and women of Earth were sages. Those who acted, because they knew what must be done. The pacts they made dimmed the Source of their entire world, and made time pass much more slowly on that world than other places. They counted it a small price to pay for guarding knowledge, and then acting on it. This young one is a descendant of those sages that took up the heaviest and holiest of mantles, the knights that sought to guard and anchor the vessel-saints whenever your people needed it. And if I dare guess, this one has chosen to take up that same mantle, to protect and anchor you, young vessel-saint, in your time of greatest need. All while being even more ignorant of his people’s history than you were, if you will forgive me for saying so, young Vessel-Saint. 
 
    I... Vessa began to say, then looked up at me, gray eyes watering. “Jasper... I...” 
 
    She trailed off. Elder Mara turned her attention to me. 
 
    Young rider, she began. I am grateful you have shared such a discovery with me, but I must beg you to amend my Sourcevow. The salvation of my entire race, the pain echoing through our genetic memory, dictates that I must serve and protect the injured woman lying on that bed. If I do not do such a thing, my grandchildren will be cursed along with the rest of my race. I must restore my people’s honor, and put to rest all the ghosts rattling and haunting the caverns with in our consciousness. Please, let me aid this young woman, so that my grandchildren will be born with whole minds. Please— 
 
    You are distraught over this discovery, I interrupted. Else you would remember that I have already asked you to aid my master in every way possible, just as you would aid me. 
 
    I—yes, she corrected herself. Yes, you are correct. All... all is well then. I had never dared believe it could be possible... but all is well. Thank you, young rider. Thank you. 
 
    You are welcome, I answered, looking down at Vessa myself. Her eyes watered, and the young woman seemed awash in memory right now, trying to recover days long gone in her mind. You say she is young? 
 
    She has seen more than a hundred thousand sunrises, young rider, Elder Mara replied. But by her people’s standards, she is now barely within age of adulthood, where her people would begin courtship. The dragon paused in reflection, before she began speaking again. I mourn that she will have no mate among her own kind, and that no other male from another race would ever dare to court her instead. 
 
    What do you mean? I asked, confused. 
 
    I mean that her people were of such majestic beauty and might that they were aloof from all others, despite their benevolence and magnanimity. Not even the men of my own race, the dragons that flew in the vessel-saints’ wake, would dare to do anything more than offer this young woman their platonic adoration and respect. My own husband, and my own son-in-law, would have died for this young woman easily and immediately, but would never even consider taking her hand in courtship themselves. In fact, they have both gone so far as to contemplate whether such romance would even be possible, and every time decided that if it was, that they would pity that poor mortal for the rest of their days. 
 
    I... see... I said slowly, when in fact I did not. 
 
    But enough of such impossible matters, Elder Mara continued. She is here, and she is alive, and that will do for now. Protect her with your everything, young rider, and the night sky will explode with an outpouring of light, justice, and wealth, and you will be the first to receive all of such things. She will help you gain a hundred times over every single thing I have already offered you. Continue protecting her, young rider, and I swear by my Source and my Strength that it will be worth it. 
 
    Her part-soul shuddered as she spoke, struggling to bring an impossibly open-ended Sourcevow into existence. 
 
    “Um, Jasper?” Vessa finally spoke up. “I think I need time to process... everything. Can you thank your friend for introducing herself, and then maybe you and Nova could get to work on lunch? I’ll do what I can to help you from here.” 
 
    “That’s fine, Vessa,” I said as I walked over to the oven conveniently and inexplicably built inside her sanctuary. “I’ll just need some help figuring out how to use it and cook.” 
 
    “It actually does most of the work itself,” Vessa assured me. “You just have to put the meat inside it, and inject a bit of Source energy. It won’t taste like anything cooked in a gourmet restaurant, but I don’t think anyone here would care at this point.” 
 
    She was right. My childhood had left me with an unrefined palate, and Nova seemed desperate to taste something different from our smoothie pouches. I walked over to the large, square terminal and began injecting Source energy into it. 
 
    “While he’s doing that, Nova,” Vessa began from her bed, “would you mind running back down to the planet below? My scans are showing that the natives are gathering around the remains of the dead bloodbeast. I think they’re waiting for you to return and tell them what they’re allowed to harvest, and what you are going to expect as tribute.” 
 
    Nova’s blonde head tilted in confusion. 
 
    “How do you know that they’re—” she began, but her other body cut her off. 
 
    “Check your new memories. Especially the parties.” 
 
    “I can,” she began, closing her eyes. “But I don’t see how—oh. Oh wow. They really do get that grateful. Now I see why I’m going instead of Jasper.” 
 
    “Because of the fact that many of them were saved by you, and that you did so with a pair of glowing white wings?” I asked, not sure where the confusion was. Nova paused before answering. 
 
    “Sure,” she lied. “Yes. Let’s go with that explanation.” 
 
    Caution warred with my curiosity, and caution won. 
 
    “Great,” I said, deciding, that I was better off not knowing exactly whatever it was those tribal chieftains were going to offer to me that they were not going to offer to Nova. “I’ll just keep cooking then.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Nova announced in relief. “Vessa, how much stuff should I accept from them?” 
 
    “Don’t accept anything weird, no matter how often they offer,” Vessa confirmed, to Nova’s obvious relief. “But take as much of everything else as you can get away with, without looking greedy. Actually, forget that. We are greedy right now. Take everything they offer that you know for a fact they will survive without. Make as many trips as you need.” 
 
    Her Beacon nodded, and then vanished as Vessa pushed another button on her console. 
 
    “Phew,” Vessa sighed in relief. “I’m glad she works so well.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked carefully, injecting a bit more Source energy into the ship-woman’s magical oven, and privately hoping she would tell me if I was somehow burning our lunch. 
 
    I can actually help you with that, dear, Elder Mara spoke from inside my Soulscape. Here, this is how you make the heat a little more even... 
 
    As I followed her instructions, Vessa carefully answered me. 
 
    “Beacons aren’t normally able to crew their own Soulships,” the ship-woman explained to me. “They usually just remain on their birthworld, so that they can help us monitor them, and to serve as navigation points for our long-distance jumps. At most, they can travel to the worlds next to their own, but even then, that’s difficult. Lunei can do even less than that, which is part of the reason I was so careful about having you avoid her. Not that it worked, that blasted Beacon,” she added darkly. “Made the rest of me look like some uncontrolled hussy...” 
 
    “What?” I asked, completely caught off guard by that statement. 
 
    WHAT? Elder Mara echoed me in my mind, before following up: A bit less mana, dear, or you’ll burn our dinner. 
 
    “Nothing,” Vessa said hurriedly. “Talking nonsense to myself again. Tired. Hungry. Are those steaks finally done?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I stammered, barely able to follow her subject change. Wait, are they done yet? I asked the other women in my Soulscape, the one who actually knew what she was doing when it came to cooking, despite being a dragon. 
 
    No, dear. You’re fine. And you need to pretend we didn’t hear what she just muttered. Otherwise she’ll never forgive you. 
 
    Fine, I told her, deciding to change the subject myself. “Vessa, Senior Mara is a tri-practitioner herself, despite being a Sourcebeast, and has offered me advice regarding my substages. Do you have any objections?” 
 
    “None at all,” Vessa replied. “From what I’ve seen, she’s been guiding you along the same road I would have had you go down. She shows all signs of wanting you to walk down the exact same path you have already set out for yourself. Since I won’t be able to follow you out on missions, I’d prefer it if you were to listen to her guidance. Why?” she asked, narrowing her eyes for a moment. “Is she also trying to give you direction for cooking?” 
 
    “She is in fact trying to give me directions for cooking,” I confirmed with a nod. 
 
    “Excellent,” Vessa replied. “Dragons never bother with a skill unless they wish to completely master it. Anything she shows interest in is something you should get her to teach you.” 
 
    “Marvelous,” I answered. “I’ll see what I can get her to share with me right now.” 
 
    Smart boy, the elderly dragon said in my mind. Now go ahead and open the oven right now, and inject your Source energy into the middle of each steak. 
 
    While I continued to cook, Nova would teleport back and forth from the world we just visited, bringing gifts that the tribes of that world had offered to the ones who had saved them all from certain genocide. Most of the presents were items we would use either as trade goods or as ingredients to further improve Vessa directly, but a few were tools we could actually use, such as a handful of essence pills, or a brace of small knives I could hide in my Soulscape. But the tribes were not particularly wealthy, so the greatest gift they had provided was the act of harvesting as much as the blood-bear as we could ask for, separating the meat, bones, and organs, and packaging it all in a way that would preserve the materials for a long time. 
 
    But I observed all of this with my peripheral vision only, because while I was cooking, Elder Mara was instructing me on stabilizing my new substages. 
 
    Alright, dear, you’ve already taken the slow, careful route to power, so we’ll go ahead and do what most young ones never have the patience for, and give you as broad a foundation as possible. This is an excellent time to take a look at your qi drops. 
 
    As I fiddled with dials and Source energy, I concentrated on the three purposeless drops flowing methodically through my qi stream. The dragon studied them as she spoke. 
 
    Now most young ones only bother with two or three arts, and focus all of their drops into mastering just those, she continued explaining. Which is one of the faster paths to power, but a waste, if you ask me. There’s only so much mastery you can gain over any one art at this stage, so it’s much better to spread them out now, so that you take more long-term power with you when you finally do Advance. The good news is that cooking is an excellent way to practice many arts, because it broadens your instinct for a plethora of other skills. 
 
    Really? I asked, injecting more qi into the oven to comply with the dragon-woman’s earlier instructions. I had figured it counted as an art itself. 
 
    Oh, it does, dear, Elder Mara explained. But the thing about most arts is that they overlap, and cooking is a perfect example. A true chef is very careful with the use of flame, and understands the precise amount of what to use. He must also understand what the earth produces, and how to prepare and harvest it in such a way as to make the best use of it for consumption. Finally, he must understand that he should clean both himself and his meals with water—and yes, darling, you took care of that last one, don’t panic—and that water at a certain temperature will help him cook certain meals. 
 
    So you are saying my first art should be the art of cooking? I asked as I opened the oven door to inject more mana into its interior. I was beginning to see Vessa’s emergency oven as increasingly less magical, and increasingly awkward to use, despite her touting its ease of use to me mere minutes ago. 
 
    No, dear, Elder Mara admonished patiently. We’re going to use the arts that cooking incorporates. Specifically, the art of fire, the art of earth, and the art of water. Remember that qi arts are more contemplative than essence instincts and less studious than mana’s sciences. Your goal right now is to understand the foundational arts, so that you can build off of them as you Advance. The more you grasp now, the more specialized you can choose to be in the future, although you’ll be perfectly fine if you just choose to focus on the basics instead. 
 
    I see, I said in consideration, before continuing to follow my senior’s instructions in stabilizing my qi substages. 
 
    I first observed how fire was so useful in providing change. The light and heat it provided could either warm, guide, or harm those near it. It was a component of many discoveries, the salvation of communities, and the favored tool for many who wished to harm or destroy. It was passion, discovery, warmth, intimacy, rage, and, when brought under the most intense of applications, discipline. Fire was either the most intensely controlled of tools or the most unchecked of destructive forces. As I comprehended such mysteries, the second drop in my qi slowly gained a burning red color. 
 
    Earth was the next element Elder Mara instructed me to observe. She first pointed out that virtually every type of solid matter in existence was related to what we comprehended as earth. Earth was solid, down to its last particle, because even clouds of dust formed touchable piles when they were no longer tossed about by the wind. The reason my own world was named Earth was because we chose to give our world a name that reflected the very material we walked on, used for buildings, and excavated to see what was buried inside of it. Earth protected. Earth obstructed. Earth held secrets we could uncover and use for our benefit. And, when improperly disturbed, Earth crushed, causing long-term devastation on a scale even fire had trouble matching. Like fire, earth took discipline. But even more so than fire, earth took patience. There was plenty to do with earth, plenty to understand about it, if one was willing to invest the time. Houses were not built overnight, and gemstones were rarely gained by just bending down and picking them up. But if one invested enough time, they could craft structures that would last for ages, or uncover wealth great enough to benefit their families for generations. Upon pondering such matters, the third drop of condensed qi within my soul took on a solid, dark-brown color. 
 
    The final element I invested comprehension into—for now, at any rate—was water. Water was incredibly hard to define. It was as formless as fire, yet as consistent as earth, for it always existed, even if its shape changed for a variety of reasons. I could grasp it as ice or snow, but not as liquid or mist. This was arguably true about every type of matter, but water has served many cultures as the best example of the three states of matter. It could preserve, like earth, when cold enough. It could warm or burn, like fire, when hot enough. And in its most famous state, it could nourish, clean or drown. It was constantly, and directly, involved in the process of life itself, as living beings were constantly holding a certain amount of water inside of themselves. But if any of a person’s water leaked to the wrong place—even if that place was just another part of their body—then that person would sicken or die, unless the leak was stopped in a short amount of time. In short, I realized, water was best defined by its relationship with anyone currently interacting with it, whether they were cleaning with it, cooking with it, drinking it, or struggling not to drown inside of it. 
 
    My final condensed drop of qi gained a deep, sparkling blue color, just as Nova came back with the last of the supplies and Elder Mara told me to remove the steaks from Vessa’s magical-but-inconveniently-slow oven. 
 
    “Good job, everyone,” Vessa said after Nova returned a final time. “This will go a long way toward helping me recover. Thank you, and I mean thank all of you. Is the food ready, Jasper?” 
 
    Lunch went far better than we expected. Vessa’s oven took inconveniently long by any standard I knew back on Earth, but the Source energy it used cooked the meat more thoroughly, and even flavored it somehow. 
 
    “The reason the oven takes so long to cook anything is because it also refines the meal,” Vessa explained after finishing her first steak. She had insisted on being removed from her capsule, so that she could sit on the floor cross-legged and eat with the rest of us. My worries over the act exhausting her had quickly been put to rest as soon as she began eating. And when I offered her the second one, the normally proud woman took it happily, not protesting at all this time. “Thank you, Jasper. That’s just what I wanted. Could you grab me another, while you are at it, please?” 
 
    She gave me the most charming smile I had ever seen on any starving carnivore’s face, and so I gave her the last spare steak. “Thank you,” she said as she began cutting her meat with one of the pairs of utensils the rescued tribes had given us. “This means so much to me. But where are my manners? At any rate, the oven uses the Source energy to identify and fully neutralize any harmful pathogens in the food. After it does that,” she added, and I realized she had already managed to dice one entire steak into bite-sized chunks with her knife and fork, “it uses more of the cook’s Source energy to identify and augment any useful agents in the food, along with adding a bit of flavor as well. That way, even the most novice of cooks can use it to prepare food that is safe to eat, nutritious, and at least bearable to taste. Though Jasper did an excellent job of making this all on his own,” she added, giving me another charming smile, one that the back of my mind warned was dangerous but the part containing my ego insisted was perfectly safe. “I had not known you were such a fabulous cook.” 
 
    I started to give Elder Mara credit for her role in guiding me, but she made hushing noises inside my Soulscape. 
 
    Don’t share the credit for this one, dear, the dragon-woman said with a smirk. Just tell her you were happy to do it for her. 
 
    That is technically true, I admitted, even as I opened my mouth and spoke the words my senior had instructed me to say. But why do you not wish to be recognized? 
 
    Oh, I won’t need it as badly as you will, dear, she said, as Vessa’s smile went crescent-moon wide in response to my newly spoken words. You’re going to need all of the help you can find under the night sky for this matter, you poor thing. 
 
    What matter? I asked, noting that in the time I had looked away, Vessa had already finished one of the steaks I had just handed her. And why are you speaking so cryptically right now? 
 
    That’s just the way these things are done, she said smugly. Good luck though, young rider. I am cheering for you. 
 
    I could get nothing else out of the secretive old woman. So I ate my meal in peace, letting my Soulscape refine the food as it entered my body. 
 
    “This is rather good,” I admitted, feeling more powerful by the moment. I could feel the essence in the meat fortifying my bones and muscles, and was surprised to feel mana and qi nourishing me as well. My senses sharpened further, and when I caught my dropped fork I noticed that my reaction speed had also improved. Even my breathing felt steadier, an improvement brought on by the qi in the meat. 
 
    “It’s supposed to be,” Vessa assured me, and I was surprised to find that she had finished off her third steak as well. “Food that comes from something rich in Source energy provides a fantastic amount of benefit, even compared to the miracle rations stored on my ship. But you have to already be strong enough to withstand the energies, which is why we’re starting on the wolf meat before we move on to the bloodbeast’s meat. Those benefits will move the both of you far along. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if Nova Advances to the silver stage of mana after a month or so of meals.” 
 
    “Is that quick?” I asked, curious, both for her Advancement and my own. 
 
    “Very.” Vessa nodded. “Advancing to the fourth stage of any Source- the silver stage, or the heart-core stage of qi, or the thriving stage of essence, can take years of Drawing, and that’s only for the most talented of practitioners. The rest take decades. So resources like this can save us a lot of time, even if they’re usually very dangerous to obtain.” 
 
    “What about other practitioners?” I asked uncomfortably. “Can someone cook and eat my own body to improve their Advancement? And are there ethical ramifications to consuming the flesh of a Sourcebeast, since some of them are at least as intelligent as members of my own species?” 
 
    I realized I was a hypocrite for asking this question now that I was fed. Then again, I realized morality usually became more noticeable when people were no longer starving. I had no idea what to do or feel about that fact, but Vessa was already answering me. 
 
    “In the first place, no. Another practitioner will not be able to process you in the same way that a Sourcebeast could, unless they choose a path to power as degenerate as the creature terrorizing this planet had. In the second place, Sourcebeasts do not share the same apprehensions of devouring intelligent life that humans and human-like races do. They try to maintain their own code—mainly, don’t eat any sentient that hasn’t attacked you first—but they would have no problem devouring someone that was already dead. In fact, they see not doing so as a waste, and an insult to the being who had died.” 
 
    We both turned to look at Nova, who had begun blinking. 
 
    “She’s right, Jas,” the Beacon confirmed, as she processed the memories Vessa had unlocked in her. “That’s... weird, but exactly how it works.” 
 
    Not really, dear, the old dragon in my soul said. It’s just accepting how things work. For example, if you died and were a good bit stronger than you are now, I’d devour your corpse so that I could better protect your loved ones. I’d expect you to do the same for me, and to take the pieces of me you couldn’t eat and use them in some other fashion, like my scales as armor and my talons as weapons. 
 
     You make an insightful, practical, and thoroughly disturbing point, I told my apex-predator passenger. Then I looked at my own second steak, and realized I was close to full. Senior, I have been neglectful and not asked if you are hungry. 
 
    I am a bodiless spirit now, Elder Mara pointed out. I neither feel hunger nor require food at all. 
 
    In that case, I said as I opened up my Soulscape to absorb the largest untouched piece of meat it could swallow. Please permit me to experiment. The chunk of wolf meat tumbled into my inner world and landed in front of Elder Mara, who, despite being a dragon, was currently not much bigger than a small child. She reared her snout back in surprise. 
 
    I just told you that was unnecessary, dear, she admonished me gently. And as a spirit, I could not consume it at all. 
 
    In a moment, there will be a spiritual copy of that same steak, I informed her. I thought that would be of some benefit to you, which would also be of some benefit to me, given our current situation. 
 
    That is both kind and wise of you, young rider, she said seriously. But mostly kind. I feel much better for supporting your endeavors. You will take good care of her. 
 
    Thank you, I said cautiously, having a feeling I was misunderstanding her again. But after another moment, a spiritual copy of meat had been created, so I turned my attention back to eating so that the elderly dragon could enjoy her own meal in peace. 
 
    “That was delicious,” Vessa said brightly, and I noticed that all signs of fatigue had vanished from her body. She stretched her arms out wide, and I turned my head to avoid staring too badly. “I feel so much better. Even my ship-body has more power now. In fact—” 
 
    A loud noise interrupted her, as something large and angry slammed violently against a distant door. The noise repeated a second time, and then a third, and continued without stopping. The gray woman sighed in exasperation. 
 
    “That,” she said as she moved her dark hair out of her face. “That’s going to be an issue. The bloodbeast’s remains and the gifts of the villagers have given me a lot of power back. Apparently some of my... guests,” she paused to grimace in distaste, “are noticing. It’s making some of them more active. I don’t think they’re in danger of breaking their way through, but they can hinder my ship-body’s repairs. We’re going to have to find a way to deal with some of them.” 
 
    “Right,” Nova said with a serious nod. “You and Jasper told me about some of those. The really gross cockroach-rat-lizards?” 
 
    “The eaterlings, yes,” Vessa answered with a nod of her own. “And they get even more disgusting as they Advance. But no. That noise is from something else. Something deeper into my ship-body, and much stronger. A good bit of my remaining power is keeping things like that at bay.” She looked at us considerably for a moment. “But if you both keep getting stronger, I won’t need to contain so much anymore.” 
 
    “I’m about to Advance to the wailing stage of essence,” Nova said confidently. “I know that’s not worth much, but it will give me a much stronger body, which should complement my other Sources.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Vessa replied. “At the very least, it may help me secure a few more rooms, which will also give me more power. But you’ve both had enough for today. I want you to get some rest, and then later we can see what else can be done. I’ve got a second capsule for Nova, so this way neither of you will have to insist that you don’t mind sleeping on the floor. But I’m glad everything has worked out so well. Thank you, both.” 
 
    She closed her eyes then, as if she was concentrating. Before I could ask what she was doing, a hum vibrated throughout the ship, and the pounding suddenly ceased. 
 
    “That’ll show him,” she said, smiling but visibly tired. “I’ll just need a nap too, now.” She looked up at her capsule and grimaced. 
 
    “Um,” she began, swallowing and frowning, “can one of you help me up?” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “And that’s where I think we should stop, Jasper,” Vessa told me, as the second wisp in my mind stabilized. Unlike the qi drops, or the essence cracks, it did not take on a particular color or shape. Instead, it began to float in a particular pattern, one that was indecipherable to me at the time. 
 
    “Is my choice really that rare, Vessa?” I asked my teacher, puzzled by her earlier comments. 
 
    “It wasn’t quite as rare back in the day, but for the present, absolutely,” the gray woman confirmed with a nod. 
 
    “But it seems like such an obvious choice to make,” I argued. “So much of mana revolves around studying. I would have thought everyone would pick this subject for their beginning wisps.” 
 
    “They don’t,” Vessa insisted, “because most worlds aren’t nearly as far along in the sciences as your own. Especially when Source energy can power so many different things in so many different ways. There just isn’t enough need to invest in non-Source disciplines, and things like ‘the study of fire’ or the ‘the study of ice,’ or even ‘the study of flight,’ are both far more approachable, and far more appealing, than what you just picked to study for your second wisp.” 
 
    “But my second wisp literally encapsulates all those things you just mentioned,” I argued back. “If I’m understanding it right, it should literally let me do everything, or at least come very close.” 
 
    “I know,” Vessa sighed tiredly. “But most mana practitioners don’t want to do everything, Jasper. They want to fly, throw fireballs, heal wounds, amass power and wealth, or live forever. Or some combination of all of those things. They might pick your particular discipline later, maybe after the bronze stage, but like I’ve been saying all along, they go for the easier, faster, surer roads to power and longevity. Studying a science this broad would take forever, even if it would provide the best long-term gains.” 
 
    “Is it going to cost us?” I asked, though I was repeating the question. Vessa gave me the same answer as before. 
 
    “No,” she said patiently. “Not with the way you’ve handled your other two Sources. You’ve been rounding things out very well, in fact. And if we keep finding the resources I need us to find, your Advancement shouldn’t really suffer. So you’ll keep pace with being able to handle my random needs, instead of coming up with a path to power that benefits yourself.” 
 
    I shrugged, not willing to have that argument with her again. I had already pointed out to her that helping her helped me, and I had a whole bevy of new potential as evidence. 
 
    “At any rate, that will have to do for now,” the ship-woman said, making an annoyed frown as she glanced over to where her Beacon was sleeping. “Nova should have already woken up by now...” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt it,” I replied easily. “She loves sleep, especially in a comfortable place. Her favorite thing about our old orphanage was the fact that she got to lie down somewhere soft, warm, and safe.” 
 
    “But there’s work to be done, Jasper,” Vessa pointed out, glaring at me. “She should know that.” 
 
    “I’m sure she does,” I admitted with another shrug. “And she’ll wear herself out doing it. But she’s also going to rest as much as she can get away with, and she usually won’t even realize that she’s doing it.” 
 
    But my explanation seemed to be angering Vessa, instead of appeasing her. 
 
    “Why are you lecturing me about her?” she demanded. “We talked about this yesterday. She’s one of my bodies, remember?” 
 
    I started to say that Vessa was the one who had asked about Nova to begin with, before I caught myself. Elder Mara began chuckling from within my Soulscape. 
 
    “What is the relationship with your Beacons normally like?” I asked instead. “I know Lunei doesn’t know about you, but what about the others? Can you think what they’re thinking? Can you feel what they feel?” 
 
    “That’s...” Vessa began, then looked away. “That’s complicated. I’m not sure I could explain it to you very well.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, “other than Nova being able to travel with you, what other ways is she different from the rest of your Beacons? I’m not trying to intrude, and I doubt that I could understand. But maybe talking with someone will help you figure this out. You can always just tell me whenever you’d like to stop.” 
 
    “I’d like to stop right now,” Vessa said bluntly, before wincing. “That came out completely wrong. I’m sorry, Jasper. I meant, I don’t want to talk about it, but I probably should. And I’m being awkward about this because before you came along, I spent a long time not talking to anyone at all. I’m trying my best, but I’m not used to people anymore.” 
 
    “That I can understand,” I replied. “I have my own trust issues.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” Vessa said firmly, raising her head to look me in the eye. “And I’ve finally figured out how I can help you get over them: by trying to get over my own. So I’ll let you in on a little secret, Jasper. Just one, for now. Nova is the first Beacon I’ve ever really talked to. My ship-parents made me set up all of my other Beacons back when I was born. Lunei was the only other exception, and I botched her creation, which is why I’m even more careful around her than I am with the others.” 
 
    “Is it possible to fix the damage?” I asked, concern for the woman who had saved my life trumping my usual caution. 
 
    “Yes, actually,” Vessa said in hopeful consideration. “If I can repair a good bit of my own damage, I could probably figure out a way to heal her link, and maybe even improve all of my Beacons. Especially Nova,” she muttered darkly, before shaking her head and focusing. “But, full disclosure, Jas, I don’t even remember talking to my other Beacons. And they may just as well not remember talking to me.” 
 
    “So, you’re actually completely in new territory here, then,” I offered. “In more ways than one. Having guests that are non-crew. Talking with your Beacons. Operating completely independently, except for a piece of yourself you’re seeing up close for the first time and a half-starved young man you pulled right off the streets of his planet’s world. All while being extremely damaged, confined to your own bed, on the run from danger, and spending years, possibly decades or centuries, in complete isolation.” 
 
    “When you put it like that,” Vessa considered, tilting her head. “I guess both Nova and I have been doing very well. And maybe it’s not my fault so many of my assumptions have gone wrong. Or hers. Thanks, Jas,” the gray woman said as she sighed in relief. “Talking this out has been really helpful. I should do so more often. And I’m available too,” she said as she looked back up at me. “In case you ever need to talk things out. You’re having an awful lot of new experiences yourself.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, hopefully hiding my discomfort. “That’s a good idea. I’ll remember that.” 
 
    Even though that’s stupid, I said to myself. Sharing to the wrong person will get us killed, remember? 
 
    Then I blinked. Those thoughts had leaped from my mind unbidden, and I had no idea where they had come from. 
 
    “And you really don’t look half-starved anymore,” Vessa said with a grin, before looking away. “Just so you know, I mean.” 
 
    Nova’s capsule finally opened, to both of our relief, and the blonde woman rose from the tube with a yawn, stretching in what she probably didn’t realize was a distracting fashion. Elder Mara apparently realized it, however, because she chuckled at me when I averted my gaze again. 
 
    My, aren’t you the shy one? Perhaps you should take that young girl’s advice, and bring up this little issue of them distracting you too much? 
 
    At the moment, that sounds like a profoundly bad idea, I informed the dragon. And, Senior, I would appreciate you having more discretion over matters like this. 
 
    I can’t help being bored right now, young rider, the old woman replied unrepentantly. But you should know that this little tension of yours is just going to grow the longer you try to ignore it. 
 
    I do not want to ignore it, I half-snapped at her. I wish to talk about it, but she keeps putting it—never mind, I caught myself, and only partly on purpose. Forgive me, Senior. I said too much. Please give this matter no further attention. 
 
    I shook my head. My own thoughts were puzzling me right now. Fortunately, Vessa was ready to begin our new mission, and give me something important enough to concentrate on. 
 
    “Alright, two goals for the day,” she began. “The first is to make sure Nova smoothly transitions to the wailing stage of essence. That will take two hours at the most, so you’re welcome to try and refine your next wisp of mana, if you already have an idea for one, Jasper.” 
 
    “I do,” I said firmly. “Is the procedure the same?” 
 
    “Yes,” the ship-woman replied carefully. “Just don’t pick anything too horribly strange or dangerous.” 
 
    “I will do my best,” I answered, making no promises. 
 
    “Great,” she said with a frown. “Well, whatever you pick, I can’t stop you, and so far all of your choices have been practical, if unusual. If anything does go wrong, I’ll take a look after Nova finishes Advancing. And it won’t be the end of the worlds if you don’t optimize every substage, I suppose.” 
 
    Again, I disagreed, but said nothing. 
 
    “At any rate,” she continued. “After you both gain a bit of progress, we’re going to try and figure out the next part of my ship-body we can reclaim. We have three choices, and any one of them could be disastrous, which is why I’m so glad we have Nova now.” She smiled at her Beacon, and my blonde friend smiled back. Good, I thought. At least they’re getting along right now. 
 
    “As I said, Nova’s abilities as a Beacon are quite unique,” Vessa continued. “She’s going to be able to interact with my ship-body ever so slightly, giving her a feel for what’s inside it. She’ll be able to tell if a certain door or corridor holds a large amount of hostile Source energy, potentially saving you both from a trap or an ambush. And yes, Jasper, I’m still not happy with you going along with her at all. But you’ve already proved your competence, and done everything I’ve asked you, so I’m not going to underestimate you. But I want you to be fully aware of the difference between your own strength and that of Nova’s. So I’m going to be blunt,” she said, growing serious. “Anything capable of fighting Nova to a standstill will kill you. I know you’ve swung above your weight class. I know you were able to injure the cage drake on Earth, and I know you killed a practitioner at the wailing stage back on the last planet. But Nova is on a completely different level than all of that. Even if all she had was her bronze stage of mana advancement, her body would have roughly the same benefits, the same level of strength, speed, and stamina, that you gained from your current essence energy, and her short-term power would dwarf all three of your Source energies combined. Anything on her level that so much as slaps you is probably going to take off your head in the process. Be. Careful.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said with a nod. “And I believe you. I don’t have a death wish.” 
 
    “Good.” She nodded. “Ideally, though, neither of you will run into anything greater than some more eaterlings, and Jasper is already more than a match for those. As long as both of you don’t run into too large a group, you will be fine. But my point to Jasper also applies to you, Nova. It’s better to run from anything you even think you can’t handle than it is to fight every foe down here and be wrong about the odds once.” 
 
    “I hear you.” My friend nodded. “And I’ll keep Jasper’s skills in mind as well.” 
 
    “Good,” Vessa replied. 
 
    I said nothing. Because I recognized Nova’s words as a polite way of saying that she would keep me out of the way whenever possible.  
 
    Even though I was the one responsible for clearing the last room, and had already protected this place from three waves of attackers. 
 
    “Alright then,” Vessa declared. “Let’s... do more Advancement,” she sighed. “That feels like the only thing we’ve been doing recently, since Jasper has so many substages to straighten out. But on to you, Nova. This is what I want you to do to stabilize your final essence cracks...” 
 
    Vessa lectured her other body for a few minutes, and the blonde Beacon processed the information much faster than I had, immediately closing her eyes and focusing on the final changes she needed to stabilize her recent gains. 
 
    Good work, Elder Mara said in firm approval. That’s exactly what she should do with her final cracks before the wailing stage. Pay attention to the process, young rider. I will be advising you to make the same choices. 
 
    I nodded, already planning to do just that. 
 
    Nova kept her eyes closed, head bowed slightly forward, as if she were concentrating on a difficult subject or praying in one of the many religions the Glorious State on my world had outlawed, which was every religion—including atheism, oddly, because such a belief advised people not to believe in the Glorious State either. But I knew Nova was neither praying nor contemplating a particularly difficult arithmetic equation. She was Advancing. Reaching for the essence inside her body and willing it along to its next natural stage. Sweat formed on her brow, and I could see that she was clenching her fists tightly. A solid minute passed without anything happening that my normal eyes could detect. But my spiritual sense could see that she was pounding against something inside her soul, something that was trapping her potential inside like a giant egg. Then she threw back her head and suddenly shouted, unleashing a torrent of force from her throat that produced a sound like a wailing wind. Cracking noises came from her body, as she grew a hair taller. Her Soulscape reappeared, the white wings growing larger, and more brilliant, adding light to the maelstrom of force swirling about her. Finally, the noise and power began to decrease, diminishing like the onslaught of a storm, before fading away completely. Nova panted for a moment, staring at her hands, coming to grips with the new strength she now felt. 
 
    “Wow,” my friend said out loud. “That... that was intense. It’s one thing, being unlocked, but Advancing on my own, that...” She shook her head. “If you get to this stage too, Jasper, be prepared, because it’s a wild experience.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I said dryly, as my happiness for Nova’s growth suddenly warred with her insinuation that I may not be able to keep up with her. 
 
    Don’t worry too much about it, dear, Elder Mara advised in my mind. She’s still coming down from the rush of the change, and she didn’t realize what she just said. Young women actually make as many mistakes as young men when they talk, it’s just that young men aren’t as good as noticing. 
 
    Thank—wait a minute, I corrected myself, catching the meaning of her last sentence, but the old Sourcebeast merely chuckled. I ignored her, and focused on the last essence crack I had finished shaping while Nova was Advancing. By now I had enough instruction in each Source to be able to stabilize each substage on my own. 
 
    As a result, my next crack trailed a series of straight lines within my mosaic, a crude depiction of my own bones. It wasn’t nearly as robust as the change Nova had just gone through, but it would allow my body to withstand and maintain considerably more stress, which would go a long way in helping me keep pace with everyone else. 
 
    I would focus on my remaining mana substages next, but that would be best done as we traveled into the Soulship. 
 
    “Good job, Nova,” Vessa said from her capsule. “And congratulations. You’ve done well. Now, I need you two to head down the hall and check on the emergency drive room. Once you’re there, Nova will try to detect which of the exits leads to the best possible path. If all three look too dangerous, just return back here. We’ll think of something else. If at least one looks safe enough, then you can carefully open the door and explore. Nova can help restore enough temporary power to help me secure the location long enough for me to get there and bring it back online.” She fell silent, thinking. “I can’t think of any other warnings to give you. Try to recover another room of my ship-body. Don’t die. Don’t do anything stupid. That’s it. Any questions?” 
 
    I struggled to think of anything important that the three of us were missing. Nova seemed to have thought faster, because she spoke up instead. 
 
    “Will I have any knowledge of the ship myself, that I can use to help plan our routes?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” the gray woman answered with a grimace. “You’ll be able to recognize any rooms you come in contact with, but I wasn’t able to implant a complete schematic of my ship-body into the conscious sections of your mind. So you and Jasper will just have to rely on each other’s overlapping experience.” 
 
    “We won’t be alone,” I announced. “Nestor will help us scout just like he did before, and Senior Mara has a wealth of knowledge and experience she will share with me. That, along with our own experience with survival, will be enough to warn us of danger.” 
 
    “That’s true, Jas,” Vessa replied. “And it will have to be enough. Be careful, you two.” 
 
    We turned to leave. Nestor, who had been watering the tiny Sourceplant we had found on Techne, jumped down and ran ahead of us, already prepared to scout. 
 
    I led Nova down the halls, expecting to see all matter of battle damage that I would have to explain. But the torn and battered doors had all been repaired and opened ahead of time, and the hall was completely lit. In fact, it was even brighter than the sanctuary room, since it was a narrower space. But as we walked down, Nova still seemed lost in memory. 
 
    “So many lives traveled down here...” she said, running a hand along the wall as we walked. “Until one day they didn’t.” 
 
    I nodded grimly, not sure of what to say. Vessa said that her entire crew had been slain, the last ones as they were getting her to the safety of her sanctuary. Once again, I was reminded of the fact that I was the first person she had spoken with in ages. 
 
    Which also meant that I had not given her nearly enough credit for holding up as well as she already had. 
 
    “Then, much later,” Nova continued, still tracing her hand along the corridor’s walls, “new feet, and new claws, swarmed down this place, and spent ages trying to claw and pound their way inside.” 
 
    “Are you alright, Nova?” I asked, unsure how this new knowledge was affecting her. 
 
    “I’m fine, Jas,” she said, “Just... contemplating.” She finally looked away from the wall, and turned her eyes forward. I watched her carefully for a moment longer, and when she didn’t say anything else unusual I let the matter drop. 
 
    Clear-clear, Nestor reported in my mind, after scouting all the way to the emergency drive room and returning. I hadn’t expected to find anything, but it would have been a horrible idea not to check anyway. Especially after my last experience guarding Vessa in that room. 
 
    Heerrrre... 
 
    I stopped walking immediately. Nova noticed, and did the same. 
 
    “Um, Jasper? Are you okay?” 
 
    I listened carefully, but no voice repeated. 
 
    Senior, did you hear what I just heard? I asked the passenger inside my soul. 
 
    No, young rider, but I can tell something has troubled you, the dragon on my tiny planet said. I will keep watch. 
 
    Nestor and Nova did not hear anything either, judging by my friend’s expression and my companion’s link. So it was either a memory from my troubled mind, or else something dangerous was stalking us, and did not care if only I knew. 
 
    “I thought I heard something,” I decided to answer, unwilling to keep a secret so foolish. “A voice I heard before in this place. It could have been a memory, but if I hear it again we may be in danger.” 
 
    “How could anything speak to you from here?” Nova asked. “Unless it was the result of some strange Source power Vessa hasn’t told us about yet.” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I admitted, before turning my attention to Elder Mara. But the ghostly dragon just shook her head. 
 
    There are ways, young rider, but I would notice an attack on your mind and spirit. And the vessel-saint’s ship-form should prevent such things in the areas she has control over. I will watch you, young rider. I give you my word. 
 
    “Elder Mara says such things are possible, but she did not detect such an attempt. I will try and calm my nerves,” I said, still feeling uncomfortable. 
 
    “Um,” Nova began, before biting her lip. “Nevermind. Let’s go.” 
 
    The voice did not repeat when we entered the emergency drive room. The compartment looked exactly as it had before, a large, partitioned area designed to repel invaders, direct the ship if someone was crew, and be the last line of defense for Vessa’s sanctuary. 
 
    There was one difference. All of the bodies were gone. Both of the monsters I had slain earlier, and the corpses of the crew that had died here long ago, to prevent Vessa’s original boarders from taking a single step further. Nova stared at everything with that distant gaze of hers, then she shook her head and looked at me. 
 
    “All clear,” I said, as Nestor scampered over to me. “No voices, and Nestor hasn’t found any danger either.” 
 
    As I spoke, I glanced to the secret door in the room, the one that led to the hidden passages that ran through the ship. 
 
    The one that something had chittered at me from just beyond. 
 
    “Which way should we go?” I asked, shaking my head before more memories could drive me mad. 
 
    “Right,” Nova said as she nodded firmly. “One moment. I’ll figure that out.” 
 
    She walked to the center of the room, touching the emergency drive itself, closing her eyes as both the device and herself began to hum quietly with power. 
 
    A hint of a whisper echoed through my mind. 
 
    I raised my palms and activated my Soulscape, immediately venting the spiritual world’s atmosphere into the room. Elder Mara squawked in surprise, but made no other move. 
 
    “Alright,” Vessa said as she removed her hand from the warp drive. “I’ve looked around, and I think we should—what are you doing, Jas?” 
 
    I closed the door to my Soulscape. Nothing else whispered. Once again, I was not even sure I had heard anything at all. 
 
    “Just enacting a precaution,” I said, breathing slowly and carefully. Calm down, I told myself. You are fine. 
 
    “What kind of precaution?” she asked. “It looked like you were doing something with your Soulscape there. Can you explain? So that I know what to do myself, so I don’t get in the way or anything?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I was just...” 
 
    I trailed off, realizing I had no idea exactly what I was doing, or how it could help. 
 
    Hiding her, Elder Mara said out loud. You were hiding her. And doing so by using a power the other riders made themselves, one that we dragons and the other mounts never would have believed to be possible. 
 
    I had no idea what the elder dragon was talking about, other than the fact that the mad voices from before had retreated the last time I had done this. Nova saw my helpless look and took pity on me. 
 
    “It’s okay, Jasper,” Nova said graciously. “I’m still getting the hang of my own Soulscape. I know it can do more than help me fly, but I don’t know what those extra powers are, or how I can use them. But we’ll both get the hang of it eventually.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I look forward to us both finding more answers. Speaking of which, what did you learn from scanning this room?” 
 
    “The doorway to the left,” she said, pointing to the first of the large metal doors, “has some considerably strong Source energy coming from behind it. There are things immediately beyond the next room that are at the second stage of Advancement—specifically the copper stage of mana or the wailing stage of essence. I can read the rooms just beyond, and there are beings at the third stages there as well. And since we can’t seal those rooms yet, we could be facing those as well.” 
 
    “Which are threats you could potentially face, but would likely be overwhelmed as soon as something went wrong,” I pointed out. “And I would not be able to help you at all.” 
 
    “Correct,” she affirmed. “Which is why we shouldn’t explore beyond that door until both of us are stronger. The next room has about a dozen creatures, most of which aren’t even at the first substage of any Source. The strongest being there is at the fourth substage of the natal stage and the second substage of the condensation stage, meaning you’d be stronger than every single creature there, and I could tear through them all just relying on my natural power. The rooms just beyond them have a handful of other creatures that are slightly stronger, and just beyond that are one or two creatures that are almost at the second stage, but I can’t tell exactly which Source. So that’s a set of rooms we could probably manage, at our current strength. Again, things could go wrong, but I’d say this door is currently our second-best option. The best option is the secret door by the wall. That one checks out as completely free. There’s absolutely nothing down there. In fact, as far as I can tell, there’s probably never been anything down there in ages. And there definitely isn’t anything in there right now. We should take that... door...” she trailed off as she looked at me. “Jas, you’ve got that nervous look on your face again. What’s going on?” 
 
    I wasn’t thrilled to discover that I had a signature ‘nervous look,’ but that didn’t matter right now. 
 
    “Nova,” I began, “I have been inside that shaft. There is something inside there. We cannot take that path.” 
 
    “But I just told you that nothing’s been down there in—” 
 
    “Nova,” I interrupted. “That door was the only one open when I discovered this room. The eaterlings had been using it to get to Vessa, and they seemed to be on the run from something else. I stuck my head in that tunnel when I found it, and heard something move about in the distance, something big enough to make me exit immediately. I think that passageway is the most dangerous of them all, and the fact that you can’t sense anything at all in there is a very, very bad sign. We’re not taking that door,” I ended firmly. 
 
    My friend glared at me for an uncomfortably long moment, before she sighed and dropped her gaze. 
 
    “Very well, Jasper,” she finally said. “If anyone else had drawn the same line, I would have fought them over it. But you’ve spent almost ten years keeping me out of danger, and that’s the one area you’re probably still ahead of me. We’ll ignore that door until we both Advance a bit more and—” She blinked. “Something just died in the room behind the second door, and more creatures moved in. I think they’re fighting. We need to go into that room now. Do you have any objections?” 
 
    “No,” I said as I shook my head. “Just that we be careful.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” she answered. “Vessa gave me the ability to open these doors. Let’s turn on our active abilities, then get to work.” 
 
    I did as she said and activated my qi shield. Then, I activated the qi abilities Elder Mara had taught me from stabilizing my drops. A thin layer of stone coated my entire body, courtesy of a technique made possible from my drop of earth qi. My muscles grew warm as a layer of fiery power coursed through them, granted from my new fire qi. And finally, a healing current circulated through my entire body, reinforcing the basic rejuvenation technique Vessa had taught me earlier by drawing on power granted by my water qi. 
 
    I held off on using my new mana spells. But a quick glance at Nova told me she was ready as well. She drew her war baton, and I drew the short blade I had gained from slaying the wailing practitioner. 
 
    “Ready,” she announced, her light-blue eyes glowing visibly, giving off a light of their own to help her see in the dark confines of the ship. 
 
    “Ready,” I said as well. 
 
    “I’m opening the door now. Get ready.” 
 
    The blonde woman blinked again, and the large metal door suddenly hummed. For a moment I panicked, but this time no whispering sounded out. The massive door slowly slid open from the middle, and we were greeted with the sight of the battle next room. 
 
    I immediately had to suppress a moan of disgust. 
 
    I was already very, very tired of eaterlings, and I resented Vessa for being so right about their high numbers. 
 
    There were two packs of the revolting creatures, that hissed at each other from across the room. Most of them were of the rat-lizard variety, their skin resembling a diseased-looking combination of fur and scales, but the two in the very middle of the room had cockroach carapaces on their backs and chests and were dueling, clawing, snapping, and slashing at each other with sharpened pieces of shrapnel. Rival gangs fighting over territory, I thought to myself, as the eaterlings closest to us turned around in surprise. 
 
    Nova’s own face grimaced in disgust as she lifted her baton and fired a thin beam of light through a half-dozen eaterlings. They fell to the floor screaming, dying, and venting Source energy. 
 
    “Gonna save the rest of my power for now,” she said, and then charged into the largest cluster of eaterlings, smashing skulls with every swing of her club. 
 
    Since it was painfully obvious that she could clear this entire room herself without any trouble at all, I decided to hang back and guard the doorway, to prevent anything slipping past us and going after Vessa. Even though she could probably handle these things herself by now too, I thought painfully to myself. But then an eaterling gave me an opportunity to feel useful by charging toward me, brandishing its own makeshift sword. 
 
    I parried the weapon with my own half-blade, my Source-infused weapon denting my enemy’s improvised sword. Then I flicked my wrist to knock its weapon away and slashed back in a quick counter-swing. The rat-lizard shrieked in pain as its hand was severed, then it fell gurgling to the floor when my next stab took its throat. 
 
    “Right!” Nova called out as she brained one of the two dueling eaterlings. “You can get more out of fighting these than me!” She reached over and grabbed the other roach-thing by the throat. “Gonna send the rest your way!  Enjoy!” With that, she hurled the monster clear across the room and in my direction. 
 
    I swore at her, as I was already fighting a second eaterling. I kicked the monster hard enough to lift it off the floor, then severed its head with another swing. As the cockroach eaterling flew toward me, I invested a small amount of earth qi into remaining rooted to the floor and a small amount of bone essence to withstand the impact of a body being flung at me, and then stuck out my short blade as a creature slightly bigger than myself slammed into the weapon. 
 
    The monster’s lizard head began screeching as my weapon tore deeply into it. I punched its head with my stone-and-qi hardened fist, crumpling it, then I quickly fired a mana bolt into its brain and threw it off my weapon. When I turned my attention back to the center of the room, I found that Nova had driven all of the surviving eaterlings in my direction, the monsters determined to escape the powerful woman by fleeing into the next room. 
 
    For a moment I felt sorry for them. Then I remembered how they were already bracing to attack us the moment they noticed us enter the room, and that none of them had ever given me any reason to believe their intentions were ever even remotely benign. 
 
    So I quickly sheathed my blade, knelt down, and waved my hands in a pattern that would allow me to draw upon the spell given to me by my second mana wisp. 
 
    The precise dimensions of the volume of the room—specifically the height, depth, and width of the area the monsters were charging into—poured into my brain. I activated my fire bolt spell, and the scorching ray expanded as it interacted with the spell I had just cast, filling the entire area with a thin shred of fire mana. The monsters’ natural Source protection blocked most of the flame from giving their skin anything more than minor burns, but the fire still entered their bodies through their mouths, ears, eyes, and other large orifices. The result was that the eaterlings’ entire bodies were burned inside and out, removing their ability to see, hear, smell, and breathe. They fell to the ground making whatever dying noises their ruined throats allowed them to, sending out a large cloud of Source energy that flowed toward me. 
 
    As it passed over me, my mind worked out the needed insights for stabilizing my third wisp, relying partially on my recent application of the second wisp. 
 
    “Wow,” I heard Nova exclaim in amazement. “I figured you could handle these,” she said as she walked toward me, “but I didn’t think it would be that easy for you. So you made fire as one of your wisps?” 
 
    “No,” I said as I shook my head. “My second wisp is math. I used it to alter and expand the dimensions of a basic spell that Vessa taught me.”  
 
    “Math?” the blonde woman shouted in exasperation. “Your second wisp is math? Not fire, lightning, or even healing, but math? Why in the heavens of every illegal religion would you think that would be a good idea?” 
 
    “Language, Nova,” I admonished, just because the oath reminded me of everything my world’s government had done. “And I thought I just demonstrated why it was a good idea, but I picked math because it’s a component of many other sciences. If I can advance my understanding of it, I can use it to help with my other substages, and do more tricks like this last one.” I gestured at the smoking bodies littering the room. 
 
    “You could have done that exact same trick if you had made fire your next wisp!” Nova shouted. “And it probably would have been even easier to do!” 
 
    “No,” I rebutted, “because by making fire one of my qi substages, any flame I create is already automatically enhanced. But math allows me to alter the dimensions for any spell. So I can do that same trick with earth, water, ice—anything I can think of. And, come to think of it, fire may not have even been the best choice for me to have used in the first place,” I mused, as I tried to figure out whether pouring a bunch of earth or water into the monsters’ eyes and throats would have been more effective. Probably not, I decided. Not this time, at least. 
 
    “But you hate math!” Nova said, still shouting. “You hated every time I asked you to help me with my math homework!” 
 
    “I did,” I admitted with a shrug. “But it seems a lot more fun now.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Nova said as she shook her head. “You get an opportunity to tap into the magical wonders of the universe, one that lets you pick and choose exactly what kind of miracles you get to perform, and your first real choice is to learn how to turn triangles into squares. So what did you pick for your third wisp, Jas? Colors? Spelling and grammar, maybe?” 
 
    “Hadn’t realized you could notice when I stabilized my third wisp, but no,” I answered. “I went with physics. Since math is necessary to understand it.” 
 
    The Beacon tilted her head at me. 
 
    “Physics,” she repeated, as if saying a word I just said would somehow negate it. “Actual physics.” 
 
    “Correct,” I said with a nod. “It seemed too useful not to do.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nova sighed as she covered her face with her hands. “You’ve taken your third opportunity to master the hidden power of the universe, and used it to go up a grade level in basic education. This makes no sense to me, and I was smart enough to test out of all these studies back home, and go straight into working for the government.” 
 
    “I was really proud of you for that, by the way,” I said, “but no, I’m expecting math and physics to advance my power considerably. To either help me keep up with you, or at least augment your own capabilities, Nova.” 
 
    “Right,” Nova replied, still covering her face. “In the same way that you’ve decided your little planet counts as a combat-style Soulscape. You know what,” she decided, removing her hands. “It’s fine. It really is. Actually that was me being passive-aggressive, because it’s not fine, but there’s nothing I can do about it, and I need to respect your decisions for your own Advancement. And I know you’re probably going to actually make this choice work, which is just going to make me even more mad later if I don’t find a way to let it go right now. So there,” she finished, letting out her breath. 
 
    “I appreciate it,” I said, unsure of what else to say to her at the moment. 
 
    “Jackass,” she spat. “I mean, you’re welcome. Now let’s check out this room.” 
 
    I looked around, realizing that I actually hadn’t paid more than subconscious attention to the room I had just slaughtered a large number of life forms inside. It was another large room, although it was completely bare, so I had no idea what it was for. But as I looked closely, I saw outlines on the floor that resembled the lowered terminals inside Vessa’s sanctuary. 
 
    “Backup storage,” Nova said after closing her eyes. “This was supposed to be another area for the crew to manage. Ideally, they would have moved Vessa’s flesh-body to the sanctuary with a small contingent, and kept everyone else here. That way, each group would have their own set of resources, and Vessa would have an additional buffer between her and any boarders.” 
 
    “That feels redundant, given that there are probably other storage rooms,” I voiced. “And I can’t imagine Vessa being comfortable with that much protection. She seems to feel smothered as it is, just with me and you here.” 
 
    “She wasn’t comfortable with it,” Nova said, still blinking. “But her ship-parents had her built this way. She was one of the last Soulships to be born—or made, I don’t exactly know which—and they were all very protective of her.” Nova looked uncomfortable, as she continued to recall information she did not think she should know. “They spared no expense with her. They built multiple redundancies into here. Multiple storage rooms. Multiple life support systems. Multiple backup drives, in case the main one failed for any reason. Even a backup engine, in case the first was destroyed. She’s actually...” Nova shook her head. “She’s actually using it right now. Every system she has online is a backup system, because the first was either de-powered or destroyed when the room was lost. And she hates that her ship-parents were right. That she needed this much protection. She...” Nova’s voice caught, and her blue eyes shone wet in the dimly lit room. “She’s me, Jas. And I’m her. And I haven’t wanted to admit it. I don’t think I can even bring myself to keep admitting it. I’ll probably contradict myself later, even though you know how much I hate doing that with anything. But I have to admit it right now. She’s me, and I’m her, and even though I was comfortable with that the first time I met her, I’m not anymore. I don’t know what to do about it, Jasper.” 
 
    I walked closer to my friend, holding out my arms. We had hugged before. It was not an issue for me, even when I admitted I found her attractive. For a moment, it wasn’t an issue for her either. She stepped into my embrace and pulled my arms about her. It was a much easier experience for me this time, because I was finally taller than her now. But a moment later, she gently pushed me away. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “And now I’ve ruined everything, and I’m afraid to talk about it, even though we need to. I shouldn’t have said what I said before, Jasper. Not now that I know I’m this... person, with multiple bodies. It would be one thing if I was completely sure she felt the same, but if she felt the same way I did about everything, we wouldn’t argue all the time. So I can’t commit my heart to you, Jasper. I’m sorry. Maybe if I hadn’t waited until the last minute to say it...” she trailed off, shaking her head again. “But no. No, this won’t work. It can’t. Not now.” 
 
    Calling her words disappointing would have been a massive understatement, even though I had suspected it was coming. But, hearing it right now, when I had been trying to just comfort her as a friend, stung particularly deep. 
 
    “I apologize for making you uncomfortable, Nova,” I said, sounding more aloof and formal with her than I ever had, even more so than I had when we were back on Earth and I wanted to protect her opportunities. She flinched as if I had struck her, and began speaking again. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Jasper,” she said. “This isn’t because of anything you did. Quite the opposite,” she admitted. 
 
    “In that case,” I said next, mastering my voice, keeping all the hurt and anger out of it. “Maybe it’s too early for you to make a decision at all about your emotions, until you understand Vessa’s,” I continued. “Why don’t you ask me for time to explore your link with Vessa and her other Beacons, since right now we don’t even have the time and privacy to pursue a romantic relationship, and I am still working through my own feelings about your bond as well?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “You’re right, Jasper,” she said, guiltily. “I’ve... been more worried about how I feel. I never asked you if my feelings were mutual.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “You only brought it up because you thought you were about to die. Though in fairness, I could have clarified my intentions before then, too.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have,” she mumbled. “You were too worried about my association with you harming me. And it probably would have, except that they had already learned who I was. I don’t know why they didn’t just grab me off the street.” 
 
    “I don’t either,” I confessed. “I guess they needed you oblivious in order to bait Vessa. Who knows? But for the record?” I screwed up my courage. “I think you’re amazing. I think your accomplishments are amazing, too. Maybe they pushed you through the program just to get to Vessa, but I saw the good you did back on Earth, Nova. You helped people. You changed lives for the better, back when you had power there. And you did that again on the planet we just left, saving the lives of thousands of people by protecting them and helping them evacuate. I think you’re beautiful, smart, and good, and I’d be honored to court you. And now that I know you’re part of Vessa, I’m trying to figure that out, too. So, maybe you need to wait on making ultimatums, because it’s not like the awkwardness is going to suddenly go away after you make your choice, is it?” 
 
    “No,” Nova agreed awkwardly. “I... you’re right, Jas. I’m sorry. I just felt like I wasn’t being fair to you, and so I just sprang this out of nowhere. I’m not sure I know what to do with everything. I agree. Let’s get back to our job at hand, before something surprises us.” 
 
    I nodded, and we turned our attention to the other rooms connected to this one, or at least those closest to us. The opening at the end led to a wide hallway, one that we couldn’t see the end of in the dark. But to our left and right were empty rooms that resembled the first room. That made sense, given how this space was supposed to hold most of the surviving crew in case of emergencies. Combined together, these three rooms just barely contained more space than Vessa’s sanctuary. 
 
    And best of all, they were completely empty, according to all three of our examinations, including Nestor’s. The little mouse had hung back from the fight earlier, to make sure that nothing made it past me and into the emergency drive room. He had been the first to check the rooms immediately adjacent to us, since it made sense for one member of our group to search while the others stood guard. But the bareness of each room made them much easier to search, as it only left the corners and ceilings for potential hiding places. 
 
    “All clear,” Nova said in relief as we stepped back into the center room. “I hadn’t known this could be so terrifying. It feels like something’s going to jump out and attack us at any moment.” 
 
    “Please do not tempt fate by saying that out loud,” I replied, my weapon still drawn, eyes still watching the dark corridor on the other side of the main room. Nothing stirred yet, but I deeply wished for glowing eyes of my own. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Nova said, looking about herself with her own weapon still out. “But I’m glad we searched those two, because it turns out these three rooms are linked. I think the side rooms are sleep stations and this center one is for food and general quarters. But they all share the same power source, which is this center room. So once we walk to the other side and close the door leading to the corridors beyond, we should be safe to go get Vessa and get this room back online.” 
 
    I nodded, as Nestor suddenly squeaked at my feet. The little mouse began pulling on my pants leg, wrinkling his nose and chirping in alarm. 
 
    Bad-things, he sent to us both. Smell them. 
 
    “Right,” Nova said briskly. “Linking up and closing the corridor right now.” 
 
    We rushed as quickly as we could to the other side of the room, weapons still drawn. Nothing emerged from the other end of the hall, though Nestor’s hair began to bristle. 
 
    “That’s close enough,” my blonde friend said as she closed her eyes. “The nearby area is clear enough of Source energy for me to re-activate the doors. Keep it clear for me.” 
 
    I nodded and stood in front of her, half-blade held in both hands. Gradually, large metal doors began to emerge from the ceiling and floor, slowly and loudly. Still nothing emerged from the other side. But as the doors continued to close, a thought suddenly occurred to me. 
 
    Every unobstructed pathway in this place had been opened either by brute force or treachery, with treachery only happening once. If these doors had been torn open, what good would they be now? 
 
    I rejected that thought. If the doors had been completely ruined, they wouldn’t have been able to open or close at all. So I continued to stand guard, listening for anything I could, but the only noise I could hear was the scraping and sliding of large metal sheets. 
 
    They could function, I realized, but they had clearly seen better days. Numerous dents decorated our side of the barriers, bringing my earlier fears back to the forefront of my brain. 
 
    Also, as loudly as this portal was closing, there was no way anything nearby wasn’t going to hear it, and know we were here. 
 
    Then again, they would have heard our earlier battle. Stop panicking, I urged myself. You just battled undead wolves, rat-monsters and saw a giant bear the size of a house. 
 
    I finally saw movement down the corridor just before the damaged doors fully closed. Another eaterling, one at the rat-lizard level, was running furiously toward the closing barrier, shouting as loudly as it could, and in multiple languages. 
 
    “Don’t shut!” the creature screamed, yellow eyes wide with terror. “Don’t shut—don’t shut—don’t—” 
 
    The doors finished closing. We could hear the eaterling scream and bang against them, but they still held firm, despite their visible damage. Nova let out a sigh as we both finally relaxed. 
 
    “I can’t believe I didn’t make that the first thing I did after the battle,” she said as she wiped her forehead. “Sorry about my panic attack earlier, Jasper. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “If it does, I’ll just do a better job of turning your attention back to more urgent matters,” I offered, “and I’ll need you to do the same for me. Because dealing with all the things bumping around in the dark is absolutely terrifying. Even if they’re just eaterlings.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Nova nodded. “But now we should—” 
 
    The eaterling behind the door let out an ear-wrenching shriek, then went silent with a loud crunch. 
 
    For a moment, everything went quiet. 
 
    Then, right against the barrier, something giggled. 
 
    We leaned forward to peer into the darkness, and strained our ears to listen. The room was dark, but it was not nearly as large as Vessa’s sanctuary. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    I bit back a shriek of terror as I leaped backwards and brandished my halfblade at whatever lurked just behind the battered metal. I could feel Nestor run up my leg and cling to my back, chittering in my mind the same phrase over and over. 
 
    Bad-thing. Bad-thing. Bad-thing... 
 
    He trailed off. My green eyes locked with Nova’s own glowing sky-blue orbs. 
 
    “Run,” we said at once, turning to flee back into the emergency drive room, so that we could close the larger, stronger door and have a second barrier between us and whatever had just killed the eaterling. 
 
    We were halfway across the room before the thing giggled again, and the doors leading to safety snapped shut, far faster than should have been possible. Nova and I skidded to a complete stop, staring at our lost exit in disbelief. 
 
    Another giggle, and the doors quickly opened several hand-widths, before snapping shut again. 
 
    “I’ve lost power,” Nova breathed, clenching her hands and trying not to shake. “I can’t re-open the door.” 
 
    Our exit opened halfway for a split-second, then immediately closed again. A third giggle trickled out from behind us. 
 
    So we whirled back around and pointed our weapons at the thing giggling from beyond. 
 
    We had no illusions about the monster being unable to enter our room. If it could open the door behind us remotely, the door in front wouldn’t be any obstruction at all. I expected it to open any moment, revealing some horrible monstrosity my mind was not prepared to comprehend yet. But that didn’t happen. 
 
    Instead, we just heard a loud, but polite, knock. Then everything was quiet again. 
 
    For a moment, we just stared at the dented door and panted, wondering what in the hollow American hells was happening. Then the thing knocked again, politely, but clumsily, as if its hand was the wrong shape or size for the behavior it tried to imitate. It waited, and then tried one more time, like the ancient American children did back in the days they went door-to-door selling cookies. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” Nova breathed quietly, and I had to agree. The unseen creature’s behavior was maddening. It clearly had us trapped, and was comfortable letting us know. But it was acting like one of the ancient evil spirits that needed permission before it could enter someone’s home. 
 
    Well, we certainly had no intention of inviting the creature in. It could wait on the other side of the barrier for eternity, as far as we were concerned. 
 
    One minute passed. And then another. We waited for five agonizing minutes, without hearing so much as breathing from behind the battered metal door. 
 
    Then we both jumped in alarm as the top door suddenly dented right above the seams in the middle. Then it dented again as a second blow impacted, and then a third, and then a fourth, until it no longer met at all with the bottom metal sheet. It hung just over the other barrier like a curtain, leaving a fist-sized crack of darkness between the two metal slabs. 
 
    Then the unseen thing stopped. I peered at the crack, unable to see anything in the darkness beyond. As far as we could tell, the thing had completely vanished. 
 
    Still-there, Nestor whimpered in my mind. Still-there...still-there...still-there— 
 
    Two white hands, each the size of my skull, and with too many joints on the fingers, jammed their way through the opening, each grasping one of the metal barriers. They clenched and yanked backwards, bending the metal with an ear-scraping screech. Then they yanked a second time, and both metal slabs were torn free from the doorway. 
 
    Nova screamed and fired her war-baton immediately, her aim steady enough to send the beam perfectly through the new opening, despite her panic. She screamed again and fired the weapon slightly to the right, now that the doorway was completely clear, and then to the left again, doing her best to cover every possible angle the invisible horror could be hiding in. She fired again and again, and on the fifth blast I caught the faintest sight of something tall, bipedal, and horribly elongated, standing just a few feet away from the door, glossy round eyes shining as it looked at us. Nova must have noticed the monster too, because she directed her last two blasts straight at the figure’s center mass. But both times, the flashes of light revealed nothing nearby. The thing was no longer there. 
 
    “Did I get it?” she asked me, panting with spent adrenaline. But I had no idea. 
 
    “I... don’t think so,” I admitted, wishing my own attacks were stronger. I wracked my brain for some skill that might be useful right now, that would make me something other than a bystander or helpless victim. Nothing but a handful of numbers came to mind. 
 
    Nestor? I asked my terrified little companion. Is it still there? 
 
    Before the lifemouse could answer, the thing in the dark giggled again. 
 
    “Heeeeerrrrrrre...” the painfully familiar voice said, no longer as distant as it had been the first time I heard it. “Foouunnnd youuuu...” 
 
    Two small, shining orbs, hanging just under the corridor ceiling, suddenly appeared. They lasted just long enough to blink at us, then vanish again. Nova shouted and raised her baton again, but I caught her arm. 
 
    “Don’t,” I hissed. “It’s a trap. It wants to tire us out.” 
 
    “I want it to just come out and fight,” she growled, clearly trying to drown her fear out in rage. Which sounded like an excellent idea, come to think of it. “But it probably knows that,” she reasoned. “Which is why it won’t come out right now.” 
 
    We had to find a way to avoid playing its games, while still staying sane enough to avoid making other mistakes. 
 
    Nestor? I asked my bonded friend. Can you tell where it is now? 
 
    Far-back, the little mouse sent to my mind and Nova’s. Right-wall. 
 
    Nova immediately aimed her weapon in that direction, but Nestor sent us another warning. 
 
    More-come. 
 
    “Sheeeee’s herrrrrre,” the creature moaned again, and more pairs of glassy orbs appeared from further down the hall. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Nova snapped in a low voice. “This is ridiculous!” 
 
    Terrifying, I thought. You mean that this is terrifying, but I’d rather you’d call it ridiculous, too. 
 
    “These look smaller,” I whispered back at her, and many of the glassy, shining eyes appeared to be at our own eye level. “How many more blasts can you fire?” 
 
    “Not many,” Nova admitted, her own eyes still glowing. “I’m going to save the rest of my power for my own spells and techniques now. Wait... I can make these things out.” Her light-blue eyes widened. “American gods, Jas. They’re all people... and they’re dead...” 
 
    A second later, my own vision was able to make out the details of the creatures stumbling forward. Figures that could have passed for the people I had seen on other worlds, save for their torn clothing and the mortal wounds visible on their chests and necks, came stumbling forward, some clutching sharpened tools and makeshift weapons. Looters, I had realized. The eaterlings hadn’t been the only ones to have scavenged about Vessa’s ship over the decades. I was just glad that none of the figures wore the robes of Vessa’s old crew. 
 
    But there were at least a dozen of them, along with another handful of shambling eaterlings right behind them, including the one that had just died at the doorway. Most of them were around my level of power, but a few were at the pool stage of qi Advancement, meaning they were over half a stage beyond my own. I also sensed a power that did not belong to any of the three Sources animating them. 
 
    “Death qi,” Nova whispered, still watching the bodies advance. “And... something else. But there shouldn’t be any power other than the three Source energies...” 
 
    A few days ago, I had asked Vessa if a fourth Source, or some other power, existed, and she had vehemently, but nervously denied it. I suspected that she had been taught exactly what she had told me, but had begun to doubt the answer herself.  
 
    If we lived through this, I would have to tell her that in this matter, her doubts were more honest than her education had been. 
 
    “It’s okay, Jas,” Nova assured me, though her own voice was unsteady. “We’ve both fought undead before by now, these things are much weaker than me, and we’re both armed with Sourceweapons. We can handle this.” 
 
    The unseen thing in the back must have been waiting for her to say that, because it suddenly crept forward, finally coming into view. 
 
    My first thought was that someone had taken a human man, shaved off his hair, bleached his skin, stretched his entire body until it was half again the original length, and then decided he still wasn’t long enough, and added more bones to his legs, fingers, and arms. He was clothed in the stretched, ruined remains of a normal-sized shirt and trousers, with a long, sleeveless robe hanging to his knees. His flesh was shriveled and bone-white, and his unnaturally jointed fingers were sharp at the tips. He stared at us with shining, black-orb eyes, and opened his distended mouth to speak at us again. 
 
    “You’rrrre herrrrre,” he moaned in a sinister whisper, black eyes locked on Nova. “Fouunnnnnd youuuu...” 
 
    “Stay away from me, you sick creep,” my friend growled. “Or I will knock that nasty head of yours clean off its shoulders.” 
 
    The monster giggled again, an oddly high-pitched sound that did not fit his otherwise low voice. 
 
    “Commmme plaaaay,” the man-like creature moaned. “Come plaaay with pupppettt...” 
 
    Nova snarled again as the monster advanced behind his wall of undead, and I winced in realization. 
 
    “Puppet,” I said to Nova. “This thing is being controlled by something else.” I swallowed an entire gallon of fear down my throat, cleared it, and then addressed the creature myself. “Who are you? Why do you want to hurt my friend? 
 
    But the Longman, as my mind just named him, did not so much as look at me. 
 
    “Commme plaaay,” the monster moaned again. “Come plaaay with my dolllll.” 
 
    Nova shouted in anger and raised her baton, then swore and lowered it. 
 
    “Right,” she snarled. “It’s being irritating on purpose.” 
 
    I suddenly remembered I had an ancient expert inside my mind. 
 
    Senior Mara, I sent to the dragon in my soul, so distraught I had not even noticed her until now. Do you know what this thing is? 
 
    The finger-puppet of an ancient one, the old dragon growled, and I saw her spirit tremble and spit with rage. A small tendril of a creature that wrought murder across the night sky! Kill it, rider! Kill it, so that you may give a hundred slain vessel-saints whatever justice you can! And for the sake of your ancestors’ honor, do not let this damned thing lay a finger on the Holy Beacon! 
 
    That was... passionate and unhelpful, I replied as the mass of undead slowly lumbered toward us, as if they were purposefully taking their time. I noticed that they had begun to spread out, as if they were worried Nova would slip past the Longman. None of them paid any attention at all to me or Nestor. How do we kill this thing? What are his powers and weaknesses? What of the corpses he animated? 
 
    You have named him correctly in your mind, Elder Mara said as she continued to growl and spit. The Longman is powerful, but not quite beyond the one by your side. If she is careful, she may yet slay him. But he has great physical might, and is able to stretch and contort his body at will, making him difficult to attack. Beyond that, he will have a handful of powers related to whatever the body’s former owner had in life, albeit in a diminished capacity. I suspect he will have some kind of breath attack, so beware the movements of his mouth. His offspring will have increased strength and durability beyond their own Advancement, but their speed has suffered. If you are wise and calm, you will be a match for even the ones stronger than you. But kill the Longman, rider! Kill him, so that his maker, that thing that came from beyond the night sky, may feel some small measure of the pain it so deeply deserves! Murderer! Pervert! Blasphemous slime! Immortals curse every part of him to the most painful of oblivions! 
 
    Very well, I nodded, raising my halfblade, and eyeing the advancing horde. 
 
    The dragon’s anger had somehow calmed me. I was able—for now, at least—to put the Longman and his shambling pack into the corner of my mind that had been able to handle the eaterlings, the massive deathbeast, the cage-drake, and the ursine bloodbeast. That murderous sanity that had let me first protect Vessa back in my malnourished state returned in full force. 
 
    I was brave again, yet if I did not act right now, and wisely, I would still be worth no more to Nova than a hundred paralyzed cowards shivering at her back. 
 
    “Senior Mara says you are a match for the long-limbed man if you fight carefully,” I whispered to Nova. “He is physically strong and a skilled contortionist, but he has very few powers beyond that, save for a breath attack of some kind. The walking murdered are slow brutes. They will attempt to restrict your attempts to battle the Longman,” I said, though I was guessing on that last bit. “Nestor and I are a match for them, though we must be careful as well. We will battle them so that you may fight the Longman unrestricted. Good luck, Nova... and I love you, too,” I added firmly at the end. 
 
    “Blast it, Jasper,” she growled, not in the mood for such confessions. “I’d hit you for that, if it wouldn’t make me a hypocrite. But that just means neither of us are allowed to die now. You better wipe the floor with those things, or I’ll never let you utter another silly confession within my presence.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said, turning my gaze back to the foes before us, and realizing that the creatures still hadn’t made it to our position. Instead they seemed content to hem us in, advancing forward inch by inch. The Longman hung behind them, grinning with his distended lower jaw and sharpened teeth, and waiting for us to try and maneuver past his shambling offspring. “Since you all are such polite guests,” I said, quickly sheathing my halfblade to free up both my hands, “allow me to be a proper host, and begin cooking.” 
 
    My hands flashed out a spell of math, giving me the precise measurements needed to immerse my enemies in flame. Math mana spells surprised me with their ease, taking less time to cast than even my mana bolts did. I had the necessary data less than a second later, and I used it to alter my fire bolt and direct it into my enemy’s midst, investing several drops of fire qi into the attack as well. 
 
    Good, Elder Mara hissed into my mind. That’s exactly how you combine Sources. Now kill them all, for the sake of the night sky itself! 
 
    As fire flashed out in front of us, I tried to determine how well I had accomplished exactly what the old dragon had wished for. The flame was just bright enough for my companions and I to close our eyes reflexively, though it did no harm to our enhanced eyes. When I opened my own orbs, I could see that most of the zombies were still burning. A few had crumpled apart onto the floor, including all of the eaterling corpses, while the strongest ones looked barely singed. But the rest of them now had blackened skin, and with at least one limb still flaming, and slowly burning into ash. The Longman had barely flinched at the nearby fire, partly because I hadn’t bothered with including him in the blast to begin with. But his bleached head, and the blackened faces of his children now turned all at once to stare at me. 
 
    “Youuuu,” the deformed giant moaned, as if he were considering me for the first time. He pointed a four-jointed finger at me, and the remaining zombies turned to shuffle toward my direction. 
 
    “Givvve,” the closest one moaned. 
 
    “Usssss,” the second added. 
 
    “Herrrr,” the third one sighed. 
 
    “No,” I answered bluntly, drawing my halfblade again, and pacing slowly to the right. The horde adjusted their encirclement, obeying the Longman’s command to deal with me instead of Nova. 
 
    “Thanks, Jas,” my friend said as she brought a hand up to work her own powers. “That’s all I need. You’re still not allowed to die.” 
 
    Bright light washed out from her, but I couldn’t afford to turn my attention to her yet. My best friend’s survival depended on Nestor and I drawing away as many enemies as possible. 
 
    Are you up for this, brother? I told the terrified mouse clinging to my back, the one who had grown up on a world ruined by an undead apocalypse. 
 
    Yes-yes, the little mouse said as he slowly stopped shaking. I-help. Save-save. 
 
    That’s the spirit, I told my tiny friend as we linked deeper awareness, giving him a subconscious picture of my intentions and how he could help. He squeaked in agreement, and as I charged the right flank of the unliving mob, he crawled up my shoulder, activating a thin shield of qi over his body. 
 
    He leaped clear of me just as I slashed into the zombie at the very edge of the pack. This one had been thoroughly weakened by my earlier fire, with one of his arms burned to ash. He swung the other arm at me as I slashed down with my halfblade, and my weapon took off his forearm. 
 
    “Give—” he started to say, before my next swing severed his head. 
 
    By then, four more walking corpses had begun to encircle me, but Nestor flashed across their faces one by one. The small cuts he left didn’t do anything more than distract them, but the momentary loss of attention was all I needed. I relied on my own enhanced speed and darted around them, striking their necks and heads. 
 
    Once again, I recalled the mountain of literature written about the walking dead, how fire and destruction of the head were the two best methods to deal with them. I had taken every one of those stories to be fiction at the time, just as I had done with the stories regarding dragons, but so far they were proving completely accurate. Every time the unliving bodies lost their head or were destroyed, they fell to the ground like un-stringed puppets, regardless of how much leftover Source energy or other power they had left inside themselves. But as soon as my four foes fell to the ground, three more swayed into range, glowing slightly as they used Source power to speed themselves up. 
 
    I leaned back as the first undead swiped a blackened hand at me, but the second was fast enough to catch the sleeve above my free hand. He yanked hard, pulling me toward him. 
 
    Right then, I belatedly recognized these three as the strongest former practitioners, ones already at the second stage of qi advancement. They were still slower than me, but I had no chance to escape their grip on my own. So I leaped into the air and tried to twist around my grappler, stabbing the unliving monster right in the forehead with my Sourceweapon. 
 
    But the halfblade just clanked against the zombie’s skull, cracking it, but failing to penetrate to the brain. Another hand from a zombie behind me caught the back of my tunic, pulling me in two different directions, and probably dooming me, but for the dark, furry object flashing across my enemies’ eyes. 
 
    The monster gripping my back let go to swipe at Nestor, and that gave me the space I needed. I channeled a drop of fire qi to activate another technique, one that coated my blade with a light tongue of red flame. I stabbed into the exact same spot as last time, and this time the enhanced flesh and Source energy gave way to my fiery attack. 
 
    I turned to deal with the remaining pair of dead as the brain-burnt body crumpled to the ground. Nestor was darting back and forth between the two zombies, slashing at their necks one at a time, as if they were both trees and he was some sort of hop-scotch lumberjack. I charged into one monster just as he leaped off it and over my head, slashing my burning weapon into the deep cut he had already made, tearing through the monster’s spine and decapitating it. I took a split-second to confirm its end before turning to the last enemy nearby, but that one was already tumbling to the floor as well, its head converted into a makeshift torch. Nestor leaped clear of the body to land on my shoulder. 
 
    Not-hard, he said, sounding surprised. These-weak. 
 
    I couldn’t argue with him. For all their durability, these corpses were slower and less sentient than the undead wolves Nestor and I had faced before, and even more vulnerable to fire and cranial destruction. 
 
    See how many more you can take out on your own, like you did just now, and to the undead blood-wolf from our earlier battle, I advised the little mouse as I turned my gaze to the next clump of zombies, doing my best not to pay attention to the sudden storm of light erupting from where Nova was standing. You have a knack for setting this sort of monster on fire. 
 
    Yes-Yes! the little mouse replied. Burn-burn! 
 
    Burn-burn, I said as I nodded grimly, and Nestor and I separated to deal with the last two clumps of undead trying to encircle Nova and I. I burned my essence charm to increase my speed even further, and launched a flying kick into the lead corpse, knocking it into two more zombies and sending them all tumbling to the floor in an awkward pile. 
 
    As I landed, the remaining upright enemy activated a technique of his own, launching forward in a surprising burst of speed and catching me by the throat. 
 
    “Give—” he started to moan, lifting me into the air, but this time I maintained enough presence of mind to activate my grappling charm, shrug myself free of his hand, and put my burning halfblade into his eye. 
 
    To my surprise, he still didn’t go down, meaning that this body was somehow even stronger than the ones I had noticed earlier. But I knew he had to be close to death, so I yanked my halfblade and body backwards and fired a mana bolt into the zombie’s skull. The undead practitioner shuddered once, then crumpled to the floor. 
 
    The other three zombies were still trying to disentangle from each other when I leaped over to them and began stabbing them in the backs of their heads. They proved to be far weaker than my last enemy, as each died to one blow. 
 
    I turned around to see Nestor finish off the last zombie by firing a flaming bolt straight up from under the monster’s opened jaw, before leaping free and looking about for more enemies.  
 
    But all he and I both found left was the Longman looming over Nova. 
 
    My friend, the young woman I had grown up with, the last Beacon ever created by Vessa Soulship, glowed like a miniature exploding star. Her Soulscape’s bright-white wings illuminated her half of the room, and white fire coated her robes and skin. She swung her now-blazing baton about as if she had been born holding it, slashing, thrusting, parrying whenever the Longman’s clawed hands struck out at her. Her face was a tense mask of concentration, and I knew she was spending all of her power, all of her focus, on this one foe, this mutated corpse possessed by something from beyond the night sky. Her blows were expert, precise, and executed without a shred of wasted energy. She put my entire combat experience to shame, as if she was the one who had been fighting longer than I had. 
 
    But each time she struck, the Longman simply swayed out of the way, letting out a high-pitched giggle that echoed off the walls of the room, and because they did not fade, each new miss added another layer of insanity to everyone’s ears. 
 
    I have to help her, part of my mind argued, even as my feet glued themselves to the floor. 
 
    It was a stupid thought. The Longman was not slow like the spawn he created. Nova was far faster than me, especially right now as she activated spells and techniques, yet she had not landed a single blow, and each strike from the monster clearly took more and more energy from her to dodge and parry. A single lazy strike from the thing would break me in half. 
 
    Nestor was not slow, either, the brave part of my mind argued. I looked down at the little warrior mouse next to me, the one who had just danced burning death among entire packs of shambling abominations. 
 
    Nestor could move even faster than Nova, despite their difference in power. But he lacked sufficient force to damage the swaying, giggling freak before us. 
 
    But what is force? the brave madman in my mind asked. 
 
    And to my horror, the new wisp of my mana answered. 
 
    Force is the multiplication of mass against acceleration, my new physics mana whispered. And force applied at the proper angles, and with the proper leverage, can produce new results. 
 
    Traitors, I whispered to every brave corner of my mind, before turning my words to Nestor. We have a way to aid Nova. Take my weapon, and leap into the palm of my hands. 
 
    Scared-scared, the tiny thing admitted reluctantly, but he still leaped into my hands and took my sword’s handle in his mouth and paws, strong enough to hold the weapon despite his size. 
 
    We cannot increase his size, the naive, enlightened part of my brain whispered, but we do not need to. 
 
    The formula for force whispered its way into my mana, becoming a spell. As Nestor trembled in my paws, I cast the new spell over and over. The little mouse began to feel heavier in my palms, and the blade of my weapon began to vibrate. Through my half-closed eyes, I could see Nestor working his own arts, his little body humming with qi and essence. 
 
    Nova and the Longman continued to duel a few dozen feet away from us. Air whipped all about from the force of their attacks. But each strike from Nova only resulted in more giggling from the monster, and each counter-swing from the elongated giant took more and more energy from Vessa’s Beacon to deflect or dodge. 
 
    I felt my last mote of spare mana vanish with the next casting of my new spell, but I knew it was not enough. So I pulled the battery ring from my Soulscape, which I had recently tapped full of mana, and drained it dry. 
 
    Wait for it, I whispered into Nestor’s mind as I continued casting the spell. This will only work for one strike. 
 
    Yes-yes, the little mouse sent back with a nod, still trembling slightly. Save-save. 
 
    So Nova kept fighting. And I kept casting. And the Longman kept giggling. 
 
    I finally ran out of spare mana, and began slowly walking forward, getting us closer to the fight. Nestor now felt over ten times heavier than he originally had. And the halfblade in his mouth vibrated with an audible hum. 
 
    As Nova spun tiredly away from the undead giant, the Longman leaned forward and opened his mouth, spewing a black fog that rolled over her. Nova immediately shielded herself with her wings, and the white fire covering her concentrated over them to burn away the dark miasma. 
 
    But as she flung her wings open to banish the last of the breath, the Longman’s hand swung down and smashed into my friend. The blow shattered her wings into shards of light and drove her into the floor. She immediately leaped to her feet, but then the undead giant grabbed her by the weapon-arm, lifting her up, and slammed her back down on the floor, pinning her baton out of the way. 
 
    “Caaauughhht youuuu,” the thing moaned in a deep, hollow tone. “Little shipppp,” 
 
    Now, I said to my little friend, and he leaped through the air in a humming blur. 
 
    Nestor’s mass had increased considerably, and thanks to the nature of my physics mana, his speed had not decreased. The weapon I had given him continued to hum, the blade vibrating with an acceleration of its own. I was unsure if that factor would help, but I had wanted to do everything I could think of to give Nestor every advantage possible. 
 
    The little mouse blurred through the air, massive sword still in his mouth, moving faster than any other combatant still in the room possibly could. The closer he came to his goal the smaller he looked in comparison to his target, and the more ridiculous his inflicting any kind of damage on the Longman seemed. 
 
    And if not for proper application of force, that would have been completely true. 
 
    But as Nestor spun his body to put his entire mass behind his swing, the vibrating Sourceweapon sliced into one of the many joints on the unsuspecting monster’s arm, the one currently pinning Nova’s weapon hand to the ground. To both of our happy surprise, the strike carried all the way through, completely severing the limb. Nestor went hurtling past his target, dropping my weapon and bouncing his way across the floor in a fluffy tumble of over-energized limbs. 
 
    From what I could tell, he was fine, except for a few bruises. The Longman was a different matter. 
 
    The undead thing looked at his wounded limb in disbelief, finally realizing he had been struck. Then his jaw hung wide open, as the monstrous puppet let out a hissing cry of pain. 
 
    And at that moment, Nova tore the remains of his severed hand from her shoulder, raised her baton, and fired a beam of white fire into the monster’s open mouth. 
 
    The Longman’s head lit up like a torch, and the beast backed away screaming, clearly feeling pain despite being a supposed puppet. He backed away from Nova, still burning, his head whipping about, as if he was trying to find the one responsible for his death. His gaze settled upon me, his only weaponless enemy at the moment, and his glassy eyes flashed with both hate and fire. 
 
    “You,” the monster croaked, taking a step toward me, inexplicably deciding I was the one responsible for his death and defeat. “You interferrrrred—” 
 
    Nova rose from the floor and fired another blast of fire, redoubling the inferno around the Longman’s skull, cutting off the creature’s voice as whatever magic powering the wretched thing finally burned out. The monster collapsed to the floor, still burning, as Nova’s fire slowly but methodically consumed his entire body. 
 
    My friend nearly fell to the floor as she struggled to catch her breath, panting from the exertion of combat. I heaved great gulps of air as well. Nova’s outraged scream startled me, but as I looked up I saw that she was blasting the severed hand lying near her, the only part of the monster’s body that hadn’t burned yet. 
 
    “Freak!” she shouted. “How do you like that, you creepy, giant, doll-obsessed weirdo! Play with your puppets now, why don’t you!” 
 
    She baked away, shaking with both fatigue and rage, still panting, and pointing her weapon back at the hall the monsters had all come from. 
 
    “Jasper,” she said between breaths, blue eyes not looking at me. “We need to seal that hole up. Before another giggling freak decides to wander over and try to get me to play with his dolls.” 
 
    That was fair enough. Or at least it would be, if I were not completely spent on mana, or had any knowledge at all regarding starship barricade repair. 
 
    But then the Source energy of our kills floated up into the room, streaming into Nova, Nestor, and me. A good bit of it was qi from the zombie practitioners, but the Longman had contained great reservoirs of all three Sources. To my surprise, the power divided evenly between the three of us, probably because it had been my magic that enabled Nestor to wound the monster so severely, and it was Nestor’s strike that gave Nova the opportunity to finish it off. 
 
    Once again, power shuddered through me, expanding the three reservoirs inside my body. The creature was even stronger than Nova, and absorbing a third of its power pushed me, once again, into the next substage of every Source, giving me a crack, wisp, and drop all at once. The increase in power also gave me a tiny bit of fuel for each of my energies, meaning I now had mana to work with once again, and allowing my wisps to recharge more quickly. 
 
    Beyond that, I could feel some fourth, alien type of energy, float aimlessly about, finding no purchase nearby. I heard Elder Mara growl at it from within my Soulscape, and the alien power retreated, dissipating into nothingness as it backed away from me. 
 
    What was that? I asked the dragon inside my soul. 
 
    A false strength, the elder Sourcebeast said in my mind. One that duped untold numbers of every race, human and Sourcebeast, into becoming the slaves of those murderers who came from beyond the night sky. Rot them and the poison they offer. I praise you for helping your Beacon slay a shred of their will, young rider. You have done a righteous act, in full view of the heavens above. 
 
    I have done so such thing, I growled in bitterness. The heavens pay no attention to the lives of good men and good women. They are blind to those who truly follow their laws. 
 
    Be that as it may, Elder Mara continued, undaunted, you have honored your ancestors’ vow, and allowed me to do so as well, in the smallest of measures. My bloodline is a little less damned today, on account of this thing’s death. 
 
    I chose to take her word for such matters.  
 
    While I waited for my Source energy to finish charging, I examined the ruined opening. The doors had not only been torn clean off, they had been dragged several feet away from the opening, a feat I doubted I could easily replicate. 
 
    I sighed in frustration over Nova’s reasonable, but almost impossible, request, and began to focus my next essence crack onto developing my flesh. One brief, painful moment later, my muscles surged with newfound power, one supported by my earlier substages of bone, heart, and essence itself. 
 
    Good, Elder Mara noted in approval. And choosing to wait until you could reinforce it with earlier substages. I didn’t even need to tell you to make that choice. 
 
    No, I agreed, you didn’t. But the two-hundred-pound door pieces certainly did. 
 
    She chuckled at me, and I burned the one supply of energy that had been the least touched, my essence. I used it to activate a new charm brought on by the last crack of essence, one that increased my strength several times over. 
 
    And with that, I was able to drag the door pieces back against the frame, though it gave me no clear way how to reinsert the warped barriers into the top and bottom of the opening. 
 
    You’ll need another power for that, young rider, Elder Mara spoke up again. One that you will quickly figure out on your own, no doubt. 
 
    I had no idea if I was thinking more quickly than another might have in my position. I looked back to Nova, to see if she was willing to help, but she just stood guarding the door, weapon still raised. 
 
    “I’ll guard you while you work, Jasper,” she said as Nestor scampered by her feet, still dragging my halfblade with his tiny body. “I don’t have any power that would let me fix metal, at any rate. So I’m just going to make sure another horrible thing doesn’t come down the hall and grab you while you work.” 
 
    When she put it that way, I had trouble arguing with her. 
 
    And, truth be told, I already knew what I wanted to do with my next wisp of mana. 
 
    Another of my parents’ lessons came to my mind, one of the later ones, that they had insisted on pounding into my mind even though it should have been ten years too early to understand anything so complicated. But they had insisted, and so I had walked away with my current line of thinking: if math allowed one to apply and understand physics, engineering allowed one to use the laws of matter for practical purposes. 
 
    Like physics, it had been a concept I had only grasped the barest of basics for. But at this level of my Advancement, that was all I needed. Mana practitioners at the tin stage were not expecting to already know all the mysteries of what they wanted to study, and it was Vessa’s pounding of that fact into my mind that let me dare to make the choices I had. 
 
    As I reactivated my new strength charm and lifted the obnoxiously heavy door halves into their seams, I noted that they had been torn free from other metal connectors. I still didn’t even begin to understand the technology that made up the ship side of Vessa, but I knew that metal could be reconnected with each other if it was reduced to a liquid, or at least viscous, state. 
 
    “Nova, Nestor,” I grunted, as holding this massive door high over my head was taking all of my strength. “I need us to rely on Nestor’s senses to detect any danger, and I need you, Nova,” I said as I swallowed the rest of my masculine pride, “to hold this door in place while I work on fitting it back. Because you’re stronger than me.” 
 
    Even though you are several inches shorter than me and dozens of pounds lighter, I said in my mind. And even though you started Advancing days or even weeks after my own training. 
 
    When Elder Mara chuckled at me, I realized I still had an audience, and stopped pitying myself. 
 
    Nova, thankfully, did not so much as smirk as she walked over and grasped the top metal barricade, holding it in place with one hand. 
 
    “Is this good enough, Jas?” she asked me, and I nodded. I also wondered how these doors were expected to stop anyone if they could be handled this well by practitioners at the beginning stages of advancement. 
 
    They are normally reinforced with Source energy, Elder Mara offered, before adding patronizingly, and Nova actually has a total of seven stages of Advancement to her power, dear. You technically have three, if the beginning stages can count on their own. 
 
    I would very much prefer if you went back to being nice to me, I admonished my guest, as I turned my attention to where the metal had broken apart between the frame and the door. The break was more of a clean snap, which to my new engineering spell, thankfully was a manageable problem. It cost a disturbingly large amount of my mana, but I was able to mend the metal back into holding the door in the frame. It was still far from being in pristine condition, but it would hopefully do for now, barring the emergence of another tyrannically strong monster. Nevertheless, after I mended the bottom door back into place, I did what I could to connect the metal right where the door was supposed to open, technically breaking it by making it unable to open. 
 
    At least I hoped it would never open again, barring Vessa’s own repair magic. 
 
    “That’s the best I can do,” I explained when I was finally finished. “Anything more than that will take Vessa bringing the room online. Nestor, did you smell or hear anything nearby while I worked?” 
 
    Course-not, the lifemouse sent indignantly. Would-warn. All-clear. 
 
    “I guess that’s good enough,” Nova conceded, finally looking behind her at the door leading back to our part of the ship. “And I probably need to fix whatever that thing did to lock down the door behind us... though I have no idea how that freak was even able to do that.” 
 
    “Let’s ask Vessa when we see her,” I said as I took my weapon back from Nestor. “Until then, let’s hurry and get back.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova had regained control over our own doors immediately, to our immense relief. The way back to safety opened immediately upon her command, and closed just as quickly behind us once we had returned to the emergency drive room. Nova and I both shuddered as we finally began to feel safe, back in the familiar hum in the brightly lit parts of the ship. 
 
    At least, they were brightly lit compared to the horrible room we had left behind. 
 
    “Jasper?” Nova spoke up, her rare timid side coming out again. “I’m not sure I want to go back in there.” 
 
    “I am certain that I don’t,” I admitted, shaking away the images of dead men from the shadows grappling with me. “Fighting outside, on the planets below, or fighting weak eaterlings in the halls, is one matter. But fighting that... thing, that Longman, is fuel for nightmares.” 
 
    Little Nestor squeaked in agreement, which somehow made us both grin. 
 
    “But we have to,” Nova finished, her confidence slowly returning. “We came out of all that on top, stronger even, especially you,” she pointed out. “I gained another substage in bronze, so I’m even closer to silver than Vessa had projected for me, but you’re already halfway to every second stage.” 
 
    “Still feels too far, after fighting that thing,” I admitted. “And its minions would have had me, if it wasn’t for Nestor.” 
 
    Another squeak, this one sounding much prouder, but just as adorable. 
 
    “I know,” Nova said back, “and it’s absolutely hair-raising to know that these things are lurking a short distance beyond us. I’m not sure if I can feel safe again in here, despite everything Vessa has shown me.” 
 
    That made perfect sense, and probably explained why I wasn’t panicking myself. 
 
    Because I never felt safe anywhere. 
 
    I felt Elder Mara rear back inexplicably as she caught that thought from me. 
 
    Oh... the dragon said softly, for reasons I could not understand. 
 
    “But all along, we were in just as much danger back on Earth as we were here,” I told her, reaching to put my arm around her. This time my friend didn’t resist, leaning against me, despite our earlier awkwardness, and despite the fact that she was more powerful than me. 
 
    That second one doesn’t matter in these moments, young rider, Elder Mara said softly. And I am sorry I mocked you earlier. I should have paid more attention to your wounds. 
 
    Wounds? I demanded, still holding Nova. What wounds? I am fine. 
 
    The ancient dragon did not reply to me, so I focused on comforting my friend, no longer speaking, since it did not appear to help. A moment later, she smiled gratefully, and composed herself. 
 
    “Thank you, Jasper,” my friend said, still wearing a warm look over her beautiful face. “You’ve always been good at being there for me.” 
 
    “I do not regret it.” I smiled back. “We should stop lingering about though. It’s what got us in trouble in the first place.” 
 
    “Right.” Nova nodded, turning to look back at the massive door behind us. Along with its twin on the other wall, it was the sturdiest barrier I had seen yet down here, which somehow made it feel safer than Vessa’s sanctuary. But I suspected I would change my mind in the next few moments, and we began walking quickly down the halls back to the gray-skinned, bedridden woman, Nestor scampering about near our feet. 
 
    Our footsteps sounded loud to our own ears, but they didn’t bother us anymore, now that we were traveling down lit rooms and clean hallways. We used that time to steady our breathing, and to deal with the fact that a thousand gibbering, hungry horrors could very well be lurking just beyond the walls and floor and ceiling around us, and some of them were far stronger than we were. 
 
    But there was nothing that could be done, except to try and survive them. 
 
    And I reminded myself that, unlike on Earth, we could grow strong enough to battle them and win. 
 
    We just needed time. 
 
    We stepped back into Vessa’s sanctuary, and I was once again shocked by the size. It was so comfortingly large, and had everything we needed. Food. Warmth. Comfortable beds. I asked myself why I had ever bothered to leave it before, when the hallways beyond were so dangerous. 
 
    Then I saw Vessa leaning out of her capsule, her body halfway out, trembling all over as she reached desperately for the new food cooler that was just out of reach. She was gritting her teeth, and had defiance written all over her face, but it was clear she wasn’t going to make it, and would fall tumbling onto the floor any moment now, probably face-first for her troubles. 
 
    Nestor squeaked in alarm. Nova shouted in frustration. I burned my speed charm and fire technique and rushed forward, faster than I could have run before gaining my newest substages. 
 
    Nestor flashed by, running with me, since he wasn’t able to catch Vessa all by himself. Nova was stomping forward herself, still shouting at Vessa for her carelessness, and Vessa shouted something back at Nova that I didn’t pay attention to, because the silly woman was about to break her neck if she wasn’t careful, and for all I knew she hadn’t even bothered to protect herself with Source energy before trying this little endeavor. 
 
    The two women-who-were-also-one-woman shouted louder and louder at each other, until Vessa turned to point angrily at her Beacon, and promptly slipped. I slid to the floor so that I would be low enough to catch her, skidding across the blue tiles just in time for her to tumble onto me, her head landing against my chest. 
 
    “Ow!” the light, but ungrateful woman said as she impacted lightly against me, braced by my arms. “Blast it, Jas, you could have knocked the wind out of me!” 
 
    “Or you could have landed head-first on solid metal instead, and cracked your skull!” Nova snapped as she caught up with us. “What in the hollow American hells were you even thinking? You know how brittle your bones are right now! You could have undone all the progress we just gained for you! And what would have happened if you had knocked yourself out, and we hadn’t come back yet? You could have just lain there, with no one to treat you while you had a concussion or internal bleeding or one of the other host of problems you’ve gained from decades of malnutrition and battle damage!” 
 
    “Stop yelling at me!” Vessa shouted, wincing in regret when she realized she was yelling into my ear. “I’m sorry, okay? I just wanted to try and get my own food for once. To see if I finally had enough power to do something basic like crawl out of bed on my own. It turns out that I still don’t. So excuse me for trying not to be invalid for once.” 
 
    “Fine,” Nova said, not backing down. “Would you like to explain why you took this risk when we were both gone and unable to help you when you may have needed it?” 
 
    “It seemed like a way to pass the time, Nova,” Vessa shot back, “while you both were taking an even more dangerous risk, one that I was completely unable to help with even though I was the one who had sent you on that mission. I figured the least I could do was try and get my own blasted snack!” 
 
    “Well then—” Nova started to retort, but I interrupted. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, as clearly and gently as I could. 
 
    “What?” Both heads swiveled around at me, speaking at once, then immediately turning to look at each other in irritation. 
 
    “Is Vessa okay?” I repeated, patiently enunciating every word, before addressing the gray woman directly. “You just tumbled out of your bed and slammed your head against my chest. Does your head hurt? Did any of your limbs get yanked on the way down? Does Nova need to have a look at you?” 
 
    “I’m...” Vessa began, looking around as if she wasn’t sure what she should look at. As I tried to figure out why she had suddenly gotten shy, she continued talking. “It was a clean fall, and no, my head doesn’t hurt. Your muscles aren’t that hard. I mean—” She winced at herself. “That was a bad choice of words. Can we continue this conversation in a language that’s safer than English? Or maybe Jasper can just let go of me?” 
 
    “I can do that,” I told the light woman still in my arms. “But would you prefer if I just carried you back into your capsule? Or should I take you with us back to the room Nova and I just cleared?” 
 
    “Wait,” the Beacon spoke up. “Do we have to go back there right away?” 
 
    “Sooner is actually better,” Vessa declared, sounding confident now that she could give us directions again. “Less chance of anything going wrong. That said, I don’t think you stand up while carrying me at the same time, Jas, no offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” I replied calmly. “Please brace yourself.” 
 
    And with that, I lifted her body a little higher, repositioning the surprised, lightweight woman in my arms until I could roll upward into a sitting position, my legs crossed on the floor. 
 
    “Jas, don’t—oh, not again,” the gray woman complained, though she didn’t struggle against my grip. “But you still have to stand up and you can’t—” 
 
    Still carefully keeping her elevated, I used the basic standing method my mother had taught me to rise from the floor in a cross-legged position. Vessa groaned in disbelief. 
 
    “Aaaaand you win again,” she announced with a sigh. “Actually, maybe Nova should carry me—” 
 
    “Nope,” my blonde friend said cheerfully. “I’m the better fighter, so I need my arms free in case we get attacked again. Sorry, Vessa, but this is happening.” 
 
    The ship-woman shot her Beacon an annoyed look, before slumping in defeat. 
 
    “At least I’ve finally gotten to bathe now,” she mumbled, leaning against my chest. “Fine. I’ll just take another nap. And how did his muscles grow so much again...” she muttered. “You didn’t hear... that... though...” 
 
    With that, she was asleep again. 
 
    “Ha,” Nova said triumphantly. “That’ll show her.” Then she turned and opened the cooler, pulling out some more wolf meat I had cooked as jerky this morning. “You want one, too, Jas?” 
 
    “We probably all will, as soon as she wakes up,” I pointed out, trying to figure out just why Nova was so happy about Vessa resting in my arms. “Nova,” I added, struggling to find the proper words. “Is everything, um, okay right now?” 
 
    “Everything’s fantastic!” she announced, grabbing some more jerky. “But I’m not going to share any of my lunch, so you’ll have to be the one to give her the rest of it. Be sure to ask first, though, like you always do. She hates how much she likes it.” 
 
    “Wait,” I spoke up suddenly, “what?” 
 
    “Just agree with me, Jasper,” Nova demanded as she walked over and slipped Vessa’s lunch into my pocket. “And don’t get between a Beacon and her vengeance... this might actually be a lot of fun after all.” 
 
    Senior, I whispered desperately to the ancient dragon inside my Soulscape. I do not understand at all what is happening. Please offer me guidance. 
 
    You poor doomed thing, Elder Mara said ominously, and sympathetically. I cannot help you here. I can only wish you fortune, and mercy. 
 
    I gave up, realizing the ancient Sourcebeast was going to be dramatic every time anything even remotely relating to Vessa came up in a conversation. The next moment, I grew annoyed with myself for expecting today to make any kind of sense to begin with. 
 
    Nestor raced ahead to scout for us, ensuring that nothing had somehow managed to sneak in again, and also to listen by the door to the room we had just cleared. 
 
    “It just occurred to me that we haven’t even told her anything about what happened in that room,” I pointed out to Nova. But my friend just shook her golden head. 
 
    “She has a basic idea of what happened. When the two of us are this close, it’s easy for us to share information. She has an awareness for me similar to what you have with Nestor, although it’s complicated to explain. But the short of it is, she already knows we had a couple of fights, that we got through it without any real injuries, and that the second group of monsters were really creepy. Especially their leader.” 
 
    “We need to tell her more than that,” I urged. “That thing was able to manipulate the door to the emergency drive room. He was controlled by an intelligence looking specifically for her, one that knew about her. One that sounded almost exactly like the voices I had heard earlier.” 
 
    “Wait,” my blue-eyed friend said, slowing her pace to turn and look at me. “What?” 
 
    “I hadn’t mentioned it during the fight,” I said, grimacing. “But that creature’s voice was identical to at least one of the three voices I had heard when Vessa was re-powering the emergency drive room.” 
 
    “You mean that creepy thing that wants me to play with dolls is still out there?” Nova demanded in wide-eyed anger. “I... never mind. I’m not going to think about that right now. We have a job to do. Let’s go ahead and make that room freak-free, permanently. That should help us all sleep better.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said, as the other, frailer woman drowsed in my arms. I looked from her, to Nova, one woman pale-gray and dark-haired, the other with sun-colored hair and sun-colored skin. Both brave. Both strong, each in their own way. Both connected on a level I still couldn’t understand yet. 
 
    I will protect them, I said to myself, feeling a pulse from my Soulscape in response to that thought. My own weakness be damned. I will protect them. So that they can be as glorious and free as they wish. 
 
    It was a silly vow, and I expected Elder Mara to mock me for it. But the old dragon remained quiet. I took that as a sign of respect. 
 
    Nestor was waiting for us inside the emergency drive room. A quick impression from the little mouse confirmed that nothing had forced its way into the room, and that he heard no noises from the other side of the barrier. Nova wasn’t willing to take any chances, however, closing her eyes to link with Vessa’s ship-body and verify what was waiting for us in the room just beyond. 
 
    “Still clear,” Nova said after opening her eyes again. “Nothing new’s moved in since we left. Looks like your trick with the door has been holding, Jasper. Good job.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Vessa said as she stirred in my arms. “What did Jasper do with my doors?” 
 
    “I broke them shut, to keep them from breaking open,” I explained. “Though I have no idea if it will work for long.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t need to,” Vessa muttered, blinking, even though she hadn’t been sleeping for very long. “I can reinforce it with Source energy when I get the room back and—oh,” she said suddenly, eyes finally open. “You’re still holding me.” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered obviously, “because we are not there yet.” 
 
    “Right,” Vessa admitted, looking away from me. Nova flashed a brief, and thoroughly wicked, grin, before wearing a deadpan expression. 
 
    “Can you open the door now, Vessa?” Nova asked in an innocent tone. “Or do you need to wait a little longer?” 
 
    “No, we need to move,” the ship-woman said quickly, and firmly. “Hold on.” 
 
    She shifted in my arms, lifted up her own hand, and the door opened quickly. 
 
    I flinched, remembering that Nova had detected no monsters beyond the door, just like she had with the secret door in the wall. I hoped she was not wrong a second time. But even as I began to panic, the metal barriers parted to reveal an empty room. 
 
    “All clear,” Vessa said as her gray eyes glowed. “Perfect. Looks like you both handled a big group of eaterlings all by yourselves. But I don’t see any bodies from the second group I felt you two fight.” 
 
    “Jasper and I, uh, burned them all,” Nova admitted. “They were super-creepy dead things led by a giant freak that had a giggling problem and an obsession with dolls.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Vessa said, her eyes widening. “Then... yeah. Yeah, that’s valid. I would have burned them all too. Good job.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nova said slowly, as if she was uncomfortable with agreeing with her other body. But just processing that fact made my head hurt, so I tried to move us back on task. 
 
    “Show me where to put you, Vessa,” I said firmly. “And then tell us what those things were, so we know what to do about them in the future.” 
 
    “Right there,” she said, pointing to the middle of the room. “Just stand at that spot for a moment, and I can show you what to do next.” 
 
    I carried the woman to the center of the room, eyeing the welded door at the other end the whole time. 
 
    “Right,” she said, noting my concern. “That’s the first thing we should return power to, just in case. Fortunately, I have enough power to reinforce that thing without needing to bring the whole room back online. Now move a little to your left,” she instructed, “and stand on that exact spot.” 
 
    I stood on top of a tile with a circle etched into the center of it, making sure one of my feet touched the circle itself. Vessa nodded in satisfaction, then she closed her eyes and began to glow blue, much like the lines of power running through her ship. She frowned in concentration, then the circle under my feet began to glow with blue light as well, just before it grew a thin line that ran between the other tiles until it reached the ruined door at the other end of the hall. It flickered as it tried to pass into the threshold, and Vessa’s frown deepened into a grimace. 
 
    “Good grief, Jas,” she grunted in surprise. “You literally welded this thing shut through every seam.” 
 
    I nodded without apologizing, because I would have done even more than that, had I been able to. And it still probably would not have been enough. 
 
    And on that thought, I opened up my Soulscape and began venting atmosphere over Vessa. 
 
    “Nova,” I said I looked at the ship-woman’s Beacon. “Please come stand in front of us.” 
 
    “Why?” the blonde woman asked, tilting her head. 
 
    “Just as a precaution,” I insisted. “I’m performing a veiling technique with my Soulscape. Please. Just humor me,” I begged. 
 
    “Fine,” she said with a shrug, walking in front of me. I sighed in relief, and began covering both women in spiritual air from my palms. 
 
    Me-too? my fluffy companion sent, hopping onto my shoulder and sensing my distress. 
 
    You too, little friend, I affirmed, because there was no such thing as being too paranoid in a ship this haunted. 
 
    Vessa’s blue light finally overcame whatever resistance it was facing, and it crawled up both sides of the door-frame. It made slow progress and trailed blue sparks the whole time, until it finally encircled the door completely, traveling down the horizontal seam in the middle as well. 
 
    The doors creaked audibly as they began to twist back into place, shaping into their correct form. Vessa continued pointing, and the doors began glowing with Source energy, actually thickening before my very eyes. Less than a minute later, the light faded, and the new doorway looked as solid as the one behind us. 
 
    “There,” the ship-woman said, sagging against me in visible fatigue. “Go ahead and give it a strike, Nova.” 
 
    “You sure?” she asked, looking at her primary body, and inexplicably disagreeing with it. “Won’t that hurt your something? Since this whole place is part of you too?” 
 
    “Nova,” Vessa groaned. “Literally everything here, yourself included, but with the exceptions of Jasper and Nestor, are part of me. But I have an emotional buffer to help me process anything you experience, and I actually seared part of the link between myself and my ship-body that lets me feel the same pain it does. If it wasn’t for that, I’d have died of shock ages ago, back when I got wrecked at the very beginning. You should already know that.” 
 
    “I should know a lot of things,” Nova snapped. “I’m just having trouble wrapping my head around all the—nevermind, it’s fine. I’ll attack your blasted door.” 
 
    The blonde woman raised her war-baton, spent several long moments channeling as much possible power into it as she could, and fired a beam as thick as my head into the newly repaired door. A shield of blue energy surrounded the barrier, and Nova’s attack burned harmlessly against it, dissipating completely. 
 
    “Good,” Vessa said with a satisfied nod. “Anything strong enough to break through that should already be repelled by my outer wards. And... sorry I snapped, Nova. I’m asking a lot from you and Jasper and you’re both doing fantastic.” 
 
    “Thanks, Vessa,” Nova said uncomfortably, shaking her head. “I guess it’s confusing figuring out what each other knows and doesn’t know, and hard to know why the other doesn’t know it.” 
 
    “That’s a very generous assessment,” the gray woman replied. “I appreciate it. I also still need your help with something else... but it also might help us fight less.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect right now,” Nova admitted, walking over. “What can I do?” 
 
    “I’m... still really tired,” Vessa admitted reluctantly. “I’m not sure I can bring this room online on my own. Well, I probably can, but I don’t think I should. It’s gonna wipe me out, after having to fix the doors first. It’s probably best if I let you help me.” 
 
    “What would that take?” Nova said cautiously. “Or is that something I can remember, if I just think hard enough?” 
 
    “No, and I’m sorry I made you feel like that,” Vessa sighed. “That’s exactly what I’d say in your situation, now that I think of it...” 
 
    The irony of that statement was not lost on me, but Vessa continued speaking. 
 
    “To bring this room back online, I’m going to have to raise a capsule from the floor and interface with it. It’s going to take a while, since it’s actually three rooms instead of one.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nova said. “I guess I was wrong, then. I had pegged the side rooms for sleeping rooms.” 
 
    “Those actually are,” Vessa replied. “You’re not wrong, it’s just that they also built in some functions here directly for other Soulships.” 
 
    “Your people can visit each other’s ship-bodies?” I asked, surprised. I had understood Vessa’s main human form to be almost completely linked to her ship form. 
 
    “That’s actually one of the only places our flesh-bodies can go, without Beacons,” Vessa confirmed with a nod. “It’s also another reason for us to travel in armadas. That way, if one ship-body is destroyed, the Soulship’s flesh-body can be rescued by another and kept inside for life support, until we can either repair their original ship-body or outright build a new one... though the second is extremely difficult... in the end it didn’t matter, though,” she added sadly. “There was no time to save each other in the battle, and the ones that tried were just the next to die.” 
 
    She lowered her head in memory, and the only thing I could think to do was to just hold her more tightly. 
 
    From within my Soulscape, Elder Mara crooned in sadness. 
 
    “Thanks, Jasper,” Vessa told me, patting my hand. “Okay, at any rate, I can raise two capsules. Nova can get in one, I can get in the other, and then we can work together on bringing the rooms back online. We’ll have to connect again to do it, and maybe that will help us iron out the rest of our differences... and help us figure out why we’re having them to begin with, since we’re just two parts of the same person.” 
 
    “That last bit sounds great,” Nova said with a sigh of her own. “And I don’t fight with you on purpose. It just... comes out.” 
 
    “Same here,” the dark-haired woman replied. “But we’re wasting time. Let me get the capsules ready. Jasper, you and Nestor can keep guard and make sure nothing goes wrong. Let me know if you hear the voices again.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” I said, “but would my disturbing this process be dangerous for you? Would I need to open the capsule myself, or just rap on it from the outside?” 
 
    “Actually,” Vessa took a breath as she considered my question. “It’s going to be extremely difficult to get my attention. The capsule will lock when it closes, and I won’t hear anything outside of it.” 
 
    “And I can’t do my text-speech with you unless you initiate it,” I replied, finally remembering about our special messaging power, and how it might be useful in the future, if Nova and I started encountering things we don’t understand. Probably should use it the next time we go deeper in the ship, I told myself, then thought of a solution to the current problem. 
 
    “What if Nestor joins you in the capsule, and he tickles your face or something?” I asked, as my fluffy little friend squeaked again. 
 
    “Oh, I love that idea!” Vessa exclaimed, holding out her hands. “Yes! Come here, you sweet fluffy thing!” Nestor leaped into her arms, and the gray woman let out a soft, happy cry at the furry little mouse nuzzled her chin. Then she shot a guilty look at Nova. “Is it okay if I get him this time, Nova?” 
 
    Nova was actually smiling and touching her own chin. 
 
    “Hm?” she asked, distracted. “Oh, sure. That’s fine. Maybe I can get him next time, though.” 
 
    “Sure.” Vessa nodded. “Jasper can let him sleep with you when we all go to bed tonight.” 
 
    Nestor squeaked again to voice compliance, to the immediate delight of both women. 
 
    “That works perfect then,” Nova said with a smile. “And thank you, Vessa, that’s very generous.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the ship-woman said as she smiled to her Beacon. “Do you have anything to add, Jasper?” 
 
    “No, Vessa,” I said in a neutral tone, recognizing the test for what it was. “I think you both had a wonderful idea. I am happy to help.” 
 
    “Good,” Vessa said firmly. “And it was actually your idea, Jasper, but it’s very sweet of you to share the credit. You didn’t have to do that.” (Yes I did). “Anyway, let me go ahead and raise the capsules up. Ugh. This is so much harder than just activating the entire room at once. But enough complaining.” She closed her eyes again, and two of the nearby tiles opened up. Two capsules similar to the ones in the sanctuary slowly rose from the floor. 
 
    I strained to hear anything else other than the sounds of Vessa’s machinery, but I heard no signs of danger. No banging on the door. No eerie giggling. No ominous whispering. The beds rose without incident, and the tops of the capsules opened immediately. 
 
    “Alright, Jasper,” the gray woman still in my arms announced. “Put me down in the one to the right. Nova, you get in the left one, unless you have some kind of preference.” 
 
    My blonde friend shook her head, climbing into her capsule right as I lowered Vessa into the other one, careful not to bump her head on the metal tubing outside. 
 
    “Thank you, Jas,” she said as she smiled at me. “You really take good care of me, even though I give you such a hard time for it. You be safe too, alright?” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I said with a nod, looking at my bonded Sourcebeast. “Right, Nestor?” 
 
    The little mouse squeaked in agreement, waving a tiny paw at me. Vessa giggled. 
 
    “Alright, we’re starting now. Nova, hit the green button on the right of your bed. After that, the capsules will close and I’ll be able to guide you through the rest of the process.” 
 
    I had no idea how that would work, but I didn’t need to understand. I turned my body slightly to watch the door while keeping a hand pointed in their direction, continuing to cycle the atmosphere from my Soulscape over both their tubes. Blue light spread across the floor from both capsules until it finally connected in the middle. 
 
    Beyond that, there were no other visuals. I drew my halfblade and waited, hoping I would have no terrifying visitors. 
 
    Senior, I asked the dragon in my soul. Please help me keep watch for unwanted visitors. 
 
    I will try, young rider, Elder Mara said to me. But I do not see how it could be possible. The vessel-saint has warded that door too well. 
 
    I hope you will continue to not understand, I said. 
 
    I had already received my fill of horrors for the day. 
 
    I did not take my eyes from the distant door, or my hand from Vessa’s and Nova’s capsules. But other than a quiet hum, I heard nothing. 
 
    I listened harder. But still nothing. 
 
    One minute passed. With it came more nothing. 
 
    Another minute passed. Another handful of nothing. 
 
    A third minute, bringing twice as much nothing as the last two had brought. 
 
    Child, the motherly dragon said from inside. I praise your vigilance, but every natural law says you are in no danger. Realize that, and take heart. 
 
    My heart spat such feelings out of my body. 
 
    Do not trick me, I growled, before I could stop myself. I will never be safe. 
 
    My words to her surprised me, but I did not apologize for them. She had centuries, at the very least, to my mere decades of life. She should know better than to speak such things. 
 
    Elder Mara reared away from my words, and I felt surprise from her. 
 
    I see, she said sadly. I... I have misjudged your youth once again, young rider. I apologize. 
 
    I had no idea how to respond to that, so I said nothing. 
 
    I will change the subject then, she continued. Will it distract you if I keep talking? 
 
    I hope so, I admitted, feeling suffocated by all the silence surrounding me. I feared that it would drown out my only warnings of danger, so I tried to ignore it. Please speak, Senior. 
 
    Very well, the elder dragon continued. I have recognized why the vessel-saint fights so much with her Beacon. It is a delicate matter, one that you will need to help her with. But it is beyond your people’s oath to her own. 
 
    What does that even mean? I asked, still watching the distant door, in case something had managed to scar it without sound. 
 
    It goes beyond the Anchor Knight’s normal oath to protect and care for her kind. I would do it myself, but I am just a soul, and unlikely to gain back my body for decades. 
 
    I have sworn no ancient oath, and as an orphan, I can claim no people as my own, I argued with her, my inner voice harsh as it considered the truths. 
 
    Child... the dragon-woman said softly to me, but did not elaborate. 
 
    Never mind, I said, shaking my head. But if there is another way I can help, please tell me. Regardless of my former lineage, I have no other goal than her wellbeing. 
 
    I... the woman broke off, as if my words had wounded her somehow. Very well. I will help you, as you help her. And to help her, you need to know that her battles with her component bodies come from a battle within her own heart. She does not love herself, young rider. 
 
    What? I snapped, turning my eyes away from the uselessly quiet door. Why? What do you even mean by that? 
 
    I mean, Elder Mara answered patiently, that despite her hallowed status as one of the saints of the night sky, her heart is no different from that of a female human, or female dragon. Or perhaps that of any being, male or female. But now that I am this close, and this old, I can recognize the signs. She does not love herself. There is a small voice in her soul that asks if she is worthy of love, and she does not know the answer. 
 
    That’s absurd! I snapped. She has been doing everything she could for everyone she met! She accepted my presence back when I was nothing but crippled and damned, and given me nothing but good! She did this all while being broken herself, and even back in the beginning, when she thought I had just abandoned her to save my own two-pence life, she still did what she could to ensure I could escape! Tell me, senior! Tell me who lied to her and said she was unworthy of love! Tell me who they are, and where they reside, and how hard I will need to train before I am strong enough to rend them to pieces! Tell me! 
 
    I already did, young rider, the dragon said sadly, but with a note of pride in her voice. Her heart naturally asks such questions, like the hearts of many young ones, be they dragons or girls. 
 
    It is a stupid question! I snapped, unsatisfied with her words. Of course she is worthy of love! I refuse to believe that she could not believe a truth so gloriously obvious! She is kind! She is brave! She is smart! She is good! She is heartrendingly beautiful, even in her current state, and I know of no fool who dare say otherwise, even down here! Even the wretched eaterlings did not dare to mock her for anything but her goodness, and they still died for it! 
 
    You are spitting, young rider, Elder Mara’s soul said to my own. But I am proud of you for it. It is her failures, that make her doubt herself. Her failures, and the deaths she has seen, including the sacrifices made by those who died on her behalf. I have no doubt that both her crew and family died for her without an ounce of regret, but the wounds in her heart no doubt make her question if she was worthy of such devotion, and explain why she is so unwilling to share her burdens with others, lest they suffer the same fate. 
 
    But she is not responsible for her deaths! I argued, not willing to concede my senior’s point. Vessa, for all her aggravations, for all her irritation over my care for her, was beautiful, wise, and good. She had repaid every act of kindness I had ever done for her a dozen times over, given me food, clothing, a bed, a roof. The very body I now moved about in was brought to its state by another piece of her. I could not bear the idea of her harming herself by doubting her own worth. 
 
    I would not bear it, I decided. 
 
    Tell me what I need to do, Senior, I begged angrily. Tell me how I can fix this. What does she need from me? How can I slay this lie in her heart? 
 
    There is no easy answer, young rider, Elder Mara said sadly. And in truth, it is a fear to watch for even in the best of times, when we are healthy, and happy, and surrounded by many who care for us. All I know is that you will likely have to be just as patient with her as my old fool of a husband was with me, and bear with her when she acts out of her own pain. You must also keep affirming the good you see in her. 
 
    Will that be enough? I asked, turning a quick glance to that blasted, distant door. Still no sign of danger, damn it. What else do I need to do for her? I asked, focusing again on the dragon’s words. 
 
    You must remember that this is a battle you can only help her win, not win for her, Elder Mara replied.  I rejoice to hear you care so much for her, and pity you for the battles you will face on her behalf. But you must understand this, based on the path you have chosen to walk with her: sometimes you will rescue her from foes, other times the strong parts of her will rescue you, and other times you will help her rescue herself. But it can be done, young rider. Men like yourself are both scarce and desperately needed, no matter what lies the night sky tells itself about your place under it. Continue protecting and cherishing her, young rider. Let your new knowledge of her struggles temper and direct the concern you feel for her. I will do my best to help you where I can. 
 
    Understood, I said, finally able to accept her words. I can do that much for her. I will see that she understands her worth. 
 
    Good, the old dragon said next. And one day, when you are ready, I will do my best to show you that your own wounds are not as incurable as you think. But I will wait for your own heart... grandson. 
 
    The title she gave me twisted my insides. It had been the reason I had kept her alive. My conscious mind knew that the rest of me desperately needed someone to claim me as family. But I had not expected her to come around so quickly. I expected her to take decades, maybe longer, maybe even forever, to get used to the idea of claiming me as family. 
 
    But she had done so today, and my insides were not ready to hear the word ‘grandson’ yet. 
 
    But, just maybe, I could try ‘Grandmother’ in the privacy of my own mind. 
 
    I looked back to the door, figuring I must have missed some noise while I was distracted. Surely I had missed a precaution. Surely something would have come by now, and at least chosen to wait by the door until I was distracted. It should begin banging any minute, throwing its power against Vessa’s, testing her at the very least. 
 
    But no. 
 
    No pounding, violent noises. 
 
    No chittering from beyond the walls, as something tried to fit its way through cracks far too small for it. 
 
    Not even simple, ominous whispering. 
 
    And that was ridiculous. 
 
    Something is wrong, I told my Senior—or rather, my grandmother. There should have been a noise by now. Our battle was far from quiet, and things had already been banging about in the dark all day, or at least they did so yesterday. I didn’t remember exactly when at the moment, but that was irrelevant. Something should be lurking nearby. 
 
    That may very well be, young rider, Grandmother Mara said with a sigh. But it cannot take advantage of opportunities that are not there. Listen, maybe now is a good time to teach you... 
 
    Her voice trailed off. I waited for her to stop being so distracted. 
 
    Young rider? she asked, sounding uncharacteristically anxious. 
 
    I am here, I told her, gripping my weapon more tightly. Tell me what has happened. 
 
    Young rider? Grandmother Mara repeated, growing more concerned. Can you hear me? 
 
    Of course I can hear you, I said, exasperated. It’s not as if you are beyond speaking distance. You are literally inside my soul. 
 
    Young rider, answer me! the old dragon demanded. This is no time for games! I am inside your soul! There is no reason you should be unable to hear me! Now stop scaring an old woman and— 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and realization dawned on me. 
 
    The voices. 
 
    They had arrived. Whether I could hear them or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nestor, I sent to the little mouse currently in Vessa’s hands. We may be in danger. Can you hear me? 
 
    My little mouse did not answer. I looked inside Vessa’s capsule, but the only thing I could see was a dim outline of the ship-woman herself. 
 
    Vessa, I tried writing in my mind. Please find a way to read this. 
 
    Again, no answer. 
 
    Somehow, I was cut off from every person within reach, even the one hiding inside my soul. 
 
    I wanted to bang against the glass capsule lid. But it occurred to me that the voices may just be nearby, and not know where we are. Making a loud noise would possibly be the worst decision I could make right now. 
 
    So I waited, weapon drawn, trying not to breathe too loudly. 
 
    Still nothing happened to the distant door. I began to suspect it was never there to begin with. Just something painted over the wall, that I had imagined working on with my own two hands. 
 
    But there were no other openings something could come from. The room leading back to the emergency drive room was sealed. Our enemies had never been able to penetrate it. There were no vents in this room, no secret passages, no hidden entrances in the two rooms connected to this one. Nova and I had checked as thoroughly as possible, and Nestor had checked as well. There was not even a crack large enough for him to squeeze his body through. There was nothing. 
 
    I looked about anyway, feeling myself a fool for not checking before. But still, I saw nothing but shadows. 
 
    So I looked again. Still only shadows. 
 
    Then I asked myself why I was seeing so many large shadows, in a trio of rooms almost completely bare of any objects, and looked about again. 
 
    The bulge atop the largest shadow moved, as if to look back. 
 
    I reached for my brain to catch it, and keep it from leaping out of my skull as it yammered about. I clamped my mouth shut, screaming in my soul for Vessa, Nestor, and Grandmother Mara, but none of them answered me. 
 
    The shadow tilted its head further, and snake-like shapes flicked out of its front side. Beyond that, it did nothing else, as if it was content to sit there and wait. 
 
    I pointed my weapon at it, vented more atmosphere out of my Soulscape, begging my mind to come up with an explanation for why none of the people I was near could currently talk to me. As quickly as I dared, I shot a glance to the other doorways, and thought I saw other shadows shift ever so slightly, but confirming their presence would be taking my eyes off a known threat for far too long. 
 
    I cycled my techniques and charms and spells instead, knowing it would do no good, knowing that I was a weak thing still, and would die the moment something stronger decided that I had already lived for far too long. 
 
    The shadow didn’t react to my aggressive stance, except to continue flicking the snake-lines out over the wall, as if in my direction. Then a long, skinny shadow with a single joint lifted itself over the head and landed on the wall in front of it, pulling the entire body of the shadow forward slightly. The tentacle head lifted up and down, as if nodding at me. 
 
    “FOUnd YOu,” a voice warbled from it, “lITtLe THIef.” 
 
    The creature’s pitch was grating, ranging from high to low to high again. Its acknowledgment of me put ice water into every blood vessel my body possessed. 
 
    “FOUND HIM?” the shadows on the opposite wall shouted, flailing about as if they were a body full of muscular arms. Smaller, pebble-sized shadows fell as if they were little drops flung from a body. “IS IT HIM? THE ONE WHO NEEDS TO PAY!” 
 
    I am going to die, the non-screaming portion of my brain said, before a third voice spoke up. 
 
    “Hussssh...” a whisper from the distant doorway said. “Both of youuuuu... You’lll sssscaare himm...” 
 
    “NO!” the angry armed shadow shouted, just before it began speaking faster. “I-WILL-NOT-SCARE-HIM-I-WILL-KILL-HIM-I-WILL-RIP-AND-TEAR-AND-MAKE-HIM-BLEED!” 
 
    “NoNOnO!” the first shadow chitter-warbled. “MAKe thE THIef OUr LItTLe FRIEnd! CoMe PLay WiTH US yOU LIttle THIef! We WOn’t hURT yoU!” 
 
    “I sssaid don’t ssscare him!” the last voice hissed, “We need himmm!” 
 
    I wanted to run away. But they came from every direction. 
 
    And running would have left Nova and Vessa. 
 
    “Lissten,” the final voice hissed. “Little thief. We know you’re there. We know you hid herrrrr...” 
 
    The hiss turned into a moan at the last word, but then the voice sucked in a breath, as if it was swallowing saliva. 
 
    “YOU-SHOULD-NOT-HAVE-HID-HER!” the angry voice shouted, almost too quickly for me to understand it. “DO-YOU-WANT-US-TO-HURT-YOU-DO-YOU-WANT-US-TO-KILL-YOU-DO-YOU-WANT—” 
 
    “StOP ShOUtinG,” the first voice warbled. “We WANt hIM tOO!” 
 
    They kept talking, and I wanted to crumple up into a ball and hide. 
 
    But it was too late to hide. 
 
    “Both of you! Hussssh!” the last voice said. “Little thief. Lisssten. Thisss iss a missstake. You do not want to keep her from ussss. You are too sssmall.” 
 
    “GIVE-HER-GIVE-HER-GIVE-HER—” the angry voice began shouting. 
 
    “I ssssaid husssh!” the last voice said. “Lisssten. Sssmall thing. Weak thing. You came here by acccident. They all do. We undersssstand.” 
 
    “We fORgIVe yOU,” the first voice warbled. “We aRe KInD!” 
 
    “Yesss,” the third voice hissed. “We are kind. But we are hungry. The little meal hassss locked usss inssside hersssself. And ssshe will not let us have the good part of her.” 
 
    “BUT-YOU-HAVE-IT!” the second voice shouted. “YOU-ARE-HIDING-HER-BUT-SHE-BELONGS-TO-US-SHE-BELONGS-TO-ME-GIVE-HER-RIGHT-NOW!” 
 
    “He can’t give her right now!” the third voice hissed. “He issss trapped here! Trapped here with usssss! But we can fixxx that, little thief,” the last voice tried to soothe. “If we can jusssst have our little meal, we can all have the power to esscape. You won’t sssee usss anymore. We would let you live. We could even give you thingsss. Treasuressss, even. Like what your kind ssearchesss for. All we want is our little meal. Tell ussss where sssshe isss, and we will let you live, and give you sssshiny pretty thingssss.” 
 
    “YOU CAn TrUSt uS!” the first voice warbled. “We LOve yoU!” 
 
    “Do you want a part of her, yoursssself?” the sinister hissing voice asked. “We underssstand. Your kind getss hungry too. We will let you have a piece. Jusst tell her where she iss, firssst. Then you can take an eye from her, and go.” 
 
    “NOT-THE-EYES-I-GET-THE-EYES-YOU-PROMISED-I-COULD-EAT-HER-EYES-” 
 
    “Hussssh!” the third voice snapped. “Now look what you’ve done! He’sssss crying!” 
 
    And it was true. 
 
    Tears were streaming down my face as I begged every mythological deity to come save me. But I had nowhere to run. 
 
    “We’ve ssscared you,” the third voice continued. “We’re ssssorry. But it’sss time to realize that you can’t keep her. You have to give her to ussss.” 
 
    “GiVE,” the first voice warbled. 
 
    “GIVE!” the second one roared. 
 
    “We’re not asssking too much of you,” the third voice continued. “Jusst sstop trying to hide her, and everything will be fine. That’ss all you have to do.” 
 
    What have I done? I thought to myself, as my eyes continued to bleed fear and grief. These things were powerful enough to reach right through Vessa’s own wards. Maybe their physical bodies couldn’t reach here, but that had to only be a matter of time. 
 
    I was not strong enough to protect her. 
 
    I had failed. 
 
    I was always going to fail. 
 
    Why had I even bothered? 
 
    I knew I wasn’t strong. 
 
    I knew it didn’t matter if I did the right thing. 
 
    Why was I trying to protect a woman that was always going to be stronger than me? 
 
    She’s not always stronger than me, son, my father’s voice echoed from the grave. 
 
    Another memory from the past. Back when my world was smaller, and wrapped in a snug blanket of false safety. 
 
    What do you mean, Dad? my childish voice had asked. Mom knows more about fighting than anyone. Why would she need you to protect her? 
 
    It had been a harsh question, one made all the harsher by my foolish innocence. But my father had only laughed. 
 
    It’s because she knows so much about fighting that she wants me to protect her, son. Every fighter, and every person for that matter, has good days and bad. If she has a bad day, it’s not going to matter how strong she is normally, because even the strongest person alive still has their weak moments. That’s true for me, it’s true for her, and it’s true for you. And it’s going to be true for everyone you choose to care about. 
 
    But I’m little, I had pointed out. I can’t protect anyone right now. 
 
    That’s not true either, son, my father had chided gently. No matter how small or weak you might be right now, there’s always going to be someone smaller or weaker, even if that person is usually very strong. Do you remember when I was too sick to cook last week, and your mother cooked instead, even though she hates cooking, and doesn’t think she’s very good at it? 
 
    She was mad, I had said, even though I had remembered her asking me to keep that a secret. She said her food was going to taste terrible, and that she should have just ordered delivery from one of those ‘white people’ restaurants you grew up eating at. But it tasted fine, though. 
 
    My father laughed at that. He always found the cultural differences between him and my mother humorous, instead of irritating, like she did. 
 
    It did, he agreed. Her food tasted fine. That’s the thing about weakness, son. Sometimes it’s just the thing we need to perfect our real power. 
 
    What’s my real power, Dad? I asked, wanting to know. 
 
    I wanted to be strong, too. 
 
    I don’t know, he had admitted, but everyone will find out on the day we need you to be a little stronger than the rest of us. 
 
    And that was the end of the conversation, according to the recently lit room in my mind. I had never remembered it until now. 
 
    All around me, the shadows still thrashed and raged and gibbered and begged for me to let them kill and eat the sleeping women in the capsules. They were nightmares my conscious mind could not even comprehend, much less oppose. 
 
    Wait, a voice in my mind said, the part that wouldn’t let me crumple onto the floor yet. Is that really true? 
 
    Of course it was, the coward in me replied. Just listen to them. 
 
    I did, my conscience replied. They are asking you for permission. Why would they need our permission, if they are so unbeatable? 
 
    I had no answer to that. 
 
    Damn you, I finally said to my conscience, weeping even harder now. Because both it and my father were right. 
 
    I was exactly where I was needed, though I was neither strong nor brave right now. 
 
    “I may never be strong enough to fight them,” I whispered to myself. “But right now, I don’t need to be. I just need to be brave enough to stop them.” 
 
    The planet in me stirred. 
 
    Acknowledged, the world inside my soul said, and I finally heard a voice that wasn’t menacing. Subject has enacted generational vow necessary for further Anchor Knight transformation. Activating Apocalypse Denied Protocol, specifically protocol 101: Gain through Loss, Lose One’s Life to Save It. Subject is advised to prepare for intense transition. 
 
    With that, my Soulscape began to spin, and all the nearby Source streamed toward my direction. 
 
    The shadows around me went silent for a moment. 
 
    “What wasss that?” the third shadow behind me asked, the one I still had not looked at. “Did he ssspeak? Isss he ready to give usss what we want?” 
 
    “STOP-CRYING-AND-LET-US-EAT!” the ape shadow shouted, reminded me that I was in fact, still crying. 
 
    “WaiT!” the warbling shadow said. “He iS CHaNgIng!” 
 
    More silence entered the room, as all three nightmares realized that I had begun to Draw. 
 
    Power streamed into me, far faster than it usually did when I performed this practice. 
 
    And, for some reason, it was far, far more painful. My tears intensified as my body began to tremble with pain. 
 
    “What?” the third whisper spat in disbelief. “Why? He isss too ssssmall! Why would he even bother?” 
 
    “YOU-STUPID-STUPID-FOOL!” the second voice roared, as I continued to tremble and weep. “YOU-WILL-BLEED-AND-THEN-YOU-WILL-FAIL-AND-THEN-YOU-WILL-BLEED-AND-THEN-YOU-WILL-DIE-DIE-DIE!” 
 
    “LiTTle THINg!” the first one screeched. “StUPid TIny LITtle thING!” 
 
    “They are right,” the last voice hissed. “You cannot grow right now, fool. You are too weak. Too broken. And it will not matter. You could Advance ten timesss, and ssstill be too weak to deny usss what we want to eat!” 
 
    “That means,” I said between sobs so painful they seared my throat. “That the eleventh time will be enough to stop you. If I get that far,” I heaved, my body searing and leaking at the same time, “I can protect her.” 
 
    Acknowledged, my Soulscape said. Subject’s current goal is to reach the twelfth stage of Advancement in every art, preferably in the current Drawing attempt. Verifying subject has appropriate motives... confirmed. Attempting eleven-stage Advancement now. Subject is advised to brace for guaranteed pain and likely death. 
 
    It was too late to stop the process. My Soulscape was conforming to what I wanted, instead of what I was aware I wanted. My inner world spun faster, and essence, mana, and qi all sucked into me faster than I had ever dared to absorb them. 
 
    Normally, I absorbed the three Sources slowly, and carefully. I had to, or they would become unbalanced in my body, and damage my insides as they battled for control. And even when I absorbed as much as I dared, I would still experience diminishing returns, and have to wait for some time before I could try to Draw again, usually an entire day. The only exception was whenever I traveled to a new place, and even then it was a choice made more by my Soulscape than my subconscious mind. And my Soulscape hadn’t even bothered with the last two worlds. 
 
    Now, though, some lever had been pulled; some latch had been thrown open. The three different Sources poured into my body, mind, and soul like water caught by a cyclone. They tore apart the previous balance I had so carefully maintained since the very beginning, each of them flooding into every part of my self, paying no attention to obstacles or even my body or soul’s capacity. 
 
    A sharp, stabbing pain pierced my chest. For a moment, it felt as if something in my ribcage had stopped working, but it sputtered back to life a moment later. My muscles and skin screamed at my mind, begging to know what they had done wrong and would I please just scrape them all free? 
 
    I did no such thing, and could not have even if I had wanted to. The only thing I could try to do to alleviate my pain was to try and cough up all the lit gasoline I felt sloshing about in my lungs. 
 
    But as I writhed and sobbed, another crack formed in my inner mosaic. Another wisp drifted into the ore inside my mind. And another drop condensed in my qi stream. 
 
    One step down, and a thousand more to go. 
 
    “You will not ssssurvive thiss!” the last shadow hissed. “Thiss is dangerousss! Why are you trying!” 
 
    “GOING-TO-BREAK-GOING-TO-BREAK!” the second shouted. The first spoke up as well, but I did not listen, because they had already revealed another secret. 
 
    They were afraid of what I was trying to do. 
 
    “DoN’t dO tHiS!” the first warbled next. “YoU aRE nOT STronG ENough!” 
 
    “I do not need to be,” I shot back, still weeping as all the pain and fear continued to surge through my body. “I just—” I paused to heave, “need to be—” another break to strangle a sob, “brave enough—” one final break to get through a whimper, “to try!” 
 
    Acknowledged, the world inside my soul said. Continuing the attempt. Subject should brace for likely death. 
 
    The pain, coupled with the knowledge that I was about to die in a dark room with no one to notice but the nightmares shouting at me, broke the last shred of dignity I had left. I bawled, and bawled, and bawled harder when I felt the damage in my body grow, knowing it may well return me to its previous weakened, half-crippled state. 
 
    And yet, as my senses told me I was losing everything I had ever gained, another crack formed within my essence, another wisp floated within my mana, another drop coalesced inside my qi. 
 
    “Mad,” the hissing shadow said, and I heard the horror in its voice in spite of all my pain and grief. “He hassss gone mad.” 
 
    “CRAZY!” the angry shadow screamed. “HE-IS-CRAZY-HE-IS-CRAZY-HE-IS-BAD!” 
 
    “DoN’T dO ThiS!” the warbling shadow begged. “Do WHaT wE wANT inSTEad!” 
 
    I ignored them. Because one way or another, I had some hundred more steps to go. 
 
    “Little thief,” the hissing voice persisted. “You sshould reconssider. I know sshe iss ssweet. I know sshe iss tassty. I know you do not wissh to sshare. But thisss will kill you. You cannot have her if you are dead. You are only harming yourssself!” 
 
    “USELESS-USELESS-USELESS!” 
 
    “TruST us! We CARe aBOUt yoU!” 
 
    Their words made me weep all the harder. 
 
    For in begging, they had revealed their own lies. 
 
    I continued to weep, and bleed, and Draw. 
 
    Essence and mana and qi continued to tear my body apart. My stomach twisted in knots, as if it were about to explode out of me, then suddenly went numb. My knees buckled, locked, and then vanished from my senses. My tears themselves became painful, and when my body twitched enough, I could see I was crying red liquid instead of clear. Then more red liquid colored my vision, and I began to go blind. 
 
    But I could still see one thing. The halfblade I somehow still held in my hands was glowing with a bright blue light, light that grew more intense by the second. 
 
    The Sourceweapon struggled to contain the energy. I felt it would explode at any moment, just like my body. Then, as if out of spite, another crack formed in my essence, another wisp formed within my mana, another drop formed within my qi. 
 
    “ToO fAR!” the first voice screeched. “He wILL deTonATe!” 
 
    “STUPID-FOOL!” the second shouted. “STOP-STOP-STOP!” 
 
    “Very well, little thief!” the last voice snapped. “We will leave. You can have her for a little longer. But you cannot hide her forever. We will be back, and if you sssomehow sssurvive, we will punisssh you for thiss.” 
 
    The other two shadows echoed the words of the third, but they crawled away all the same, vanishing from my reddened vision. As soon as they were gone, the room hummed with power, as more lines of blue light began to appear between the many tiles. 
 
    Mission complete, my spinning world said. Apocalypse successfully averted. Commencing adjustments on nascent Anchor Knight. 
 
    My sobs grew less painful. My vision grew less red. I sank to my knees, wondering how I had managed to remain standing so long in the first place. Then I decided it didn’t matter, and just slumped against Vessa’s capsule. Three deep heaving breaths later, the light finished traveling through the floor and spread into the connecting rooms. 
 
    She had done it. She had taken back another part of herself. 
 
    Young rider, a faint voice called from somewhere. I ignored it. I was too tired. It called out again, but it sounded even fainter. A moment later, the capsule I leaned against opened. So did the one next to it. 
 
    That would have to do. 
 
    “Three more rooms,” Vessa sighed behind me. “I already feel so much better.” 
 
    “Me too,” Nova said as she stirred out of her own capsule. “I didn’t know it would make a difference for me as well.” 
 
    “Thanks for keeping watch, Jas,” I heard Vessa say, and I heard her body shift about, probably to try and look at me. “Did anything weird happen this time? Jas? Jas, turn around.” 
 
    I couldn’t find her. She was too far away. 
 
    “Nova! Nestor! What’s wrong with Jas?” 
 
    My little mouse squeaked. He leaped clear from Vessa’s capsule to land in front of me. As soon as he saw my face, he began squeaking even more frantically. 
 
    Why is he doing that? I wondered, as another sob bubbled out of my throat. Didn’t he use to talk to me? 
 
    Rider! Rider! the distant voice in my mind said, growing softer with each desperate shout. 
 
    “Jasper!” Nova shouted as she ran over to me. “Jasper, what’s wrong? Why won’t you say any—” 
 
    Her voice trailed off into a gasp. 
 
    “Vessa,” she finally said, after taking a quivering breath. “He’s bleeding from his eyes!” 
 
    Nestor kept squeaking frantically. 
 
    “What?” the other woman screamed. “Jasper! Jasper, what happened! Somebody, get me down!” 
 
    I heard her thrash behind me. I saw Nova hurry over and yank her clear of her capsule and carry the ship-woman in front of me. As they knelt, Vessa pulled her way out of Nova’s grip and crawled the last few feet over to me, gripping my bloody face in her hands. 
 
    “Jasper,” she said, her gray eyes looking into my own. “Jasper, can you hear me?” 
 
    She looked into both of my eyes with a clinical expression on her face. 
 
    “Shock,” she said, “bad enough to shut down some of his organs. But his qi techniques should have re-activated them.” Her eyes widened as she continued to stare at me. “Soulshock. His Source energy is overloaded... how did he even do that? Nevermind,” she said, shaking her head. “Nova, begin using your healing spells and techniques on him. I need to force open his Soulscape and take a look inside.” 
 
    “Can you do even do that?” she asked, already making the necessary gestures. “That’s supposed to be almost impossible.” 
 
    “It’s normally very difficult,” the other woman agreed, “but since he took me in as his master, I’ve been able to enact countermeasures that allow me to tend to him in case of an emergency, like this one. Alright, we need to do this together. On three...” 
 
    The two women counted together, showing far more agreement and coordination than they had in the past. Then soothing sensations chased out the rest of the pain in my body. Certain pieces inside of me that had stopped suddenly started working again. I wanted to thank them, but I couldn’t stop crying long enough to talk. 
 
    Why was I still crying? 
 
    I had won. 
 
    Wasn’t everything fine now? 
 
    “Alright,” Vessa said, her voice tight with concentration and concern. “I’m opening up his Soulscape. Elder Dragon, can you hear me? Are you alright? Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    In answer, a roar tore through the room. 
 
    “I WILL KILL THEM!” a powerful, murderous, motherly voice tore through the room. “I WILL KILL THEM ALL! THOSE DUNG-EATERS! THOSE SEWAGE-WORMS FROM THE CESSPIT BEYOND THE NIGHT SKY! I WILL NOT BEAR IT! I REFUSE TO BEAR IT! THEY WILL DIE, OR I WILL NEVER FORGIVE THE SAINTS AND IMMORTALS OF THE NIGHT SKY!” 
 
    “Elder dragon,” Vessa repeated in her concerned, concentrated voice. “What happened. What has happened to Jasper?” 
 
    “Holy Vessel-Saint,” Grandmother Mara answered in voice still shaking with rage and grief. “This young one has found a way to protect you from a danger that should not have existed. The monsters from beyond the edges of the night sky came for you, in a way that I had not thought possible. Their methods shed light to me why we might have lost the war against them. I had thought your young knight to be overly paranoid, and trusted my own knowledge over his own eyewitness accounts. I had told him you would be safe down here, and he did not believe me. I had told him you could not be touched down here, and he did not believe me. Neither did his ancestors before him, for they had devised a way to make their very souls a barrier to your deranged predators. He drove them away, Holy Saint. They came for you, and he turned himself into a blanket and a fire, so that you would have the protection you deserve. But it was used too soon. Had he a half-dozen stages under his belt in any Source, and decades of practice, to sculpt and prepare for the power, he perhaps would have been fine. But he did not. The reprobates came for you, Holy Saint, and so he grabbed for the power and wielded it with the same desperation and skill that a frightened child might wield an unbalanced Sourceblade with no grip. And I was too late in noticing the power itself. Had I believed him, I might have been able to aid him. I might have helped him manage it, shape it into a less intense form that was safe to use. But I did not do such things, and now his soul is broken with power.” 
 
    “No,” Vessa said firmly. “We can fix this. You’re going to be okay, Jasper. Nova, help me get him into the capsule.” 
 
    The golden woman picked me up without hesitating, though she lifted me carefully, trying to make me as comfortable as possible, despite the fact that I was much larger than her now. 
 
    “It will be fine, Jas,” she whispered to me. “I promise.” 
 
    She laid me in the same capsule Vessa had just emerged from. I saw her turn, as if to help Vessa off the floor next, but the ship-woman had already crawled her way over to the capsule to touch the side of it. 
 
    “I’ll activate the recovery function,” Vessa explained. “This should fix most of his issues.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Nova asked, hovering over me. 
 
    “Yes,” Vessa said confidently, “but I understand your concern. It hasn’t fixed my body yet because my issues stem largely from... malnutrition, I guess. That and the damage to my ship-body. But believe me, if I didn’t use my capsules, I’d be even worse off. But Jasper’s nutritional deficiencies were already altered, and he currently isn’t linked to a barely functional space hulk. This should be an easy fix.” 
 
    “Good,” Nova said quietly as she looked down at me, her hair brushing against my face like a curtain of golden threads. She’s going to get blood on them, I thought uselessly, wishing my arms would listen to my commands and wipe the messy red tears off of my face. “You see, Jas?” she said to me, reaching down to cup my cheek with her hand. “You’re going to be okay. So you can stop crying now, okay?” 
 
    I was able to nod at her. It felt like my greatest victory. 
 
    “Okay,” Nova said, stepping back for a moment. “Do you need to close the lid?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vessa replied. “Just one sec—oh,” she said in surprise, as Nestor leaped into the capsule and nuzzled at my face worriedly. “That’s fine, Nestor. It might even help. Alright, I’m closing the capsule now.” 
 
    The lid closed over me. It looked green, for some reason. Was the glass green-tinted before? 
 
    A moment later, soothing mist breathed all over me, and everything went black. 
 
    The next time I opened my eyes, I awoke to a red sky. 
 
    Smoke plumed from the ruptured ground, as bright-red meteors rained all over my horizon. They fell far off in the distance, making the ground rumble, and forcing me to avert my gaze from the bright flash of light. As I looked away, I saw streams of lava flow across the distant ground, turning everything into fiery, barren death. 
 
    “Young rider,” Grandmother Mara’s voice rumbled over my ears, “can you finally hear me?” 
 
    I looked up, and wondered how I had missed the giant blue dragon standing right behind me. 
 
    Grandmother Mara looked much like the spiritual image of the Sourcebeast I had seen before, save that her massive body was a rich blue, and far larger than she had been before. She towered over me, half again the height and bulk that the house-sized bloodbeast was. But as I struggled to process her existence, a tiny voice in my skull reminded me that she was confined to my Soulscape, and should not have any kind of body at all. That likely means that I am... 
 
    “Yes,” the ancient dragon said to my thoughts. “You are inside your own Soulscape, and your world is burning. I am sorry.” 
 
    “What does that mean for me?” I asked, realizing that this cataclysm was taking place in my very soul. “And what does that mean for you?” 
 
    “For me?” Grandmother Mara asked, tilting her head. “Possibly nothing. I have a strong chance of survival, now that you have grown so much. I will have to shed even more of my power, but if I do so I may be able to exit your soul with a physical body. I will be among the very weakest of Sourcebeasts, weaker than even your sweet and brave lifemouse, but I will be alive nonetheless, and able to continue my own Advancement. But you are not going to be so fortunate, young rider.” The dragon drooped her head, and I saw that it was half the size of my own body. “Your world is going through a natural process, one numerous star-rocks go through before they become swarmed with life. In fact, much of this is even necessary,” she mused, looking up at the distant meteors. “The fire from the ground will bring out new soil, which will allow for great growth, both for things you store in this place and for your actual body as well. The fire-rocks tumbling down from the sky will slam into your Soulscape with great force, further shaping it, but allowing earth to migrate to other parts of it. Source energy will allocate more properly here, and you would see a similar effect for your personal Source energy as well. That is what should have happened, child, if these events had already occurred before you begun Advancing, when your Soulscape was just a subconscious, half-formed thing. But now it is lethal, just as these events would be to a populated world. The raging fire and angry earth will tear you apart with this planet, if this continues.” 
 
    “So you are saying that I will soon die,” I clarified. “And that with my passing, Vessa, Nova, the eggs of your daughter, are all likely doomed. As is anyone else out there, who might be relying on me in secret.” 
 
    “Yes,” the dragon spoke, and her eyes flashed with defiance. “But I forbid it. You shall not die, young rider. You shall not suffer for choosing to protect another.” 
 
    “I have already suffered for choosing to protect others,” I pointed out tiredly, disappointed in the ancient Sourcebeast’s naivety. “I have seen others suffer for their righteousness, and I am likely to see such injustice continue to happen at least once more, no matter how little or how much time I have left to live.” 
 
    “I know you think that,” the dragon-woman rumbled, taking a step forward as angry green light flashed from her mouth. “I know you have been given every reason to believe that all righteous beings under heavens are damned instead of blessed. I know you think you have seen many dark things, and they have jaded your mind black, though your heart remains untouched. But I have seen many things as well, child, and I daresay the heartaches I have gained overmatch your own. Yet I know that the righteous have another end beyond the mockery and treachery they sometimes suffer. I know what the night sky has become in this current aeon, young rider, and I strive to change it, as do you, though you will still not admit it. But I do not fight as a madman beating the air, child. I have thrown my lot in with yourself and the vessel-saint you protect because I have seen first-hand what she has accomplished in the ancient past, and will accomplish again, if she can just have someone stand by her side. And I believe the same for you, so I will stand by your side as well. And I will do the impossible and save you, young rider, just as you have already done for me, have already done for her. Now listen to my plan, and see that this current time you have chosen to fight for someone, you will gain instead of lose.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    I emerged from the capsule able to move under my power. My body still ached, and my soul was still rupturing from the inside out, but I could control my normal functions, and that meant that I could finally stop crying, and finally wipe the bloody tears from my face. Nestor squeaking anxiously at me as I did so. 
 
    All-good? he asked me. Can-hear? 
 
    I can hear you, I sent to my little friend. And I have a chance to get better. 
 
    “Did it work?” Nova asked as I finally stood to my feet. “Jasper, how do you feel? Are you okay?” 
 
    “No,” Vessa said, staring at me. “It helped him somewhat, but his Soulscape looks horrible. Elder dragon, what can we do for him?” 
 
    Holy Saint, we can still save him, the dragon inside my broken world declared. His Soulscape will grow in this process, allowing it to hold more. If we fill him with objects of power, it will stabilize the transition, allowing his body and mind to handle the changes his soul performs. There is a risk of destroying some of these relics, but the change would not only make him more powerful, they would further speed his Advancement. It would be very much to his gain, and to yours as well, if you are but willing to spend the resources. 
 
    “Of course I’m willing to spend the resources,” Vessa snapped. “I owe Jasper at least one life, and even if I didn’t, and even if he wasn’t already irreplaceable to me, there’s no way I’d allow an innocent person to die right before my eyes! I’ll throw all of the spare treasure we just gained into him, but I’m not sure if it will be enough!” 
 
    It will not be, Holy Saint, Grandmother Mara agreed, but take heart: I know where we can gain much more. If we can but return to my lair, I have already promised him everything I own, save for the gifts reserved for my daughter’s eggs. And those gifts will still benefit him, Holy Saint. For if my grandchildren are born inside of him, they will strengthen him even further. He will gain the ability to bond with them from their very birth, and such a bond will stabilize him further. And whatever treasure the three of them do not need I gladly lay at your feet, Holy Saint, to use for whatever method you see fit. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Vessa said, blinking. “Really? You have a whole hoard of relics we can use, and you are willing to give them all up? Just like that?” 
 
    I had thought we had mentioned this earlier, but either we hadn’t, or Vessa understandably let it slip from her mind while dealing with all the other matters she had to keep track of. 
 
    Holy Saint, Grandmother Mara replied, had I known you still flew through the night sky, I would have already sought you out and laid such gifts at your feet. I would have flown by your side and fought to protect you, even in my weakened state. I do not regret defending the newborn lives of the local world, but I have spent every moment since wishing I had more strength to offer you. The night sky needs you, Holy One. I merely have the wisdom to recognize that. 
 
    “Okay,” Vessa breathed. “Right, then. Let’s take advantage of that immediately, then. Nova, pick me up. Jasper, don’t try to carry me right now. I know your body’s mostly working, but any extra strain is a bad idea right now. In fact, I’m pretty sure you can’t operate any of your charms, spells, or techniques, so just forget about combat right now too, if you can.” 
 
    “I can’t,” I replied casually. “As soon as I do, something will go wrong, and I will have to fight.” 
 
    “Pessimist,” she spat, “but entirely valid, given everything else. Let’s just get to the sanctuary so that I can move my ship.  Senior Mara, how far away is your lair?” 
 
    Grandmother Mara’s lair proved to be a hidden world at the very edge of the local cluster of planets, one Vessa had remembered as being lifeless. 
 
    Really? I asked, after hearing Vessa’s description. How and why would you keep your eggs and treasure on a dead world? 
 
    Because it is dead, young rider, the ancient dragon replied. There should be no reason for visitors. And at the height of my old strength, back when I battled alongside your own champions to protect the vessel-saints, it was a simple matter for me to set up a Sourcepalace on any old rock. That way, not only would I have no reason to receive unwanted visitors, I could make whatever alterations to the environment I wished, without disturbing a single soul. 
 
    Grandmother, what is a Sourcepalace? I asked next, battling through the block in my mind that prevented my acknowledging her. I felt her smile at my open familiarity before she answered me. 
 
    An ancient construction the earliest of vessel-saints showed the strongest of practitioners and Sourcebeasts how to make. It is like your Soulscape, save that it is merely a mansion unto itself, instead of an entire world. 
 
    In that case, Grandmother, I would assume said mansion is still much larger than my little world, and hopefully a great deal more stable. 
 
    A moment later, I realized my questions had been rather rude. But the dragon merely chuckled at me. 
 
    I think you will be quite satisfied with its size, young rider. And it will be a great deal more stable, unless some fool has decided to try and mine thousands upon thousands of useless rocks, and at far greater expense than they could ever hope to recover. The night sky is not so full of such stupidity that it can afford to throw such an idiot into our little corner, and exactly at the most inconvenient time. 
 
    I paused before answering her. 
 
     Grandmother, I finally said, I deeply mourn your choice of words. 
 
    She was right in calling you a pessimist, Grandmother Mara sniffed, and said nothing more. 
 
    “Alright,” Vessa said from her main capsule, now that we were back in the sanctuary. “The Sourcepalace is exactly where your senior described it to be, Jasper. And it looks fantastically well-constructed. She did an amazing job in building this place, Jasper. Make sure she knows I said that.” 
 
    The Holy Vessel-Saint is as generous with her praise as she is wise, the spiritual dragon said with smug gratitude, flashing a glance in my direction. 
 
    “She knows,” I said dryly. “Have you confirmed the place was uninhabited?” 
 
    “The Sourcepalace?” she asked, sounding startled. “I would have said if there was anyone else there. Just two dormant eggs, and a lot of Source energy from objects.” 
 
    “Not just the Sourcepalace,” I answered, “though I am glad it is not yet breached. I was asking about the rest of the world.” 
 
    “Why would you?” Vessa peered at me in annoyance. “It’s a barren rock. There’s no atmosphere, so it would take a stupendous amount of Source energy just to move about on that world without suffocating, freezing, or imploding. You would need to be either an incredibly Advanced practitioner with all sorts of special powers, or someone rich enough that they can afford to throw down a mountain of Source treasures just to explore every dead rock in space. I don’t think anyone could be that rich, Jas, and if they are, they certainly can’t be that stupid. It’s impossible, Jas.” 
 
    I sighed again. 
 
    “Nova,” I began, “please do not emphatically agree with the both of them, or we are all going to be doomed.” 
 
    My childhood friend giggled at me. 
 
    “It’s good to see you’re at least feeling better, Jas,” she said with a glorious smile. “But go ahead and humor him, Vessa. Worst case he’s right and we’re prepared, best case we all get to be the ones that tell him ‘I told you so’.” 
 
    “That actually makes this worth it,” Vessa said as she closed her eyes and punched another button on her capsule. For several moments she was completely quiet, and I almost dared to hope that everyone else was right. But then she opened her eyes, punched the padded inside of her capsule in anger, and shouted at me. 
 
    “You son of an unpopular eaterling! How did you know? Why did you even bother to guess?” 
 
    “I have had some small experience with the foolish rich of Earth,” I replied patiently. “How many are currently down there, and what are they doing?” 
 
    “Several dozen, and they are mining!” Vessa snapped. “Mining the most common type of rock in existence, and at one of the most remote parts of the night sky! And the strongest of them are barely a match for Nova! They are literally wasting a fortune in Source treasures, just to mine a pile of rocks they could have found on a thousand other worlds! They could have popped down two worlds over, and just walked around picking up rocks with their bare hands, all while being able to breathe air and eat meals that wouldn’t fly away from them! I even thought they were secretly trying to break into the Sourcepalace, but they genuinely seem to have no idea it’s even there! They just showed up on a random rock and decided to see how many useless stones they had collected, all while throwing down a whole bunch of treasures worth even more than the entire planetoid itself! Why? What are they this stupid?” 
 
    That was actually very, very good news, because I had expected them to have already stumbled across the entrance now, and be racing for all the treasures and artifacts. 
 
    “Just how far away are they?” I asked Vessa. 
 
    “Kilometers!” she snapped. “Miles! Li! Whatever giant measurement you want to use!” Then she turned to look at me. “You were the one who needed to get here to begin with! Why did you make our lives harder by being right about negative stuff again!” 
 
    “We should go right now, then,” I pointed out. “Because if we hurry we can get there and leave without anyone noticing.” 
 
    “Depending on how much there is to acquire, yes,” Vessa replied. “But if Senior Mara has a literal mountain of treasure like we all hope she does, it will be difficult to run back and forth several times without anyone noticing!” 
 
    “If they do, we’ll fight them,” Nova said firmly. Vessa turned her head to look at her. 
 
    “I know it’s been an aggressive couple of days,” the gray woman said carefully. “But I try not to have you attack random strangers, Nova, unless they’re obviously out to get someone, like the eaterlings, or most undead.” 
 
    “They’re out here in the middle of nowhere, with literally no reason that makes sense,” Nova pointed out. “If this were a place on Earth, I’d already be thinking that this mining operation was a cover-up for smuggling contraband, or a lab for making illegal drugs, or even some kind of slaving operation. You say only a few of them are a match for me. If it comes between driving them off through generous application of force, or even killing a few, and risking Jasper’s life, we both know which option is the only one either of us is ever going to pick.” 
 
    Nova’s light-blue eyes locked with Vessa’s gray orbs, and the two nodded at the same time. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Vessa replied. “I’m glad you thought of it that way. Just so you know, there is a chance they’re not actually up to trouble. People who are able to leave their home world explore all kinds of places, often with the desire just to find more resources, like we’re doing. But you’re right. If they don’t respect your claim, fight them off. Jasper’s life depends on it. Which means our lives depend on it,” she said, turning to look at me. “I know you were protecting us down there, Jasper. If those things are powerful enough to find me whenever I try to regain control over another piece of my ship-body, then it’s time I admit that I absolutely need your help. I was wrong, Jasper. You are irreplaceable, as much as I hate to admit it. I need you, which means all the people relying upon me as the last Soulship need you as well. That makes it even more important that I find a way to take care of you, while you are taking care of me. It’s going to take both of us—the other parts of me like Nova included—to hold up the night sky.” 
 
    “Understood,” I replied. “We should get moving, then. We need Senior Mara’s eggs and the closest treasures, at the very least.” 
 
    “Right,” Nova replied. “Grab your shoulder bags, then open your Soulscape so that I can talk with her. I’m going to need to get the exact necessary coordinates for teleporting you safely into her Sourcepalace.” 
 
    We moved quickly. Fortunately, we had been able to acquire more supplies from the new rooms we had recovered. We still didn’t have any new weapons or spatial storage items, but two of the bags in the storage terminals were both larger and lighter, with some kind of spell woven in to reduce the weight of any objects placed inside them. 
 
    We also found several changes of clothes, a few of which were as durable as the garments Lunei had given me. That had the added incentive of me now being able to wear an outfit around Vessa that didn’t make her mad, and also gave us a second place to change, so that the girls wouldn’t try to make me stick my nose in the corner every time they wanted to modify their outfits. 
 
    “Alright,” Vessa said as Nova, Nestor, and I moved together for teleportation. “That’s everything. I’ll keep an eye on the excavation idiots, so that I can message you if they get close. Nova, try not to kill any of them, unless they really need it.” 
 
    “Noted,” the blonde woman said neutrally, gripping my hand as she spoke. 
 
    “Good enough,” Vessa decided, her hand lingering next to the button. “Jasper... how do you feel?” 
 
    “Healthy enough to go, damaged enough to where I know I must hurry,” I said to her bluntly. “I’ll be fine, Vessa. Just keep an eye on us when we get down there, and everything should work out.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said with a nod. “I’ll quit hesitating. All three of you, come back alive. Take care of them, Elder.” 
 
    I will, the dragon inside my burning soul promised. Then Vessa activated her power, and we were gone. 
 
    The next sensations I felt announced I was once more in a different world. Hard stone greeted my feet. A heady, smoky smell made me sneeze, one that I recognized as some form of incense upon my next breath. 
 
    Blast it, Grandmother Mara whispered in my mind. The maintenance spell is wearing off. I’ll have to fix that. But don’t worry, the incense is harmless to dragons. 
 
    Senior, I said worriedly. None of the rest of us are dragons. 
 
    That’s true, she said thoughtfully. In that case, do not attempt to remove the incense from any of its braziers and swallow it while also smoking a tobacco stick. Otherwise, you should be perfectly fine. In fact, later when you are whole, this will be an excellent location to Draw Source energy from. 
 
    Which type? I asked excitedly, briefly forgetting about my urgent medical condition. 
 
    All three, Grandmother Mara said with smug confidence. This is my private masterpiece, young rider. It was meant to raise my grandchildren, their riders, and their children, and so on. I hope to bring you and the vessel-saint’s bodies here often, so that we may all grow strong quickly, and take back the night sky. But first, we must hurry and fix your ravaged soul, child. 
 
    Noted, I replied, still looking about. My eyes had been taking in the environment the entire time she had been talking. The only way my mind could even process what it was seeing was to think of this place as a combination between the fantastic places mentioned in the illegal stories my parents had read to me, or an actual illegal wonder, one built by one of the many people groups back before the time of the Glorious State. White marble covered the floor, the colorations swirling at a barely noticeable speed. More marble rose up around us in the form of walls and columns, but it was so gilt with golden metal that I had to work hard to notice which type of stone supported the palace’s weight. My eyes traveled higher, noticing the vaulted ceilings that resembled some of Earth’s old palaces and cathedrals. But a key difference was the floating chandeliers and braziers that streamed out light and incense, and the clear jewels that drifted between the many lit objects, refracting the light and becoming a different color depending on whether they passed through a brazier or chandelier, and what angle they passed through, making the light refract further in rainbow lines that passed through the plumes of incense. The whole experience gave me the sensation of stepping into a golden, rainbow castle in the sky. 
 
    The regulating crystals are still working at the very least, Grandmother Mara said in my soul, grunting in satisfaction. You have no idea how much of a pain those can be to fix or replace. But enough of that. Go forward, and then you will see a door to your left. 
 
    I led the way, doing as my new grandmother instructed, Nestor perched on my shoulder and Nova following behind me. The little mouse let out a soft sigh as more incense streamed into him. 
 
    Feels-good, he sent to me. Grow-soon. 
 
    From what I could feel through our bond, that was definitely true. Nestor was at the very end of the natal stage now, and would advance into the wailing stage at any moment. Though his essence felt... colored, and in a way that suggested traces of mana and qi as well. 
 
    It will be as beneficial for him as it will be for you, the old dragon confirmed. And I am very glad for that. I have not forgotten the role your little mouse has played in saving my life. 
 
    Jasper, my name flashed in front of my eyes. Can you read this? 
 
    Yes, Vessa, I replied, we have arrived safely. This place is magnificent, but we are doing our best to hurry. 
 
    You should, the ship-woman agreed, because the miners are starting to move closer to your location. They’re still miles or li away, but I don’t like that they’ve begun to drift in your direction. 
 
    Understood, I replied, focusing again on walking through the palace. 
 
    After walking through a few clouds of incense, the door that Grandmother Mara had mentioned became visible. It was a simple structure compared to the rest of the palace, made of ornate wood and reinforced with some golden metal, that was probably more durable than it looked. 
 
    Grandmother Mara sent some odd pulse through me as I touched the door, and it opened automatically. Nova poked me to remind me we were in a hurry, and so we entered the long hallway and began walking down, following Grandmother Mara’s instructions and opening the door at the very end. 
 
    This is the room you need, young rider, the old dragon told me as I stepped into the inside of a massive vault, one glowing so brightly with treasure that I could not make out the individual objects. Nestor squeaked, and Nova gasped in amazement behind me. 
 
    Yes, I know, the old woman continued, but do stop gawking as soon as your eyes adjust. It is getting rather smoky inside this soul of yours. 
 
    Right, I thought, blinking to adjust to the light. I walked forward quickly, moving past large piles of coins, ornate statues, and shelves stacked with potions, scrolls, and books. 
 
    Hmph, the woman snorted. Thought I had already moved those. Tell the Holy Beacon she should pack those first, and that she should probably go ahead and drink the elixir from the red jade bottle on the top shelf. No point in saving it when it can be useful right now. 
 
    I passed the dragon’s command on to my friend, who immediately nodded and went to work, opening her bag as she removed the bottle’s cork with her teeth and took a swig. The spirit’s next command was for me to open a case of apple-shaped fruits on the next shelf, and let Nestor have at them, something the little mouse did with abject delight. 
 
    I felt power immediately roll out from my two friends, but Grandmother Mara urged me to stay focused. She guided me to one final row, one that was hemmed in with bare shelves, apparently the least valuable part of the entire room. 
 
    Keeping walking forward, dear, Grandmother Mara advised, and yes, I know there’s a wall at the end. 
 
    She was right. A large, plain, square column was at the end of the bare shelving. I would have thought it overly suspicious, except that I had passed several other columns on my way over here, although this was the only one with no visible treasure. 
 
    “Jasper,” Nova called out, coming behind me. “My bag’s full. I’m going to teleport back to Vessa, but first, give me your bag so that Nestor and I can fill it as well. That way you can concentrate on what you need to do to fix your Soulscape.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said as I threw her my empty satchel. “Be safe, and you should probably just have Vessa message me in the future, so that you’re not running all over this place every time you need to talk to me.” 
 
    “Good call,” Nova answered, nodding. “This place is huge. If we can avoid it from being discovered, we might be able to find all the treasure we need for decades. Maybe even help Vessa completely fix herself in one fell swoop.” 
 
    That seemed overly optimistic, both in the amount of benefit, as well as our chances of remaining undiscovered, but I chose to not voice my suspicions and just smiled at Nova as she turned and went back to collecting. Then, to make up lost time, I quickly marched into the stone column. 
 
    It was a magical false wall, and Grandmother Mara was disappointed over my lack of surprise regarding that fact. She grew smug again, however, when I paused in awe over the final secret in her vault. 
 
    The hidden room was dark, except for a soft beam of light that shined directly over the center of it, revealing a green patch of plant life in the middle of a dirt floor, one partially covered with a walkway of gray cobblestone tiles. Just behind the patch of green was a white stone platform, and atop the platform were two glass displays, each holding a rack of clothing, or rather, armor and equipment. The one on the left held a complete suit of shining, soft-looking white chainmail, with lightweight golden plates covering most of the torso, shins, and shoulders. The bracers were especially ornate, having frilled designs etched into them and ending in fingerless gauntlets, and with a blue gem set into the part covering the top of the hand. The floating suit also had a belt around its waist, with a gold buckle and an elaborate golden, scabbarded sword clasped to it, adorned with red and blue jewels all along the hilt and sheath. Floating directly over the armor was a thin golden circlet with small wings set into the sides, and a soft, white, sleeveless robe hung directly from the epaulets, one that somehow gave the wargear a calming, gentle look. 
 
    The case on the right housed a more modern-looking outfit, though still out of place for Earth’s current fashion. A white, sleeveless undershirt hung just above a pair of dark trousers that could have passed for the jeans of ancient motorbike riders, save for the silvery plates fastened over them, all the way down to the top of the heavy black boots. A wide brown belt adorned them, one with several open loops that items like my halfblade’s sheath could probably fasten to. The black leather jacket had similar silver armor fastened over the top of the sleeves, from the shoulder all the way down to the fingerless gauntlets, though this pair had no jewels set into them. But it did have a complete set of black leather gloves. Though I was disappointed not to find a pair of Earth sunglasses to complete the look, I otherwise thought the whole thing would serve as a marvelous costume for someone wishing to be a medieval knight and ancient American biker at the same time. 
 
    Those are not costumes, Grandmother Mara grumped from in my soul. Those are complete sets of armor, weapons, and disguises, all in one, as the exact look of the gear can be veiled. I made them both in mind for my grandchildren’s ideal riders. Your friend has strong light powers, judging by what I’ve seen, so the gear on the left will complement her well. The gear inside the other case will work well for you, young rider, though we can examine it in more detail later. But we must hurry, she added in an urgent tone. You are breaking inside. It has already begun to affect you. 
 
    I had no idea what she was talking about until I tried to look at the green, sunlight-covered patch in the middle of the floor, and suddenly felt dizzy. Then I tried to remember why I had come down here before, and my chest started hurting. 
 
    Focus, child! Grandmother Mara demanded. Walk toward the patch of light! 
 
    But they always tell you to not go towards the light, I argued stupidly, staggering toward the bright, green circle. Along the way, I reminded myself that I was down here because I was dying, and probably faster than originally expected, and that if I didn’t hurry and find the things we had talked about finding earlier, I was doomed. 
 
    But a few steps later, I reached the center of the inexplicably lit circle and was finally able to see its contents up close. A wreath-like nest of various Sourceplants cradled two large eggs a little smaller than my head, one pitch-black, one cream-white. 
 
    Hurry, you young fool! Grandmother Mara snapped. Open your Soulscape! You’ve gaped at far too many items already! 
 
    Right, I reminded myself. I was dying. 
 
    I obeyed the ancient dragon and pointed both palms downward. Then I opened holes to the spiritual world inside my soul and tried to absorb the objects beneath my feet. 
 
    The result was like opening a window in the middle of a hurricane. Atmosphere blasted out of my soul in a torrent that battered at the Sourceplants before uprooting both them and the soil covering their roots right out of the ground. The plants sucked straight through my palms and into my soul, then fell downward, somehow funneled by Grandmother Mara directly into a cushioned spot of earth, where the spectral dragon had gathered all of the other objects I had absorbed over time. She flapped her wings steadily and powerfully, letting the plants parachute their way downward, until they landed smoothly onto the soft earth. Their Source energy pulsed outward, washing over the nearby spirit-earth. 
 
    The invisible holes in my palms widened, and the eggs themselves began to roll about, then finally lifted off the floor and tumbled into my hands. They were far larger than anything else I had absorbed up to this point, far larger than my hands even, but as they spun against my palms blue energy washed over them, shrinking them somehow, until they fell into my inner world as well. 
 
    Grandmother Mara gave a desperate cry as her grandchildren tumbled into my world, flying upward and catching them directly, then carefully gliding back to the ground of my shaking world and depositing them atop the reshaped nest of Sourceplants. 
 
    There now, she muttered gently to the silent eggs. We’re all together now. Everything’s going to be fine. You’re both going to hatch, and then we’re going to save your older brother. 
 
    I twitched at what she called me, but the door to my Soulscape kept widening. The rest of the nearby soil began sucking upward into my soul, and the cobblestone tiles under my feet began to shake as well. 
 
    Senior, I warned. Please prepare for more falling objects. 
 
    All part of the plan, child, the old woman chided. Don’t worry. Everything will be fine. 
 
    I hoped she was right. Because the pain in my chest was still increasing. 
 
    The tiles and dirt sucked into my soul as well, blue light shrinking everything into a manageable size when it touched my palms. Each absorbed item increased the pain in my chest and intensified the rumbling inside my Soulscape, but also increased the size of the pile Grandmother Mara was carefully guarding and managing. The pile began to pulse out essence, mana, and qi, and each Source energy drifted out into the cataclysm happening at the rest of my miniature world. 
 
    I wanted to pay even more attention to what was happening, but then the two glass cases began to shake, then tilt, then lift off the ground and hurtle towards my hands. I cried out in outrage, fear, and disbelief, but the two giant cases just shrank like all the other items large enough to hurt upon impact and tumbled into the treasure-nest Grandmother Mara was still building. 
 
    Perfect, she replied, looking unconcerned even as another fireball blazed across my spiritual sky. Almost ready. Is there anything else you can absorb in there, child? 
 
    No, Senior, I replied, there isn’t even anything left in here! The only thing remaining is the large white stone that the two—oh, Ancient American Gods... 
 
    I swore as the giant several-thousand-pound rock on the floor began to shake as well. 
 
    Perfect! the dragon said happily as she watched from inside my soul. I am so proud of the way you keep exceeding expectations, grandson. 
 
    I screamed again in horrified denial as several thousand pounds of solid rock tilted and lifted into the air, hurtling straight toward my hands. It rotated as it traveled slowly, shrinking even more quickly than the two display cases had, before vanishing into the space right between my hands. I could feel it enter my Soulscape and tumble downward into the earth, though it slowed its descent to a steady drift before it landed, just as everything else had. 
 
    Senior, I asked, Are you alright? A large rock several times my size just fell out of the sky. 
 
    I noticed, dear. You’re doing fine. Everything is going perfectly. Go ahead and walk to your right. 
 
    I obeyed to the best of my ability, shaking all over. After a certain number of steps, I reappeared back in Grandmother Mara’s treasure room, although in a completely different location. This area had been partitioned off from the rest with low stone walls, and had a series of small pools on the floor. 
 
    Jasper, Vessa wrote across my eyes. Please respond. 
 
    I am here, Vessa, I wrote back tiredly. 
 
    Good, the ship-woman wrote back. I won’t take long. My scans show that your Soulscape’s core is beginning to stabilize, even as all sorts of commotion happens just over its crust. Whatever Senior  Mara is advising you to do, it’s clearly working. Nova has been teleporting back and forth from my ship-body to clean out this room as quickly as we can, but some of the idiot miners appear to have finally noticed the discharge of Source energy. A small group is heading toward where the palace is. You’re technically located underground, but they still might try to tunnel their way in. 
 
    So I should keep hurrying, I wrote back, since we don’t know how long our magical underground palace, with literally no openings to the outside world, will stay secret. 
 
    That is both accurate and aggravating, Vessa wrote back. Now stop being right and get back to work. 
 
    I broke off the communication and walked near the pools on the ground, opening my Soulscape again. 
 
    As the turbulent portal opened up a second time, I noticed that the bodies of water were all different colors—red, blue, yellow, and a few other colors I didn’t get time to notice before they were absorbed into my spiritual world. 
 
    Perfect, Grandmother Mara said, channeling the liquids to her unhatched grandchildren. This should help all three of you stabilize. Now, grandchild, I want you to inform your little mouse and the Holy Beacon to begin packing up the other rooms. Your Soulscape can handle the rest of the things in here. 
 
    Senior, I replied, walking around the low stone walls as I spoke, shouldn’t she have done that in the beginning, if I was just going to absorb it all? 
 
    Oh, I wasn’t sure you were going to be able to absorb this much, the old dragon replied flippantly. And it’s better that some of the items are simply packed up instead of sucked up into this strange stomach of yours. 
 
    I shook my head at her, then passed on the message to Vessa, who passed on the message to Nova. At least she had remembered to keep the messaging link up this time, I thought to myself as I turned my spiritual vacuum to the piles of coins, jewels, statues, scrolls, and other loot inside the room. The numerous items lifted off the floor in a storm of gold, silver, and far more priceless materials, spiraling into my soul so quickly I couldn’t even make out most of the items, though I did note that none of the items were armor or weapons, and mentioned that much to the old dragon. 
 
    Of course not, dear, she replied to me. Those are in the armory, where they belong. 
 
    You have an armory as well? I asked incredulously 
 
    Yes, dear, the old woman said simply, and proudly. Though none of the items will be as suited for you as what you already looted next to my daughter’s eggs. And that halfblade of yours is adjusting beautifully with your own Advancement. 
 
    I privately doubted that my biker-knight armor would be so completely unrivaled, especially since it didn’t seem to come with any weapon of its own, but I didn’t think my opinion would change the dragon’s mind, and there were too many objects passing into my soul for me to even argue or care. 
 
    The trembling inside my Soulscape increased, then passed outward, to other parts of me. Another crack appeared on my mosaic. Another wisp formed in my mind. And another drop condensed into my traveling qi. 
 
    Hmm, yes, the dragon said, we are going to have to stabilize those rather quickly. But I suspect you’ve got one more substage on your way at any rate. Walk forward about ten steps, child. 
 
    I did as she said, blinking reflexively as great piles of coins exploded into the air and funneled into my palms. My little planet continued to absorb it all hungrily and easily, though it continued to shudder and quake instead of spin. 
 
    Almost enough, Grandmother Mara said. A little more, child, and we can move onto the next part of the plan. 
 
    Jasper, Vessa wrote to me. I’m just letting you know, but they’ve begun digging, and they’re moving surprisingly quickly. Continue doing whatever it is you need, but if they keep going at their current rate, then I’m going to have Nova go head them off. 
 
    Understood, I said, as a fresh bout of pain stabbed through my chest. A large piece of the planet inside my Soul cracked open, spouting out a sea of spiritual lava from the hole. 
 
    Senior, I begged as I sagged several steps forward, straining to keep my hands up so that the flying art and jewelry would not smack me in the face. 
 
    Hang in there, child, Grandmother Mara said soothingly. You will get there. The process has begun in full. You just have to endure a little longer. Keep your Soulscape open. I promise you will survive this, and thrive. 
 
    I heard her promises and automatically wanted to call her a liar, but then a burning fireball tore through my spiritual clouds, slammed into a mountain range I had never noticed before, and somehow sent an agonizing spike of pain into my brain. 
 
    So I stumbled, and Drew, and stumbled, and Drew some more, feeling the Source energy of the nearby treasure stream into the burning, shaking apocalypse seeking to shatter my inner self. More lava washed over my planet’s crust. More burning rocks fell from the sky, and for the first time I wondered why there were rocks falling from the sky at all, and whether or not my Soulscape had its own nearby asteroids circling the planet. Then I remembered there already were objects circling my small world, and sent a panicked glance toward where the circling ship and exploding star were orbiting around my Soulscape. But the ship had pulled some distance back, and the star was already far out of the way. I still could not see where the meteors were coming from. 
 
    Then an entire landmass cracked in half, venting spiritual lava and gas into my world’s atmosphere. I could no longer control my Soulscape. It now absorbed both treasure and Source energy on its own. 
 
    Jasper, Vessa sent to me, the words appearing before my eyes even though the pain had washed away all else. They’re here. And some are stronger than I realized— 
 
    Her words disappeared before my eyes in a white wall of pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Got you,” the motherly dragon said to me, as I floated inside my soul. I turned my head to see her, holding one of the many treasures I had absorbed, a silver statue shaped like a miniature dragon similar to herself. Green light streamed from its mouth, creating the sphere we were both floating inside, along with the patch of ground containing her eggs, the massive pile of newly placed treasure, the two suits of armor, even the earlier spirit-lifeforms I had absorbed in the beginning. All around us my world raged and burned, but the Source energy radiating from Grandmother Mara’s treasures and eggs sustained everything in the protective green bubble. 
 
    “You made it, dear one,” the dragon said kindly. She was closer to my size now, just large enough to require me looking up to make eye contact. Somehow, I realized that she was smiling. But the scene beyond her shield made her words a lie. 
 
    “I did not,” I answered, looking out as the last bit of ground far below disappeared into a sea of fire. “My soul is breaking. This is the end for me. Every part of me knows this,” I added, feeling myself diminished. 
 
    My current body was as transparent as hers was. More so, even, and as I looked, my fingers were starting to completely disappear. Soon I would be gone. 
 
    “No, child,” Grandmother Mara said gently. “Not every loss is permanent. Not every pain is the end.” 
 
    “This one is,” I said, feeling my legs turn to nothingness. It was numb yet agonizing at the same time, as if I were watching it happen to someone else. “I know it. It could be nothing but the end.” 
 
    “That is the very sign it isn’t, child,” the maternal Sourcebeast corrected. “Pain is never wise. It can only alert you to the presence of change, not its nature. Some of the most painful experiences are the ones we not only heal from, we thrive, coming away with even more. I should know, grandson. I am an Anchor Knight and a grandmother. I have been where you are now.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” I said, wincing as my stomach and waist began to fade. Nothingness should not hurt this much, I complained to myself. “Plenty of pain does not get better. I have not gained back the people I love. I have not gained back a safe name to use in public. I have not gained back a safe place to sleep. I must hide my identity whenever I leave the ship, and even when I rest my eyes to sleep, I hear monsters thrashing about in the dark. I am a hunted mouse that has finally run out of places to hide. This is the end for me.” 
 
    “No, child,” the elderly dragon repeated. “I know I cannot convince you with words, so I will show you with my actions and my care that not every corner of the night sky hates you. Stay where you are, and do nothing. Those who love you will take care of the rest.” 
 
    With that, she exhaled, and more green mist washed out. 
 
    All three Source energies streamed out of the nearby objects into that mist—the Sourceplants, the treasure, the pools of liquid, the spiritual insects and grass from earlier, the two eggs I just realized were on either side of me. The strongest concentration of Source energy came from them, as it streamed into me. 
 
    I didn’t see what the point was. It seemed like trying to put a person back together with bandages. 
 
    And yet... 
 
    The tenth crack formed. The tenth wisp drifted out. The tenth drop of qi puddled into existence. In spite of all the damage roaring through the rest of me, devouring me into nothingness. 
 
    “Why is this happening?” I asked, hearing my own voice grow faint, and echoing oddly into the burning void. 
 
    “Because you are still growing, child,” my adoptive grandmother informed me. “Loss and growth sometimes speak the same language. It is the way of things, when the night sky works properly. Mourning turns to dancing. Tears turn to gain. Otherwise, why would we cry at all, if it did us no good? Watch now, young rider, as you face what you think is the end, and are made new.” 
 
    I continued to fade and ache, and I realized I didn’t have it in me to believe her. But I longed for the comfort of her words anyway, and so I let my defiance go. 
 
    I could do that, at least. 
 
    Even if it didn’t matter. 
 
    My chest and arms disappeared. I could only assume my head was beginning to fade as well, as I could not look around to see it. 
 
    But in a horrible example of irony, I still had a clear sense of my essence cracks, my mana wisps, my qi drops. And as I continued to be less and less, they stabilized within the very next few moments. 
 
    I had five undefined essence cracks remaining, and five that were already defined as parts of a human figure: my heart, my mind, my bones, my flesh, and my essence itself. The remaining five sought out definitions for themselves: one for the senses, forming a line through my ears, eyes and nose; one for my limbs, adding more definition to my legs and arms, which I believed would have given them greater speed, strength, and coordination, back when they existed; one for my ‘hide,’ as it called itself, enhancing the durability of my skin; one that called itself my ‘claws,’ which strengthened any part of my body I might use as a weapon, such as my knuckles, feet, joints, or even my teeth and forehead—all parts of my body I had likely lost for good. Finally, the last crack chose to define itself by running from my chest to my mosaic’s mouth and calling itself my ‘breath.’ 
 
    I had six undefined wisps, and each wrought a science out of the fiery devastation within my Soulscape. One looked at what little life there still was here and chose biology, the study of life, for itself. Two more looked at the earth breaking below and the starry sky blazing above us, and sought out geology and astronomy, respectively. The next two pondered over all the fire happening within my body, and sought out chemistry and the narrower focus of thermodynamics. Finally, for reasons unknown to everyone but the faded part of my brain, the final wisp focused onto kinesiology, despite the fact that I was little more than a collection of Source energy now. Then again, even if I were not dying, I had no idea how I’d continue to develop magic from all these different sciences. 
 
    Lastly, my six undefined drops projected their own confidence and specified into arts and elements. The first three completed both Western and Eastern concepts of the natural elements by selecting water, wood, and metal, acting on whatever impulses I had before my soul had broken. The next two rounded out my apparent fascination with nature by focusing on the nature of lightning and frost. But the final one reached for an art I wholly appreciated, even though I’d never have another opportunity to use it. 
 
    My last art was the art of war. 
 
    There I had it. All thirty substages had been defined. I would die on the cusp of Advancing to the second stage, or perhaps become a half-formed ghost, in a pale imitation of Grandmother Mara’s own part-soul. 
 
    The lava below is cooling, the sense-crack in my mosaic pointed out. 
 
    There are no more fiery stars that can fall our way, my wisps regarding the sciences of earth and space revealed. 
 
    “There,” the motherly spirit said in satisfaction. “Now, child, I can show you the other side of pain.” 
 
    My qi drops went to work, each making a microscopic subdroplet and splashing it out through the green shield and into the ground below. My wisps began to circulate, spreading their natural laws into the atmosphere. 
 
    And the human mosaic raised both its arms and pointed outward, and suddenly the cracks in its body radiated past it. 
 
    I blinked, and realized I had actual eyes again, and eyelids to cover them with. Then I realized my heartbeat had quickened, and I inhaled deeply to realize I had organs and a torso again. Then I realized I could breathe, which meant I had the rest of my face as well, along with a neck, and the knowledge made my limbs tingle. 
 
    I couldn’t bear the suspense anymore, and looked down. 
 
    My body was back. 
 
    All of it, including the transformation I had received from Lunei. Somehow, it looked more perfect, more toned, and felt both denser and lighter. 
 
    “This...” I started to say, before I became too overwhelmed to speak. 
 
    “Is only the beginning, grandson,” Grandmother Mara finished for me. “You have suffered a veritable mountain of pain, loss, and betrayal in your life. And you will no doubt suffer more. But an eternity’s worth of opportunity still remains for you. Yes, you have lost an entire world’s worth of friends and family, but the rest of the universe is still open to you. Yes, I see that you have been denied over a decade’s worth of wealth and care, but I know of hidden treasure on over a dozen different worlds, and the Holy Vessel-Saint no doubt knows of many more. Yes, you have likely encountered over a hundred unworthy princes and kings, but that just means there’s an inheritance for you to claim for yourself, that somewhere a crown of your own is waiting for you, one that you will need to wear wisely. The horrors in the night sky are many, young rider, especially now, but they cannot cut off every single opportunity to bring you joy. And speaking of joy,” she added as she looked toward the two eggs at my feet, now beginning to wiggle in place. “It’s time to meet your new brother and sister.” 
 
    I stepped backwards, so that I could see them both without turning my head. All around me, outside the green shield, the three Source energies streamed out, no longer competing, but working in harmony. The planet below us stilled further, and began to spin. Our floating patch of land slowly sank downward, toward the cool, dark, earth below. As I did so, the eggs continued to wiggle and rock. 
 
    “Nestor’s going to be so happy,” I said without thinking, and Grandmother Mara chuckled again. I began to hear a rapid tapping sound from the white egg, and a rougher, pounding sound from the dark egg. Cracks formed along both of them. They opened at roughly the same time, the white a little sooner, as a tiny claw poked its way through the top of the egg, while the black egg broke open a second later from the side, as an entire limb finally slammed its way through the side. The white claw continued widening the opening, careful and curious, as if something was trying to get the best view it could before moving on to the next stage. But the little creature in the black egg had already torn its way free, just as the white egg finally tilted and fell over. 
 
    A tiny, black, winged lizard the size of my hand tumbled out of the breaking shells, rolling several inches in the grass before letting out the littlest roar I had ever heard. It gave everything around it an angry, bleary-eyed gaze, until Grandmother Mara chuckled over the thing. 
 
    “Oh hush, you silly boy,” the grinning dragon told her brand-new grandson. “Go help your sister get out, or she’ll spend forever studying her own egg shards.” 
 
    The little black dragon reared his head to chirp in defiance, but then he turned and crawled awkwardly over to the white egg, the one being methodically broken apart from the inside. He shoved his head against it, knocking the egg over and sending his little white twin tumbling out of the hole she had dug from the top. She squawked in sleepy indignation, then crawled about awkwardly, her bleary eyes and sniffling nose hunting about the ground. She greedily began collecting as many egg fragments as her tiny paw could carry, while her brother roar-squeaked impatiently at her, lashing his dark tail behind him. 
 
    “Both of you, look up and greet your older brother,” Grandmother Mara chided, and two tiny creatures turned their heads upward in surprised annoyance. “Jasper, this is your adopted brother, and adopted sister. Their mother named her son Topa, and her daughter Dimali. Say hello, grandchildren. 
 
    Topa, the onyx-colored dragon, immediately turned toward me and began squawking, in what I thought was either a greeting, a challenge, or both. Dimali, the snow-white dragon, gave me a single, disinterested chirp, before shuffling through the ground for more egg shards. 
 
    I laughed at the sight, the joy from recovering my body multiplied by the sight of the two tiny, adorable creatures. 
 
    “Hello Topa,” I said, kneeling down. “Hello Dimali. It’s nice to meet you both. My name is Jasper Cloud.” I extended a finger a few inches away from Topa’s face. He sniffed it, licked it once with a tiny, cat-like tongue, then let out another tiny squawk, this one attempting to sound formal and dignified. “Dimali,” I continued, moving my finger through the grass to a larger egg shard, “here’s one you’ve missed.” 
 
    The white little dragon perked her head up at my finger, then zoomed over to where I was pointing. She pounced clumsily at the fragment, missing on the first leap, then trying again, squeaking in delight when her claws finally made contact. Then she looked up at my finger and nuzzled it, chirping and purring as if it had become her favorite thing in the world. 
 
    “I was right,” I said, chuckling again. “Nestor really is going to love you guys.” 
 
    “When they are ready to exit this place, they will get to meet him,” Grandmother Mara promised. “And through your bond with the little mouse, all four of you will share gains as you grow. My daughter’s children are already linked with you, through the nature of being born inside part of your soul. For now, I will need to care for them, but it is safe for you to return to the outside world. I suspect you may be needed there.” 
 
    I just then realized that I had pulled my entire body into my Soulscape, and reformed it while within this place. As soon as I asked how such a thing could have been possible, I found myself back in the outside world. 
 
    I looked about at the now-empty treasure chamber, wondering just how much I had stored within myself, and how I would ever get any of the items back out of my personal world. Then I heard sounds of combat from beyond, and rushed toward the Sourcepalace’s massive foyer. 
 
    I emerged to find violence and fire scattered about the room. Almost a dozen of the sparkling crystals now lay on the floor, and numerous braziers and chandeliers now burned where they lay on the ground, throwing light and incense haphazardly about. I saw a small shape with a brush-tipped tail blur about, trying to fix the damage wherever it could, smothering the flames and snatching up the crystals from the floor. Nova flew about the room on her glorious Soulscape wings, dodging blasts of fire and lightning as she returned fire from her war-baton, sweating in concentration as she battled foes I still could not see through the haze of smoke and incense. 
 
    No, I realized as I paid just a little more attention, I can make out exactly who our enemies are. 
 
    Two robed middle-aged men radiating qi at the heart-core stage, the fourth stage of qi Advancement, carefully tried to circle her, armed with long staves that crackled and burned with heat. They were sweating with exertion as well, though part of their strain seemed to come from protecting the third, familiar figure hanging back some distance behind them, one with an angry, disdainful expression to his face as he glared at his two protectors. 
 
    “Have I not already told you imbeciles to be more careful?” Koram’s voice called out as he complained to the men guarding his life. “You’re damaging my family’s property!” 
 
    “This place is not your property!” Nova called out angrily. “And neither am I!” 
 
    “Beautiful young maid,” Koram began in what he thought was a reasonable tone. “Please reconsider. I can guarantee you would have high status if you were to attach yourself to me, and I could even allow you to visit this place with me in the future. Once your owner learns that he has a representative of the Glorious Star Charter as a guest, I guarantee you he will grant this place and everything inside it to me out of gratitude. Submit now, and I will advise him to be lenient with your punishment.” 
 
    As a reply, Nova screamed in frustration and justifiable rage before working a spell in her free hand, while still blasting at Koram’s protectors with her war-baton. A bright, yellow fireball hurtled toward the obnoxious young idiot, who shrieked in alarm as he fell backwards. He was saved at the last minute, as one of his guards managed to tear away from Nova’s blast just in time to deflect the fireball with a qi-infused strike from his glowing staff. 
 
    “Young master,” the older man panted, “please do not antagonize the woman any further. She is powerful, and we cannot protect you, restrain her, and prevent further damage to our surroundings all at the same time.” 
 
    “Then you both will be beaten and cast out of my clan when we return,” Koram snapped in a frightened, angry tone as he regained his feet. “You outnumber her, and are both a full stage ahead of her. If I wasn’t literally incapable of striking my own servants, I would cripple the both of you here and now. Now hurry up and restrain her—” he yelped and leaped backward again, as the furry blur darted past him to catch another falling crystal before it could hit the ground—“and someone kill that damned rat already! I swear, every world I visit now has disgusting and annoying vermin in it!” 
 
    Nestor let out an angry squeak as he dashed over to smother another fire. I walked forward, trying to figure out how to help. My body felt lighter, denser, and stronger, and every crack, wisp, and drop inside me had just doubled in size, containing far more power than they had before. But I still couldn’t access my Source energy, except for what had permanently enhanced my natural functions. All spells, charms, and techniques were still beyond me for now, and that fact terrified me. 
 
    Patience, young grandchild, Grandmother Mara said to me from inside, reading my fear. Give it a few minutes. Not every recovery is immediate. 
 
    “You!” Koram pointed as he noticed me. “Manservant! Inform your master’s maid that Koram of the Glorious Star Charter, and of the Exalted Pillar Family, has come here as a guest! If she does not stand down and submit to me now, your master will no doubt punish you both!” 
 
    “Koram,” I sighed, “what are you doing here? How did you even find this place? And for the sake of every unseen heaven, explain why you expect everyone to know or care about your family and charter?” 
 
    His face flinched from me as if I had slapped him, and I longed to make the comparison literal. 
 
    “You foolish ingrate,” he sneered, “the Charter my family has helped found now controls nearly a third of the stars within the night sky. As the youngest son of my family and one of the most exalted of rising talents within my charter, I have a name whispered in jealous awe by hundreds of justifiably jealous young men and thousands of admiring, almost-worthy women. It is to your master’s greatest fortune that I have arrived upon this barren world on a private expedition, and once he learns of the incredible venture I have designed, he will no doubt fall over himself in his hurry to invest in my business—” 
 
    “What business opportunity could you have possibly hoped to find here?” I asked. “This is a barren rock with literally no resources worth exploiting, and you couldn’t have known about the existence of our Sourcepalace or our master would have already given us orders on expecting guests. Why did you bother spending so many resources to come here?” 
 
    “It is not your place to question another’s plans, servant,” the young idiot snapped defensively. “But just so you may have the honor of knowing, I intend to make a statement showing that normal rocks stamped with my family’s seal are more valuable than the supposedly precious metals marketed by lesser houses! It is a genius method of displaying my family’s superiority, and one your master will no doubt have the sense to agree with!” 
 
    “Selling plain rocks...” I sighed, as I held my head, “and your family sent you all the way out here to try out the idea, probably just to get rid of you... Koram, next to trying to murder my bonded companion, this is the most disgusting thing I’ve seen you do yet, and I deeply resent that I’ve run into you a second time.” 
 
    “He tried to murder Nestor?” Nova screamed as she dodged another lightning bolt from the young master’s bodyguards. “I’ll kill him! Everyone get out of my way so I can tear him limb from limb! Jasper, stop talking to him and go get me a table saw!” 
 
    The dark-haired idiot flinched away from my friend’s outburst of wrath. 
 
    “Good heavens,” he said in horror. “I know she is pretty, but your master really should focus on utility over ornamentation... wait,” he said as his eyes widened. “Did you just say we have met before?” 
 
    “I have in fact, used your name twice already, while demonstrating that I have no knowledge of your personal background,” I replied, struggling to keep the exasperation out of my voice. A small part of me felt guilty for revealing my identity at all to the odious creature, but dealing with him at all just took too much patience. “Despite the fact that my appearance has changed and that I have sworn a Sourcevow of secrecy forbidding me from sharing the exact details of our encounter with anyone but my master and my senior disciples, which my friend over here fortunately qualifies as, you should have more than enough clues by now to determine who I am. Unless you have made a habit of randomly attacking bonded Sourcebeasts.” 
 
    Koram continued to stare at me as he puzzled over my words, until he widened his eyes once more. 
 
    “You?” he gasped. “You’re him! My attacker from the Sparkling Sky World!” 
 
    “You attacked me,” I corrected sadly. “I did not so much as lay a hand on you. Please stop being delusional.” 
 
    “And now you’ve followed me here somehow,” Koram continued, in a depressing display of selective hearing, “to further ruin me. You’re going to follow me wherever I go, aren’t you?” 
 
    “On the contrary, my meeting you here is the most unexpected and unwanted of possible scenarios,” I replied calmly, “and I deeply resent whatever fate or higher power sought fit to make it happen.” 
 
    “More lies,” Koram said heatedly, stepping forward. “You nearly ruined me back on the Sparkling Sky world. You sabotaged my reputation, nearly took away my opportunity for refinement. You even soured the Shining Maiden’s opinion of me! Just like you no doubt did with the maiden here!” he shouted, pointing at Nova as she shot a blazing beam of fire at his bodyguards. My friend spared him just enough attention to snort in utter contempt, then returned to her own duel. “You’ve cost me two concubines already. And not even my own maids will respect me, now that you convinced the Shining Maiden to extort an unjust Sourcevow from me! I can’t discipline a single servant unless I borrow them from my brothers, whom you’re no doubt working for! Speak, puppet! Tell me which of my older brothers hired you to make sure I forever stay within their shadow! Tell me, before I personally tear you apart piece by piece!” 
 
    He made his body flare with qi, announcing that in the short time I had met him, he had already Advanced through the qi condensation stage and reached the last stage of the qi pool stage, putting himself an entire ten substages ahead of me. And I still could not currently activate any of my special abilities. 
 
    “Surprised?” the arrogant young man scoffed, noting my observation of his power. “I’ll let you in on a little secret, so that you can tell just how badly you failed to sabotage my own hard work. Thanks to what I was willing to endure back where we met, this body is as strong a natal essence practitioner, at the tenth substage. And my right arm,” he said with particular pride, displaying the aforementioned limb like it was part of an exhibit at a museum, “is on the same level as a practitioner from the wailing stage. I’m going to beat your master’s name out of your mouth, and then throw your corpse at his feet as proof of his failure to stop my destiny!” 
 
    He stepped forward. Vessa and Grandmother Mara spoke to me at the same time. 
 
    Jasper, Vessa wrote out, Nova just told me about the cretin you’re both dealing with down there. Teleport back here if you can, but if you’re better now and think you can handle him, I don’t want him to get so much as a loose tile from that place. Not someone like him. 
 
    Grandson? Grandmother Mara said at the same time. Why haven’t you beaten this idiot into the ground yet? Stop worrying about the difference in stages between you two. You’re more than a match for him even without your special abilities. 
 
    That would have to be good enough. 
 
    I’ll handle this, Vessa, I wrote back to the ship-woman, just as the arrogant young master cleared the distance between the two of us in a single leap. 
 
    “Jasper!” Nova shouted in alarm, as one of Koram’s bodyguards suddenly charged her with a leap of his own. 
 
    “You’re through hiding behind women, you cowardly weakling,” Koram snarled as he swung his fist at my face. But the blow was predictable, and I leaned out of the way just in time, stepping backwards to get a better footing. 
 
    “Jasper, hang in there!” Nova shouted as she locked weapons with the bodyguard. “Teleport away if you have to!” 
 
    Koram swung at me again, and this time I rolled under him, reaching into my Soulscape. 
 
    I was not happy about having to fight under these circumstances. At the very least, I would have liked to have donned the armor I had just taken from Grandmother Mara’s nest. As things were now, though, my Soulscape’s opening had shrunk drastically, and it took too much power and concentration for me to risk summoning more than one item this early in the fight. 
 
    So I summoned the sword belt on the suit of gold and white armor, scabbard and all, and swung it at my enemy. Koram leaped back in surprise, shouting something about cheating by drawing Sourceweapons. I had no idea what he was talking about, but he had finally given me enough space to use the weapon properly. 
 
    “Nova!” I shouted, turning and throwing the weapon toward her as she vaulted away from her enemies. “Catch!” 
 
    I had timed the throw well, and she caught the weapon straight out of the air, pulling it free from its sheath immediately. Once free of its scabbard, the white, straight blade burst into red flames, adding a red tint to her own white light. 
 
    “You give the best presents!” she shouted in angry joy. “Now stop worrying about me, and beat that idiot into the ground!” 
 
    By then Koram had regained his courage and attacked me with another predictable strike, this one a knife-hand aimed at my throat. I stepped to the side, trying to understand why his movements were so sluggish, given the vast gulf in Advancement between the two of us, and the fact that most of my own power was still locked away. 
 
    “You essence practitioners are all the same,” he spat, sweeping at my feet with a kick I didn’t allow to connect. “Always so confident in your bodies. Always thinking no one else can compete with you through skill and strength alone. Well,” he said as he stood back for a moment, coating his body in earth qi, much like I had done in the past. He held out his arm as his Soulscape emerged, a black gauntlet that extended all the way up his elbow, giving off a black light. “Let me show you the power wielded by a scion of the Exalted Pillar!” 
 
    He swung his fist forward, activating another technique that coated his gauntlet with fire. 
 
    And out of sheer instinct, I raised my own arm and stopped his attack with my bare hand, closing over his fist and halting his momentum completely, reflexively bracing for a pain that never came. 
 
    My bare-handed parry had completely negated his attack. 
 
    “What?” the arrogant fool asked, eyes widening in disbelief. “Impossi—” 
 
    I interrupted his sentence with a strike of my own. 
 
    My fist slammed into his ribs in much the same way his boot had once struck my own torso, blowing apart his earth qi and audibly cracking bones. The punch knocked my enemy off his feet and sent him hurtling through the air, bouncing off the floor several times before he finally rolled to a stop. He coughed as he struggled to get up from the ground, blood drooling out of his mouth. 
 
    “How?” he sputtered, in complete disbelief. “How... could...you...” 
 
    I decided to save him the effort of finishing his sentence, and answered him. 
 
    “In the first place, my entire body has received the same treatment your vaunted right arm had, back in the qi pool near where we first met,” I explained. “So your body never had any real advantage over mine, despite our difference in Advancement. In the second place, it would seem that I’ve sacrificed even more than you have in my efforts to strengthen myself, making me much stronger than my current stage would indicate.” 
 
    “This isn’t over yet!” he spat. “You can’t win with your unfair and forbidden techniques!” 
 
    Before I could point out that I hadn’t bothered to use any techniques, he raised his ring-adorned left hand and summoned a green pill from it. He quickly popped it into his mouth, glowing as soon as his teeth crunched into it, his wounds healing right before my eyes. Then, with a smirk, he summoned another object from his ring, a gauntlet that wrapped around his left hand. 
 
    “Now, your advantage is gone,” he said smugly, rising back to his feet. 
 
    Just then, Nestor chose to blur in front of the both of us, staring at Koram with raised hackles and defiant eyes. 
 
    All-done, he sent to me, and I looked to see that the last of the fires had been put out. My-turn! 
 
    I nodded in acceptance. The little mouse certainly had his own reasons for thrashing the arrogant idiot. 
 
    “This?” he scoffed in disbelief. “This vermin is actually your trump card?” 
 
    In response, Nestor lifted his head and began to screech, letting out a cry just as powerful as Nova’s had been when she had Advanced to the wailing stage of essence. As the air tore out of his throat, he grew until he was double his former maximum size, making him larger than most rats. Lightning crackled around his body, coloring his fur yellow. Then he finished his cry, and glared a challenge at the enemy before him. 
 
    “So what if you’ve Advanced to the wailing stage,” Koram told the lifemouse in disdain. “That doesn’t change—” 
 
    Nestor interrupted him by leaping forward in a blur of electricity. He grabbed Koram’s face before the young noble could even finish speaking, then yanked backwards. 
 
    His pull lifted Koram entirely off the ground, spinning him through the air twice before slamming the arrogant master into the ground as Nestor leaped clear. Then the little mouse leaped atop Koram’s scalp, lifted him up by the hair, and slammed him back into the ground several times. Grandmother Mara’s Source-enhanced marble floor weathered the impacts without damage, but Koram’s body cracked even more loudly than it had from my own attack. Finally, my bonded friend hurled him clear with a final throw and sent his enemy slamming against a distant wall. 
 
    Your-turn, the little mouse said to me, all-done. 
 
    I walked forward to finish off our enemy, looking to the left just in time to see Nova sever her final enemy’s staff and knock him to the floor in an unconscious heap. 
 
    “Useless guards,” Koram wept as his broken body spasmed. “You’re both fired. Don’t ever set foot within my clan again.” 
 
    “That is probably the greatest favor you have ever done them,” I said as I walked toward my enemy, cracking my knuckles as I prepared to crush his skull. 
 
    “You think you can kill me?” he said defiantly, though his tears still made him look pitiful. “You’ll see. You’ve made yourself an enemy of my family. My brothers are going to kill you.” 
 
    “Not if they never find out,” I said as I leaped forward, punching at his face. 
 
    But the next moment, the ring around his hand flashed, and he vanished. My fist impacted painfully against the wall instead. 
 
    I swore in frustration. I thought I had been fast enough to stop any last-resort trick he might have possessed, but he had activated his escape item in less than a second. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Nova said as she walked toward me, still gripping both her blazing weapons. “Vessa says pampered idiots like him have all kinds of life-saving devices. And even when they don’t, they often have artifacts that activate upon their deaths to help their families learn who killed them.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” I said as I sighed anyway. “But didn’t he have several dozen people with him?” 
 
    “He did,” a voice said from the hole dug into the foyer wall. An older man wearing robes similar to Lunei’s stepped through the opening. “He did not, however, say that he had intended to invade a Sourcepalace on his own and offend its owner with an unprovoked attack. I do not condone his actions, and suspect that this whole venture has already been a huge mistake my people will regret agreeing to. I am Master Talim of the Sparkling Sky Sect, and judging by your reaction I suspect you are familiar with us. May I please apologize for this incident, and speak with the master of your Sourcepalace?” 
 
    His power seemed beyond even Koram’s bodyguards, but at the next moment, I felt Grandmother Mara tug on my Soulscape. Since I was no longer in combat, I was able to open it with ease. 
 
    “You wish to speak with me, young one?” Grandmother Mara’s voice came out of my chest, and Master Talim’s eyes widened in surprise. “It seems you’ve disturbed my home while I was away. Why don’t we see what reparations can be made, and what business we can conduct?” 
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    In the end, Master Talim struck an agreement with Grandmother Mara, offering the artifacts used by Koram to arrive at this world for reparations, and for the chance to build a relationship with a being that owned a private and powerful Sourcepalace. That meant that we likely would not be able to use this palace so freely in the future, and also likely that we would part with a number of its treasures, but we had also gained a trading partner and potential ally, one strong enough to shield us slightly from Koram’s backers, should we encounter him again. 
 
    It also gave me another opportunity to see Lunei again, something I was privately grateful for. 
 
    With her new weapon, Nova had been able to beat Koram’s guards so handily that she had been able to knock out both instead of killing them. Since they were two now-unemployed practitioners at the fourth stage of Advancement, the Sparkling Sky Sect had chosen to tend their wounds and take them in, offering possible jobs as guards. 
 
    As a final act of goodwill, Grandmother Mara had offered them treasure from the armory, a handful of weapons and armor that Nova and I could part with easily, as well as a few personal gifts I had picked out for Lunei, as an act of gratitude for her earlier kindness to me. Master Talim had complimented me on my choices for her: an elegant, but practical white gown, a crescent moon hairpin, and a storage ring containing a variety of Sourceweapons such as a chakram, straight-bladed sword, and battle fan. I accepted his compliments as gracefully as I could, but refrained from revealing that it was Vessa who had helped me choose each gift. 
 
    In the end, the master and his retinue departed through a portal he created using his own power, beginning the long trek back to the Sparkling Sky world, and we finally had the place to ourselves. 
 
    “We did it,” Nova said, looking at me with wet eyes. “We saved you... and you’re even stronger than you were before.” 
 
    “I told you my goal, Nova,” I replied quietly. “However I can, I’m going to make sure you and Vessa are able to rely on me. In fact...” 
 
    I stepped away from her, as my loose Source energy finally came back under my control. I inhaled deeply, then let out a wailing cry as my tin mana changed into a coppery color, my mosaic shuddered with sound and began to crack further, and my qi drops began to condense into a small pool. My body shuddered with power as I Advanced to the second stage in all three Sources. 
 
    As it did so, my Soulscape spun, and the three dragons safely inside of it let out triumphant roars, basking in the power washing through them. That same power washed out of my little planet, splashing over the ship still orbiting around it and the exploding star that hung back in the distance. Nova’s eyes widened as her own body began to shake, her eyes turning bronze for a moment, then silver in the very next. 
 
    My three Advancements had somehow triggered one of her own. 
 
    I will not just keep up with you, I swore to myself as the two of us locked eyes, both shaking with power. I will help you charge forward, support your shoulder as we run down whatever path the night sky takes us. 
 
    End of Book 2. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Advancement Stages and Substages: 
 
    Essence: The Source that focuses on stability, weathering adversity, and interacting with the natural world. Essence practitioners have powerful bodies and souls, as well as the ability to bond with Sourcebeasts, but have less access to short-term supernatural power than a practitioner from any other Source. Currently revealed Advancement stages are: 1) natal, 2) wailing, 3) striving, 4) thriving, 5) flush, 6) matured, and 7) blooded. Jasper has just reached the wailing stage. His first ten substage specializations are: essence, mind, heart, bones, flesh, limbs, hide, talons, senses, and breath. 
 
      
 
    Mana: The Source that focuses on study, experimentation, and growth through mastery of practice. Mana practitioners have active, alert minds, impressive skills, and the greatest ability to summon up short-term power, but receive the least amount of long-term benefits, compared to practitioners of other Source energies. Currently revealed Advancement stages are: 1) tin, 2) copper, 3) bronze, 4) silver, 5) gold, and 6) platinum. Jasper has just reached the copper stage. His first ten substage specializations are: mana, mathematics, physics, engineering, biology, geology, astronomy, thermodynamics, chemistry, and kinesiology. 
 
      
 
    Qi: The Source that focuses on balance, refinement, and ideal arrangement and patterns. Qi practitioners occupy a middle ground between mana and essence practitioners, in terms of both long-term benefits and short-term magical powers. Currently revealed Advancement stages are: 1) condensation, 2) pool, 3) channeling, and 4) heart-core. Jasper has just reached the pool stage. His first ten substage specializations are: qi, earth, fire, water, air, wood, metal, frost, lightning, and war. 
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 AFTERWORD 
 
    Hello everyone! I hope you enjoyed my book and I really appreciate you reading up to this point. I would love for you to leave feedback on a review on Amazon, especially if you liked it. Reviews are the lifeblood of indie authors like me, helping our books get the exposure readers need to find them. If they can’t find our books, they can’t buy them, and then we authors starve and die, instead of continuing to write. Is my writing still good enough that I should keep going? Please leave a review and let me know what you think! 
 
      
 
    You can also join my facebook page for more information on dates for my work and also meet other people who read my stories. It will be my primary method of communication, so that no one gets lots of email spam. Barring that, you can also follow me on Amazon by clicking the button here. I can also be contacted at the email address nathan.thompson.writer.email@gmail.com, where you can get information on my other works, such as the Challenger’s Call Series: https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07KJSRVMS/ 
 
      
 
    Thanks to all the people that helped me polish my book: Dantas Neto, Sean Bradley, Brock Daniel, Denny Johnson. I greatly appreciate both your feedback and time spent reading my drafts. Special thanks also to my editors, Celestian Rince and Stephanie King, who have both worked figurative and probably literal magic on this story. Finally, thank you Antti Hakosaari for your phenomenal cover art, and May Dawney Designs for your excellent typography. 
 
      
 
    If you’re looking to discover other Indie authors, Indie Fantasy Addicts is an excellent place to find fantasy books of all stripes—LITRPG, Dark Fantasy, Epic Fantasy, you name it. Authors and fans both visit that group regularly, and host all kinds of events—including giveaways. Check it out!  
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/indiefantasyaddicts/ 
 
    If you’re looking for a place to discover more cultivation novels, the Cultivation Novels facebook group is an excellent place to find more recommendations: https://www.facebook.com/groups/cultivationnovels/ 
 
    Another great group features cultivation novels as well, but with a more western bent (like my Soulship series): https://www.facebook.com/groups/WesternWuxia/ 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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