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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    We came down from our respective rushes of power simultaneously, maintaining eye contact the whole time. Nova's eyes changed from silver back to their normal sky-blue, a sign that she had fully Advanced to the silver stage of mana. Beyond that, I couldn't focus on her at all. My brain was too full of all the changes my own body had just made. My mind, muscles, and heart all felt like they had just compressed, stretched, and doubled in mass. I felt taller, stronger, sharper, all at once, and it was almost too much. 
 
    But unlike the Advance I had experienced when I had last faced the menacing shadows, I could handle it. Slowly, but surely, I adjusted to the increase in power. I stopped blinking long enough to realize that Nova was breathing almost as heavily as I was, and the knowledge made me grin. 
 
    "Jasper," my blonde, beautiful friend asked me, "are you okay? You're not hurt, are you?'" 
 
    "No," I answered, scanning myself for damage, "not that I am aware of." 
 
    "Then stop," Nova panted, "grinning. You look like one of those annoying people that enjoy exercise." 
 
    "Apologies," I said, smiling as wide as possible. "Is this better?" 
 
    "No!" she snapped. "I just finished worrying about you! Don't ruin it by annoying me on purpose!" Then she closed her eyes, inhaled again, and calmed down. "I'm sorry. I'm glad you're okay. It was terrifying seeing you deteriorate like that before, and a huge relief to see that you've actually grown instead. I shouldn't be annoyed by the fact that you handled this transition even better than I did… and I should be grateful that I Advanced as well just now…"  
 
    "Wait," I suddenly asked, "are you alright? I didn't make you skip any substages or anything, did I?" 
 
    Vessa had explained to me that Advancing too rapidly was actually dangerous if a person didn't stabilize their gains. That had been part of the injury my soul had sustained in the recent standoff with the shadows. I had gained about fifteen substages total in a short span, and had burned a part of myself to perform such an act. Such a feat would have destroyed me, if not for Grandmother Mara. As I thought of her, I realized I should probably check on her as well. 
 
    "No," Nova said as she shook her head. "It took me by surprise, but other than that, it was the smoothest Advancement I've ever had. I don't understand how that could have been possible." 
 
    "In your defense, you've only had a total of two Advancements," I pointed out dryly. Nova had gained much of her power when Vessa had awakened her dormant abilities as a Beacon. Thanks to Vessa’s awakening, she had started on a higher level in all of her Sources than I had reached at that point, and I was just now barely catching up with her in essence and qi. 
 
    "Well, yes," my friend said in annoyance, "but based on the knowledge I inherited from Vessa, I know it still shouldn't be possible. My substages all stabilized perfectly. Probably better than I could have done myself, in fact. The fact that I Advanced just after you did is both convenient and suspicious," she said as she narrowed her eyes at me. "Do you know anything about that, Jasper?" 
 
    "Not yet," I answered, turning my attention to the world floating inside my soul. I looked for the three dragons still resting inside. I found Grandmother Mara's large, sapphire form spread in a wide circle and resting contentedly on the pile of treasure I had absorbed into my Soulscape from her palace. She surrounded her two grandchildren, the newly hatched Dimali and Topa. Dimali, the white dragon, was carefully stacking coins, watching them intently to make sure they were balanced, while Topa, the black dragon, was growling at a small statue he had somehow dragged out of the pile, dancing around it as if it was his enemy. He was wearing a small bronze cup on top of his head, as if it were a makeshift helmet, and every now and then, it would slip over his eyes, ruining his attempt at looking fierce. 
 
    We are fine, dear, Mara told me with a calm, happy voice. Everyone has gotten through your Advancement marvelously. Do you see how they are already playing? 
 
    Senior—I began. 
 
    Grandmother now, dear, she corrected me gently. If you're going to adopt us, you should go back to using proper names. 
 
    Right, I said, bracing myself to say the still-unfamiliar word. It had been much easier to say in the moment, back when I had teetered on the edge of nonexistence. But making a habit of the word, of the idea that I was no longer an orphan, was… difficult. Grandmother, everyone seems to have changed at the same time I did. Is that some freak coincidence? 
 
    Of course not, dear, the dragon-woman said with a chuckle. We are connected to your very soul, just as the vessel-saint is. She raised a claw to point at the small boat and exploding star just beyond the world's atmosphere. Your ancestors were successful in their craft. The sight makes me rejoice. 
 
    Craft? I asked her, realizing that Nova was still staring impatiently at me. "Yes, it's apparently my fault," I told her. "Or my great-great-grandparents’. Please hold on." 
 
    My friend did not seem remotely appeased by my response, or by my request for more patience. 
 
    Yes, dear, Grandmother Mara continued, still contently watching her newly hatched grandchildren. Soulcraft. An art the first Anchor Knights strove to perfect. Do not worry. I will help you rediscover it. I suspect you will be a natural at the art. 
 
    "Jasper?" Nova asked, reminding me that I was apparently supposed to come up with some kind of explanation for what had just happened. But I shook my head helplessly. 
 
    "My power has somehow been tied to yours, and the rest of Vessa," I finally answered. "I do not understand how. My new grandmother says she will teach me more in time." 
 
    "New grandmother?" Nova cocked her head, before suddenly understanding. "Oh! The dragon-woman adopted you. Good," she said, with a bright and sudden smile. "I'm happy for you, Jasper!" 
 
    I suddenly remembered Nestor, and looked frantically around for my bonded lifemouse. But even as the thought struck me, a bright-yellow blur suddenly darted up my arm and began dancing across my shoulders. 
 
    You-safe! the little mouse shouted excitedly. You-safe! You-safe! 
 
    I realized just then how worried my little friend had been for me. I reached up to try and scratch behind his ears, but he was moving too quickly for me to catch. He was still in his new battle form, with thick patches of sharp yellow fur spikes covering his head, tail-tip, and upper torso. 
 
    I am, I told my bonded friend. I am much better now. Thank you for your help. How are you, brother? 
 
    Nestor paused his run to look at me. As he did so, he returned to his old, fluffy form, looking far less fierce the next moment. 
 
    Feel-good, he answered, whiskers twitching as if he was carefully considering my question. Feel-smart…smarter? he said, considering the two-syllable word. Smarter! Feel-smarter! 
 
    The pronunciation made him happy, and he began dancing across my shoulders again. Nova giggled at the sight. Then she blinked, and looked serious. 
 
    "Jasper, something's happened to Vessa. We need to get back." 
 
    I was reaching for the mental link to the Soulship before she had even finished speaking. I faded from Grandmother Mara's fantastic Sourcepalace and reappeared onto Vessa's cold, dark ship, standing inside her sanctuary. I felt Nova appear behind me in the very next moment, but my attention was focused on the capsule holding the frail, beautiful ship-woman, and my feet began pulling me toward her. 
 
    I saw that she was already sitting up in her capsule, panting heavily. Her gray eyes were open wide, and her dark hair hung down her face. But other than the surprised expression on her face, she looked… healthy. There was another hint of definition in her arms, and a sense of sturdiness to her body. It was hard to tell in her white robes, but I still felt that she looked less breakable now, where before I had always worried about her badly hurting herself from something like a fall. 
 
    "I'm… okay, Jasper," she panted as I raced over to her side. She looked at me now, gray eyes taking in my body. "And you're okay now, too. That's a huge relief." 
 
    "I am," I answered as Nova walked next to me. "I'm better, in fact. But what happened to you, Vessa?" 
 
    "I'm better, too," she answered. "I got stronger all of a sudden. In fact," she said, slowly moving her legs, bending them and pulling them closer to her body as she gripped the sides of her capsule. 
 
    "What are you doing?" I asked worriedly. It looked suspiciously like the gray woman was trying to get up on her own power, and that had gone rather badly so far. But, once again, the ship-woman was determined to use her body again. 
 
    "Hang on, Jasper," Vessa said firmly, tensing her body as she prepared to stand. "I need to try and do this." 
 
    I nodded, understanding her desire to have a working body, and clamped down on all the protective instincts flaring up inside me. 
 
    "In that case," I replied, walking next to her capsule and holding my arm out. "I will wait right here, so that I can help or congratulate you." 
 
    The dark-haired woman looked at me for a moment with an expression I couldn't read, then frowned as she started to wobble. 
 
    "No distracting me!" she snapped, then winced at her own tone. "I mean, thank you. Just… wait right there. Please." 
 
    I remained quiet so that she could concentrate, and Vessa returned to the task of trying to rise on her own power. 
 
    "Okay," she said to herself, "okay so far…" 
 
    I had seen Vessa try to exit her capsule two times before. The first time, she had allowed me to help her, and had actually been successful, though she had been unable to walk afterward. The second time, she had tried to climb out on her own, while Nova and I were away on reclaiming another part of the ship. We had returned to find her fallen halfway out of her capsule. 
 
    But this time, she was neither asking for my help nor trying to hide her efforts to be independent. I told myself it was an adequate compromise, and did my best to wait patiently, instead of hovering overprotectively. 
 
    Vessa had managed to pull herself into a complete crouch, her weight resting entirely on her legs and arms. She gritted her teeth, closed her eyes, let go with her hands, and began to push herself to a standing position. She wobbled several times in the process, but in the end she stood tall with a victorious expression, standing completely on her own power. 
 
    "I did it," she said to herself, looking all around her. "I did it… I did it… I…" She suddenly looked at the distant floor beyond the edges of her capsule. "Didn't think this through." 
 
    She would either have to lower herself back down to the capsule's edge and climb down it, take a standing leap and aim for the floor, or break down and ask me to lift her up by the waist and lower her to the floor. 
 
    She didn't look confident about being able to do the first two, and something told me having to do the third now would shame her, even though it was the safest and wisest course of action. 
 
    I wondered if Nova might be able to help her instead; if perhaps another part of Vessa helped her main body, it would be easier for her to accept. But Nova stood far away from us, watching us carefully with her arms crossed. I had no why, but she was clearly refusing to intervene. 
 
    So I sighed, and did the only thing I could think of. I removed my shoes, and climbed into the capsule with her. 
 
    "What are you doing?" the ship-woman asked, narrowing her eyes in what I guessed was concerned annoyance. 
 
    "I have no idea," I admitted, taking a moment to find my footing. I realized that it was in fact, rather hard to stand up in Vessa's capsule, even with a healthy body. Vessa had accomplished more than I first realized. "I thought that this would be an alternative between offering you help you did not want and watching you fall after making it this far." 
 
    "Jasper," she said in a patient, neutral tone, with slowly reddening cheeks, "if I'm already having trouble taking your arm, I'm not going to suddenly become more comfortable by your climbing into my bed. That is a step in the opposite direction, and I want that fact to be very, very clear to you in the future." 
 
    "Right," I said with a wince, "but now that I'm here, I figured we could help each other down. Because I actually don't see a way to get down myself without help or using Source energy. How about I help you climb down first, and then you help me climb out?" 
 
    The gray-skinned woman tilted her head as she looked at me, then looked away sharply. Then, she slowly looked at me again, and sharply looked away once more. I had no idea what was going on, until she took a deep breath and spoke. 
 
    "Yes," she said shortly. "That works, Jas. Thank you." 
 
    "Okay," I said, carefully kneeling down and holding out my hands. It was an awkward experience, but Vessa was able to take my hand to kneel back down safely herself, then pull herself slowly and carefully out of her capsule. Unlike the first time I had helped her, the ship-woman managed the act without me exerting any force whatsoever. Other than using my limbs for handholds, Vessa left her bed entirely on her own power. She realized that fact in the end, silently pumping a fist in triumph as she reached the floor. Then she looked back up at me, and frowned. 
 
    "Right," she said, "we have to get you down now…" Her eyes drifted upwards to my face, and she frowned. "Why did you have to get so big?" 
 
    "Apologies," I said with a wry grin, "I neglected to watch what I ate." 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me, then held out her own hands. "Alright, let's see if I'm strong enough to do this, too. Just… don't put all your weight at once…" 
 
    This was, perhaps, the least intelligent facet of my plan. If Vessa had so much trouble leaving her capsule on her own, it stood to reason that she should be unlikely to help me down. 
 
    But she managed it. She was careful, and limited herself to just giving me careful pushes and pulls, which was exactly enough to help me maintain my balance and climb out of the capsule. She let out a triumphant hiss when I reached the floor, clearly pleased to be the one helping this time. 
 
    "I feel so much stronger now," she said, still standing on her own power, holding out her arms. "I haven't felt this well in ages." 
 
    Her smile broadened even more as she took a slow step backwards without swaying. "Yes!" the gray woman suddenly shouted. "I can walk!" She took another, less careful step back. "I can walk!" She held her arms even wider and began to spin slowly in place, as if she was in some picturesque field of flowers. "I can—" 
 
    She slipped on her next step, and caught the side of a terminal with a trembling arm, just in time to prevent another fall. 
 
    "…still fall flat on my face, if I'm not careful," she gasped, suddenly looking both tired and surprised. "Let's go back to taking it slow. Nova, could you give me a hand?" 
 
    My blonde friend smiled and walked forward, as if she had been waiting for this exact moment. "Sure thing, Vessa. Glad to help." 
 
    The Beacon's smile widened as she looked at me for a moment, then lifted Vessa’s arm over her shoulder as she looped her arm around the thin gray woman’s waist to help her walk to the water console. When they reached for one of the water pouches we had left there, I felt a nudge in my spirit from Grandmother Mara, and cleared my throat to get the Soulship and her Beacon's attention. 
 
    "Forgive me, ladies," I said carefully, still not certain whether I should treat the multi-bodied being as two women or just one, "but Grandmother Mara has reminded me that we have actual drinking vessels now." 
 
    You should technically say stemware, dear, since you'll be using goblets, the dragon-woman inside my soul said as she pointed at several golden cups at the edge of the pile of treasure. These will be suitable for drinking, and should provide you minor benefits when you drink liquids out of them. 
 
    I accepted her advice and summoned the large goblets out of my Soulscape, pleased that I could now transfer larger objects from my spiritual world. Then, as I passed one goblet to both Vessa and Nova, I examined them in detail, and realized just how opulent our new drinkware really was. 
 
    "Wow," Nova said as she examined the garnets set along the side of the cup. "Thank you, Jasper… but does this almost feel as inappropriate to use as the pouches we were using earlier?" 
 
    "Nope," Vessa said firmly as she stuck her jeweled goblet under the water dispenser. "It's been bare in here for centuries. Any kind of upgrade is long overdue." Then she brought the cup to her lips, drinking with a pleasured sigh. "Mmm… this reminds me of so many favorite vintages right now…" 
 
    Grandmother Mara, I said as I gave the gray woman a worried glance. Is a faint taste of certain alcoholic beverages supposed to be one of the benefits you mentioned earlier concerning these goblets? 
 
    Of course, dear, she said in a perplexed tone. It would be rather uncivilized of me to neglect owning such a thing, wouldn't it? Especially regarding guests of my Sourcepalace, ones that were likely to bond with my grandchildren. 
 
    Both of the smaller creatures looked up to chirp in oblivious agreement, and I lapsed into concerned silence as the two women drank their supposedly safe beverages in front of me. 
 
    "Speaking of upgrades," I finally said after an extremely careful sip of my own, "can we discuss the changes we all went through, as well as our next goals?" 
 
    "Yes," Vessa nodded, "in one more moment." She took another sip from her goblet, and sighed with possessive pleasure. "Gosh, I've missed that taste. You're not getting this back, Jas. I mean, thank you," she corrected quickly. "But yes. You all have grown in strength. Especially Jas and Nestor," she said with a smile, and my lifemouse companion let out a happy squeak. "I was very, very pleased with how you both handled your second encounter with that affluenza-addled idiot." 
 
    Nestor squeaked again, this time with pride. 
 
    Big-jerk. Showed-him. 
 
    "That you did," Vessa agreed. "And Jasper," the gray woman began, taking a deep breath, "I owe you an apology. I have continuously underestimated you, ever since you've gotten here. But each time, you've surpassed my expectations, from saving me from the first eaterling, to driving off my mysterious attackers, to reaching a level of power I had not thought possible, at least in this short amount of time. You have consistently proven that you can keep up with Nova, and may even be her equal now in some areas. It's been terrifying to discover just how much danger you've had to go through on my behalf, and painful for me to admit just how badly I've needed your help. You are probably long tired of me saying this, but I will work on trusting you more. This time I will task you, along with Nova and Nestor, with recovering more of my ship-body. Because this is the perfect time to do so," she finished, looking off into the distance with a tilted head.  
 
    I started to ask what she was doing, but then I heard it as well. A cacophony of banging noises sounded out in the distance, along with roars and shrieks that echoed along the walls. It was muted, since the noise had to travel through walls, ceilings, floors, and reinforced blast doors, but the fact that we could hear it at all was a testament to its intensity. 
 
    "Can you hear the difference?" Vessa asked me, her gray eyes staring into me. 
 
    "No," I admitted, shaking my head. "What are you hearing?" 
 
    "A pitch they rarely make, and never all at once," Vessa said with quiet intensity, as the banging, shrieks, and roars continued to sound. "They're scared." 
 
    I remembered that this poor woman had been forced to hear such angry sounds for ages, all while confined to her bed and knowing that such creatures were trying to batter their way into her sanctuary. She had probably heard every pitch her hunters knew how to make. 
 
    "Specifically," she said with a small smile, "they're scared of me. I've gotten stronger, suddenly and noticeably, somehow. It's still less than a percent of the power I once wielded in my flesh-body alone, but the fact that it's happened at all should scare them. They've been feeling me slowly wither away all these ages through the ruined walls and corridors of a body no longer under my control. They don't know how it happened, and they don't know what it means or what they should do. So a large number of them are panicking." 
 
    "So they are unprepared now," I finished for her, "but they may soon become more vigilant once they calm down." 
 
    "Exactly." The gray-skinned woman nodded. "Which is why you and Nova must move quickly and reclaim more territory. Your work earlier helped me recover some overall power, but the rooms are just extra living space right now, which we can't put to use. But if you two could somehow retake a sensor room, or a drive room, or give me back another weapon system…" Vessa shook her head as her eyes shone with an eager light. "Then I could learn—and recall—more, act faster, maybe even turn the tables on the ones outside my ship-body still hunting me." 
 
    "Where are those places?" I asked the ship-woman. She closed her eyes as if she was concentrating on the response. 
 
    "Many places," she finally replied. "I had a number of redundant systems built into me. And with all the damage I've suffered, it's hard for me to remember exact details. But now that I've repaired this much, and thanks to the treasure shared with Elder Mara, I can remember more… I have a security station nearby," she said brightly, gray eyes shining. "It was designed specifically to repel boarders, just before they reached the last of my emergency systems… if you can recover that room, I can strengthen my wards. I can reactivate some of my surveillance systems inside the ship, even a few automated systems that could let my ship-body fight alongside you two. That would mean you two could go planet-side more often, and you wouldn't need to worry about me being totally helpless while you did so. And that doesn't even count the other rooms that would be partitioned next to it." She began growing animated, gesturing with her arms and almost spilling her drink as she spoke. "There should be a navigation section, that could help me remember the locations of more planets… I could use that to jump to stars farther out, even without one of my Beacons. There should be another drive room, emergency life support and weapons systems…probably a hydroponics chamber… maybe even a small engine room." 
 
    The far-off look left her eyes, but the fierce light remained, and she turned back to look at us. 
 
    "But even more importantly, I'll be able to tell. I'll remember exactly what's nearby, at least for a good distance out. And I'll have an even better idea of what creatures are moving about my ship. We could plan safer routes for new reclamation missions. We could isolate certain enemies, and destroy them safely. We might even discover non-hostile boarders, because every single creature that crawled aboard this place couldn't be out to get me. There might be a Sourcebeast that just came aboard to hibernate, or a team of salvage explorers that didn't know the situation here, and were just curious. Maybe," she paused, excited, hesitant, and fearful all at the same time, "maybe there's a member of my old crew out there, somewhere. They could be still alive. It's a long shot, but if they were careful enough and found enough life support and Source energy, or if they found a working stasis pod, they could be alive. Or they could all be dead," she finished with a sigh, and she seemed to clamp down on her hope as she spoke. "But at least I'd know for sure, within the general area. So, yes," she said firmly. "Reclaim that security station, and we can really start turning the tide in this place. This is a big deal, Jasper, and I'm trusting you and Nova with it. And you too, Nestor," Vessa added, smiling at my bonded companion, "and you as well, Senior Dragon," she added as she turned her gaze toward me again. "Thank you for the resources in your Sourcepalace, as well as for saving Jasper's life. I am deeply in your debt." 
 
    A voice scoffed audibly from within my soul. 
 
    "Debt?" Grandmother Mara said in an incredulous, echoing tone. "The Holy Vessel-Saint bestows upon me the opportunity to aid her in some small fashion, and deems it a debt? As if she and her kind have not saved every living being in the night sky a hundred times over? I protest, Holy One. Let me a die a few dozen times on your behalf, before you claim the scales of justice have tilted in my favor." 
 
    "Very well," Vessa continued in her formal tone. "Know that I am grateful all the same, for your saving of my pupil's life. I would speak to you more later, but for now, I have urgent need of my pupil. Please do whatever you can to ensure that he returns safely. Then we may have time to speak of other matters." 
 
    "I thank the Holy Vessel-Saint for the opportunity to render her service. Know that I will give my new grandson all the care and affection I have." 
 
    "Grandson?" Vessa blinked, before mastering her surprise. She smiled widely at me. "Very well. I am happy for you, Jas. It sounds like you are part of a wonderful new family now." 
 
    "Thank you," I said, choosing to smile in spite of my discomfort. I felt an inexplicable kernel of fear develop inside of me, reminding me of the time when Mother Anne had attempted to make me part of her family and failed. I did my best to shake it away. "But we should prepare to head out once more. Do we have time to change into the equipment my grandmother has gifted us with?" 
 
    "More things?" Vessa asked, blinking again. "Didn't she already dump an entire treasury into your soul?" 
 
    "There is that," I admitted, "but she has also given armor and gear specifically for myself and Nova, or rather, the two future riders of her other grandchildren." 
 
    "Other…" Vessa trailed off, then widened her eyes as she looked into my Soulscape. "Those are… Jas, those types of dragons have been gone for even longer than Nestor's race! You've turned your soulscape into a nursery for a previously extinct species!" 
 
    I shrugged helplessly, as Nestor's ears perked up. 
 
    More-friends? he asked my mind eagerly. The two young dragons seemed to have heard him somehow, as they looked up from their games and made tiny keening noises. The little lifemouse perked up at their cries. He began jumping up and down again, then racing around me in circles. Heard-them! Heard-them! 
 
    Yes, other grandson, Grandmother Mara said, somehow speaking to the little mouse through our bond. I wanted to show them to you earlier. This is your new brother and sister. 
 
    Brother? Nestor sent with an almost painfully high squeak. SISTER? Brother AND sister? New pack? 
 
    New pack, Grandmother Mara and I confirmed at once. 
 
    That was too much for the little mouse. He began running circles around me, squeaking so loudly I thought he was beginning to master speech. 
 
    New-pack! he shouted through my mind. New-pack! New-pack-new-pack— 
 
    He stopped talking when he somehow caught up with his tail and fell to the floor in a tumble. 
 
    Vessa and Nova giggled in tandem. From within my soul, I heard Dimali and Topa croon in confusion. 
 
    Focus, dear, my new grandmother admonished me. Hurry up and get everyone changed. You have nightmares to slay. 
 
    I nodded, and summoned our new suits of armor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    "I can't decide how I feel about this," Nova said as she lifted her hand, staring at the elaborate gold gauntlet covering it. It was just as ornate as it was when I had first seen it, with elaborate filigree and a large blue gem set into the center. The only difference was that the gauntlet's finger armor had been hidden until Nova donned the whole thing. Then, tiny golden plates appeared out of nowhere to perfectly cover her fingers and even help her grip whatever weapon she was holding. "I mean," Nova continued as she looked at the rest of the gear, a mix of white chain mail, lightweight golden plate armor, and creamy silk robes. "I would worry about what people would think of me if I walked around wearing this on Earth, but at the same time…" She gave another twirl, then gripped the jeweled sword sheathed at her side. "I feel like I look awesome. Like some mighty warrior-woman from the stories you used to tell me about. This is how I wanted to feel every time I put on my old uniform." 
 
    I thought I understood. Walking around on Earth like this, Nova would certainly stand out. The loose flowing robes, gold-white armor and winged circlet made her look like an angel, a Valkyrie, and a Greek amazon all blended together, and yet, the look was perfect on her. She looked magnificent. Powerful. Commanding. The people on Earth might have recoiled from her, but I suspected everyone else would have had no problem following her into battle. I admired her, but as soon as I thought about how to tell her so, my tongue tied itself in knots. 
 
    "It fits," I said finally, and stupidly, bitterly wondering where all my intelligence had suddenly gone. "I mean… it suits you. All of it." 
 
    "Thank you," my friend said with a radiant smile. But she looked away as soon as she made eye contact with me. "Yours suits you very well. You look like a person that's not afraid to fight, but even less afraid to protect." 
 
    I didn't know why she couldn't say that while looking at my face, but I chose to take her words as an honest compliment. My own garments were a mix of black leather and silver plate armor, as if someone had sought to merge a medieval knight with an apocalyptic road warrior. As I examined it I felt sturdy, comfortable, and slightly ridiculous. 
 
    Yet, it did not stop me from wishing I had a motorbike and pair of sunglasses. 
 
    I could probably buy a pair of sunglasses, I thought to myself as I gripped the halfblade resting in the loop on my heavy brown belt. "Ready when you are, Nova," I said loudly. 
 
    "I'm ready now," the woman said with a firm nod. "Should Nestor still scout ahead?" 
 
    Yes-yes, my little mouse insisted, running ahead, in his original, fluffy form. Have-pack-now, I caught him muttering excitedly to himself as he skittered ahead. Have-pack! Have-pack! 
 
    But my companion managed to keep his new excitement from distracting him, and as we moved down the corridors I could feel his focus sharpen. Now that he and I were both at the wailing stage of essence energy, I had a much better grasp of what he was sensing. So far, he was being cautious and observant, in spite of the fact that he felt absolutely no danger and was not expecting to find any. 
 
    We were still within our safe zone, our small network of rooms back under Vessa's power and warded by heavy blast doors. But after seeing Vessa's defenses become overrun at least twice, and my own traumatic experience with the shadowy unnatural horrors of this place, I had insisted on practicing maximum vigilance every time we left Vessa's sanctuary. Thanks to the roars and banging we sometimes heard even in our most secure chambers, no one ever argued with me on that. The banging actually continued, though it sounded far, far away, as if it was happening at a distant part of the ship. 
 
    Said banging had also convinced Vessa and Nova not to drive me into another room just to change into our new garments. I had just walked behind one of the larger terminals in the massive sanctuary, quickly swapped outfits, and then waited for the two women to finish whatever mysterious, lengthy thing they always did to make themselves look presentable. Eventually, Vessa had called out that Nova was finished getting ready, and after having our earlier conversation, we had embarked. 
 
    Now we reached the emergency drive room, the first room I had reclaimed back before I rescued Nova. As always, I spared a glance to the secret door on the wall, the one that always gave me an ominous feeling, like I was turning my back on a vulnerable point. 
 
    "I want to find out how we can seal that door for good," I whispered to Nova, casting my gaze toward the other end of the room. 
 
    "The secret passage?" Nova asked in disbelief. "It's supposed to have already been sealed for good. It doesn't even have seams along its edges anymore, since you deactivated it. It's completely merged with the wall." 
 
    "My desires are unchanged," I replied firmly, remembering the distant chittering I had heard when I stuck my head through it, and how it had come much closer when Vessa had started to reclaim the room. "Perhaps we can further barricade it somehow." 
 
    "Can you tell me why you want to do that?" Nova demanded, probably annoyed with me, and probably because of the own fear she had to feel from navigating this cold, shadowy place where monsters bumped about in the dark. "Especially considering there are other doors that are actually visible, and that we know for a fact things are trying to get through?" 
 
    "I wish to do so because I know Vessa's newfound power goes a long way in preventing those barriers from being overcome," I said seriously, "while this particular passage can be opened just by injecting a bit of Source energy inside it. And because, since it was open when I found it, a traitor from Vessa's old crew must have used it, and said traitor might somehow still be alive." 
 
    Nova's eyes widened at my words. 
 
    "That is a very good point," she admitted, with just a hint of anxiety coloring her voice. "I intensely wish that you had not thought of it." 
 
    "So do I," I replied honestly. "Especially since there is nothing I can do about my concern for now. Besides, it stands to reason that the traitor would have attacked long before we had arrived if they truly still wished Vessa harm." 
 
    Assuming they had even wished her harm to begin with. I had no idea what the circumstances were regarding Vessa's old crew. For all I know the traitor had somehow been coerced into opening the door, or hadn't betrayed her at all, and somehow opened it accidentally, or for some other reason in the heat of combat. 
 
    All the same, expecting the worst had given me far more pleasant surprises than insisting to hope for the best. I would examine that passage every single time I walked through it, until I found a way to seal the whole thing in several tons of solid steel reinforced by concrete. 
 
    "In fact, let me check it as well," Nova said, closing her eyes and reaching for the sense Vessa had given her to search rooms just beyond our safe zone. "Still nothing. At least nothing nearby." 
 
    Check as well, Grandmother Mara spoke up from within my soul. With your soulsense. I will show you how. 
 
    My what? I asked, privately wondering just how many special powers there were under the night sky that had the word 'soul' as part of their name. 
 
    Just before the confrontation that left you injured, I tried to teach you about using your spiritual power, the elderly dragon said inside my soul. Spiritual power is something you can't normally do until you've Advanced a great deal. But since you have my part-soul within you, I can provide a great deal of training for that art. I have already seen the result of postponing that same training for you, so we will start now. Begin spinning your Soulscape, like I have seen you do when you are about to Draw Source energy. 
 
    I complied with my grandmother's instructions, and sent the spiritual world housing her into motion. As I did so, I felt her spirit take a breath. When she exhaled, a light, windy sensation swept through me, tickling all my senses and granting an awareness that was hard to describe. But it made my grandmother's body become more detailed, and more bright. Dimali and Topa's bodies brightened as well, along with the spirits of all the insects and other small creatures I had absorbed earlier. 
 
    Don't look too close, dear, Grandmother Mara admonished gently. It will blind you. Your entire Soulscape is spirit, after all. Take a deep breath, and then look outward again. 
 
    I followed the elder dragon's instructions and projected my new sense outward. The walls, floor, and ceiling of the Soulship gleamed with a dim warmth, while Nova felt like a human-sized fire next to me. It was odd, though, as I was not so much seeing everything, but feeling a new kind of light with all my senses, with the strongest effect being on my vision. I focused on the false wall leading to the secret passageway, and found that I could push past it somehow, moving my new vision/hearing/smell past it and into the hidden tunnel beyond. 
 
    Leaving the range of my normal senses was a very odd sensation. I felt separated from my body as I became aware of the lightless shaft beyond the emergency drive room. The portion of the wall opposite our own, re-powered room gave off the faintest of warm light, but everything beyond was dark and cold, much like how it had felt when I had seen the tunnel with my normal eyes. Despite the lack of light, however, I could still make out the sides of the tunnels, the curves of the wall, even the small handholds that would allow others to climb up and down the shaft. Everything was somehow its own shade of black, distinct enough for me to tell where one texture ended and another began. 
 
    It was almost enough to make me sigh in relief, because I could clearly tell that nothing living, or moving was nearby. But then I realized that my new spiritual sense was limited to only a dozen or so meters. I strained to expand my awareness, and was rewarded with seeing a bend in the tunnel, with an odd, pungent-smelling bump along its side that was just a bit longer than a human being. 
 
    When I ran my awareness across the odd bump, it twitched, and two thin lines lifted from its end and began to wave about. A smothering pressure began to wrap around my mind, as if it wanted to trap me and take me somewhere dark and cold. 
 
    There was a loud thump in my Soulscape, and my concentration shattered. My awareness returned to my actual body. When I turned my gaze toward my Soulscape, I could see Grandmother Mara watching me patiently, tail raised in case she needed to thump it again. 
 
    You are alright, dear, she told me. I was watching you. You were never in any real danger. 
 
    Did you see it, too? I asked her. Do you know what that thing was? 
 
    I did, the motherly dragon confirmed, and I do. A small castoff of the nightmare that wounded you earlier, and one still far beyond your current power. You were right to be fearful of what lurks beyond that shaft. 
 
    How did it see me? I asked her. Can my spirit be noticed when I use it in such a fashion? 
 
    Only by the learned or powerful, she replied, answering my second question first. Or by those with special senses of their own, such as this creature's antennae. But withdrawing your awareness is enough to protect you, and even then you were only in danger of receiving a migraine. If it was powerful enough to cause you further harm, it would have been stopped by the vessel-saint's more powerful wards. 
 
    That does not explain how I was damaged before, I protested, remembering my awful encounter with the three mad shadows before. 
 
    Those creatures were exerting their own perversions of soul power, and you were more damaged by your own determination than their influence, although they could have driven you mad over time. But you have a valid point, grandson. I suspect some of the vessel-saint's wards weaken whenever she reclaims a portion of her ship-body. This is the reason why I will teach you how to wield your soulsense, that you may not be their prey again. Awareness is the first step. Protecting yourself from the intrusions of others is the second. I promise I will make you ready for their next attempt. 
 
    If this mission of ours is successful, I sent, trying not to swallow with subconscious fear, their next attack will come very, very soon. 
 
    I know, grandson, the ancient dragon replied. You will be ready. I have seen them. I know what to do. I will not fail you again. 
 
    Her apologetic tone made me too uncomfortable to keep arguing with her. I turned my attention back to Nova, and spoke quietly. 
 
    "Something lurks several dozen yards out, but it is quiet and still. I do not think it can enter or it would have already attacked us. But according to my new family, its power is beyond us for now." 
 
    "Really?" Nova asked, as her light-blue eyes widened. "But I couldn't sense anything with Vessa's power. It must be over a room's distance away." Her clear eyes narrowed as she stared at me. "If there's a way to learn how you found that thing, you'll have to teach it to me." 
 
    "As soon as I finish learning myself," I promised her, privately wondering how Nova did not already know such a skill, given her connection with Vessa, and how my senses could be superior to her own. 
 
    Do not worry about it for now, grandson, my newest teacher told me. Her senses will surpass your own as her ship-body heals. Go forward. You have already lingered for too long. 
 
    The dragon-woman had a point. We headed to the door leading to where we battled the Longman, checked to ensure it was still clear, and continued moving forward. 
 
    I was surprised at just how difficult it was for me to reenter this room. Both of my most terrifying experiences, the battle with the Longman and the encounter with the three nightmares, had happened here. My foot hesitated when I told it to step into the room, and an angry flame of shame suddenly flared up within me when I realized just how terrified I was of a now-empty room. 
 
    But you shouldn't be ashamed, a tiny part of my mind said. Isn't it a bigger mistake to assume you'd be safe this time? When have you ever been safe before? 
 
    "You okay, Jas?" Nova asked me as I stepped forward a little slower and more purposefully than should have been necessary. 
 
    "I'm fine," I said quickly, making my pace more normal. "Won't happen again." 
 
    "Not a problem if it does," she told me. "This room still makes my insides quiver, and that's without the horrible thing you went through in here." 
 
    "You seem perfectly fine, Nova," I said with a frown, worried that she felt nothing of the sort, and was just trying to soothe an ego that didn't need or deserve it. 
 
    "Well, yeah," the tanned, angelic woman said with a smile that shone in the dim light. "Because I'm with you." 
 
    This time, it was the inside of my chest that nearly stumbled. 
 
    "I…good," I stammered, "thank you, I mean, I'm ready. Let's go." 
 
    I could not tell exactly why, but in spite of my awkward response to her words, I no longer felt weak or ashamed. 
 
    She frowned though, when we reached the other side of the room. 
 
    "Right," she said, looking at the door leading to the unpowered section beyond our territory. "There is this. Your handiwork." 
 
    "What do you mean?" I asked her. "Vessa undid the work I did to this thing and returned it to its normal state." 
 
    "She supposedly did," Nova said with an unhappy edge. "But I don't believe her. I think she stopped working on it as soon as she found all the obvious changes you made to it. But there has to still be a weld or two left in here somewhere, that she wouldn't have even thought necessary to check, that you probably reinforced two or three times, just in case." 
 
    "That's not very fair of you," I protested, privately wondering if she had a point. 
 
    "Is it?" she asked, giving me a serious look. "Let's find out, shall we?" 
 
    With that, she closed her eyes and concentrated. 
 
    "Yep. Sure enough. She only fixed the gears within easy reach. She didn't do the ones deeper inside the seams of the door, because those only matter at all when the power comes back on. In other words, the next Longman would have had to bring his own power generator, find a way to connect it to the door, make sure the rest of the door was fully prepared, and then try to activate the door normally, using whatever clearance Vessa would have made necessary at the time, for that weld to matter." 
 
    "Ah," I said quietly, and Nova's frown deepened. 
 
    "Ah?" she demanded irritably. "Is that all you can say?" 
 
    "For now," I said with a shrug. "But if we find a dead body with a portable generator and a key card on the other side of the door, I'm going to pretend I'm a genius, and expect the proper amount of praise for my foresight." 
 
    Her head tilted slightly as she stared at me, and her left eyebrow began to twitch. A single uncomfortable moment passed before she sighed. 
 
    "You know what?" she said suddenly. "It's fine. I'll just fix it with some of Vessa's ambient Source energy, and we can move on. Give me one moment, Jas," my beautiful, but inexplicably irritated friend said as she closed her eyes and began to concentrate. 
 
    Be grateful, dear, Grandmother Mara said into my mind. 
 
    What for, Senior? I asked, sensing another lesson was coming. 
 
    Because she was deciding whether or not to hit you, instead of what to hit you with, and how hard. You should be as nice as possible to her, and at your earliest opportunity. 
 
    I would never apologize to anyone regarding my rigorous paranoia, but perhaps my adopted grandmother and guardian had a very good point. 
 
    At any rate, Nova had succeeded in undoing my remaining sabotage and finished opening the door. I kept my halfblade ready and waiting to confirm whether anything had avoided our senses and was preparing to ambush us. But the only horror that greeted us was more pitch darkness. 
 
    I was long tired of the sight, but we were too practiced by now to complain. We fell into formation, with Nova in front, lighting the way with her new light magic, myself right behind her, and Nestor scouting far ahead in front of us. 
 
    Dark-hall, he sent to me, as he ran forward. Much death. 
 
    Dead bodies? I asked with his concern, and felt his affirmation through our link a moment later. Do not touch or come near them. They may not be nearly as dead as they look. 
 
    I-know, the little mouse said patiently. I-remember. 
 
    I reminded myself that Nestor was not only present for our previous battles with the undead, he had grown up on a world that had been overrun by a powerful deathbeast and turned most of the population into unliving slaves. 
 
    Coming-back, he said to me, and I smiled quietly in satisfaction over the fact that our conversations would now be longer than two syllables. Should-burn-dead. 
 
    Good idea, I replied, and good idea for not trying to do it yourself while you were alone. 
 
    He sent me a happy sensation in response to the praise, and soon I saw his fluffy body run into our little field of light. 
 
    He guided us up to where the bodies were. They resembled a mix of rat-lizard eaterlings and the humanoid scavengers we had seen the Longman control. Nova and I burned holes into their heads with small bolts of fire magic as we continued moving forward. 
 
    Room-ahead, Nestor sent to us from his position in the front. Big-room. Broken-door. Smell-bad-things. Big-ones. 
 
    Noted, I said as Nova and I shared a nod. Nestor's news was unsurprising. It had been a battle for almost every step in this dark metal cage. 
 
    We reached the end of the hallway and saw the aforementioned doors. Just like all the other barriers so far in this place, they were massive structures of metal, meant to contain fires and boarders. 
 
    Unlike the others, these had already been torn completely off their hinges. 
 
    A massive thud sounded from beyond them, cutting off a horrified, familiar-sounding shriek, and Nestor spoke again. 
 
    Large-man-things. Next-room. Four big-ones. One-bigger. Kill-eaters. 
 
    As tired as I already was of fighting eaterlings, I did not relish the idea of fighting something that could turn one into paste with each swing, which was what it sounded like was happening in the next room. From our current distance, though, we couldn't see anything but faint movement among the shadows. 
 
    "Okay," Nova said as she inhaled a little nervously. "We need to figure out whether we should wait for them to finish fighting, and then attack—unless they are one of the few things down here that aren't actually hostile, which I highly doubt—or rush them now while they're distracted." More eaterlings screeched in defiance, but one cut off with another loud thump, and Nova’s eyes narrowed as she came to a decision on her own. "It depends on whether or not the eaterlings have a chance of actually hurting these things. Which is sounding more and more unlikely the longer we wait. So we should attack now, like Vessa recommended." 
 
    "Agreed," I said, readying my halfblade and activating my various enhancement powers, feeling the different spells, charms, and techniques augment me. "Ready?" 
 
    "Ready," she confirmed with a nod, drawing her jeweled sword. I saw it glow with a faint golden light, as thick red embers of flame ran up and down it. She drew her war baton next, keeping its blasting end carefully pointed at the ground. "Let's go." 
 
    We dashed forward through the door. 
 
    The security station proved to be a much more lit room than the hallway preceding it, even if said lighting was haphazard and flickering. Long tubes of emergency lights ran all along the floor, some glowing dimly, some flickering on and off, and some completely dark, either from loss of power or because they had been directly smashed. There were rows upon rows of barriers in the room, each one stomach-high and similar to the one I had seen back in the emergency drive room. They were giving the eaterlings problems, as the monsters were having to leap over and around them in order to fight effectively. 
 
    But their five attackers had no such problem, as the barriers only came up to their shins. They were massive humanoid giants, with heavily muscled forms at least as tall as the Longman was, with the largest over eighteen feet tall. Their bodies were naked except for ragged loincloths that looked to have been made from hide somehow, and they wielded large clubs made of scrap metal, with each swing pulverizing a rat or roach eaterling. The disgusting scavengers were clearly losing the fight, but every one that raced for the open door at the back died just as messily as the others, on account of the one giant standing in front of it, to purposely cut off their escape. 
 
    "Ugh," Nova said in disgust as she looked at the giants' forms. "Why does everything down here look so gross?" 
 
    Like Vessa, these giants were gray in skin tone. But where Vessa's coloring was an even tint throughout her body that gave her a sort of exotic beauty, even in her frail and damaged state, the giants' own color darkened or paled in throbbing, quivering, patches, with some of the patches rising up in throbbing, pus-leaking boils. The boils and other growths made it hard to tell what was muscle and what was simply tumor or disease, even if the swinging of massive steel beams and the splattering of eaterlings made their power far more clear. From what Vessa had told me to watch for, I guessed the power of the four smaller ones to be in varying parts of the third stage of essence, the striving stage, and the larger one to be at the very end of the fourth stage, the thriving stage. Meaning that even the strongest one was barely a match for Nova, who had four stages of mana Advancement and two stages of essence and qi. 
 
    They are far more dangerous than that, Grandmother Mara warned in my mind. They are sott-jotun, or plague giants, a pseudo-Sourcebeast that roughly resembles one of your practitioner races. The affliction that damages their minds also strengthens their bodies, making them both more powerful and less enlightened than another creature at the same stage. You and the saint's Beacon must fight wisely, young rider. 
 
    Noted, I replied, as Nova and I crept forward. The dragon-woman's warning was enough to salve any lingering concerns I had over these somehow possibly being good giants, and we both prepared to blast the least suspecting sott-jotun. 
 
    But before we could begin whittling down our enemies one by one, the laws of probability realized they had not scorned us yet today. 
 
    The largest jotun had reached down and snagged a roach-carapaced eaterling in its massive fist. It was the first time we had seen any of the sott-jotun attack without using their clubs, so we both subconsciously hesitated to see if he was about to unleash some new dangerous attack. But the beast merely lifted the screaming roach-rat-lizard to its oversized maw and bit straight down on the top of the carapace, tearing the doomed creature in half with its massive, blunt teeth. The dying eaterling chittered its mandibles in agony until the giant began chewing with its back molars, ending its cries with a loud, wet crunch, even as viscera, chitin and scaled pieces of its meal slobbered out of its mouth. 
 
    It was probably the single grossest act I had ever witnessed, and both Nova and I took far too long trying not to throw up. But one of us must have gagged too loudly, because as the monster stuffed the second half of the eaterling's body, it looked in our direction. 
 
    "More food," the jotun garbled in English as it looked directly at me, slurping most of the eaterling's legs and rat tail into its mouth. Then its eyes slid over to Nova. "And female!" It slobbered, spitting out what looked like a half-chewed antenna and a bloody patch of fur. "The ship-thing is a pretty female!" 
 
    "Ship-thing?" one of the other jotun rumbled greedily, turning its head toward us as well as it smashed one of the remaining eaterlings. 
 
    "Female?" another jotun said, even more hungrily than the last speaker. 
 
    This time, Nova did not hold back her gags, and I could not fault her for it. 
 
    To be this disgusting, they must be even more far gone than I thought, Mara said in quiet, disgusted rage. Their intent alone for the holy vessel-saint merits them a painful death. Destroy them for their profanity, young rider. I was gagging as well, but I somehow moved to the front, and tried not to think about how the monster chewing an eaterling in half had just referred to me as food. Instead, I tried to get the dimensions of the room, and noted the height of the ceiling. 
 
    As the five jotun finished off the remaining eaterlings and marched toward us, I came up with a plan. 
 
    "Nova," I began as my friend finally stopped gagging and readied her weapons. "Activate your Soulscape and fly high up. Attack them from range, especially the largest one. Try to get them disorganized if they start chasing you. I will pick them off one by one where I can, and keep them from getting too close to you." 
 
    "Good," she said wiping her mouth and looking at the monsters in angry disgust. "I mean, sorry," she corrected herself, shaking her head. "I mean, thank you. I mean, let's finish this so that I can hurry and go complain to Human Resources about this nonsense!" 
 
    "And Nestor," I said, getting into position as one of the four weaker sott-jotun shoved its packmate out of the way and began stomping over to us. 
 
    Yes-yes? the little mouse piped up, shifting into its electrical war form. 
 
    Go for the genitals, I commanded, leaping on top of one of the barricades inside the room. 
 
    Yes-yes! the rodent squeaked in angry agreement, then darted through the air so quickly I lost sight of the lifemouse. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    The same instant my furry companion disappeared from view, the closest jotun roared and pulled its scrap metal club back to swing at me. As it did so, I completed the spell and technique I had quietly been casting, projecting a thin line of fire qi—made all the hotter by incorporating a thermodynamics spell—directly into the monster's face. 
 
    The creature screamed in far more pain that I had been expecting it to feel, and its swing went wide. But I was already moving anyway, leaping off the barrier and rolling forward. I still felt the force of the swing send air whistling through my hair, but I chose not to think about it. Not getting hit was more important than fully contemplating the ramifications of getting hit, so as I landed I activated an essence speed charm, modified by an air qi technique, and further modified by a kinesiology spell, and rushed past the giant's leg, slicing the back of the monster's knee as I ran. I had been expecting its warped and mottled hide to offer resistance, but the silver-plated glove holding my halfblade suddenly glowed, and my now-shining weapon tore through the monster's knee with ease. 
 
    The sott-jotun let out a warbling wail as it fell forward. It held one hand out to try and brace for its fall, but in the process its club-wielding hand flailed about, nearly knocking into one of the giants lumbering behind it. That was good, I told myself, because my plan had been to turn the clubs of these massive creatures against each other. 
 
    The remaining three were still focused on Nova, but the blonde woman had already leaped into the air, summoning her glorious white wings as she did so. She flew up quickly, taking advantage of the room's high ceiling, and fired beams of burning light from both of her weapons into the largest sott-jotun's face. Once again, the monster screamed loudly and clutched its face, angrily flailing its club about in the same fashion the previous jotun had. 
 
    The only difference was that this club connected with another giant's head. 
 
    The largest sott-jotun was half again the size of the rest, with an appropriately large club. Its blow did not kill its comrade, but it did knock the smaller giant off its feet and send it hurtling backwards, forcing the other monsters to either spread out or become casualties themselves. 
 
    Nova increased the confusion even further the next moment, by tucking her wings inward just enough to perform a spiraling, eye-catching ascent. Upon reaching her zenith, she spread her wings out and suddenly brightened them, bathing half the room in an intense light that ruined the giants' dark-adjusted vision. But the effect was not nearly as intense for me and Nestor, since we had just entered the place and the jotun’s own bodies blocked most of the light from reaching us. 
 
    I did, however, have to suppress a whistle of amazement, as Nova immediately capitalized off her own trick by folding her wings and diving, baton and flaming sword held out at her sides. She slashed the back of the largest giant's head as she flew over it, then pirouetted again and brought her bludgeon down on the open wound. The eighteen-foot monstrosity bellowed and lurched forward, still clutching its face and swinging its club blindly. Once again, it knocked one of its smaller brethren clean off its feet, all while missing Nova entirely. 
 
    Focus, I told myself as I ducked another wild swing from one of the smaller giants. I promised myself I could marvel at Nova as much as I dared later, leaped to my right, and fired a medium-sized spike of earth near the blinded giant's back. My attack missed, but it wasn't meant to land to begin with. It was meant to make the hulking brute think an enemy was moving behind it. When the sott-jotun swung its club about and struck another of its nearby brethren by accident, I re-activated my speed augments and charged it, slashing at where its hamstrings should be. Once again my gauntlet glowed, and my halfblade completely shredded the back of the monster's shin, crippling my second jotun in this fight so far. 
 
    I see you've figured it out, Grandmother Mara said in my mind. It seemed more practical to allow one of my daughter's children to have a rider able to use a variety of weapons. So instead of giving you a tool you might not be proficient in, I crafted you gear that would help you fight however you wanted, even unarmed. So far, it seems to have been an appropriate choice, she added smugly. 
 
    Given the fact that my very first battle on this ship had been with a broken floor tile, I was inclined to agree. But I could discuss the matter in depth later with her. 
 
    For now, I had finished crafting another earthen spike. Since this one actually was supposed to connect, I risked several moments to make it, shaping it with a physics spell, then, just before it launched, triggering my strength charm and hurling it forward, adding my own enhanced strength to the spike's forward momentum. 
 
    To my surprise, the silver gauntlet holding the earthen thorn glowed as well, and when I released, it struck the fallen monster's neck with enough force to send large clumps of bloody gray flesh spattering through the air. The jotun's angry bellows turned into wet gurgles, and I heard Grandmother Mara sniff in satisfaction from within my Soulscape. 
 
    Definitely the right choice, she pronounced loftily. Now duck to your left, dear. Quickly, now. 
 
    I obeyed the spiritual dragon on instinct, as another scrap metal club whistled through the air over me, a strike from another jotun that had not been crippled or fully blinded yet. But I was not fast enough, and the tip of the club struck my shoulder with enough force to send me skidding across the cold tiles. 
 
    I almost screamed on sheer reflex alone, because as soon as I felt the impact I was expecting my entire arm to tear free, or at least dislocate from my shoulder. But I used that same arm a moment later to arrest my momentum and return to my feet, with nothing to show for the giant's attack except for what felt to be a little bit of bruised skin. 
 
    Combined with my six stages of Advancement and mysteriously augmented body, my new armor was enough to completely turn away the twelve-foot-tall monster's glancing blow. 
 
    You're welcome, dear. Again. Now get back to making this look easy. 
 
    I did as my new dragon-grandmother directed, and charged back into the fight. 
 
    A quick glimpse showed that Nova was flying a circular pattern through the air and raining down fire and bright beams of light on the eighteen foot tall jotun and one other smaller one. They appeared to be activating their own simple charms in order to move faster and corner her, still bellowing about finding a female down here. But even as they did so, the smaller one suddenly let out an anguished cry and sank to its knees, clutching at its now-smoking crotch. 
 
    Take-that! a voice squeaked in my mind. Pervert! 
 
    Now that she was no longer flanked, Nova spun about and fired another beam of light into the larger giant's face, diving toward its wounded companion as she did so. The jotun was smart enough to raise an arm in time to protect part of its face, but not smart enough to realize Nova was provoking it to swing out with its club. Once again, the stupid creature swung carelessly, and once again, it struck one of its friends instead of its enemies, as Nova dove to avoid the wild strike. The timing of her dodge provided her the perfect opportunity to slice the now-falling smaller jotun through the neck with her burning sword, and now there was a second giant gurgling on the ground, still clutching its smoking crotch as it began to expire. 
 
    And that is the real challenge in fighting an advanced mana user, Grandmother Mara instructed me as I charged the sott-jotun that had just attacked me. Not their powerful magics, or their vast reserves of it, but rather their wits and intellect. A practitioner at her level will be able to incorporate finely honed tactics on the fly, and subconsciously make calculated predictions that a qi or essence user must work much harder to develop. Remember that, should you find yourself battling one. Now back to your own fight. 
 
    I would have objected to her running commentary in this battle for my life if my opponent hadn't proven to be even more distracted by Nova than I was. But as the monster finally turned its terrified eyes off of the bright avenging angel flying about the room, I fired a series of small, burning bolts across its body. It was a quickly crafted attack that did little damage except it struck the diseased portions of the creature's skin, cooking several of the creature's boils and growths. The creature screamed in irritation and swung its club, but I had already halted my charge and flipped over the side of the barricade the jotun had nearly knocked me into earlier. As the heavy partition shuddered under the blow, I reactivated my speed enhancements and rushed forward, keeping low so that I remained out of the giant's sight. With all the light and fire being hurled about, and since I had just cooked one of the boils directly over its eye, it was difficult for it to keep track of where I was going. Which was exactly what I needed. 
 
    If I wanted to overcome the advantage of my enemy's superior reach, I needed to either hang back and spend a large portion of my Source energy firing ranged attacks, or surprise it with speed and subterfuge. I chose the second option, vaulting back over the barricade as soon as I closed the distance between myself and my latest opponent. 
 
    This one proved to not be a complete idiot, however. It had taken a single step back from the barricade and stood with its free hand open, realizing that I would come to it. As I leaped back over to attack it, now too close for it to use its club, it swept down with a massive hand, activating its own charms and catching me by surprise. 
 
    I struck out at the massive hand lifting me up by the front of my shirt, but the hide on the creature's over-muscled arms was much thicker than the hide on the thing's legs. My cut was superficial, and the monster merely smiled wider with its toothy, over-sized maw. 
 
    "Food," the creature said as its lower jaw began to distend. 
 
    I had no idea if it could actually devour me, and I wasn't interested in knowing for certain. Instead, as the monster lifted me toward its mouth, I raised my free hand, winced in anticipation of the oncoming pain, and summoned one of my new weapons. 
 
    Grandmother had been extremely generous with her centuries of collected treasure. She had not given me a weapon that could bind to me exclusively, like with Nova and her new flaming sword, but she did allow me to take a number of different implements from her armory. She was surprised to see just how well my halfblade compared with them, but she also reminded me that different weapons worked best for different jobs. 
 
    So in this case, I ignored the searing pain in my wrists from quickly summoning a large weapon, and drew my new spear from my Soulscape. 
 
    It was a weapon with a dark-brown shaft and a silver blade that curved upward near the end, enough for me to stab or slash with it. 
 
    I did not shoot it completely from my body, as that act had destroyed the summoned weapons the last time I performed said act. Instead, it came into my hands gripped at the bottom half, with most of the weapon in front of me. 
 
    A quick thrust brought that part of the weapon into the jotun's mouth. I aimed the weapon upward, toward the monster's brain. The weapon caught on something inside the creature's skull, but I pushed it forward and twisted it as hard as I could. It did not bring about the immediate kill I was hoping for, but the creature still dropped both me and the club in its other hand as it backed away, gurgling and reaching for the polearm. I landed on my feet and watched the sott-jotun struggle to remove the bladed stick lodged in its skull. I rushed to finish it off, but as it finally yanked my weapon free it went limp and fell to the ground. I guessed that the stupid thing sliced its brain stem while ripping the weapon out. 
 
    I dodged to the side to avoid its fall, fired off a mana bolt into its head just to be safe, and recovered my spear. I spared a quick glance toward the rest of the battle. The two jotun with torn throats were finally beginning to die, their eyes glazing as small clouds of Source energy rolled off their bodies. I felt more power enter me from the body behind me, but there wasn't time for me to process it yet. The first giant I had injured before was slowly making its way back into the fight, limping forward by bracing on the sturdy barriers jutting from the floor. It had lost its club, but I had just learned how these things actually became more dangerous without them. 
 
    "Food," the monster growled, baring its teeth and limping toward me. "Then, female!" 
 
    "If you had been less blinded earlier, you would have shared your brothers' fear of said female," I replied as I sheathed my blade to grip my spear in both hands, "so I will have to settle for making you afraid of me instead." I took a moment to watch my enemy for any useful details. It was odd that they were so easy to injure—especially in their legs—yet so difficult to put down for good. I literally had to either remove large pieces of their necks or directly damage their brains. 
 
    And the longer this went on, the more likely another party would enter the fray. We needed to secure this room now, and in a way that didn't leave our Source energy entirely spent. 
 
    So as the creature continued to lumber forward, I conjured a metal spike out of qi, heated it with a thermodynamics spell, gripped it with my leather-protected hands, and activated a strength charm to help me propel it forward into the jotun's descending hand. I caught the monster on the palm just as it was about to use said arm to pull itself forward, and the creature shouted in pain and surprise. Despite their size and strength, they seemed to have low tolerances for pain, and so the monster abandoned its effort to crawl forward in favor of trying to dig the burning needle out of its palm. 
 
    As it did so, I raced forward with another explosion of speed and sliced my spear at the healthy arm's elbow. 
 
    Gripping my weapon with both gauntlets granted an even greater surge of power, tearing through even the bone of the jotun's arm and making short work of the thing's resistance, despite the fact that it had an abnormally powerful body and three stages of essence Advancement. My own improvements must be even greater than I realized, both in Advancement, the quality of my new gear, and whatever changes my new grandmother had worked to further enhance my body. 
 
    More importantly, I now had a clear path to my enemy's head, and my speed enhancements had not worn out. I ducked under its remaining wounded hand and stabbed at the creature's skull. 
 
    To my surprise, the weapon left little more than a gash, even with the explosive power of my gauntlets. The monsters' skulls were even more durable than their arms. Thinking as quickly as possible, I jumped over the monster's return swing and sliced deep into its neck. 
 
    The effect was not nearly as impressive as Nova's near-decapitation earlier, but there was still enough gory evidence to confirm that my blow was lethal. The monster stopped flailing what was left of its 'good' arm and began to gurgle, reaching uselessly for its throat with its now-cooking hand, then went still a few moments later, having lost too much blood from my other strikes. 
 
    I turned my attention away from the corpse and its new Source cloud to focus on the only remaining fight in the room, only to see the largest giant sway on its feet, clutching one arm and with its body covered with over a dozen smoking cuts. Nova hovered close by over the monster's head, her body shimmering with some sort of light and speed spells, as she flitted quickly to stay at the creature's peripheral vision. 
 
    "What's the matter?" she demanded angrily. "Having too much trouble with the 'female' you were demanding? Do you regret trying to mess with a grown woman?" 
 
    The giant howled painfully loud and raised its hand to swat at her, fist burning with some essence-laden strike that Nova dodged anyway. Then a bright-yellow blur leaped past the creature's waist, turning the jotun's howl into a high-pitched scream of pain. 
 
    As the monster bent over in pain, the winged, wrathful valkyrie darted downward and slashed at the monster's neck with her glorious sword, still blurring with enhanced speed. Before the blood finished spraying through the sky, she jammed her war baton into the gash and fired a powerful blast. 
 
    There was a cracking sound from the once-fearsome brute's neck, and then it toppled to the floor. A massive cloud of Source energy washed out from it, streaming into Nova's wings and the small yellow blur that squeaked at her from the floor. 
 
    The golden armored woman drifted slowly to the floor, panting heavily from both rage and fatigue. 
 
    "I am tired," she half-panted, half-spat, "of everything down here turning into a creepy freak as soon as they see me." Then she looked up and saw me. "With the exception of you, Jasper," she added uncomfortably. "And Nestor, too. You guys are different. I'm glad you are both with me." 
 
    "Are you alright?" I asked, trying to help her by changing the subject. "And is any of that yours?" I added as I pointed to all the bloodstains on her otherwise-beautiful outfit. 
 
    "No," she said as she shook her head. "I mean, yes. I mean… yes, I am alright, and no, this is not my blood. Sorry," she sighed, "I'm a wreck right now… I'll pull it together in a moment." 
 
    "You were incredible," I said honestly. "Even most of my enemies couldn't help but notice. Their terrified awe helped me kill them faster." 
 
    "Really?" Nova said as she looked up. "I didn't notice. It took all of my concentration to not be disgusted by them and fight clearly…" She shook her head again, the motion causing the halo of light from her armor and wings to dance around her. She began to dim the illumination and dismissed her Soulscape wings . "They… they reminded me of how some creeps acted toward me back home. The ones I had to help bring in at my old job." 
 
    "Then I am even more glad they are all dead," I said, snarling briefly, "and Nova, I can only guess what you're feeling right now, but I have literally seen you slay dragons. I have seen you vanquish every evil being you've stood against. And I will continue to stand against the rest of them with you. Because while tyrants quickly learn to fear you, the rest of us regard you with gratitude and respect. You are powerful and good, just as you are right now. Thank you for that." 
 
    The weary valkyrie quivered at my words, but the tension washed off of her as she did so. 
 
    "Thank you, Jasper," Nova told me. "I'm okay now. We should get back to securing the room… which is really huge," she said, looking around. "And that’s funny, because it didn't seem big enough earlier." 
 
    "Well, you were doing aerial combat with a group of giants," I pointed out, though somehow that detail had escaped me as well, until now. "But it seems their very presence could have been avoided if this room was just too small for them to enter." 
 
    Not necessarily, dear, Grandmother Mara spoke up. Size is an easy thing to adjust in the later stages of Advancement. And she might have very well had giant-kin or large Sourcebeasts as members of her old crew, or needed to take in a large Sourcebeast that was wounded. 
 
    Was that last bit a common occurrence? I asked, having never considered any of the scenarios the dragon-woman had just mentioned. 
 
    It was common enough for several royal members of several races of Sourcebeasts to swear a life-debt to the vessel-saints, one that they never acknowledged. Your ancestors and I often pointed out the irony of how the holy ships were quick to take in wounded into their decks, but adamant in never taking on anyone willing to serve and protect them, save for the bare minimum of crew. The old spirit grew quiet for a moment. We should have been more insistent, she finally said, and not for the first time. 
 
    "Is she telling you how your last statement is wrong?" Nova asked me with a small smile. 
 
    "What?" I asked, looking up. "I mean, yes, but why are you asking about that?" 
 
    "Vessa and I noticed," the Beacon answered as her smile broadened into a grin. "You stop and get this look sometimes, and it usually turns out that your new grandmother is correcting you on something you just said or did. Anyway," she added, looking at the other end of the chamber. "I'm counting one more opening on the other end of the room, and…" she turned to look back the way we had entered, "two doors next to our own entrance. And that's it. All of the doors are open, though, so it's likely anything in them would have reacted to the fight by now, unless it's trying to hide." 
 
    "Then we'll have to search them anyway," I said with a shrug. "If nothing's there, it should be quick. If they are occupied, then we'll be caught by surprise while we're trying to seal the door at the opposite end of the chamber." I looked down at my adorable, but increasingly savage bonded companion. "How are you feeling, little brother? Did you get hurt in that fight?" 
 
    I hadn't felt any distress from him through the mindlink, but I wanted to make sure. Nestor converted back to his normal form, and he shook his fluffy head in answer to my question. 
 
    "Then in that case, we'll need you to keep scouting for us. Nova will provide more light, and I will support you with my soulsense. Great job on disabling those giants, by the way," I offered. 
 
    Deserved-it, the little mouse grumbled, darting over to Nova and nuzzling her leg protectively. Help-you. Fight-creeps. Al-ways. 
 
    "Thank you," Nova told the little mouse with a smile. "Okay," she said, getting serious. "I'll wait by the door and guard you two while you search. Since anything nearby should have already heard or seen us, I'll shine a little bit of light at the opening to help. Why don't we start with the left door?" she asked, pointing with her baton. 
 
    It seemed like a perfectly good choice, so I nodded in agreement. As Nova stood guard over me, I projected my spiritual sense through the rooms next door. 
 
    Three things surprised me about the next chamber. The first was its size. It was comparable to the massive security chamber we had just battled in, which eventually struck me as odd, because I expected rooms where combat was expected to happen to be built in a way that would restrict the attacker. But then it occurred to me that a fair number of Vessa's original crew might not be humans my size, and there were probably defense terminals that activated during the fight. The size of this next room reinforced that idea in me, because it resembled the other dormitory we had recovered, just on a more massive scale. Unfortunately, we had no use for extra living space, but I began to wonder if it might be time to try and acquire more crew. Because even if Vessa was relatively self-sufficient for a giant vessel, she would still need more and more people to take care of her as she regained power in more of her ship-body and developed the accompanying needs. Nova and I couldn't constantly be running to and from planets just to pick up a few more vials of dirt. 
 
    The second thing I noticed was that there was another door beyond this room. It was beyond the current range of my soulsense, but since it was next to our other quarters, I figured it would be a food room or some other supply. Either way, it might have a resource that would help Vessa get whatever nutrients she wasn't getting from our food pouches and new supply of meat. 
 
    The final thing I noticed was that the room was unoccupied by any creature, living or otherwise, and yet I still felt a presence in here. 
 
    Loss. 
 
    Desperation. 
 
    And strongest of all… 
 
    Defiant loyalty. 
 
    Grandmother? I asked hesitantly. Did people die in this room? 
 
    Many did, the old spirit said sadly, looking out with senses of her own. You will sometimes feel emotional residue of an empty room, grandson, if the emotions are strong enough. What you sense now is the bitter taste of those desperate trying to draw death to themselves, so that it would not chase another. 
 
    Vessa, I said to her. They died for Vessa… she will grieve if she sees this room, I said, feeling conflicted and helpless. 
 
    Our survival literally depended on retaking every single room we could… but I had no desire to make the young ship-woman weep any more than she already had. 
 
    She will, Mara said firmly, and then she will heal. Understand this, young rider. Your role is not to keep her free of danger and harm. They would never let us do that. But, at this time and this place, she may let you stand by her side as she faces such pain. Be there every time you can, and she will be the better for it. 
 
    This manner of aid sounded almost like nothing to me, but I would do it all the same, for the multi-bodied woman who had fixed my own broken form while trying to save the rest of the universe. 
 
    We moved forward to confirm the next room was some kind of deactivated hydroponics system, and the room beyond that was a backup life support and medical bay. All of them were uninhabited, except for the lingering emotions of the distant dead. 
 
    Grandmother, I asked, as a thought occurred to me. I am aware this may be a silly question, but are there such things as ghosts? 
 
    To be clear, my grandmother began dryly, you are asking the incorporeal dragon resting inside your spiritual landscape whether or not disembodied spirits can exist? 
 
    Well, yes, I answered stupidly, but to clarify, I have already battled the walking dead, and found them to range widely in sentience. Do I need to be aware of formless enemies, beyond those capable of forming part-souls, who are much stronger than me anyway? 
 
    Part-soul spirits such as myself are very rare, the elderly dragon answered me, and spirits of any other kind are even rarer, save for small sprite-beings that occur naturally. There is no known format or explanation for their existence. But I would not expect the vessel-saint's crew to suffer beyond their end. At worst, they have whatever peace the living find after death. But if there is a heavenly being left with any sense of justice at all, then they all ascended at the moment of their sacrifice, and walk the higher planes draped in glory. When my grandchildren and I ascend and are reunited with the rest of my family, I will join them in ensuring justice for honored dead such as these. 
 
    I hoped her words were true. But I had long given up myself in hoping there would be any authority that favored the righteous, be it beneath the night sky or beyond it. 
 
    We checked the series of rooms beyond the next door, and once again, found no presence but the hopes and dreams of the long-distant dead. Their desperate desires disturbed me, but my grandmother ensured me that encountering such things was actually beneficial for me, as it would help prepare for any future spiritual attacks. 
 
    Fortunately the contents of this next network of rooms proved to be something we could use immediately. Nova recognized a navigation room, an additional emergency drive room, and finally, a room that granted partial control over Vessa's weapon systems. I remembered her saying that she had sacrificed the last of her ship-body's weapons in order to help us kill the bloodbeast, but perhaps recovering this room would grant her access to more. 
 
    For now, though, we knew it was safe to seal the doorway on the other side of the security room, which would hopefully let us bring all of these rooms safely under control. 
 
    Nova halted as we approached the massive opening, and I didn't blame her. On one hand, they were surprisingly not that badly damaged. They had been bent open, but they were still attached to the frame. Now that they were depowered, we should be able to push them back in place and create a few new welds. Then Nova could inject some of Vessa's source energy into them, and it would hopefully hold for long enough for Vessa to regain total control. 
 
    The problem was that they were over twenty feet tall, and massive enough to fit two of the sott-jotun in easily enough for them to stand side by side. 
 
    Clever, Grandmother Mara said to me. With a build like that, it probably cost her attackers dearly to enter this room. 
 
    What do you mean, Senior? I asked, not understanding.  
 
    It's Grandmother, dear, she corrected gently. Don't backslide. These doors were designed in such a way that they would push open upon failure, and only to a level corresponding to the current intruders' frame. Even as massive as these things are, they would only be able to enter one at a time, unless they spent more energy trying to open it further. Either way, their first few groups would shed blood, flesh, and Source energy before they even set foot into the room, and with no opportunity to strike back. 
 
    That was impressive. And Nova's next words revealed that she shared the sentiment, even if she was more confused. 
 
    "I hadn't known such construction was even possible," she muttered absently as she walked closer. "But why did it fail?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" I asked. "Doors are just partial barriers no matter how you build them. You can open them as long as you use the right amount of force even if they are large as this one." 
 
    "It's not that," Nova said with a shake of her gold-maned head. "It's the fact that they had enough bodies to throw in order to even make it down here, through this door, then even through the rooms beyond it, fighting every step with Vessa's crew that was also conducting a fighting withdrawal. And if she didn't get her larger wards up in time, creatures as weak as the eaterlings, or even the Longman and sott-jotun shouldn't have been down here at all, because the greater creatures would have eaten most of them, like we saw down and in the last room. If they weren't unified back then, it should have been impossible, and if they were unified, why and when did they stop working together like they do now? Vessa could have been killed as late as a few weeks ago, if that first eaterling you battled had been willing to bring one friend. It just doesn't add up. The defenses should have held." 
 
    Maybe they should have, I thought. But then I remembered the open secret door on my way in, and how only a crewmember or Vessa herself had the ability to access it. 
 
    I had no idea who the traitor had been working with, how they even had a way to communicate with the invaders, or what their goals had been. But I was beginning to suspect that someone had wanted to build an empire, and knew that the best way to do so was to help all the current powers fall from within. 
 
    "Either way," I finally said, pausing my speculation, "we'll keep learning as we retake more and more portions of this place. Maybe we'll even get answers that will help us prevent another massive invasion like this from ever happening again. But for now, we need to seal this opening as best and quickly as we can, before something else wanders down here." 
 
      
 
   
  
 





 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had not been expecting to move it at all. The massive barrier was well over a foot thick and had to weigh thousands of pounds, and it had been forced wide open. Nova and I both strained as soon as we began to push against it. When it immediately began to budge, I nearly let go in surprise. 
 
    What surprised me even further was the fact that I seemed to be moving my part of the door even more easily than Nova was moving hers. 
 
    It wasn't that I still felt weak, after a decade of malnourishment, far from it. I felt like a superhuman now, had felt that way ever since Lunei had refined my body in the qi pool back on her planet. But I knew that Nova's Advancement was still beyond mine. She was further along in the qi pool stage than I was, and outclassed my mana Advancement by two whole stages. 
 
    That doesn't matter, dear, Grandmother Mara said from my soul, noticing my amazement, and still resting in a protective circle around her two other grandchildren. It takes three full stages of mana, and two stages of qi, to match the physical benefits of one stage of essence, and the opposite is true for the short-term power of mana. Usually, she hedged, without elaborating on what the exceptions were. 
 
    That still gives her at least two-thirds of a stage beyond myself, I said as I kept pushing against the door, marveling as over a ton of solid metal moved a few more inches in response. 
 
    Yes, she agreed, and you are also gaining from being bonded by pact to another Sourcebeast in the wailing stage, and two more natal beasts that are bound to your Advancement by birth, she said with a smile as she looked down at the infants below her. The black-and-white creatures noticed her gaze and looked up with bleary eyes, mewing curiously at her attention. Furthermore, your body is benefiting from its total refinement back in my Sourcepalace. You have gained benefits that your enemies will continue to have trouble detecting. And if your vessel-saint master and I have our way, your growth is only beginning. 
 
    Down in these dark chambers of monsters and growths, such news encouraged me. Nova and I continued pushing, carefully activating our special abilities so that we could increase our physical strength in a coordinated fashion. The door began to move even faster, and I realized that it was as much by the barrier's design as it was by our efforts. It was supposed to be far easier to close than it was to open from the other side. 
 
    I felt my internal mana surge slightly at the realization. It whispered that I should study this design, apply it to my own substages of physics and engineering. But I had neither the time nor ability to do so, and concentrated on sliding the door the last few feet needed to put it into place. Then, as we began to hear strange echoing noises far off in the darkness beyond the broken opening, we hurried to close the second door, burning more of our different Source energies to ensure we closed the door in time. 
 
    We finished closing it just as the echoing noises began to grow louder. I stepped away and drew my spear as Nova reached for her connection with Vessa and began to further seal the door with Source energy. Hopefully that would be enough. 
 
    I tried not to remind myself that it had not been enough before, and the doorway was last breached back when this room was under full power. But after Nova finished sealing the door we both waited for a few moments, and the noises began to die off. 
 
    "We should hurry back," Nova said as we lowered our weapons and sighed in relief. "Because there's no telling what will happen in the time we go back to fetch Vessa. In fact…" She suddenly reactivated her Soulscape, spreading out her beautiful white wings. "You and Nestor should just go ahead and hop on. I can fly there much more quickly than we can walk." 
 
    "Hop on?" I asked apprehensively. Nova had carried me through the air once, but that had been an awkward and dangerous experience, and that was counting the fact that we were outside at the time and not in a dark spaceship with a ceiling and hallways. "What do you mean?" 
 
    Like-this, Nestor said, as the little mouse scrambled up the Beacon's leg and nestled onto her shoulder, before leaning against Nova's neck and nuzzling her with his fluffy head. See? he added as Nova smiled. She-likes. 
 
    "I really do," Nova said as she nuzzled back at the fluffy little creature. "That's good advice, Nestor," she said, but then her eyes widened as she looked at me. "Except… um, I'll just carry you again, Jas. Don't worry. I'll be careful." 
 
    Grandmother Mara chuckled in a way that irritated me for some reason. Then she chuckled harder when she sensed my irritation. 
 
    What's the matter, grandson? she asked in a teasing tone. Didn't you promise yourself that you could marvel her as much as you dared after the last battle? 
 
    I dare not marvel her all that much, I said as I sent my spear back into my Soulscape, turned around, and raised my arms so that the beautiful, blood-stained woman could carry me back to Vessa's sanctuary. I wasn't sure if it was the most convenient way for us to fly together, but at least this way it would be her fault and not mine if we accidentally touched in certain places. 
 
    "Hold on tight," Nova said as she gripped me from behind and began beating her glowing wings. "I mean… ugh. Nevermind. Just tuck your head down and don't complain about me going too fast." 
 
    "Noted," I said neutrally. Then Nova's wings beat again, and we were suddenly halfway across the room. 
 
    I reminded myself that she was fast enough to fly circles around multiple giant monsters and still have time to strike at them, and that flying in a straight line was much easier than flying circles inside of a murder-themed obstacle course. The next beat brought us to the door in a sudden rush of air, and I tried not to think of anything at all. Except that if I had my own wings, I would have more control over where I was going and how likely I was to crash on the way there. 
 
    I felt Nova slow down a few moments later, and realized we had already reached a turn in the hallway. She was mostly jumping now, using her wings to assist her legs instead of diving down. I saw their tips pass against the walls without scraping, and I reminded myself that they were her Soulscape, which made them more a part of her spirit than of her physical body. 
 
    And it will continue to change with her as she Advances, Grandmother Mara said from my soul, as Nova pivoted slightly around the turn to make another mighty leap. For now, it has grown to increase her speed and help create light. I suspect it will mirror her desire to be a leader, savior, and messenger. Your Soulscape will continue to change as well, young rider, in accordance with your own goals. 
 
    But I have not given it any goals, grandmother, I protested as we hurtled through the dark hallways, Nova lighting the way by projecting a thin cone of light from the golden-winged circlet on her forehead, adding to the shroud of light already produced from her wings. 
 
    But Mara only snorted at me. I tried to reflect how my Soulscape had changed, instead of the next giant and terrifying leap my friend took down the narrow hallway. The only thing I could notice, since Advancing to the second stage of my Sources, was that I could absorb much larger objects into it. Technically that began once I first entered my new grandmother's Sourcepalace, so perhaps it had undergone another change I hadn't noticed yet. 
 
    But such discoveries could wait until I was no longer hurtling through the air at high speed. Soon we reached the door leading back to the emergency drive room. To my horror, Nova closed her eyes while leaping to activate it, instead of coming to a complete stop. Then she tucked her wings tighter behind herself and dove through the entire chamber, bringing us into the emergency drive room, whose door had been left open. 
 
    "Okay," I said as we landed inside the room. "I can walk the rest of the way, Nova. You can put me do—" 
 
    My friend answered me by leaping again, over the cubicle-like barricade covering the emergency drive terminal and landing on the complete opposite side of the room. 
 
    "Nova," I panted as I tried to adjust my position in her arms, and stop myself from just violently tearing my way out of her grip. "Is this some kind of revenge? For carrying Vessa around?" 
 
    "Sort of," she said absently, correcting herself a moment later. "I mean, what? No, of course not, we like it when you—I mean yes," she finally said. "Yes it is. Sorry. Good guess. Keep suffering." 
 
    To my horror, she began leaping faster, making even more jarring landings. As if she was doing it on purpose, to punish me for whatever I did wrong in our last conversation. 
 
    Somehow, we made it through the twisting hallway leading back to Vessa's sanctuary without colliding head-first with any of the walls.  
 
    "See?" my angelic lunatic of a friend asked me, as I opened my mouth to finally lose my temper and yell at her over the awkward and frightening experience. "Record time." 
 
    Nestor squeaked in agreement, apparently unbothered by the entire experience, and nuzzled her neck. 
 
    She was right. Her haphazard vaulting had carried us through the entire gauntlet of rooms and hallways in less than two minutes. The swallow I took to close my mouth and digest that very fact was one of the most painful experiences of my life. 
 
    I still turned away from her and made a leap of my own, activating an air qi technique to increase my speed and balance. Unlike Nova's Soulscape, it cost me Source energy, but at least I was the one in control of my landings. 
 
    The sanctuary was a large chamber, so we reached Vessa's capsule in a handful of high-powered leaps. Still, the realization that we could move so quickly now if we were willing to burn Source energy worried me. If a powerful enough attacker somehow got in here, they could potentially reach Vessa in a handful of seconds, take us all by surprise, and kill her. One more reason to get stronger, I told myself, as I landed next to the ship-woman's capsule. 
 
    Getting up and moving about had exhausted her, so we had returned the beautiful gray woman back to her tube before we left. She was sitting up in it as she waited for us, frowning glumly, as if she had quietly resigned herself to the fact that we would have to carry her down the long corridors. 
 
    "You're back already," she noted as she looked up at us. "Everything go okay?" 
 
    "Flawlessly," Nova replied briskly. "Hurry up and pick her up, Jasper." 
 
    "Why can't you just carry me?" Vessa said as she deepened her frown. "I weigh practically nothing, and you can fly." 
 
    "Won't work," Nova said immediately. "You'd hate the complete loss of control more than anyone in this room. Besides, I can't go very fast when I'm carrying someone," she lied. 
 
    "But—" Vessa protested, cheeks coloring slightly, before Nova cut her off again. 
 
    "No time," her Beacon argued. "You should go ahead and pick her up, Jas. The longer we wait, the more danger we're in. Remember those noises we heard?" 
 
    I did, and Nova was technically right. 
 
    "I'll just kneel down, and you can tell me how you want to be carried this time, Vessa," I said as delicately as I could, crouching down next to her capsule. 
 
    "Fine," the dark-haired woman said, looking away for a moment. "Princess carry works best. And hurry," she added, as if she had decided to take charge. "Nova's right about the urgency of this." 
 
    I lifted her carefully up, having plenty of practice by now. But when I turned to go, I found that Nova and Nestor had already left and were ahead of us, judging by the glowing wings flashing down the hallway. 
 
    I began making leaps of my own, casting a kinesiology spell that augmented my speed and stamina. It had almost as much explosive power as my speed charm, and lasted far longer. Best of all, it was the easiest to control, so I probably wouldn't manage to plant myself and Vessa face-first into the first hallway corner we encountered. 
 
    Vessa took my dangerous leaps without complaint, to my surprise. She just nestled against my chest again and closed her eyes, as if she wasn't worried about me making a simple mistake and knocking her head against something heavy and unforgiving. 
 
    The power in my legs impressed me. I had been too busy during the battle to pay attention to all the changes my body had undergone, but now that I had the time to use a mana spell without someone trying to kill me, I realized that my speed actually wasn't that far behind Nova's with her Soulscape. I still couldn't catch up with her, but I could at least keep her in view as I chased after her. 
 
    We made it to the security chamber in three minutes. Vessa started when she opened her eyes and saw the dead bodies of the sott-jotun. 
 
    "Are you alright?" I asked, turning her so that she wouldn't have to see the corpses. 
 
    "Just realizing," Vessa said as she pushed against my turn, as if to protest my act. "I've lost much of my memory from all the damage, but I thought I could still remember the faces of my crew, or at least most of them… but I didn't even remember that there were giants in my own crew until I saw these," she said with a shudder. "Some of them were even bigger than the largest one here, but none of them looked like this. They were strong, and kind, and always gave me the biggest and best smiles… and if I hadn't walked into this room, I would never have even remembered them…" 
 
    She turned her face toward my chest and began to quiver in my arms. I struggled helplessly to think of something to tell her that could make her feel better, but I came up with nothing. So I held her tighter, and tried to be as strong and stable for her as I could. 
 
    Grandson, I heard Mara say softly in my soul. Much later, when she is ready to speak, will you help me tell her that I weep with her? 
 
    Dimali and Topa looked up from their games and began mewing at her, as if they were trying to help and did not know what to do. 
 
    That, of course, made them just like me in this moment. 
 
    Nestor, I suddenly thought, remembering all of the times he had gone to Vessa on my behalf, go. 
 
    The little lifemouse complied immediately, racing off Nova's shoulder and darting up my leg. He scrunched his face in concentration, and his fur began rippling through a variety of iridescent colors as he crawled across my arm to perch next to Vessa's head, wiggling his whiskers and squeaking sympathetically at her. I heard her inhale deeply, and pull one of her hands out to pet Nestor's fluffy head. 
 
    "Thank you," the woman I was trying not to grieve openly for said as she pulled her face out of my chest. "Thank you both… but we need to stop wasting time on me. My capsule for this room is actually set in one of the walls." 
 
    She pointed at a section of the walls near the door to her giant crew quarters. Her gray eyes glowed for a second, and then a wall-mounted version of the tube emerged from behind an opening panel. It had all of the usual trappings of her earlier beds, but I noticed that it was twice as big. 
 
    "I forgot that, too," she said, biting her lip. "They made this one bigger, when I was little. The jotun heard that I kept getting scared when I had to be sealed in one, so they made a version big enough for one of them to keep me company inside… and they all helped install it into the wall by their door, just so I would know the rest of them were there… you…" She swallowed suddenly. "You didn't find any of their bodies, did you?" 
 
    "No," I shook my head, not mentioning the lingering emotions I had felt in that room. 
 
    "G-good," she stammered, but then she shook her head. "No, that's not good. That just means they were dragged off and e-eaten." She let a strangled cry out, and began beating my chest. 
 
    "K-keep walking," she sobbed. "We don't have time for me to do this right now. Just keep walking." 
 
    I obeyed her, and tilted my head so that my own tears would not fall on her. 
 
     I thought I heard more echoes somewhere far beyond the door. That probably shouldn't have been possible, but it reminded me that danger could very well be lurking a few meager yards away. Vessa must have known that too, judging by the determined light in her now-leaking eyes. 
 
    The capsule opened as I reached it. It was slightly elevated at the bottom, which helped me lower her into it. Just as she said, there was another bed next to her, one big enough to hold a man or woman twice my own size. She didn't say anything as I put her inside. She just closed her eyes and tried to breathe normally. Nestor squeaked in concern, and I heard Nova's footsteps land just behind me. 
 
    "Jasper," my blonde friend said softly, her light-blue eyes shining in the dim room. "She shouldn't be alone right now. One of us should be in there with her… and probably Nestor, as well." 
 
    "It can't be me, Nova," I said to her, hating that she was right, and hating that I was, as well. "They'll come for her again, and I need to be able to hide her." 
 
    Another sound echoed from somewhere beyond the massive door. Nova winced. 
 
    "That," she said with a grimace. "I don't want you to get hurt again. Is there anything we can do about that." 
 
    Yes, Grandmother Mara said from my mind. I understand what they did. Tell her I will protect you better this time. I know how to do so. 
 
    "Grandmother has come up with a way to protect me," I answered her, trying to feel confident. "She's already begun teaching me methods that will protect me from them." 
 
    "Are you sure?" Vessa spoke up from her tube, and Nestor let out a concerned squeak. 
 
    I decided to open up my Soulscape, and the dragon-woman's voice washed out. 
 
    "I swear by my Source and my Strength that I have a method to protect the young man housing my spirit and my other grandchildren, and that he will not be harmed again by the twisted reprobates haunting the farthest depths of your ship-body today. This time, he will not need to suffer harm when he drives them off." 
 
    A faint shudder swept through the room, and even the echoes in the distance paused for a moment. 
 
    "I'll take that," Vessa said, eyes wide. I realized that she had shifted from grieving over the death of her childhood protectors to dreading what would happen to me as I tried to protect her now, all while knowing that if she did not risk me for this current task, she would fail in her mission, and lose me anyway. 
 
    Along with everything else under the night sky. 
 
    Nova crawled into the capsule next to her, and Nestor did too, at my urging. There was nothing they could do help me hide Vessa, and in fact their being visible might actually increase the risk. 
 
    Vessa reached over to hold Nova's hand, and cupped Nestor to her chest with her other palm. She didn't say anything, but her gray eyes locked onto mine until the opaque capsule glass covered her completely. 
 
    I stepped back from the capsule, slowly re-summoned my new spear, and re-opened my Soulscape so that my spiritual planet could vent atmosphere over Vessa and Nova's container, noticing that I could now allow it to leak out from multiple points on my body in case I turned around or needed the use of both hands. 
 
    Then I turned around and waited for the monsters to come. 
 
    Like this, little ones, I heard Mara say to Dimali and Topa. As our home spins, take a deep breath, and then exhale. 
 
    I briefly turned my attention to my inner world as the large sapphire dragon and black-and-white dragon hatchlings breathed out a mist similar to the atmosphere I was currently venting over Vessa's capsule. It mixed with my planet's air, but stubbornly refused to drift high enough to be pulled out of my body and cover Vessa and Nova. 
 
    Instead, it filtered directly into my Source energy, sinking into my essence, floating along with my mana, and swimming within my qi. 
 
    This should be enough, grandson, the elder dragon said confidently. They will not be able to reach you this time. Not in the fashion they did before. 
 
    Honored grandmother, I began respectfully, eyes roaming around all the shadows of the room. I believe you said that it was impossible for them to reach me the last time. 
 
    I did not wish to worry Nova and Vessa because there was nothing they could do, and worry would only make their job more difficult. But I was neither strong enough, nor foolish enough, to pretend I felt brave right now, in the privacy of my own thoughts. 
 
    I know, grandson, the dragon-woman sighed. That was my mistake. I acknowledge it, and do not blame you for your fear. But I recognized the art that they used, and know how to counter it. It is an art so rare that my own teachers never did more than theorize about its existence. But the limitations of its power have become clear. 
 
    Truly? I asked, starting to relax ever so slightly. There was a pause in whatever distant banging or shouting was going on deep within the ship, and the new silence was somehow both peaceful and ominous. 
 
    Yes, dear one, my new family member insisted, it must be severely limited. Else a young man not even in the second stage of any Source would not have been able to repel it twice. Even if that man is as brave and special as you, the kind wyrm added warmly. 
 
    It surprised me how much her praise affected me. My shoulders relaxed completely, and I even stopped watching a handful out of the hundreds of shadows in this place. It was as if both of my parents had suddenly floated out of their graves and both commended me at the same time. 
 
    Yes, brave, dear one, she continued, after she and the hatchlings exhaled another protective breath. You are safe. 
 
    My inner peace immediately vanished, and I tensed up three times as much as I just was earlier. 
 
    There is no such thing as safe, I told her, as I scrambled for food in the messy alley, hoping I would find it in time to hide it. But no, that wasn't right. I was someplace else. There is no such thing as safe, I said again as large, angry men surrounded me, to declare that they would be watching me from now on, for any sign of unrighteous behavior, any sign that I would disrespect the sacred dignity of the Glorious State. But that wasn't right either. There is no such thing as safe, I tried saying for the last time, as men with badges and guns marched my parents out of my home, beating them when they both shouted for me to forget about them, to not resist later when I finally learned of their inevitable fate. 
 
    But my brand-new brother and sister just mewed at me in confusion, and I realized that I currently had no idea where I was. I was supposedly aboard some giant metal cage floating through the darkness between stars, standing in front of a glass tube holding my childhood friend, her primary body, and a fluffy mouse, while things in the invisible distance banged, roared, and went silent in intervals. 
 
    And it was supposedly safe. So I could not be truly here. 
 
    My grandmother was quiet for a moment. Then she answered me. 
 
    I am sorry, young rider, she said at last. Her head moved, and she seemed to glance out of the Soulscape directly at my face, then at Vessa's capsule, and then at my face again. I  underestimated how much the young of this age had suffered. I will not try to convince you that I know exactly how you feel, and that the feeling will one day pass, because I would not have believed it either, when I was in your place. Instead, I will stand with you, as you learn to let go of all the lies currently screaming that they are the only truths, and awful ones at that. If that day comes tomorrow, or after the next age when you are some thousand years old, I will still be with you. 
 
    I was too shaken to have the presence of mind to thank her, or even respond to her words. For all I knew it looked as if I had brushed off her statement with utter contempt, and I had no idea how to correct that impression. 
 
    But the truth was that I appreciated all of her words deeply, even the ones I didn't believe. I couldn't believe that she would stick around for as long as I needed, not when frightening monsters hunted those near me in my present, and frightened kings had taken those near me in the past. 
 
    But something about her promise made me feel unashamed for wanting to believe her, and that changed something inside of me. I finally made my head nod stiffly, and focused on guarding Vessa's tube. 
 
    The room began to hum faintly. Some of the dim floor lights flickered, but failed to turn on. 
 
    Grandmother, will I be able to speak with you when they come again? I asked, recalling how she had suddenly gone silent in my last encounter with the maddened trio. 
 
    I do not know, grandson, she answered sadly. But if you cannot hear me, know I will still be nearby. 
 
    Very well, I said as I continued to brace myself for chittering, gibbering shadows that demanded I hand over Vessa. 
 
    A few moments passed, and then my grandmother suddenly spoke up. 
 
    Say something within five seconds, if you can still hear me, grandson, she said calmly. I could feel her eyes watch my soul and surroundings intently. 
 
    I can hear you, I said quickly. 
 
    Five full seconds passed, and she looked disappointed. 
 
    Nothing at all. They are coming, then, she announced with a sigh. Dimali and Topa mewed and breathed again, sending more protective mist into me. I will say what I have tried to tell you before, in case you can still hear me. There can be such a thing as being near something that causes harm, even great harm, and yet be in a position where it cannot touch you.  That is a far, far better definition of safety than what I suspect you were led to believe. I— 
 
    Her voice cut off suddenly. I inhaled, and prepared myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    For a frustrating moment, absolutely nothing happened. 
 
    My knuckles whitened as I gripped my spear—uselessly, I realized, because I was unlikely to harm the voices with it for a number of reasons. And there were over a hundred shadows being cast in this massive room, so I had no reason to believe I would spot them before they came uncomfortably close. And even if I did notice them from a hundred feet away, I had no reason to believe I could do anything to harm them. Then I remembered that they had left the first time because they couldn't find Vessa, and the second time because I had threatened to blow myself up with Source energy. That last one was not a threat that could work more than once. 
 
    The insanity of it all got to me, and I just shook my head and sat down, spear in my lap. If they came there was nothing I could do but keep venting atmosphere so that Vessa and Nova remained hidden. 
 
    As far as I knew, the shadows could manifest inches away, and there would be absolutely nothing I could do to harm them. 
 
    That thought made my mind recall Grandmother Mara's most recent words, and itch in irritation. But I dismissed the thought, because I heard banging echo out again, in the distance. 
 
    It sounded much closer, possibly even in the hallway beyond the hastily-sealed door. I wondered what I should do about it, and also whether said monsters would attack in tandem with the maddened shadows. 
 
    Doownnnn herrrrrrre, a familiar menace whispered in my mind. 
 
    The banging stopped immediately. 
 
    She'sssss downnnnn herrrrrre, another whisper said. 
 
    The door in the distance suddenly shuddered, and the walls and floor of the chamber creaked like boards in an old house. One of the dead jotun's scrap metal clubs shifted on the floor, as if the wind had somehow pushed it. 
 
    Then the remaining lights all flickered, some eventually sputtering out. 
 
    Yesssssssss, another whisper hissed in relish. Downnnn herrrrrrrre. 
 
    I remained perfectly still. 
 
    But I was angry. 
 
    Not afraid. 
 
    Because I still felt Vessa's tears across my chest. 
 
    They did not appear before me like in the past. Instead, as the scant lighting flickered again, I heard sniffing move across the floor, as if an invisible Earth hound was looking for garbage. I heard deeper, rougher sniffing noises roll across one of the walls. 
 
    "Sheeee'sssss nearrrrrrrrr," the whisper on the floor said, and these I heard with my ears instead of my mind. "Smellllll herrrrrr." 
 
    My hands dug back into my weapon, and my back vented more atmosphere. 
 
    "Yessss," a rough voice whispered near the walls. "Yessss-yes! Yes-yes-yes-WAIT! WAIT-WAIT-WAIT!" 
 
    The sniffing and other whispers paused. The rough voice began shouting. 
 
    "HERE-HERE!" it shouted, and now I was certain this voice belonged to the ape-like shadow I had seen before. "HERE-HERE-HE-IS-HERE! HE-IS-DEAD-BUT-HE-IS-HERE!" 
 
    "Dead?" the voice on the floor whispered. "Where? Let me have his corpssssse." 
 
    "NoT DeAD," the warbling voice chittered high on the ceiling over my head. "ThE lItTLe THieF iS AliVe!" 
 
    "Liesss," the hissing voice on the floor whispered. "He cannot sssstill be alive. He broke hisss ssssoul. He issss gone for good." 
 
    "HE-IS-NOT-DEAD!" the apeman shouted. "HE-IS-HERE-HIS-SCENT-IS-HERE-HE-SHOULD-NOT-BE-HERE-SHE-IS-OURS!" 
 
    I bared my teeth. Vessa's tears began to feel hot against my chest. 
 
    This was getting ridiculous. They could sense and smell me, but not notice me sitting a few feet from the back wall, while wearing a jacket covered in bright-silver plates, and with a white undershirt visible underneath it? 
 
    One of them should have addressed me directly by now, but instead the shadows continued sniffing across the walls, floor, and ceiling, in the warbling voice's case. 
 
    Even more notable was the fact that they sounded afraid of me. I made myself stay perfectly still, and wait in case I was mistaken. 
 
    "FIND-HIM-WE-MUST-FIND-HIM-BEFORE-HE-FINDS-US!" 
 
    The angry one's outburst confirmed my recent wild thought. I blinked and waited for their next action. 
 
    "No!" the voice on the floor hissed. "Do not find him! Let usss jussst take what we need and go! We are here for her, not him!" 
 
    "WE-MUST-KILL-WE-MUST-KILL-HIM-SOON-OR-ELSE!" the ape shadow said. 
 
    "Do not provoke him!" the hissing voice argued. "Do you not remember? He wasss already unafraid of hissss own death!" 
 
    "He sCaReD uS!" the warbling voice chittered above me, and on the floor I saw tendriled shadows dance. "MaKe HIm gO aWAY!" 
 
    That was right, I reminded myself again, and this time the knowledge landed somewhere in my mind and stuck. 
 
    They had run from me. 
 
    Not the other way around. 
 
    "HE-IS-THERE-HE-IS-THERE-HE-IS-RIGHT-THERE!" the bloody ape voice shouted, and I thought I saw a many-armed shadow point at me from one of the walls. 
 
    "Leave him!" the hissing voice said, and I finally got a glimpse of its shadow, something hunched like a spider, but with only four legs, and a vaguely human-shaped head. It was on the floor, hunching away from me, and trying to skitter around me. 
 
    Since they could clearly see me, I saw no point in remaining silent. I leaned on my spear and rose to my feet slowly, surprised over the lack of shaking and trembling I was currently doing. 
 
    "Maddened seniors," I began as respectfully as I could. My mother's ghost was reminding me to always be polite, whether or not the other party was worthy of it. "You have forgotten something. You said you would make me pay the next time we would meet. Now that we are here," I continued, holding my spear out in front of me, "did you perhaps bring me an invoice?"   
 
    "YOU-DARE-TAUNT-US!" the shadow that never failed to shout exclaimed. I felt him project a pressure at my mind, like a fierce wind was blowing against it. "IT-IS-TIME-YOU-LEARNED-THAT-WE-ARE—" 
 
    "JoKInG!" the warbling voice chitter-garbled over my head. "We wERe jOKinG! We aRe YOuR fRiendS anD wE LoVe you!" 
 
    "Pay them no heed," the man-spider said from the floor. "You know what we are here for. You know you can't protect her forever. You know much of her hassss already been losst. Jusst let her go, and leave. We can all leave here, then." 
 
    The humming in the room intensified. Vessa was closer to bringing the place back online. 
 
    She was probably also swallowing her tears, because she did not have time to think of the gruesome deaths that her friends and family had suffered on her behalf, friends and family that her abused mind had not even been able to remember until just now, so the full force of their deaths was hitting her all at once. 
 
    She was behind me. These three fiend-freaks, who had put seas of grief into each of her eyes, were in front of me. 
 
    I was not stupid. It was not hard to guess that these beings were among her earliest of attackers, probably even foes she battled that came from the edges of the night sky. 
 
    "He doess not anssswer," the spider-voice hissed, sounding confused. 
 
    "Is hE cRyInG AgAIN?" the chittering voice asked. 
 
    "IS-HE-STUPID?" the apeman asked. 
 
    "No," the floor-shadow said, "He iss not. I do not undersstand." 
 
    That was fine. 
 
    I did not need them to. 
 
    "FIGHT?" the angry voice asked. "DOES-HE-WISH-TO-FIGHT-FIGHT?" 
 
    "He cannot," the spider-thing hissed. "He isss but dust, and we are beingsss beyond hiss night sssky." 
 
    I grinned, and their black heads tilted on their surfaces as they tried to read my expression. 
 
    "Dust," I said, "corrodes the most advanced of weapons, brightens rainbows when it passes through them, enriches plant life, and can kill, if it finds its way inside the right place of a living thing. You are welcome to think what you wish of dust, maddened seniors. But I will now educate you of the power a single speck can possess." 
 
    The inside of my Soulscape was still sealed to me, but I spun it faster, and began to Draw. 
 
    "HE-DOES-IT-AGAIN!" the ape-voice shouted. "HE-LIGHTS-THE-FUSE-ON-HIS-OWN-SOUL!" 
 
    "WhAt? WhY?" the warbling insect-shadow screeched. "HOw? HoW doeS hE KnoW!" 
 
    "He iss not detonating," the spider shadow said as it cocked its head. "He iss merely posssturing. He wisshes us to believe he can make war." 
 
    Source energy poured into me, and for the third time, my Soulscape spoke. 
 
    Intentions acknowledged, the planet said in my mind. Activating protocol Apocalypse Denied, using newly unlocked subroutine Battle the Endless Dark.  Preparing subject for battle against nearby false kings. 
 
    The cracked mosaic of my essence let out a whistling noise, as if it were moaning. One of the gray mists orbiting my coppery ore of mana suddenly glowed orange. The pool of qi in my body rippled. 
 
    Faster than should have been possible, I began to enter the first substage of all my Source energies. 
 
    "HE-DOES!" the brute shadow shouted. "HE-DOES-MAKE-WAR!" 
 
    "DoN'T dO it!" the insect shadow warbled. "We aRe pOweRfuL anD DanGerOus aND LOve yoU!" 
 
    "He thinkss we cannot harm him," the spider shadow said, as it crawled backwards toward one of the floor-barricades, and used it to loom larger at me. "I undersssstand. Hisss mind is unsssound now, sssso he may talk to us and not break. He isss arrogant. Becausse he doess not know us." 
 
    "I do know you, maddened senior," I replied, as I felt my essence moan again, louder this time. "You call yourself lofty, unknowable, and untouchable. You call the knowledge of those beneath you lacking, and insist they do your bidding. Yet when you must finally enforce your will, you first wait for the cover of night and for your victims to be completely defenseless before you dare take what you want. I do not know where beyond the night sky you came from, but you have come a long way just to gain the name of 'false king.'" 
 
    It was this truth that released me from the last echoes of my old fear over these creatures. Because, for all of their nightmarish forms, unnatural voices, and alien anatomy, their behavior was no different than the fragile-throned tyrants of my own world. 
 
    These things were not aliens. They were frightened old men that had chosen to wear shadows, chitin, and fangs. 
 
    "It ssseems we will eat you after all, little thief," the spider shadow hissed, raising its front legs. "It isss true we cannot touch you here, but you are misstaken if you think you are beyond our power." The front legs split, with two halves descending back down, and the other two reaching upward, with claw-like digits at the end. "Awaken, new sonssss. Ssslaughter the little thief, and find the meal he hasss hid." 
 
    An invisible, alien power rolled out from the shadow, one that vaguely reminded me of the massive deathbeast on Techne. A moment later, it had taken the shape of a purple, red-veined cloud that rolled toward the corpses of eaterlings and sott-jotun in the room. As the cloud passed over, the red veins extended downward into the bodies and began pulsing. 
 
    The dead bodies jerked, twisted, and started to rise, limbs and torsos distending unnaturally, as if they were stringed puppets. The dead jotun's arms lengthened even further as they reached for their clubs. 
 
    Then the giants all flashed with golden or silver light, depending on whether Nova or I had killed them, and crumpled back to the floor. 
 
    The spidery shadow hissed in surprise as its most powerful minions inexplicably died, and I recalled that my blows had flashed with silver light whenever I struck the jotun. 
 
    "Grandmother," I whispered under my breath to the being that had seen the last war with these creatures, and probably designed our weapons and gear to hurt especially them. "If you could see that just now, I hope it gave you joy." 
 
    Then, as the dead eaterlings continued to animate, my Soulscape glowed bright inside me, and began venting atmosphere from my chest. 
 
    A coppery-colored wisp suddenly plumed over my mana ore, and attached itself to one of the tin wisps floating around it. My qi pool rippled again, and this time it gained more depth. 
 
    I had completely Advanced past the entrance point and fully into the first new substage of each of my Source energies. 
 
    The spider shadow hissed again, and the dead eaterlings began to lumber towards me, bodies still reshaping right before my very eyes. 
 
    As they did so, the ape shadow suddenly roared, and the tentacled insect on the ceiling began to warble. 
 
    I felt pressure bear down on me. Pressure that my Soulscape pushed upward against, like a balloon full of helium pushing through fog. It scattered the next moment, and I saw the two nightmares on the wall and ceiling stumble backwards in shock. 
 
    The mutating, undead eaterlings halted their march towards me as they came within range of my venting atmosphere. The spider shadow hissed and made a motion with one of its spindly hands, and the monsters continued forward. 
 
    When they reached the special new atmosphere my Soulscape was venting, they collapsed like cut puppets, just as the sott-jotun did before. 
 
    "Sssstubborn little thief," the necromantic spider spat. "Do you think you've won now?" 
 
    I continued to Draw, my only answer to the monster's question. My Source energies all shuddered as they continued to increase, and this time my body could handle the intense growth. Ten stages, I reminded myself. They said I was eleven stages too early to defy them, and that was a stage ago. Ten more, and I can avenge the grief of the weeping woman behind me. 
 
    The humming sound in the room grew louder. The emergency lights all flickered, and this time new ones came back on. The spider shadow jerked and let out an angry, wordless hiss. It reared back and waved two more legs across the barricade it rested on. I felt sensations sink into the room, like that of the ones I had felt earlier, only more hostile. 
 
    "Ask yourssself how much death has already lurked through thiss place, little thief. Then realizzze the size of the throne you ssseek to pussh me off of." 
 
    More grief. More anger flowed into the room. Lingering emotions of the things that had died violent deaths began to pool into the room. 
 
    It was here that my fear had begun to return, bit by bit, wisp by wisp. Grandmother Mara had been unable to answer the question of ghosts, despite being a spirit herself. That very well might mean that I was about to fight a foe I was completely unprepared for. 
 
    But as more hunger and hate floated into the room, a tide of rage gathered at my back, far thicker than any other presence in the room, including the shadow-tyrants. 
 
    Desperate, protective affection. 
 
    Grateful loyalty. 
 
    And courage unspent by death itself. 
 
    "Here…" a soft, strong voice said from behind my back. "She's… here." 
 
    "She…lived," another voice rumbled, and a sense of deep relief washed out from it. 
 
    "She… danger," a third said, coming closer, as if it was pushing its way forward. "Protect." 
 
    "Protect," another deep voice said, louder than the ones before it. 
 
    "Protect!" several said in unison, and then it turned into a chant. 
 
    "Protect! Protect! Protect!" 
 
    "You cannot!" the death-shadow hissed. "You are eaten and dead!" 
 
    "Protect!" the loud, strong voices said from behind me, moving closer as they spoke. I felt as if giant walking trees of emotion were pushing past me, shouting down all the haunting rage and hunger and shadows that chittered in the dark. "Protect! Protect! Protect!" 
 
    The negative emotions diminished, as if they were engulfed by the tide of invisible giants. It felt like their number was far greater than that of the ghosts of Vessa's crewmembers, but the haunting ghosts were like thin plumes of smoky hate, and the jotun were towering thunderclouds of overprotective might. They battered apart the invisible hungry vestiges until they were completely driven off, and then I felt them concentrate around me. 
 
    "New… crew?" one of the voices asked slowly, as if it was straining to make words. 
 
    "Maybe," I answered with a shrug, still not clear on the actual definition of my role down here. "But I will protect her, whatever title she gives or doesn't give me." 
 
    "Crew… then…" the invisible ghost decided, and I felt a rush of satisfaction wash out from it. 
 
    "Love… her," another ghost spoke up, and I could not decide if it was a plea or a command. 
 
    But the giant had used the English word for love, which meant he could be commanding me to care for Vessa in any number of ways, many of which were mutually exclusive to each other. 
 
    "Yes, senior," I said instead, committing to the request without any reservations. "She is brave, precious, and beautiful. I will help her retake the night sky." 
 
    More relief washed out. I felt as if I were a toddler, and a group of adults had suddenly crowded around me and began weeping tears of joy. 
 
    "Mission…success," one of the invisible titans said. "Daughter is not… alone." 
 
    "We… ascend now," another said. "Our time… done." 
 
    "Your time…" another voice rumbled to me, "begins…" 
 
    "Passing… torch," a deeper voice rumbled, soon repeated by the other giants. 
 
    "Passing… torch," the others said in agreement, and their clouds of emotion and purpose began to dissipate, some of it drifting off to somewhere I could not perceive. 
 
    But the rest of it drifting into me, as Source energy. 
 
    I had not even noticed before. But as the remnants of ghostly emotions drifted into my form, it became essence to coat my bones, mana to float through my nerves, and qi to flow through my blood. Finally, some of it settled into me as a dense ball, the way the powers of Sourcebeasts did after I slew them. 
 
    Each giant had given less than a thumbnail-sized piece of themselves, and their gift should have been diminished on account of the fact that I hadn't even slain the giants myself. Yet each piece was still denser than the entirety of the ball I had received from helping kill the cage-drake back on Earth, thick with emotion, determination, and raw power. 
 
    I had no idea how strong these jotun loyal to Vessa had been, but if they had all been near immortality, Vessa's ship would have never been overrun. Yet these fragments seemed almost identical to how Grandmother Mara's part-soul felt, but only for a moment. Beyond that moment, even as they were being absorbed by me, they became something else, something more perfect and eternal. 
 
    My mosaic let out another roar. Another coppery wisp linked with a tin one. My pool of qi deepened into its lake. 
 
    Beyond even that, I felt my muscles and bones suddenly undergo a change. They seemed to condense, surge with power, and then stretch. I felt rocks and metal and fire and frost and finally lightning empower them, as if they were now batteries fully charged with elemental power. 
 
    That was right, I remembered. Giants in many legends were either corrupt monsters or mighty beings that took on the elemental power of their environment. These creatures were not like the weaker, corrupted sott-jotun Nova and I had just overpowered. They were several categories beyond, and now that they were finally passing on they became something even greater, even the thin vestiges of themselves that they were granting me. This power in my bones and muscles felt timeless, as if tiny flecks of immortality had become my constitution and physical strength. 
 
    As it passed by the Source power I had gained, but not yet refined, from the sott-jotun, I felt the power of Vessa's giants sweep and direct it directly into my three Source energies, as if it wished to get the issue of processing lesser power hurried along and out of the way. 
 
    As my body continued to surge and glow, my mosaic wailed again, more copper joined the tin in my mind, and my qi pool gained a third layer of depth in my soul. 
 
    "We… go…now," one of the fading voices said. "To… beyond..." 
 
    "Will… see her… again," another voice promised. "When she…grows…" 
 
    "Until…then…" the voices said, as they became a disorganized, fading chorus. 
 
    "Help…her…" 
 
    "Protect…her…" 
 
    "Love…her…" 
 
    And with that, they finally faded away, to whatever life waited beyond the night sky I knew. 
 
    The power in me settled down, though echoes of it remained. I felt I would have to Advance further to make use of them. But for the moment, it was done. I turned my attention back to the three shadows, the monsters who had been helpless to do anything but watch as I inherited the power of Vessa's past protectors. 
 
    "Your turn, maddened seniors," I said quietly, looking at the looming, now-impotent shapes adorning the surfaces of this slowly brightening room. 
 
    More floor lights flickered on. The spider on the barricade turned its human head. 
 
    "Very well, little thief," it hissed. "You have ssssurvived a sssecond time against the faint brussh-strokesss of our will. We will let you keep your ssstolen meal for another day. But you come closser and closser to uss the further you dessscend. Sssoon you will reach a room beyond her wardsss, and then you will die, frightened and assshamed." 
 
    "I will let you see yourselves out then," I replied, not batting an eye at my enemy's threats. Ten stages away, I reminded myself. Then I will avenge every righteous ghost that still haunts these halls. 
 
    The maddened shadows faded away the moment before power rushed back into the massive room. The emergency lights dimmed as they were replaced by the blue light of Vessa's normal power, running through the tiles, walls, and even lighting the ceiling itself, crawling all the way to the massive doors and settling into a myriad of grooves etched into them. The entire bodies of the doors glowed, and before my eyes, all the dents and scratches over their surfaces vanished, looking as if the entryway had never been breached to begin with. I saw the lines of power leave the room and crawl into the exits behind me, including the hallway we had come from. The broken doors of those openings straightened back into shape as well, though they remained open, probably because Vessa's power was still pouring into the empty rooms we had also reclaimed. 
 
    The light released a soothing warmth, and I just now realized how cold the massive, dark room had felt before now. The capsule behind me opened slowly, tilting forward slightly so that its occupants could more easily step out. I turned to meet Vessa's and Nova's anxious eyes. 
 
    For a moment, they didn't say anything to me. Then Nestor leaped out of the gray woman's hands to climb onto my shoulder, rubbing his fluffy body onto my face and neck. 
 
    Safe-safe! the little mouse said in desperate relief. You-are-safe! 
 
    Yes, brother, I replied with a smile, opening an arm as Nova stepped forward and hugged me. I am fine. Stronger, now, in fact. 
 
    I hugged Nova back, and turned to meet Vessa's gray eyes. 
 
    "What about you, Teacher?" I asked, wanting to call the ship-woman some other term, and finding none I wanted to say that did not sound too intimate. "Are you well? Are you alright?" 
 
    "I felt them," she said, lips trembling. "My dead jotun. They were here." 
 
    "They were," I answered with a nod, as Nova gave me one last squeeze before letting go. "They helped me drive off the voices." 
 
    "Where did they go?" she asked me in a quiet voice. "Did they say anything? Are they gone for good?" 
 
    "I don't know where they went," I answered honestly. "But they said that they were ascending now, and that they would see you again." 
 
    "So they went somewhere good?" she asked me in a quivering voice. "They're… they're happy now? They're not hurting?" 
 
    "It seemed like they were missing you," I said as I shook my head, "but that they were heading to a well-deserved rest." 
 
    "Good," she said, her lips still trembling. Then she just stood in her capsule, hesitating and looking uncertain. 
 
    "Vessa," I said, holding my arms. She still didn't move, but when I reached for her she didn't resist, and I slowly, gently pulled her in for a hug. She finally exhaled, wrapping her arms around me. Nova stepped forward to hug us as well, and Nestor climbed about to try and nuzzle all of our faces. 
 
    "Thank you," Vessa said after a moment. "Thank you all." 
 
    "You're welcome," I said gently. "Do you need another minute?" 
 
    "Eventually, but not right now," Vessa said as she let go of me, patting Nova's hand and nuzzling Nestor with her cheek. "This room is back online. Power should be returning to the connected rooms as well, in a few moments. We need to consolidate our gains." 
 
    The gray-skinned woman took a single step away from me and brushed her dark hair out of her face. Then she looked around, her eyes glowing with gray light. 
 
    "Some lingering damage," she noted, "but nothing that my Source energy shouldn't be able to fix within a day at most, and probably much less." 
 
    "Will that drain you?" I asked, curious. But the ship-woman shook her head. 
 
    "I'm getting far more power from having this room online than I am losing from fixing the last of its systems," she said, and I noticed that she was standing right now, without any help at all. "I'll send one command, and the repairs should continue without supervision." She spared a quick glance behind her toward the other rooms that were beginning to brighten. "Those should come online soon as well. I'm going to give priority to the rooms that aren't just living space, but it shouldn't take long either way. As soon as any one of them come back online, it will give me another source of power, which means I'll be able to recover another room more quickly, which in turn will give me more power as well." She turned her gaze back to the massive chamber we were in. "Once I get them all online, I'll probably be able to breeze through fixing the rest of this place. For now, though, I can activate some of my surveillance systems and a few on-board weapon systems. This way, I'll be able to get a clearer picture of what's stalking my ship body at a greater range, and sometimes I'll even be able to do something about the boarders on my own. Like right now," she added grimly, as the echoing sounds returned. 
 
    I heard bangs and roars sound out from behind the massive door, far closer than the ones I had heard from it earlier. I wondered if perhaps they had been driven over here, after the failed attempt of the maddened shadow to gain Vessa. 
 
    "Bloodbeasts," she said calmly, "so corrupted that you can't tell what their original appearances were. Mostly in the third and fourth stages." 
 
    "Can they get through the door?" I asked as I stepped next to Nova and readied my spear. 
 
    "If they batter at it for multiple hours? Maybe," she answered with an unconcerned shrug. "But I'm not intending for them to have a chance," she said with a hard edge, as her eyes narrowed. "This is for my murdered crew, you pathetic pack of homicidal squatters." 
 
    She bared her white teeth, and a cacophony of violence roared out from the other side of the massive door. Loud bangs and the whoosh of flame mixed with anguished shouts and howls that went quiet after a dozen seconds or so. The fire flickered for a few more moments before going silent as well. Source energy suddenly wafted up from the tiles around Vessa, the majority of it going to her, but a few strands detached and drifted in the rest of us. 
 
    "There," Vessa said after inhaling deeply. "I feel much better. Getting more Source energy is good too, though. I can filter some of this and have my ship-body produce it naturally. That should help the two of you Draw, and give some ambient rewards for Nestor as well. Speaking of which, you two should probably take a moment to process the Source energy you just gained from your battle in here. When you're ready, Jasper, I'll take a look at you and help you with your changes. If you don't mind," she added hurriedly, as Nova went to another corner of the room and began Drawing. 
 
    "I do not, Teacher," I said with a grin, turning my attention to the inside of my soul, now that Vessa was alright and no burning or killing was happening in any nearby rooms. Are you well, Grandmother? Are Dimali and Topa alright? 
 
    Of course, dear one, my maternal Sourcebeast said from within. She was still curled protectively around her other grandchildren, who were mewing and playing their normal games. Next to her belly, though, were three small balls of Source energy that I had been unable to absorb from both groups of jotun. They would have to be able to reach you before they could reach us. And we were able to help prevent them from reaching you. 
 
    Thank you for that, Grandmother, I said, though I was uncertain exactly how she and the other two dragons had helped me. But the pressure I felt while engaging the maddened shadows this time had been much less, and it had been far easier to think when I encountered them. And perhaps the atmospheric mist that killed the eaterlings had something to do with the use of their breath. Could you work with my teacher to help determine all the changes that went through my soul? 
 
    Gladly, dear. And please summon your furry brother. He needs to meet his new brother and sister. And eat lunch. 
 
    As Vessa and Nestor drew near, I opened my soul so that they could look inside. 
 
    "Greetings, Holy Vessel," Mara said respectfully from outside my soul. "I am honored to be speaking with you." 
 
    "I greet you as well, elder dragon," Vessa replied formally. "I hope you and your grandchildren are well inside my pupil." 
 
    "We are wonderfully housed," the dragon assured her. "The only remaining problem is that my other grandchild still needs to come in for dinner. Young rider, would you mind opening a hole large enough for your little brother to join us?" 
 
    Wait-what? my little mouse asked in a startled tone. 
 
    "I can do that?" I asked, startled. 
 
    "Of course, dear," grandmother said gently. "By now it should be easy to make a hole large enough for him. And yes," she added, "it is perfectly safe. Otherwise I would have never dared to let my other grandchildren hatch in this place. Nestor, dear? Why don't you come meet your brother and sister?" 
 
    I-can? the fluffy mouse asked excitedly. I-can-I-can-I-can? 
 
    In order to find out, I held out my hand and made the largest opening I could. Nestor scampered over to it, tentatively touched the edge with his paw, and then, after waiting one more moment, dove inside. 
 
    I worried that he would fall from the very top of my little planet's atmosphere, but I suppose that if all my stored objects did that, they'd have broken in half, especially the little insects I absorbed before. Nestor landed softly on the grass next to Mara and her pile of treasure. He gave a curious squeak as he looked up at her. 
 
    You-big-now, he said, apparently remembering how she looked back when we found her human form in that cave. 
 
    I am, she said, her closed lips curling upward in a smile. But guess who isn't that much bigger than you? 
 
    She pointed with her snout, over to where Topa and Dimali were playing. 
 
    Nestor gave a shrill, excited squeak, and began jumping up and down. Then he tried to run forward, but he was still jumping. The result was a kind of scamper-trip that face-planted him into the grass, but he was up and running a moment later, shouting out with his mind to anyone who would listen. 
 
    Have-pack! Have-pack! Have-pack-have-pack-have-pack! 
 
    His speed increased, and he zoomed forward, turning around when he realized he had rushed past the two little dragons, then turning around again when he overshot them a second time. Eventually, he settled for just running circles around the little black-and-white lizards, still shouting about his new pack. Topa raised his tiny black head and squeaked a challenge at the nimble mouse, while Dimali just ignored him, until one of the coins she was stacking slipped and fell. Then she grabbed it, scooped her tail and other limbs protectively around her little pile, and mewed a complaint at everyone, until she caught sight of Nestor and began sniffing in earnest curiosity. 
 
    Mara and I chuckled, and I looked back up when I heard Vessa giggle over the sight. 
 
    "I didn't realize how much I needed to see something like that," she told me, "but back to you, Jas." Her eyes widened as she gazed at the changes in my Source energy. "Wow… three substages in each Source? You're practically a third of the way through the second stage of Advancement. And it looks like the transition was really smooth this time," she said, sighing in relief. "Can you tell me what happened?" 
 
    "I just Drew while the shadows were taunting me," I answered with a helpless shrug. "The power from the jotun helped, but I reached the first substage before it became a factor." 
 
    "Jotun?" she tilted her head. "Wait, let's not get into that yet. We need to figure this out. Jasper, you remember me gauging your potential before, right? How you had high gains from battle and items, but not from Drawing itself?" 
 
    "I do remember you saying that," I answered slowly. "I also remember wracking my body by gaining so many substages when I last Drew, which is what prompted our trip to my new grandmother's Sourcepalace." 
 
    "Yes," Vessa said with a frown. "I remember as well. Your last two Drawing attempts completely contradict my assessment of how your soul works. Meaning either I am just spectacularly bad at my job of being your master, or there are special circumstances that give you a different potential when you Draw. Which I should have taken into account," she added. "Because different people thrive under different circumstances, some even more drastically than you have." 
 
    "What do you mean?" I asked, curious. 
 
    "I mean that there are people, both on Earth and other planets, who have found excellence, success, or happiness at points that others said were long past bothering to hope over. That applies to far more than learning or Advancing. But yes, some students thrive in completely unexpected circumstances. The best teachers are aware of that, and the best sects, tribes, and orders do their best to grant their teachers the tools and flexibility they need to bring out those students' potential." She looked back up at me, as if something had just occurred to her. "Wait. That's still practiced on Earth, right? My information isn't all that up to date for your world." 
 
    "No," I answered flatly. "Excellence in the student is risk to the State. I suspect that was also the philosophy in many governments before the time of the Global Republic." 
 
    And that was probably part of the reason the Glorious State was able to establish itself so quickly, I reflected, but did not say. 
 
    "Oh," Vessa said awkwardly. "Right. Well. In any case, we've found the ideal conditions for you to gain power from: being surrounded by unnatural horrors that come from beyond the night sky… in defense of…" Her gray eyes widened with alertness, and her mouth took on a slightly horrified shape. "Me. In defense of me. Specifically." 
 
      
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    "Holy Vessel," Mara interjected from within my soul, as the hatchlings and lifemouse continued to squeak, roar, and dance with each other. "Forgive him, I beg you, for he is innocent of this. Forgive his ancestors as well." 
 
    "What?" Vessa asked, looking more and more horrified. "This… this is intentional? Someone did this to him? What?" She stepped backwards, shaking her head. 
 
    "Holy Saint," Mara begged, lowering her draconic head submissively. "Please, I beg you. Please show them all mercy. It is not their fault." 
 
    "What isn't their fault?" the ship-woman snapped, rounding on the dragon in my spirit. "Please explain, ancient dragon, because it sounds like you're implying someone found a way to modify or create Soulscapes, and then implanted one into Jasper!" 
 
    "I know, Holy Vessel," Mara said as she lowered her head further. A quick glance showed that all the little ones in my soul were still oblivious to our fight, totally transfixed in the discovery of their new playmate. "I know," Mara repeated. "The Holy Vessel is right to feel angry. Her honor and wisdom are absolute. But I beg to give you knowledge of them, Holy One, so that they may not bear the shame of being cursed by you. I beg permission to do so." 
 
    "Explain, Senior," Vessa said with a deep breath, "and refrain from further unnecessary accolades. Please," she added. 
 
    "I…" the normally proud dragon hesitated, then submitted. "I will do my best, Holy Vessel. Know this. His ancestors and mine were both present in the battle that saw your holy kin burn under the night sky. We fought to make our way to you, and we failed. Our races still bear the judgment for that failure." 
 
    "Your races," Vessa replied with an edge, "were not supposed to be present for that battle at all. My people turned down every request for an honor guard. It was not our desire to own armies from the people of worlds. Every time we noticed your group following us, we commanded you to disperse." 
 
    "I remember that refusal as well, Holy Vessel," Mara continued. "As well as the regret I felt when I realized we had not disobeyed that command more firmly, and more frequently. But I will continue my story, lest I offend you. I will be brief for the parts you already know: we followed you, we fought for you, we failed to save you. In the end, my kind, as well as the other races of Sourcebeast that flew by our side, met our bane in your people's destruction. I did not see the end of every fellow titan, but my own family roared in grief, and the grief changed us into something else. We became beings that could no longer bear to eat and breathe in a night sky clogged with the burning bodies of our greatest saints and heroes. My family's souls filled with so much rage that they inflated, and rose past the night sky to the next realm, hoping to either find help from whatever lords reigned there, or else punish them for allowing such evils to happen in the universe below. I despaired instead, and diminished, to the dying, broken beast you found me as those few days ago. But the young rider's kind…" Mara sighed. "They were not as fortunate. They were damned the harshest, for reasons unknown to me, and every drop of sanity was taken from them as penance. They sought to undo your defeat, Holy Vessel, and chose to wage war against natural law." 
 
    Mara finally raised her head to lock eyes with the woman outside my Soulscape. 
 
    "When I say they warred against natural law, Holy Vessel, I mean that they sought to change the parts of their nature that made them unable to help you more. I do not know all of the details, and must ask forgiveness, but I do know that they sought to alter the nature of their own Soulscapes, to undo the limitations that made them too weak to save the saints. It was not one single plan, and of all the surviving riders who tried to explain it to me, not a single one made sense. Rather, each one sounded more mad, and more grieved than the last. It was the grief, I think, that made them ignore my counsel to abandon their plans and move on. They were sages before they were knights, they said. It was their duty to find a way, they said. One more damnation could not matter now, they said. So they withdrew to the world of records and stories, Vessel-Saint, and hid themselves. It would seem they were successful, and now a young man has been born who can contest the horror-men, and shield from them the last of my age's saints. So forgive them, I beg you," my grandmother said as she bowed her head. "Their grief and good intentions made them lawless, and their lawlessness bore fruit. Please do not curse their memories with your disfavor." 
 
    Vessa stared at the dragon-woman's spirit for a moment, before finally closing her eyes and sighing in frustration. 
 
    "I have forgotten," the gray woman said as she covered her face with her hands. "Just how fanatical the people under our care had become. We were worried about it. We thought it would lead to catastrophe if we did not find a way to curb it somehow. That was why we kept trying to catch ideas like that early on, so we could quash them." 
 
    "Vessa," I said quietly. "Your people did all that, instead of listening to them. And a catastrophe happened anyway." 
 
    Her expression caught on my words, and she began blinking furiously. 
 
    "That… Jasper…" She stopped blinking finally, and turned her gaze back to inside my soul. "I hereby offer no condemnation to the sages of Earth. Not for their efforts on behalf of the Soulships. Let them rest in peace, although you should know, Elder Mara, that I have no power over the souls of the dead." 
 
    "With respect, Holy Vessel," Mara replied, her head lowered once again, "your words will forever have power that you yourself may never even learn. Such things are true for the least of us. They will hold true for one of the saviors of the night sky." 
 
    "Okay," Vessa said with a shake of her head, clearly done with this conversation. "Let's go back to discussing Jasper's soul, since there's nothing I can do about what his ancestors have done. We need to figure out how to stabilize your substages again, which means you'll need to pick areas to focus on. That's going to be a long explanation for everything but your essence, but we'll get through it. Before that though, we need to talk about what the jotun gave you. I appreciate you trying to respect my grief, but I know my giants wouldn't have left you empty-handed. Not after you promised that you were going to take care of me in their stead. And yes, Jas," she continued firmly, seeing my confusion, "I know you would have told them that. It's too late to hide the fact that you're committed to protecting me." She kept watching me. "They shared some of their physical strength, which should have been obvious, and… oh," she said, blinking again. "They… they had something for me, hidden inside your soul… may I take it out?" She held out her hand, and suddenly looked almost a decade younger, like a young child asking for candy. 
 
    "Of course," I answered, confused. I had not realized that Vessa's jotun could have done something like that, especially as fragmented ghosts. 
 
    Vessa concentrated, and I felt something light and airy float out of me, like a passenger who had hitched a ride off of a train might do when they had reached their destination. Vessa caught the invisible object, and cuddled it close to her chest with both hands. 
 
    "The best thing they could have given me," she whispered, before shaking her head. "Later. I'll have time later. Thank you, Jasper," the ship-woman said as she turned her focus back to me. "This will help me remember them, help me not forget them again. But back to you. I know they have given you strength, but I do not understand why it looks like… well, this." She gestured uselessly. "Elder Mara, do you have any thoughts?" 
 
    "Holy saint," Mara began, "the young rider has inherited their immortal strength." 
 
    "Immortal?" she asked, perplexed and tilting her head. "But they weren't immortals. They weren't even anywhere near strong enough to leave part-souls. I wouldn't have let them stay on my crew if they were." 
 
    "You wouldn't have?" I asked, confused. "Why?" 
 
    "Because staying would be bad for them," she said, as if such a thing was obvious. "They have their own Advancement to worry about. I wasn't about to get in the way of their ascending to the realm beyond just so that they could stick around and do menial jobs around a star ship. It would have shamed my entire race." 
 
    "So not a single member of your crew was in the final stages of Advancement, in any Source energy," I clarified, trying not to sound frustrated. 
 
    "No," Vessa said, shaking her head. "That's not our people's way. Besides, I wasn't even strong enough to form a part-soul—not that it works that way exactly, for a Soulship—so why would I have a crew member that could? They wouldn't need my protection." 
 
    "Are you telling me," I began, inhaling carefully, "that your purpose of acquiring crew was so that you could protect them, and not the other way around?" 
 
    "Of course," Vessa said bluntly. "My people were unchallenged for ages. We couldn't even comprehend a foe that could hurt us… until the very end," she finished, covering her forehead as she finally realized the point of my questions. "And yes. Our refusal to let others help has probably… probably ended us as a species," she sighed. "Forgive me. It's been a heavy day." 
 
    "Agreed," I said gently, then tried to help by moving the conversation along. "Grandmother, can you explain what this immortal strength is, and how I acquired it, as well as whether or not I should be as excited for it as the name merits?" 
 
    Both of the women grinned at me and let out a light chuckle. 
 
    "You can be as excited as you want, grandson, as long as you don't run outside and immediately try to lift the entire ship. There are only small flecks of the power, but it will grow as you Advance, much like the bonds you formed with my daughter's children. In the later stages, you may well be one of the most powerful beings under the night sky. Assuming you are wise and survive until then," she finished, as a warning. "Now, where were we? Yes. Quite simply, your already powerful physique will become much stronger than it should be, and each stage of Advancement will increase the benefit—especially for your essence Source. As to how your benefactors were able to grant such a benefit," Grandmother continued, sounding more cautious, as if she was suddenly worried about lacking knowledge in this subject, "you must know that even through the time of the vessel-saints, it was largely believed that the only way to ascend to the next realm was to Advance past the known stages and transform your body and spirit into something new. But there were older stories, ones whose claims could never be proven, that spoke of a different way." My grandmother lowered her spectral head and closed her eyes, as if in memory. "It is said that the righteous dead always found immortality, and that certain deeds were their own path to eternal enlightenment. Since those claims could never be proven, and Advancement could, they diminished in favor of a more tested method. But creating eternal strength is a difficult undertaking for those even at the ends of their journey to the next world. It should have been impossible for the holy vessel's crew members, unless they had found an eternal truth at the time of their deaths—one that contradicted common knowledge." 
 
    I shrugged. Even after hearing my grandmother's words, I found it hard to believe that anyone cared when the righteous died. But as it were, we had more important things to be worried about. I had become tougher and stronger, would become even more so in the future, and that was the most relevant information. 
 
    As Nova continued to Draw by herself, Vessa and Mara walked me through the stabilization process. They started with essence, since that was currently the easiest to stabilize. They guided the cry of my mosaic through its heart, mind, and bones, securing those vital areas first, to safeguard my body's growth. This would ensure that no other parts of my body would overdevelop and harm my health. For some reason, it also helped stabilize my mood. I didn't realize it, but I had developed a subconscious irritation after my confrontation with the mad shadows. I wanted to twitch when people touched me, and strike something if it surprised me. Until now, I hadn't even noticed I was suppressing those urges. 
 
    At my new instructors' recommendation, I moved to stabilize my qi next. Qi was the balancing Source, the one that encouraged moderation, rhythm, and the correcting of extremes. For this reason, many of the best doctors and healers were qi practitioners. 
 
    To stabilize my first three substages, I would have to combine the aspects of a number of droplets and mix them together, to determine the properties of my qi pool's current depth. Then, I would have to determine just how many depths composed each 'layer' of the pool. In other words, there could be several depths in one layer, just as the various ocean depths were divided into four main layers on Earth. Since my qi pool was nowhere near the size of an ocean—even counting the murky dimensions of my spirit—I decided it would only need three basic layers: surface, middle, and bottom. 
 
    I designated the first three depths of my pool as its 'surface.' Vessa and Mara encouraged me to select a concept that would both be practical and healthy for me, by mixing the chosen elements from my last qi stage. We all discussed the issue at length, but in the end, we decided to pick a concept that would help soothe my stress levels, help me protect myself, and, possibly most importantly, conceal the bulk of my power and my uniqueness as a tri-practitioner and someone with a slowly growing host of other special gifts. 
 
    I chose the concept of 'calm' for my surface. My power and I would, at first glance, appear nothing special. I would also be better able to react in a controlled fashion to violent external stimuli. Vessa and Mara decided this suited my personal nature quite well, so they approved of my choice. 
 
    For the first depth of my surface, I mixed together the qi droplets of water, air, earth, metal, and frost, granting my pool's surface a mixture of hardness and flexibility. This ensured that it would be possible for my pool to ripple under stress, but it would be difficult to pierce its surface and learn more about my powers.  No one would learn too much from me, at least not the first few glances. For the second depth in this layer, I mixed together water, frost, earth, metal, and wood, making the middle part of my pool's surface denser, so that a strike or divination that actually did pierce the top depth of my surface would meet more resistance the deeper it went. For the final depth, if an intruder made it that far, they would get my 'angry' face—the appearance I made when I was ready to commit to a fight. I chose the drops of fire, metal, lightning, frost, and earth. 
 
    At that point, I had to pick two specific elements that would condense all three depths into a single layer, one of which that I had not added yet. They recommended water and qi, or possibly earth, all for very good reasons, but I shook my head in respectful disagreement. 
 
    "To maintain the calm of my surface, the best two elements would be qi itself, and war." 
 
    "War?" Vessa asked in surprise skepticism. "Why?" 
 
    But Grandmother Mara only watched me carefully. 
 
    "Because, Teacher Vessa," I began, "I need to maintain the appearance of calm in many environments, and I won't actually be calm in some of those. I will need to appear brave, and in control, and unaffected, when I am in fact terrified, or uncertain, or angry—or even all three of those things at once. I will need to deceive others, and what element has more deceit than war?" 
 
    All war is deception, my mother said in my mind. She had drilled that into me over and over—especially when we were watching news conferences. 
 
    "But what about when you're not actually at war?" Vessa countered. "What about when you're generally relaxed, and feeling good about your circumstances?" 
 
    "Hence making qi itself the other binding element," I said with a shrug. "And war doesn't necessarily mean I'm fighting all the time. It just means I acknowledge that I can have enemies. Earth used to have plenty of countries with armies, and some of the least violent eras were when everyone had powerful armies and also rulers wise enough to know that a clash between said armies would result in nothing but devastation for both kingdoms." 
 
    I reflected further on that fact. Earth reached its greatest devastation when a country had a large army, without having a wise ruler, and when the rest of the more stable governments did not have an army powerful enough to oppose that ruler. 
 
    Shortly after that, the Glorious State came into power and began to establish the Global Republic. They both disarmed the other nations' armies as well as regulating the peoples' access to knowledge, so that they could not raise up new rulers with the wisdom to question the Glorious State. 
 
    "His reasoning is sound, Holy Vessel," Mara said gently, and respectfully. "He was a child that grew up in a world of constant danger and even more constant lies. This path is both practical for his needs, and will be his best route to long-term health. With your permission, Holy One, I give my support to his decision." 
 
    "And it is his decision to make, in the end," Vessa said with another sigh. "I swore that I would respect such decisions when I became your master. Very well, Jasper," she continued with a nod. "I don't understand your reasoning, but I can see that your choice is helping you right now, and others see that as well. And we just talked about how the best teachers were flexible when it produced results. So I'm going to respect your decision, and do what I can to help you. But I'm going to share my concern for you if it looks like your choice starts damaging you in the future." 
 
    "Thank you, Vessa," I said gratefully. "I'm fortunate that you have the mindset that you do, and are still willing to help me." 
 
    "You're welcome," she said as she smiled at me. "Now let's get back to work. We have another Source after this one." 
 
    Mana proved to be the hardest Source to stabilize my gains in. This was mostly due to the nature of the first three stages of mana Advancement. In essence, the first three stages were considered to be the 'childhood' stages, where one's mosaic beast (or mosaic person, in my case) moved from birth to survival. The first three stages of qi Advancement were called the gathering stages, because one gathered enough qi to condense into a pool, and then enough to send through tributaries in the body. But the first three stages of mana were called the alloy stages, because the stages of tin and copper eventually combined to create the third stage of bronze. The substages I formed in copper would need sciences that meshed well with the sciences I chose in tin. The better a job I did with this, the better transition I would have into bronze. 
 
    The problem was deciding what sciences to pick that meshed well with concepts such as mathematics, that I had not already picked. Physics, math, chemistry, and engineering all complemented each other almost perfectly—which was why I had already picked such sciences in the tin stage. 
 
    "I should have caught this," Vessa grumbled, closing her eyes and massaging her temples. "But I was too busy being happy over you finally picking what you actually wanted, and it being something that worked," she complained to me. 
 
    "In fairness, Holy Vessel," Grandmother Mara interjected. "His choices work quite well under your guidance. The fact that his sciences already complement each other can be a boon, as now he can simply decide to focus them all further, and probably develop a much stronger alloy of Source energy in the very end." 
 
    "That's true," Vessa said, brightening. "Jasper, think about your favorite aspects of each of your mana sciences, and try to see how many would be applicable with each other." 
 
    I nodded, and immediately picked my mathematics wisp. As I did so, the three floating copper wisps detached from the tin wisps they were clinging to, and drifted over curiously. 
 
    I thought about my feelings of math, and realized they had not changed one bit. 
 
    I hated studying math. 
 
    But I loved using it. 
 
    Learning math for the sake of math itself, be it arithmetic, calculus, or probability, was incredibly boring to me. But learning it to better help me do something, especially now that I could use it to help me hurl lightning and fireballs, was perhaps the greatest of my new joys. I focused on the concept of applied mathematics, the part of math that specifically tried to be useful, and made it the science of one of my new copper wisps. 
 
    That wisp immediately darted toward my math tin wisp and tightened around it, spiraling with it and connecting at the very ends. 
 
    For physics, the problem was actually the opposite. There were many different aspects of it that I enjoyed studying for the sake of studying. Some of them were already joined to other wisps. I went with a specialization developed shortly before the rise of the Glorious State: foundational physics. Foundational physics was a broad specialization, but it focused on the differences between classical physics and the 'modern' physics, the second of which was basically quantum mechanics and other fields discovered after the twenty-first century. Here the two wisps joined together more slowly, but more firmly in the end. 
 
    "That's almost cheating," Vessa pointed out, "since you went with a broad science and chose a broad specialization to link with it. Fortunately, like your grandmother said, you've already chosen a number of specializations for physics as a wisp for your tin stage, so it worked out fine. Keep going, but be careful." 
 
    I accepted her warning and moved on to the third wisp. Again, chemistry was a broad science whose specializations already coincided with parts of biology, kinesiology, thermodynamics, even physics and engineering. If I picked the wrong specialization now, the knowledge might be redundant later. So I went with analytical chemistry, the branch of chemistry that just looked at the composition of materials, and the tools needed to examine them. 
 
    Then we were done. Vessa did not seem entirely pleased. 
 
    "Your choices are probably going to be practical, and definitely going to be super-complicated," the ship-woman grumbled. "But your reasoning is fairly sound. Just know that you're definitely taking the slow route to power." 
 
    "Really?" I asked. "I thought I had just gained a total of thirty-nine substages in less than…" I trailed off as I tried to remember how long I had been on this ship. "One month? Two months? Along with some other improvements along the way?" 
 
    "Well, yes," Vessa replied in exasperation, "but also: you are delaying the majority of your benefits for much later, when your super-fancy progression goals finally come together. I've told you before that most people don't spread themselves out so much. They maximize their gains around one or two ideas, build a foundation that lets them release most of their power from the beginning. For example, a fire mana user would be able to do far more with his fire spells than you could do right now with your thermodynamics wisp, even if you combined it with your fire qi—and he could bring them to bear much quicker." 
 
    "Would he keep his advantage in the later stages?" I asked calmly, because we'd had this conversation before. 
 
    "No," the gray woman admitted, "but if he tried to kill you right now, you'd have a problem. Or rather you would have, if you couldn't also bring ice magic to bear, or drew on the strength of your body, or burned some essence charms to close the distance and snap his neck. So maybe I have less of a point than I thought I did at the beginning of this argument." She frowned and shook her head. "At the very least though, be aware that another practitioner at your same level will be able to bring out far more power in the same trick you can, faster and cheaper. For now, at least." 
 
    "Understood," I replied with a nod. "Thank you Vessa, for always looking out for me." 
 
    "You're welcome," she said, sounding uncomfortable now. "Thank you for always looking out for me, too, Jas. And anyway, that covers everything for now. The jotun's source energy in you has already been absorbed, so you don't need to do anything with that but examine your new powers and come find me if you have questions." She looked back at the capsule mounted in the wall. "I need to go ahead and take a look at all the new systems back under my control. And probably take a small nap. But gaining back seven rooms is a large amount of progress. We'll take some time to consolidate our gains. "Also," she added, "I may need to just settle into a capsule here. My sanctuary room is getting farther and farther away from the newly reclaimed areas, and your running back to get me is going to become a dangerous bottleneck sooner or later. Especially if we ever move beyond my more powerful wards." 
 
    "Fair enough," I answered. "I guess I can go work on lunch." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The massive living space had a cooking area in it, an oven much like the one activated in Vessa's sanctuary. I activated it and began cooking the wolf and bear meat we had acquired several worlds ago, following my grandmother's directions on what time and temperature to set it on, and for using our scant seasoning ingredients. Recovering the hydroponics chamber was actually a big deal, because now we could grow all kinds of things. That thought reminded me to go collect the flowering Sourceplant we had been watering and move into that room. It would be a better environment for the little plant, and might even help it mature faster. 
 
    But Vessa still needs a plant for her space, I thought to myself. Maybe the hydroponic room has a pot I could move the flower into for her? That would help it grow and keep it near her… 
 
    I trailed off when I heard Mara chuckle at me from my Soulscape. 
 
    Don't mind me, dear, she said warmly. I'm just rooting for you. 
 
    She refused to clarify what she meant by that, and we returned to cooking. 
 
    I did notice, though, that Nestor had taken well to my Soulscape. He and the two dragon hatchlings had played for a good bit, and then had a meal Grandmother Mara had somehow made for them out of the jotun's source energy. 
 
    I didn't know you could cook Source energy, I told her, as I flipped the steaks and returned them to the oven. 
 
    You normally can't, the dragon said smugly. Only in special circumstances. And if you are an expert in the shaping techniques of soulcraft. 
 
    You have used that word before, I pointed out as I injected Source energy to regulate the temperature the steaks were being cooked at. Grandmother, please tell me what exactly is soulcraft, and how you know it so well. 
 
    I was wondering when you would finally ask, Mara said idly. Soulcraft is the practice of using one's soul or spirit. It is a broad craft, and has a variety of applications. Soulsense is actually a branch of it. It is an extremely difficult art to practice, however, since most of its potential is only unlocked when one is powerful enough to develop a part-soul. 
 
    Or if said person has a part-soul as a teacher, I guessed. 
 
    You are quite correct, young rider, Grandmother Mara said in a pleased tone. Then again, I suppose you should be a quick study for the craft. Your people were always the greatest masters of it. 
 
    Truly? I asked, startled, and thankful that the meat was already in the oven. I thought it was rare for any of my people to be able to use Source energy at all, let alone develop a part-soul. 
 
    I know, my grandmother replied. Your world is a mystery to many, young rider. We have no idea why time passes so slowly there, or how your sages were able to preserve as much knowledge as they did. And Source energy has proven harder and harder for your people to use as time passes. You may very well be the first Earth human to have reached the second stage in any Source since the time of the Anchor Knights. At any rate, the ones who could use Source energy, and even a few of the ones who did not, were able to master soulcraft in a way that shocked all the practitioners and Sourcebeasts across the night sky. I was fortunate to have one such expert as a teacher. 
 
    One of my people? I asked, startled. From Earth? Was he one of those riders you spoke of? 
 
    Hmm? Those? the old dragon asked in a distracted tone. Oh, no. My own rider was proficient, but I taught her just as much as she taught me. I was actually speaking of my old fool of a husband. 
 
    Your what? I asked, before I realized I had actually shouted out loud. I spared a self-conscious glance to see if anyone nearby had heard me shout to myself, then tried asking again. Your what? 
 
    I said, my old fool of a husband was my teacher, Mara continued idly, mouth curling in a small, reptilian smile. The silly idiot was an absolute master at his work. I could never get enough of watching him. 
 
    Honored grandmother, I began carefully, I mean no disrespect, and feel free to reject my curiosity, but you said your teacher… 
 
    Was my husband, yes, dear, the ancient dragon affirmed. I think I see what you are afraid to ask, so I'll go ahead and relieve your fears. Most of the teaching happened long after our relationship began, and was an informal thing. And in the few formal lessons he gave me before that, the ridiculous man was a perfect gentleman. He wasn't some old Earthling lecher, taking advantage of an innocent young dragon-girl. So don't you worry about such things, dear. 
 
    I… I trailed off again, wondering if there was a special power I could use to scoop my lower jaw off the floor and somehow reattach it. That was not the source of my concern, honored grandmother. 
 
    Oh? the sapphire dragon asked, raising her part-soul's head in curiosity. Well, then, that's a relief. I've grown rather tired of defending him over that, you see. Back then, so many people added all manner of ridiculous rules to the master-student relationship. I'm glad to see that you're more open-minded than most. And really, what were they expecting? That I should divorce him as soon as he tried to teach me again, and then remarry him afterwards? 
 
    Forgive me, Grandmother, but I must be more shameless, I finally said. And to the six and a half tea-less English hells with being delicate over the politics between dragon and human lover/teachers, I thought to myself carefully. Did no one give you any trouble over the fact that your husband was an Earthling human, and that you were a dragon? 
 
    That? the powerful spirit asked, looking up from her reminiscing smile. Oh, that. No. Why would they? Wait, she suddenly perked up in comprehension. Ah, I see now. You have never heard of your people having a relationship with Sourcebeasts. 
 
    That is correct, Grandmother, I said in a relieved tone. Would you please enlighten me further? 
 
    Certainly, she agreed happily. You poor thing. I forgot that this is all so new to you. You've probably been wracking your brain over the fact that we had a daughter. Let me simplify things for you. You do remember that a Sourcebeast can take human form, if they Advance far enough, yes? 
 
    I do, I said as I sighed in relief. Thank you, honored grandmother. That explains everything. 
 
    I certainly don't see how that could be true, the ancient dragon said primly. Because that was just an example. We have dragon grandchildren, you silly thing! Do you think I'd be addled enough to try and lay my daughter's egg while in human form? Not even my husband was oafish enough to suggest that idea. 
 
    I decided that I was going to burn our steaks if I kept trying to understand this issue, and gave up. Fortunately, my venerable grandmother finally decided to explain things adequately. 
 
    Now, back to what I was about to tell you. Just as sufficiently powerful Sourcebeasts can take human form once they reach a certain stage of Advancement, humans can take a Sourcebeast's form once they cross a certain threshold.  It's a bit harder for your kind, and it certainly takes longer, but my idiot didn't care. He wanted to make a point, she said, sighing wistfully. As soon as he saw that I was willing to become human just to be with him, he became determined to become a dragon, just to be with me. My parents were impressed with how stubborn he was. I imagine his own poor parents were terrified, though. Or maybe they were used to it? 
 
    I…ah, I finally said. I apologize. I was unaware such relationships were even possible, let alone that they could produce offspring. 
 
    It's fine, dear, Grandmother Mara said dismissively. If you won't ask questions, you'll never learn. I'll go ahead and explain this to you, so that you can just concentrate on not burning the steaks. Practitioners and Sourcebeasts can and have formed relationships in the past, although the Sourcebeast must be on par with a practitioner in terms of sentience. So Nestor would qualify when he gets much older, but those wolves you killed wouldn't quite be able to pull it off, or even be interested in it. Unless they Advanced a good bit more to increase their intelligence. At any rate, the couple must be able to share the same shape for a period of time.  So the Sourcebeast must be able to turn human, or the practitioner must be able to transform into a Sourcebeast—which, again is much harder, so it's usually the former that happens. If the two conceive in human form, the offspring is human as well, though they have some bloodline benefits from their Sourcebeast parent that usually makes them stronger or gives them a unique power. If the two conceive while in Sourcebeast form, then the offspring is a Sourcebeast that looks identical to the rest of its kind, save that it can Advance faster, has more spare Source energy for its skills, and, sometimes, can even Draw like a practitioner can, giving them the best of both worlds. Since the old fool was determined to integrate into my family, I conceived in my natural form, and so our daughter was a full-fledged dragon, with practitioner-like talents. She was a tad bit less adventurous than I was, however, and took another dragon as her husband. The lad was a dear, though, so we didn't mind. They conceived as well, making the eggs you found in my Sourcepalace, and that, she said in a final, satisfied tone, is the story of how your brother and sister came about. 
 
    I expected to hear Dimali and Topa mew, as they normally did when they heard us talk about them, but when I looked down I realized that they were both napping, on opposite sides of Nestor's furry form. The three slept like little kittens curled up for warmth. 
 
    I chuckled, and waited for the steaks to finally finish cooking. 
 
    "There they are," Vessa's voice sounded from behind me, as I pulled the meat out of the oven. "I was hoping they'd be ready by now." 
 
    I managed to avoid dropping the steaks in surprise. 
 
    "Hello Vessa. I take it you're ready for dinner, now?" 
 
    "Lunch," she corrected. "This is lunch. Don't make me think I missed out on lunch, Jas." 
 
    Properly chastened, I quickly laid out the rest of the meal for the famished little woman, as well as for Nova, who had just started circling as well. 
 
    As far as I could tell, they both appreciated my cooking. Vessa did ask for thirds, but I suspected she already would have done that for anything that wasn't a nutrient pouch. 
 
    "Hey," Nova spoke up, mostly finished with her portion. "Where did Nestor go again?" 
 
    "He is currently still inside my Soulscape, with my grandmother and her daughter's hatchlings," I replied, quietly relieved that we had actual dishware now, even if it was rather decorative. 
 
    "The next time we help someone, we really need to see about getting some basic plates, cups, and utensils," I said to Vessa and Nova as I laid down the golden dishware we recovered from Mara's Sourcepalace. "I feel silly over the fact that we didn't ask that tribe we helped for basic dishware." 
 
    "They would have thought it weird," Vessa said between bites as she grabbed a piece of steak I hadn't decided to finish yet off my own plate. I thought she looked willing to fight me for it, so I decided to let her have it. "That's why I didn't ask. We had to get everything we could without them asking why we were so short on basic necessities. And with that tribe, dishware was actually something they were short on, and couldn't afford to lose. Besides, we were able to take everything they did give us and either use it for currency, food, or raw materials I could digest for my ship. Besides," she said, holding up her filigreed fork, "this way we get to eat in style." 
 
    I let the matter go, and turned my attention to Nova. 
 
    "You Drew earlier," I began. "How did it go? What stage of Advancement are you at?" 
 
    "Not as well as yours," she said with a small frown. "But I'm at the first substage of silver for mana and almost at the third substage of wailing for essence. And I'm at the fourth substage for my pool stage of qi." 
 
    "That's actually really quick, Nova," Vessa said as she swallowed a piece of steak, and reached for the untouched piece on Nova's plate. "Especially considering you just reached the wailing stage a few days ago." 
 
    Nova's frown deepened into a scowl as she pulled her plate back protectively. 
 
    "I thought it might be quick, too," she replied. "I just wasn't expecting Jasper to close the gap so quickly. And sorry, I've been having a bad attitude about it," she added as she relaxed her frown. "Jas, it's great that you're able to keep up. I’ve just got to make sure I don't get left behind either." 
 
    "That won't be a problem, Nova," I said as I gave up and slid my plate over to Vessa. I had eaten enough, and I had been with these two women long enough to recognize the signs of an oncoming food fight. "I saw on Earth just how far you wind up going whenever you give your all for something." 
 
    "Thanks, Jas," she said with a smile. "So," she changed the subject. "Um, is Nestor okay inside your Soulscape? And what's this about baby dragons being inside Jasper?" 
 
    "There are two newly hatched dragons inside his Soulscape," Vessa mumbled as she chewed up another piece of steak and swallowed it. "Bright stars, I've forgotten how good it felt to eat. But yes, the dragon Mara had two eggs from her daughter, and she needed Jasper's Soulscape to make sure they hatched. They'll probably come out when they get bigger." 
 
    "Wait, can they come out?" I asked, still not fully clear on that. 
 
    Not right now, dear, Mara said, still watching the small pile of sleeping bodies. But let them grow a little, and it will be safe enough to take them out of the nest, so to speak. 
 
    "Anyway," Vessa said after eating a little more. She wiped her face with a napkin—something I had never thought I'd find in a dragon's treasure hoard—and took a drink of water from her fancy new goblet. "Thanks, Jas. That was delicious. What was I saying again? Right," she said, nodding as her eyes focused. "I've finished connecting to most of the rooms. Having a second drive is really handy, by the way. The power it provides can be used for a lot of things, not just travel. But back to the point: I've finished reactivating the security station. I'll show you guys how to use it, since it also has an interface for my crew to use, but for now, I can access security sensors, anti-boarder weapons, and, best of all, maps. I know for a fact now what's in the nearby rooms," she said with a smile. "I have a sensor room nearby, on the door opposite the one that took you to the Longman… yes," she finished in a firm tone as her gray eyes opened again. "I remember now. It's another emergency backup room, this one designed specifically to give me more data on my surroundings. Recovering it would make me so much less blind…" she added wistfully. "I could regain senses I've probably forgotten I've ever had… I might even be able to see outside my ship-body again… more importantly," she said uncomfortably, "I'll be able to get more data, and from a farther range. That will help me hide better, plan your departures better, even learn more about those hunting me within and outside this ship.…I know you both just had a battle, and I know I said retaking seven rooms is a good bit of progress, especially in a single day," she added uncomfortably. "And I don't want to work you both too hard…" 
 
    Especially because Jasper has to guard me from demons while I sleep, I practically heard her think. I decided to speak up. 
 
    "It sounds like you want us to retake your sensor room," I said, trying to help her get to the point—and help her see that I wasn't afraid of her request. 
 
    "I do," the ship-woman said. "And not just for the reasons above. It turns out that the door leading there doesn't lead to the rest of the ship. It dead-ends shortly after the sensor room, meaning that clearing that section pretty much secures an entire route. Instead of worrying about something coming in through the other two doors in the emergency drive room, we'd be down to just something coming either through the security room or that secret passage, the second of which may not be accessible from the outside anymore. Finally," she added, taking a deep breath. "One of the nearby rooms has a short-range teleport to the outside of my ship." 
 
    "Wait," Nova interjected. "Explain. You said that section would be completely safe, after we reclaimed it." 
 
    "And it will," Vessa insisted. "It's a teleport array, like what I use to send you two down to a planet's surface. It can't be used by an enemy any more than someone can hijack the teleportation array in my sanctuary. As long as one of us three stays behind, the other two can safely teleport to the outside surface of my ship-body, and help me perform minor repairs there, or at least get actual, physical eyes on my outer damage. Sorry," she added self-consciously. "Maybe someone looking at it won't actually be that useful, since it's not like we can just pull into a star port or shipyard and fix it." 
 
    There are star ports? I wanted to ask, but didn't. Do they know we're still running around with spears and swords? 
 
    "But I kind of want to remember what the rest of me looks like," she admitted. "Even though it probably doesn't look right anymore." 
 
    I winced for her. 
 
    "We're up for it," Nova said, then suddenly looked over at me. "I mean… right, Jasper?" 
 
    "We've only had one battle today, and got through the last fight with no injuries and plenty of rest afterwards," I said, getting up and picking up everyone's empty plates. "The shadows were not only unable to touch me, I'm stronger than I was before they tried. I can't see a reason why we shouldn't try to get something as important as your sensors back on-line as soon as possible, and for all we know, a glimpse at the outer surface of your ship could reveal something vital. We should leave for that as soon as possible." 
 
    "Thank you," Vessa said, sighing in relief. "Thank you, both. It's scary to send you two—you three," she corrected, looking around for Nestor, "It's scary to send you all into danger. Speaking of which." She closed her eyes in concentration, as if she was counting off numbers in her head. "My audio and visual feed is detecting a handful of lifeforms in those rooms. Three total… two of them humanoids and heavily decayed, which implies they may be undead as well—but I can't swear by that. They both have more Source energy than the strongest sott-jotun you battled earlier. The third one is using some sort of veiling technique to mask its form, a shroud, I think. If it can already create a shroud, then it's possibly the most dangerous creature I've ever asked either of you to fight on your own." She paused to take a breath. "But I think you're ready for it. You two aren't neophytes anymore. And if the creature is more powerful than I guessed, you can retreat into the hallway, where my own weapon systems can help. In fact, I'll be watching the fight. As soon as things go badly I'll sound an alarm and provide cover for you two to escape into the hallway. Sound good?" 
 
    "That sounds fine," I replied. "You could also just message us with what you see, with your texting system." 
 
    "Right," she said, blinking again. "I have that… we should stop forgetting I can do that. In fact, if we retake a communications array room inside my ship-body, we won't even need it anymore. I'll have a better way to reach out to you both. That will make things much easier." 
 
    "Alright then," Nova said, standing up as well. "I suppose we're ready to go now." 
 
    After carrying Vessa to the capsule in the room just beyond the emergency drive room, so that she could be closer, we returned to the first emergency drive room and prepared for our second mission of the day. 
 
    Nova and I turned our attention to the second door, the one we had passed over during our last expedition. The giant barrier loomed over us, looking far more ominous, now that we were determined to see what lurked beyond it, and knowing for certain that there were creatures inside that Vessa was not entirely certain we could handle. Nova and I shared one cautious glance before we both used our own abilities to scry forward, but this time I saw nothing but a long, dark hallway that I could not see the end of. 
 
    This time, Nova's senses were superior. 
 
    "It's exactly what Vessa said it was," she said, sounding relieved that the ship-woman's information was correct. We had no real reason to doubt her, but there had been a number of surprises down here, from the mad shadows to the Longman seizing control of nearby doors. "We've got a hallway that's even longer than the one leading back to the sanctuary," she told me confidently. "With another room just beyond it, one roughly the size of the emergency drive room with at least two doors leading further into the ship. I can't detect anything lurking in the hallway, but that room just after it has the two creatures Vessa mentioned earlier… and they do feel off, like their bodies aren't emitting the normal traces of life.  
 
    "Let's do this," she said confidently, closing her eyes to activate the door. 
 
    I drew my halfblade, and stood guard while she did so, watching the massive barrier slowly rumble open. When it finished, I stared down a pitch-shrouded hallway, as Nova stepped forward, drawing her baton and blade. 
 
    "I'll lead the way," she stated, her bright-blue eyes somehow piercing the darkness. "Back me up if I'm attacked." She spared me a quick glance. "And maybe you should use that spear again? Instead of that broken-looking sword thing?" 
 
    I shook my head, still gripping my halfblade as I walked behind her. "It's as well-crafted as any of the weapons from the Sourcepalace, and the right length for fighting in a confined space like this. If I need a different tool, I can summon it instantly." 
 
    "Fair enough," my friend said as she steeled herself and stepped into the darkness. 
 
    I swallowed my pride and followed her, reflecting on the fact that my friend could still fight better than I could, and with her superior vision it made sense for her to take point. Then I felt silly and stopped to let Nestor back out of my Soulscape. The little mouse had woken up some time ago, and I had just then noticed him jump up and down to be let out. Nestor quickly put our own reconnaissance to shame, rushing in front of us and whispering into our minds that the way was clear all the way down to the door. 
 
    "Sorry." Nova winced as she let the lifemouse do his job and scout. "This one hallway is making me jumpy for some reason. I completely forgot about our magic super-mouse." 
 
    "Me, too," I admitted. And sorry, little friend. I shouldn't have forgotten about you. 
 
    Is-fine, the little mouse chattered back in my mind. Had-nap. Great-great-nap! Have-pack-too! Good-pack! 
 
    I grinned as Nova and I relaxed a little, and followed our tiny scout into the darkness. 
 
    The dark hallway made a number of disturbing creaks and echoes as we walked, but it proved to be just as empty as Nova said it would be. As my enhanced eyes finally adjusted, though, I noticed numerous scratches along the walls, much like the ones I had seen when I retook Vessa's first hallway, as well as clawed footprints on the floor. The claw-prints puzzled me, because most of them were going in the same direction we were. That meant that the emergency drive room must have fallen before this area, which reminded me that these hallways probably did not lead much further into the ship. If we kept exploring down here, we would likely meet a dead end, soon, which meant that we could completely secure a section of Vessa's ship-body. 
 
    That would go a long way toward easing all of our fears. But the rooms had not been reclaimed yet, I reminded myself as we finally reached the end of the long hallway. 
 
    Nova stared at the door, while we both took the time to confirm what lurked beyond with our special senses. Extending my spirit in this manner was tiring, but Grandmother had said frequent exercise was necessary for improvement. 
 
    I once again saw a palette of black hues, giving me the dimensions of the room beyond. It looked almost identical to the emergency drive room, even having the same partitions in the center, but there was no barricade at the opposite end. There was a door along every wall, but as far as I could tell there was no secret passage on any of the room's sides. 
 
    There were the two beings that Nova had mentioned before. My soulsense was still not developed enough to give me many details about their appearance, but they gave off a sickly-gray light, and remained too still except for some slight motions that suggested they were breathing. 
 
    Which they should not have needed to do if they were undead. 
 
    "That's…" Nova began as she finally opened her eyes. "Odd." 
 
    "Very," I agreed. "They should not be this still, for things that continued to breathe. Unless it is because they have been trapped in there all this time." 
 
    "In that case, they should probably not be alive at all," Nova replied, taking a deep breath. She turned her head to look at where Nestor was waiting, right at the door's edge. "Do you have any ideas, little guy?" 
 
    Starve-much, the little mouse suggested, lifting his fluffy head. Weak-weak. 
 
    There are some creatures and practitioners that no longer need to eat or even breathe, when they reach a certain level of Advancement, Grandmother Mara offered from inside my soul. And most beings can consume their own Source energy if they have to, though it will weaken them severely, possibly even reducing the number of Advancement stages they possess, though they can recover their power in time. The holy vessel-saint has done such to help her survive all this time, and I was forced to take a similar measure when I made your Soulscape the house for my part-soul. 
 
    "So there are a pack of half-starved monsters hiding in the other room," I clarified, since Nova could not hear Grandmother Mara's voice in my mind. "They might even be some of the original invaders, and were somehow locked in there in the beginning. Which means they've been weakening themselves for ages in there, unable to batter down this door for reasons unknown. They have weakened to the levels we detected, but will be hungry and desperate. We should not let down our guard." 
 
    "Got it," Nova said as she pointed her war baton at the door. "We need to be ready for immediate attack… but could they also be crew?" she asked after a moment. 
 
    I had no idea, since the beings looked mostly humanoid, and I had no idea what Vessa's original people looked like, so I just shrugged helplessly and readied my own weapon. It seemed that Vessa should have been able to recognize them when she saw them earlier. 
 
    But then again, she had forgotten entirely about having certain species of beings on her crew until a few hours ago. 
 
    That made me wonder something else, that I had noticed but forgotten about in my surprise to find breathing creatures trapped inside there. 
 
    "Hold on, Nova," I said as I sent my soulsense back into the room. This time I ignored the two beings and concentrated on the other sensations I felt, raw sensations that were not hidden behind a flesh-and-blood body. 
 
    Anger. 
 
    Hatred. 
 
    Hunger. 
 
    More hunger. 
 
    A sense of being misled, and then denied. 
 
    Grandmother Mara, I said to the inside of my soul, I think there are more ghosts here. 
 
    There may be, grandson, the dragon-woman warned. If there are hostile spirits here, I will do what I can to guard your soul. As long as they are weaker than the maddened shadows, I should be of help. 
 
    I was unconvinced, but there was little I could do but take her word for it. 
 
    "Um, Jas?" Nova asked me. "Are you having an important conversation with your dragon-grandma-ghost?" 
 
    "Yes," I answered, snapping my attention back. "There may be more ghosts in the next room, in addition to the two creatures. Angry ones." 
 
    "Oh," Nova said, blinking. "Okay. Can they hurt us?" 
 
    "My grandmother doesn't think so," I replied, and she looked no more reassured than I felt over that pronouncement. 
 
    "I suppose we'll find out just what's behind this door in a few moments," I told Nova grimly. "Ready when you are." 
 
    With that, she closed her eyes and sent a command to open the barrier. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    The metal creaked as it shifted for the first time in dozens or hundreds of years. I felt a stillness pour through the opening, as if the beings on the other side could not believe their prison was finally opening. But nothing rushed at us from the other side. I couldn't tell for sure, but I suspected everything lurking in that room had suddenly decided to hold its breath. 
 
    Nova muttered some words under her breath, and gold-and-white light washed out from her armor. 
 
    "If there is anyone friendly to Vessa Soulship in there," she called out in a gentle, but firm, voice, "now would be the best moment to reveal yourself." 
 
    Assuming you still have the strength to speak, I thought but didn't say. 
 
    But the light revealed no friendly faces. 
 
    I caught a brief glimpse of grey-and-brown limbs pulling deeper into the shrinking shadows. Other than that movement, there was no response to Nova's words. 
 
    "Very well," Vessa's Beacon said calmly. "Jas? If you would do the honors?" 
 
    "As you wish," I replied, reading her intentions and raising my free hand. "Sending fire and death into the room full of foolishly silent predators in three… two…" 
 
    "Wait," a hacking rasp came from the middle of the room. "You wouldn't dare. You'll damage this place." 
 
    "If you really believed I was bluffing, you would have remained silent," I countered, while quietly and belatedly wondering if my new fire attack would, in fact, damage whatever sensitive systems Vessa might have in this room. At any rate, at least we knew one of the creatures in here could talk. And given how long it had been kept down here, it probably had knowledge we wanted it to share. 
 
    "You don't even know if we want to fight!" the rasping voice followed up. 
 
    "It's proven to be a rather solid assumption to make down here," I replied, unmoved. "Unless the lot of you are still hiding in the shadows just to conceal how badly you would like to hold hands and sing with us." 
 
    "If you had been down here for as long as we have," the voice said next, "you would be slow to move as well. Even before we came to this room, it was unwise to draw attention to one's self. But we have made no move to attack you. We have not even left this room!" 
 
    "Not for lack of trying, apparently," I noted as I looked down at the floor. The tiles covering it had scratch marks everywhere but directly in front of the opening. There was at least a five-foot radius of clean space, where not even dust lingered. 
 
    "Nevertheless," Nova spoke up, taking command of the conversation. "If you can give me a convincing reason to let you live, I will consider sparing your lives. Which of you wants to go first?" 
 
    That was a good trick, I thought approvingly. By giving multiple speakers a chance to interrupt, our enemies were less likely to keep their lies straight. 
 
    "I was already talking!" the first voice said. "I can give you what you want!" 
 
    "So can I!" another corner of the dark room called out, this voice hoarse and deep. "He does not speak for all of us!" 
 
    "That's interesting," my blonde friend said. "How many of you are there exactly?" 
 
    It was an interesting question, because we had already been able to determine their numbers before we opened the door. But it gave us a chance to see how they would respond. 
 
    "Do not—" the first voice began to say, before the deeper one interrupted. 
 
    "Just the two of us in this room!" the second voice shouted. "He cannot be trusted! I only wish to leave this place alive!" 
 
    "Liar!" the rasping voice snapped. "He wishes to use you to kill me! Then he will turn on the weakened victor!" 
 
    Nova and I shared a look as the two voices continued arguing, and I guessed her to be thinking the same thoughts I was. Most of what they had both said was probably true, except for the second voice's insistence that he merely wanted to leave in peace. But more importantly, the exchange revealed that the two were hostile to each other, yet they had coexisted all this time without exterminating each other. That already made them different from the eaterlings I had encountered earlier, who only worked together in small groups and were quick to wipe each other out. 
 
    "You both should have mentioned the number of others in the rooms beyond you," Nova said calmly. "So there is your first mistake. I have not decided how many I will allow you all to make. But I will move on to the next question: why have neither of you ever left this room?" 
 
    An awkward pause preceded the voices' answer. 
 
    "We could not," the first voice rasped. "The door would not open." 
 
    "We were locked inside," the second voice rasped quickly. "We could not have left even though we wanted to." 
 
    "Very well," Nova continued, "why did you enter the room to begin with?" 
 
    Once again, the speakers hesitated. 
 
    "It was an accident," the first voice said. 
 
    "For us," the second speaker added. "His pack chased someone into here! We followed them!" 
 
    "Who were you chasing?" Nova asked without missing a beat. "What species, and what group, did they belong to?" 
 
    "We did not know," the rasping voice answered cautiously. "But they were running away from the violence, so we followed them." 
 
    "Do not believe him," the hoarse voice spoke up. "He is a liar. His pack followed one of the ship-being's crew into this room! They wanted the Source energy!" 
 
    "You are the liar!" the first speaker hissed. "We were only looking for a way out!" 
 
    "Is there one?" I interjected calmly, glancing at Nova to confirm she didn't mind. "None of the other doors behind you look closed. Do they lead to another part of the ship you could escape from, if your groups were stronger?" 
 
    I heard a faint shuffling in response to my question, as the creatures hiding in the room realized that we probably knew where they were hiding even if they stayed away from our light, and also that we already had a fair idea as to their number and relative strengths. 
 
    "The doors lead to dead ends," the first voice answered reluctantly. "We suspect one of the consoles may take us outside these steel rooms, but it is unpowered now, and we have no means to reactivate it, and we would not know how to use it even if it was functional." 
 
    "Can you fix it so we can leave?" the second voice spoke up. "That is all my people wish." 
 
    Liar, I thought to myself automatically. Those with peaceful intentions never go around announcing that every few moments. 
 
    And what do you mean 'your people?' I asked myself next. 
 
    "Possibly," Nova said in an unhurried tone. "What happened to the crewman that led you down here?" 
 
    More awkward silence descended. 
 
    "He did not make it," the first voice spoke up. 
 
    "Because you killed him!" the hoarse voice accused. "I saw you do so! Do not lie!" 
 
    "I thought I had to!" the rasping creature shouted. "I regret it! I have regretted it for untold years!" 
 
    "Only because he tricked you!" the second voice insisted. "He did something to the door when we were all inside this place! None of us could batter it down! He lured us away from the battle!" 
 
    "Exactly!" the first voice countered. "I thought only his death would bring down the barrier, so I was forced to kill him!" 
 
    "Idiot!" the second speaker growled. "Your stupidity trapped us all!" 
 
    "So your people were part of the original boarders, then," I noted calmly. That was unsurprising, and I was already expecting to have to kill them. But they likely had information Vessa could not remember, so they were useful. 
 
    "We were not," the first voice sighed. "It is no point hiding the truth from you. We were… opportunists." 
 
    "Explain," Nova said with a hard edge to her voice. 
 
    "This vessel passed by our worlds burning and venting light. Chasing it were shapes and creatures we had never seen before, but they were diminished as well. One by one they burned and crumbled apart, before we could even determine their natures and forms. Yet we saw the smallest fragments of their bodies throw themselves against the burning vessel and seep inside. Despite that, the ship continued to battle and burn. For all we knew, both sides would soon be utterly destroyed. So we acted. Those of us who could leave our world rushed to the battleground the starship had become." 
 
    "As did our people," the second voice uttered. 
 
    "One moment," I interjected. "You saw a powerful warship, capable of traveling directly through the night sky, with enough active firepower to destroy the massive entities chasing it, sustain enough damage for you to suspect its destruction was imminent… and thought it would be a good idea to board it? While it was on fire and venting atmosphere?" 
 
    "Obviously," the first speaker rasped. "Boarding it before then would have been a terrible risk." 
 
    "Indeed," the hoarse one echoed. "We did not wish to needlessly die." 
 
    I shared a look with Nova to see if their words somehow made more sense to her, but her light-blue eyes only mirrored my confusion and disappointment. 
 
    I-see, Nestor supplied helpfully from his hiding spot. Dumb-dumbs. 
 
    It was hard to disagree with the lifemouse's assessment, but there had to be more to the story than that. 
 
    "I will remind you that you are currently attempting to convince me to spare your lives," Nova said in a steely voice. "It behooves you to make as much sense as possible, as quickly as you can. My patience is far from infinite." 
 
    "You are clearly kin with the ship-ghost then," the first voice rasped. "Otherwise you would realize the value of taking part in so much death." 
 
    "Must you make it obvious?" the hoarse voice argued. "She will kill us if we offend her!" 
 
    "Do you really think we can still pass as beings with innocent intent, after all this time?" 
 
    "Source energy, then," I supplied, still watching the shadows for the moment. By now, my eyes were adjusting enough for me to notice that the shapes I had seen with my soulsense were still in the same location. I could also confirm that their forms were roughly humanoid, more so than the eaterlings were, but still different enough to trouble me, and for reasons I could not determine. "You took that risk just to gain some of the Source energy being released from all of the deaths occurring, as well as an opportunity to gain some by a few killings of your own." 
 
    I shouldn't have been surprised. So far, every creature I had encountered on this haunted vessel, with the exception of Vessa herself, had been out for murder. But unlike the eaterlings, the beings in the next room had not chosen to scavenge from a derelict ship, but to actively participate in its original devastation, at great risk to themselves. That seemed to be a whole other level of destructive greed. 
 
    "Correct," the first voice hissed. "Resources on our worlds were scarce. We needed every advantage if we were to Advance or survive." 
 
    "There should have been great treasure here," the hoarse voice added. "Since the sky-tyrant herself was one of the beings responsible for the famine sweeping over our worlds. But we never found where she hid it." 
 
    "Famine?" Nova said, sounding baffled. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "What do you mean, 'what are we talking about'?" the first voice rasped. "I'm talking about the struggle to survive under the sky-tyrants' rule! How Advancement, and even basic needs, had become so difficult to come by!" 
 
    Nova looked lost. 
 
    "I don't understand," she said, shaking her head as she looked at me. "Vessa and I have our differences, but I don't think we'd… I don't think she'd do something like that." 
 
    "I suspect she did nothing of the sort," I replied, still staring into the dark room. "Rather, I suspect these groups performed many acts Vessa's kind deemed criminal, and responded poorly to the kind of society her people wished to build across the night sky." 
 
    "But the laws weren't that invasive," Nova protested, still not understanding. "She showed me. They weren't anything like what you and I grew up with back on Earth. They were literally just laws demanding people not murder, enslave, or oppress each other. And they got so much help in return…" 
 
    "I'm guessing they disagree," I noted, as my eyes began to make out more details of the figures. It was their bulk that threw me off, I realized. Both groups had almost unnaturally muscled bodies, making them even larger than the man I had killed to protect Grandmother Mara. 
 
    "We do," the first voice said. "We were reduced to but a shadow of our former glory under the Soulships' rule. Tribes, clans, and kingdoms once under us flourished in our stead. They were rewarded like pets begging for crumbs from their master." 
 
    "And instead, you took upon your chance to revolt, and strike out at a wounded Soulship," I pointed out, trying to remind myself that we were supposed to be learning from these beings. 
 
    "If one of their kind was burning, the rest were no doubt doing the same," the hoarse voice argued. "Their rule was over. That was obvious even to us. It was time to return to the old ways." 
 
    "No it wasn't," Nova sputtered, trying to regain her composure. "You didn't have to go straight back into 'kill or be killed'! You could have just as easily gained Source energy from fighting off her attackers! You would have even been rewarded for it! Or you could have even just stayed out of it, and been safe! You didn't have to—" 
 
    "Who else?" I interrupted, trying to get the conversation back on track. These creatures were clearly imbeciles, both for attacking Vessa and for being brazenly honest about it, but I suspected their very nature prevented them from being anything else. 
 
    Because men and women with that same nature had ruined my own home. 
 
    "Who were the other boarders?" I continued. "How many were they? Were they practitioners or Sourcebeasts? Or those that fall in between? Do you know if any of the original crew survived?" 
 
    They paused again, probably to digest my questions. I could now see that the rasping group had unnaturally bulky legs, while the hoarse group had unnaturally bulky arms. I should not have immediately suspected that, because I had never seen members of either race before, but even in the dark, I felt these beings were like the eaterlings, having become something else without ever realizing it. 
 
    "There is no point in telling you," the first voice rasped. "You will soon try to slay us for our crimes, no matter what we say." 
 
    "Does he now speak for you?" I asked, turning my gaze to the second speaker without answering the first. "Or do you wish to barter for the lives of your group?" 
 
    His shrouded figure tensed in uncertainty. Once again, I was unimpressed with the boarders' intellect, and wondered how they had managed to survive all these years trapped in such small confines. 
 
    "Keep in mind that if we and the Soulship were anywhere near as bloodthirsty as I suspect your people are, your civilizations would have never been given a chance to change their ways to begin with," I continued. "We are offering you a chance at survival for the small price of sharing information you have no need to keep secret, and may even hinder any rival boarders you still have in this place." 
 
    "There were other boarders," the hoarse voice finally croaked out. "Far too many for us to count, in both number and race. Some were practitioners, like ourselves, some were Sourcebeasts, some were beings in between, like the eaterlings. I saw a few of those as well. Beyond that, were large creatures we stayed far away from. The tyrant-vessel had trapped most of them through some means we did not care to learn. I do not know if any of the tyrant's crew still live." 
 
    "I—she's not a tyrant," Nova stammered, still off balance from the creature's accusations. "We—she just wanted everyone to be happy, and safe." 
 
    "I know, Nova," I whispered gently. "But some people can never be happy as long as others are safe." I turned my gaze back to the murderers still hiding in here. "Were the other boarders the same as you? Dissatisfied opportunists? And how many would still be alive?" 
 
    "Many, yes," the first voice spoke up, apparently giving up on its stubborn defiance. "More than even we would have expected. The tyrants' edicts have long been unpopular. We recognized races from many different worlds. I doubt you would know their name, as young as you both look to be, but most seemed to have drawn the same conclusions we did, and probably boarded when this vessel passed their local star. The crew killed many of the more powerful ones before they fell themselves, but in the end we were scattering through all parts of the ship, running either from each other or from whatever nightmares managed to get through the Soulship's wards. The creatures could make smaller versions of themselves, and bring others under their control. Some could even raise the dead and make them fight again. We have not seen them since we were locked down here, but I have no doubt they still exist elsewhere in the ship." 
 
    "How have you all managed to survive down here?" I asked next. "You have been locked in this room for ages." 
 
    "Another reason to board this place," the second voice answered. "Even damaged, the Soulship releases enough ambient Source energy to let us survive, even in a confined room such as this… if one is willing to reduce themselves to near-stasis." 
 
    "Had we all realized it sooner, we would have not diminished as much as we did," the rasping voice grumbled. 
 
    "And so you all refrained from killing each other once you realized that," I finished for them. I took their grumbles as an affirmative answer. "Here is one final question, and possibly the most important: now that the door has been unlocked, do you remember a route off the ship? And can you describe it?" 
 
    This time, they didn't hesitate to answer me. 
 
    "We entered through the other large door you no doubt saw earlier in the great room on the other end of the hallway you just walked down. That was when the tyrant's surviving slaves closed the door behind us, but before then, it had been the last step of a long journey through a nightmare of broken halls. I doubt we would last long if we were to escape that way. But this room appears to have a console resembling the sensor devices on our own vessels, which may have been why the ship-slave was willing to die to depower it. It can allow one or two people at a time to teleport to the respective sensor array outside the ship. We could perhaps use that means of escape, if you were to bring these rooms back under control." 
 
    It had surprised me to hear that these beings were capable of using spacecraft, and even more so that they had been able to recognize some of Vessa's technology. Then again, they'd had untold ages to study it, since it was literally the only other thing in the room to look at. 
 
    At any rate, Nova had finally mastered herself. 
 
    "Alright," Nova said, her voice strained with anger. "You have attacked the ship portion of my primary body and murdered at least one crewmember… and probably devoured his corpse as well," she added, exhaling more rage before she continued. "All for the most stupid, wretched reasons possible. I should kill you for what you have done, but there is already so much death down here that I am willing to give you another chance. Because believe it or not, some people that try to enforce laws aren't actually out to get anybody. They're just trying to show others that the world—or the night sky, or whatever—can be a better place, if people just treat each other right. So we'll do this: Swear a Sourceoath that you will seek no hostile action against myself, the one next to me, or anyone else here, and that you will only harm others in self-defense, from now on, wherever you go. Swear that you will give any remaining information you have about this place before you leave, anything at all that might be even remotely helpful. If you do that, I will let you leave to one of the planets below." 
 
    "I swear," the first voice hissed. 
 
    "So do I," the second said a moment later. 
 
    With no hesitation whatsoever, I realized. They were eager, even. 
 
    "Why?" I asked, my voice flat and hard. 
 
    "Why what?" the first voice asked. 
 
    "Why are you so willing to swear such a binding oath?" I asked. "You have had aeons to stir in your hate. There is no reason you would not at least bargain with my companion for slightly better terms." 
 
    "Her terms are generous," the first voice said quickly. 
 
    "We have learned the error of our ways," the second one added, without missing a beat. 
 
    "No you haven't," I spat. "You were condemning the very philosophies she asked you less than five minutes ago. I find your eagerness to be highly," I readied my weapon, "highly suspect. Especially since you still haven't revealed yourselves." 
 
    This time, there was an awkward pause before they answered me. 
 
    "Why do you care?" the second voice finally said. "We swore a Sourceoath. We will be forced to do exactly as she said. Our bodies are in no condition to break such an oath. You can already tell that even without seeing us." 
 
    "You haven't sworn the oath yet," I countered calmly. "We all know it takes a great deal more than saying 'I swear.'" 
 
    "If you would quit interrupting us," the first voice spat, "we would go ahead and swear the oath! Then you would have no reason not to trust us!" 
 
    "Really?" I asked. "You mean the fragments of souls swarming about you won't help you circumvent the oath somehow?" 
 
    Oh, good catch, grandson, Mara said in my mind, as Nova's eyes widened in realization. 
 
    I caught the change in their silence, the way they tensed in their room like a beast about to pounce. 
 
    "Now!" the hoarse voice shouted, as three sets of feet all scraped off the floor and launched their perspective bodies forward. 
 
    The murderers of Vessa's brave crewmember finally came into Nova's light. They made me think of two drunk men who had tried to wear the taxidermied remains of hunted animals. The half-rotted heads of a large-beaked bird and a snarling mandrill both lurched forward in violent bites, the beak and teeth glowing with red and black Source energy, respectively.  
 
    Had they made it through the portal, one of them would have gone for each of us, if I hadn't met them right at the door. 
 
    They were surprisingly quick, because when I summoned my spear out of thin air, neither of them impaled themselves on it. They parried my thrust by biting my spear and attempting to wrestle it out of my grip. 
 
    They were at the same Advancement stage as the strongest sott-jotun had been, but, like Vessa, they had been severely starved over their time of being locked in a handful of barren rooms. Still though, they were easily as powerful as one of the lesser plague giants I had battled. They should have been strong enough to barrel right over me and they both knew it. 
 
    But they weren't. 
 
    Before the door had even opened, I had linked a kinesiology spell to my earth qi, metal qi, and the newly improved strength charm I had received from the good jotun's ghosts. The monstrous humanoids growled in surprise when they found I could match the both of them. They tried to bring their claws to bear, but it was already awkward for the both of them to be biting my spear in tight confines. That said, I wasn't in a much better position either, because I wasn't strong enough to push them back, or wrench my spear free to attack. 
 
    Nova's position, however, was perfect, and as soon as the golden-armored Beacon had recovered from her surprise she charged into combat, ducked under me, and stabbed the ape-headed attacker in the belly with her flaming sword. He let go of my spear to try and stop her from completely eviscerating him, just as I activated the freedom charm I had received from the dead cage-drake and yanked my spear clear of the bird-man's giant beak. My weapon had cut the creature on its way out, and the avian humanoid opened his mouth to cry out in pain. That moment was all I needed to stab my spear-blade back into his mouth. As the weapon went in deep, my enemy jerked, went limp, and crumpled off my blade in a cloud of Source energy. 
 
    A silent howl of hate washed out of his corpse, composed of a half-dozen angry voices. 
 
    I had killed their anchor, they said. 
 
    They would fall apart to nothingness now, they said. 
 
    But they did not want nothingness. They wanted my blood. 
 
    The sensations tried to envelop me, to pressure me with their madness. I felt I could resist them, could push them away the right spells or techniques. But Grandmother Mara had other plans. 
 
    She leaped off of the surface of my spiritual world with a coiled spring, large wings pumping like bellows. She let out a roar, and my Soulscape opened on its own, letting her exit just enough to get her head and upper body out of my spectral planet. She was much smaller in the real world, in fact her head was only the size of my hand, but her jaws inhaled and snapped and chewed until all of the negative emotions assailing me vanished in a defeated wail. 
 
    Just then, Nova's enemy fell to the floor in a charred heap, and a plume of Source energy rose from the ape-man's body. 
 
    Turn your opening in her direction, young rider, my grandmother instructed, and I obeyed. I opened a smaller hole just beneath her, and had it pull on the atmosphere around the dead mandrill-man. I heard a small wail in my mind as Mara's head darted downward in a solid chomp. She withdrew back into my Soulscape as Nova turned around with a confused look, sword pointing downward. 
 
    "Jasper," Nova asked, "did your grandmother just try to bite my head off?" 
 
    "No, she was eating ghosts," I clarified. "She'd never try to eat you, Nova. She likes you." 
 
    That was technically an understatement, but I had to turn my attention back to my surroundings. 
 
    Did we get them all, Grandmother? I asked, not seeing or feeling any new presences. 
 
    Yes, dear. Well done. And thank you. You and the saint's avatar could have driven them off or destroyed the spirits on your own, but it would have cost you energy. But I was able to strengthen my part-soul by consuming them. 
 
    Is that… healthy? I asked, in what was probably a stupid and confused tone. 
 
    For me? Yes, the dragon affirmed. It will give me more substance to maintain my part-soul. It will even help me recover my old form and power a tiny bit faster, though not by more than a few moments. I wouldn't recommend it for you though, dear. You don't have enough skill in soulcraft, or a dragon's constitution. Don't go around eating ghosts until I give you explicit permission. 
 
    Noted, I said, wondering just how many more times people were going to warn me about something I didn't have the slightest intention of doing. 
 
    "The room is clear of ghosts," I said to Nova, before dropping my voice to a whisper. "But I still don't see where the third occupant is, the one Vessa saw on her surveillance." 
 
    "Me neither," the golden-armored woman replied, her blue eyes scanning about the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
    I joined my friend in examining the area and saw that the large chamber was bare, with absolutely nothing in it but unlit tiles. There was a broken-down door on each wall, each leading into a smaller dark room of its own. Nova brightened the amount of light she produced until we could see into each room. The one on the right was completely bare, just like this one. The one on the left was bare as well, but the tile arrangement suggested that it was a small living quarters. The one just beyond us had a strange, column-like device along its farthest wall, with a bulky, powerful figure leaning against it. The figure was hunched over, sitting cross-legged, and with its hands on its knees, and shadows kept passing over its body, too quickly for me to make out any details of its form at this distance. 
 
    "Come in, ghost eater," a deep, tired voice rumbled from its throat. "I suppose it is my turn to speak with you." 
 
    "Not necessarily," I countered, as Nova raised her sword in a defensive position. "Conversations down here have gone badly enough for me to consider abandoning them altogether in favor of consistently more effective acts of violence. Please know I mean no disrespect with my choice." 
 
    The laughter tumbling out of the creature suggested my words had amused it. 
 
    "That's very practical of you to consider, young ghost eater. If more beings your age had such wisdom, this vessel might currently look rather different." 
 
    "Thank you," I said dryly. "Can you give me a reason not to immediately begin battle, stranger? Or should I take your stance as a polite offer for us to attack first?" 
 
    "Either is fine, young ghost eater," the muscular being rumbled. "I suspect your previous attempts of conversation have been rather unsatisfying, and I suspect conflict between us is inevitable. So I propose a deal: I swear by my Source and my Strength to answer any questions you ask, and as honestly as I can, as long as you choose to do the same. If you are more impatient than curious, then we can simply begin battle now. But I suspect that you want more answers as to what waits down here… and why it happened. Just as I wish to know how one as young as you came here, and survived as long as you did." 
 
    "We just fought two creatures who sought a way around their Sourceoaths," Nova retorted. "And you expect us to fall for the same trick?" 
 
    "I do not care what you think, boat-woman," the rumbling voice snorted. "I was making this offer to your protector. The one who drew ghosts into himself, and speaks to them." 
 
    "Blast it," I replied, as both heads turned to look at me. "He's already volunteering information. That means he's probably telling the truth. Which makes him more dangerous." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Nova asked, before shaking her head and thinking it through herself. "No, you're right… he wouldn't have specified that the offer didn't apply to me… which means he might actually want to talk, instead of fight." 
 
    "Oh, I suspect we will fight," the creature rumbled, sounding unconcerned. "And I suspect you will both die. And then, I will leave the ship-woman's main body to her hunters, and make my escape." 
 
    "How do you hope to get out of here?" I asked, watching the figure carefully. Nova nodded to show her support, and began quietly brightening her glow. 
 
    "You will both release Source energy when you die," the creature rumbled. "I have just enough knowledge in shipcraft to be able to harness that Source energy to power the device I am leaning against. It will take me to the outside of the ship, where I will then make my way to the boarding dock, and then escape, either through my own vessel, if it still remains, or through one of the boarding portals mounted elsewhere on the surface." 
 
    "Boarding portals?" I asked. "There is such a thing as a boarding portal?" 
 
    The shrouded figure chuckled at my ignorance. 
 
    "That was your second question in a row, but I will answer it. There are a myriad of ways to conduct combat in the space between stars, young ghost eater. Depending on what crafts are available on your world, one can create their own ships, design special suits of clothing or armor, or even glide on the backs of certain beasts. But the truly powerful can sail through the night sky with nothing but the Source energy within their bodies. But I suspect your master has taught you such things before, practitioner. Which leads me to the two questions I have earned: who are you, and who is your master?" 
 
    "Right," I conceded with a nod. "Basic conversational manners. My mother would be disappointed. I am Jasp—" 
 
    Grandmother, can he use my name against me? 
 
    No, dear. That's a very limited and complicated art. 
 
    "—Jasper Cloud," I finished, "of a lineage you've never heard of. My teacher is the very vessel you have likely attempted to destroy." 
 
    "Very well," the voice rumbled. "Those answers are sufficient." 
 
    "Do you need my name, too?" Nova asked calmly, fingering the handle on her sword. "Because I'm not sure I'm prepared to give it." 
 
    "I do not need it," the shrouded figure said dispassionately. "Nor have I any reason to be curious for it." 
 
    "You're making it rather hard to be civil, senior," I replied coolly, as Nova prepared to give him an angry reply. "What is your name, and who is your master?" 
 
    "I will treat that as one question," the figure rumbled, still sitting in the shadows. "I am Gray Long, or Long Gray, depending on which of your peoples' tongues you choose to speak. My old master was a fool who disowned me as a student. My new master is my sponsor, who I suspect still lives even after all these years, or at least the heir to his power does. I will only ask you one question in turn. How did you manage to wield a Source?" 
 
    "I'm not sure I understand the question, Senior Long," I replied carefully. "I began using Source energy as soon as I slew a creature in this place. Since then, my master began training me, much like any other student, I suppose." The shrouded figure let out a rumbling chuckle at that, and I paused before asking my next question. Nova, for her part, had continued to slowly brighten the nearby rooms, and I thought I could see a hint of scaled, lizard-like feet where Gray Long sat. 
 
    "Well-couched, Earthling. That is technically an answer to my question. But I rather feel it sets a bad precedent for our conversation, as I could simply be evasive on my next answer as well. Let me verify my confusion: I have been changing languages this whole time in my conversation with you, switching between tongues separated by half of the stars in the night sky. Yet your fluency in each suggests you have not even noticed my act, keeping up with me easily. The Beacon-girl has an excuse, but aside from the Soulships, the only people to have ever mastered that level of linguistics were the people from the archive planet, the sages of Earth. Only few of them ever managed to wield Source energy, and those few lost that skill when they saw the Soulships burn in the night sky. Since then, they have lost their spark, as well as their minds. It is said all Earthlings are maddened husks now, and that it is a mercy for the planet to hang behind in time." 
 
    "I beg to differ, Senior Long," I replied, tightening my grip over my spear. "I am no madman, nor a broken husk. I contest your description of my people, and I did not lie to you earlier. I slew an eaterling in single combat, absorbed its Source energy, and followed my master's instruction in how to Draw—which I will not share with you, as even I know that Drawing techniques are a private matter among practitioners. Since then I have been slaying idiots who have underestimated me." 
 
    I could see the creature's shins now. He was definitely humanoid, and I decided to mark him as a masculine creature, judging by his build, voice, and mannerisms. He was also extremely muscular, perhaps even more burly than the sott-jotun had been, even though he was not nearly as tall as they were—no more than seven feet tall, I thought. 
 
    "It is my turn to ask a question," I replied. "Who is your sponsor, that they would pay for an attack on a Soulship, one already in combat with invaders beyond the night sky?" 
 
    "A question, combined with an astute observation," the deep voice chuckled again. "I look forward to our combat, Jasper Cloud. My sponsor kept his name hidden, and insisted that I only called him 'benefactor.' He would not even permit to call him 'master' because he refused to teach me any arts beyond that which he paid me to conduct this assignment. He paid for the attack because he and his people wished to create a new empire, one not governed by distant ships who had pretended to know how to conduct the lives of thousands upon thousands of different worlds." 
 
    Nova looked as if she was about to object harshly, but I spoke up first. 
 
    "I suspect his assessment was both pretentious, unfair, and made entirely to hide his own ambitions. But it is your turn to ask a question, Senior Long." 
 
    Nova growled softly, and kept slowly increasing her light. More and more of the being's skin seemed to resemble a lizard's scaled flesh, though so far he seemed clothed in simple brown trousers. But Gray Long only chuckled in amusement to my pronouncement. 
 
    "You are likely right on all counts," the creature rumbled. "He quickly abandoned his speech when he saw I was more interested in what he could do for me, rather than any disguise for his ambition. But I must comment on how I am glad there was someone to talk to here, that was smarter than the other two lackeys you have already killed. Now for my question, ghost eater. It will be made of two parts: why is your form different, and are your progenitors different as well, capable of collecting and wielding Source energy like yourself?" 
 
    "I suspect you are only asking me these questions to prepare a third," I noted. Nova had brightened his abdomen now, revealing a firm muscles coated in thick green reptilian scales. He nodded, still projecting amusement, and so I answered his questions. "I have no idea why I can Draw and wield Source energy, and my parents never displayed the skill while they were alive. If they could do so themselves, they never revealed it, nor did they teach me the existence of any Source. I was completely ignorant of its existence until I came here. As are the rest of my people and our planet, as far as I know." 
 
    "That answers my third question, then," the reptile-man rumbled. "Your people are still without souls." 
 
    "What?" I asked, even as Nova shouted in anger. 
 
    "That's xenophobic nonsense!" she snapped. "How dare you!" 
 
    "I suppose I dare in the same way I dared to join the attack on your primary bodies of ship and flesh," the bulky humanoid replied disinterestedly. "But it sounds like you have not explained the theories to your servant, hence his vague and surprised question. I will answer it anyway, as he has earned it." From the shadows, I saw his head swivel back to me. "It is commonly believed that Source energy, be it essence, mana, or qi, can only be wielded by the living or the once-living. Scholars have debated that idea in detail over the millennia, but the vast majority all agree that for one to wield Source energy, one must have some kind of soul." 
 
    "I have held Sourceweapons," I countered, "And seen lanterns float in midair. Are you about to tell me that swords and lanterns have souls?" 
 
    "Of course swords and lanterns have souls," Gray Long rumbled, sounding almost surprised. "Scholars have detected them. They are simple things, even more simple than that of a mindless, mortal beast, but they are souls nonetheless. Even rocks and trees have souls." 
 
    "I find myself extremely skeptical of your answer, Senior Long," I replied, my face deadpan. 
 
    "Jasper," Nova whispered. "He's… kind of right. Part of the process of making a Sourcerelic is to draw out the item's soul, to help meet its goals. A lot of craftsfolk that wield essence are especially good with that step." 
 
    "But you have never seen a soul, or spirits, until you began to Draw, have you, ghost eater? Not anywhere back on your old world?" 
 
    "The existence of a soul has been debated on my world for thousands of years," I replied dryly. "Which, given how time passes on my world, is probably a much longer time for the rest of the night sky." 
 
    "That sounds as it should be," Gray Long said confidently. "The blind can only speculate whether sight is real, or what it must be like. The deaf do the same with hearing, and all but the birds, bats, and immortals of the night sky do the same with the concept of flight." 
 
    "Except that my people still learned to fly," I replied calmly. "We have been doing so for centuries." 
 
    "Exceptions to every rule," the scaled and hulking figure said with a shrug. "I commend your people on being an exception for flight, if operating a machine or mount still counts. But I commend you further on managing to Advance, whether or not you truly have a soul. It is an accomplishment your family, clan, or guild should take great pride in, should they ever have an opportunity to find out. Which brings me to my next question. What is your background, beyond that of your master? I can see clearly that your lineage is mixed. Are your parents monarchs? Did they work to bring out this potential of yours? Shelter you carefully? Feed you a special diet? Send you to a special academy, where you could be trained in the art of acquiring a soul?" 
 
    "I think it was my turn to ask a question," I said, and I surprised myself by growling softly. 
 
    "Then I apologize," Long replied, in a way that did not suggest he felt any remorse. "You can ask your next question before you answer me, or ask several of your own in a row, should you choose to answer first." 
 
    "How generous," I replied, hiding most of my sarcasm. I could see that he was slowly, carefully steering the conversation to get as much information as he could before the battle began. But I could also see that, since he was planning on killing me afterwards, he had no issue with telling me whatever I wanted to know. 
 
    I could work with that, since I was planning on killing him after our battle as well. 
 
    "I will go ahead and answer your question first, so that you can understand my irritation better. I have no backing beyond that of my master. My parents were among the greatest sages of my time, and the monarchs of my world murdered them for it. I have been living off the kindness of strangers and the garbage of streets for the past ten Earth-years, until I was taken in by my master, this ship-woman who has been fleeing her own murderers and struggling to repair her own damage. If my parents did anything at all to allow me to harness Source energy, then I am both unaware of what they did and uncertain anything they could do would even be possible. All I remember is their teaching me knowledge and war." Then, before he could spend too much time with this knowledge, I continued. "Now it is time for my questions, Senior Long. Why are you so curious about souls? What do you know of your benefactor's scheme for conquering the Soulships? And what manner of being are you, that sits in the shadows to be interested in my people specifically?" 
 
    "Three rather diverse, and exhaustive questions," the burly scaled humanoid rumbled. 
 
    "I assure you that your own questions about my soul and heritage have been extremely exhaustive as well," I retorted in a level tone. 
 
    "True," Long agreed with an unconcerned nod. "I suppose having to contemplate your very existence so thoroughly must be quite an exercise for you. And I would find the wondering whether or not I had a soul to be an extremely uncomfortable experience. You have reminded me of my fortune, ghost eater. There are much worse things than being locked in the dark with only two strangers too weak to murder me, and the wailing of the ghosts of their companions. I agree to answer your questions, young ghost eater, but it will be easier for me to answer them, and easier for you to digest their disparate facts, if I answer them in reverse order. If you have no objections, I will do so now." 
 
    I did not, and so he continued speaking. 
 
    "I am kin to the race that once flew across the night sky in partnership with your kind, back before they all lost their souls. In fact, a few of my kind joined them in serving as mounts for Anchor Knights, as well. My old master considered such a goal to be among the highest of honors, and he was gravely disappointed when he learned that I had no desire to serve the ship-tyrants of the night sky." I could feel him gaze at me in consideration. "I do not wish to be accused of being vague, so I will elaborate. The Anchor Knights were sages, born of your world, who disagreed with the concept that they should remain locked away on their record-planet. While the rest of your race looked on in horror, they Drew and Advanced, and raced after the ship-tyrants, thinking that the mighty vessel would burn somehow if they were not there to protect them. My distant kin, those who flew directly between the stars, and thought themselves the mightier for it, shared their concern, and became their mounts. Then the madness swept among other Sourcebeasts, all willing to bear a deranged, armed and armored sage into the night sky and come to the aid of beings that had been unrivaled for thousands of years, who did not even have a known foe at the time." 
 
    He was a bit brighter now, thanks to Nova's steadily increasing light. I could see the outline of his face. He had a long, wide maw that jutted out, with a definitive snout at the end. I could see the bottom of the mouth move, and I realized he was smiling at me. I also realized I had gained a disturbing level of proficiency in reading amusement or contempt on non-human faces. 
 
    "Judging by the gears turning behind your eyes, I can see you are considering the possibility that your ancestors were prescient. They were proved right over the existence of the Soulships’ bane, even if they were incorrect to assume they could thwart it. I will state my race, and move into your second question. I am an altered form of what was once known as a flood dragon," he said, as Mara hissed in outrage from within my soul, "a race of dragons that was among the first to begin to civilize, and among the last to completely embrace the hundred laws of the ship-tyrants. My first master was at the forefront of leading the rest of our race to embrace such laws, and it was his mortal shame to find out that I had gone in the complete opposite direction." 
 
    "Your speech is rather refined, for one claiming to have thrown off civilization completely," I noted, quietly spinning my Soulscape and ensuring that I remained ready to fight. 
 
    "Barbarism was not the opposite direction I was speaking of," the Sourcebeast-man claimed. "I did not seek to return to seeking immortality by eating, sleeping, and mating at times beneficial to my cultivation. I sought immortality that also led to kingship, so that when I finally ascended, I could do so as a ruler, taking slaves and finding a throne waiting for me. To be in charge of my power, and subject to neither nature itself nor the space-tyrants that demanded I eat only certain things, and acquire wealth, servants, or mates in a fashion that they deemed was appropriate. My benefactor offered me an opportunity to reset the rules in a way that was best for myself and worst for my enemies, instead of old laws that were supposedly equal across the board. As a down payment, he unlocked in me the ability to both Advance as a Sourcebeast and Draw as a human, something only possible for the more Advanced of Sourcebeasts." 
 
    Murdering idiot! Grandmother Mara snapped in my mind. He could have already had such things! The Anchor Knights helped my kind with that very task! 
 
    "He helped me change into a human-like form early," the dragon-man continued. "Allowing me to Draw sooner. I would have the strengths of a bi-practitioner, possibly even a fabled tri-practitioner, without having to split my Advancement between the studying of multiple Sources. He further showed me a way to more fully extract Source from a servant or slain enemy. With these two gifts alone, my Ascension was practically guaranteed." 
 
    "At the expense of pledging yourself to another master," I pointed out dryly, "one that pretended he was merely a benefactor." 
 
    "The night sky is full of masters, young ghost eater," the crocodile-mouthed man chuckled. "That is another bonus to Advancement: once you are strong enough, your master may no longer force you to do whatever he or she wishes. To take on a master is to wager that you will one day surpass them, and be free from their rules and constraint—at least for those who are not affected with a maddened devotion to their masters, like the star dragons and Anchor Knights were to the Soulships." 
 
    "It wasn't like that with us," Nova protested, unable to stop herself from interjecting. This time, the flood dragon turned his head to take her seriously. 
 
    "You have already seen two different beings contest their treatment under your primary body's reign, or at least that of her people. I will interrupt my conversation with the ghost eater and ask you one question: if your people's reign was truly so enlightened, why did the races of so many disparate practitioners and Sourcebeasts board a vessel already under fire and attempt to help whatever horror that had come from beyond the night sky finish you off?" 
 
    My friend seemed shaken by that question. So I answered it for her. 
 
    "On the world of sages alone, over a hundred different kingdoms have fallen," I answered slowly. "Every single one of them was not more corrupt, or more repressive, than the ones replacing them, else my world would have eventually become a shining bastion of wealth, equality, and enlightenment. And judging by the creatures I have already seen down here, I find myself doubting if they would be happy with any ruler that did not allow them to murder, steal, or pillage as they wished." 
 
    "You would be correct," Gray Long said simply. "I will not apologize for wanting what was best for myself." 
 
    Grandmother Mara sputtered angry syllables over his statement. I could not make out the words in her rage, but I heard 'fool' and 'murdering idiot' mentioned over and over. 
 
    Instead of deciphering her angry rant, I concentrated on observing my future opponent. Nova's light had spread enough to reveal his form by now. As I had thought earlier, he had the appearance of a crocodile-man, and I remembered crocodiles to be the supposed descendants of flood dragons, or at least they shared their appearance with them. He was immensely muscled, with biceps that reminded me of the sott-jotun, save that they were covered in green scales instead of diseased skin. His clothing was a pair of brown trousers and a tattered brown shirt that had a gray metal breastplate strapped over it, one that seemed more suited for a much smaller chest. 
 
    And since neither of us interrupted him again, he continued speaking. 
 
    "Since you appear to be satisfied with my first answer, I will now move on to the next. My benefactor apparently knew of the invasion at the same time that the Soulships did, possibly even shortly before. I and others were told to expect the arrival of the mad shadow-beings, and to take advantage of the confusion and do as much damage, and acquire as much wealth, as we could. To that end, we were encouraged to seek out other practitioners and Sourcebeasts to help us, such as the two you killed earlier. For the Sourcebeasts, we offered the tools to change into a human-ish form early, and for the different human races, we offered the tools to gain Sourcebeast bloodlines without becoming an essence practitioner or having a Sourcebeast as a parent. I suspect the process was loosely based on the eaterling's evolution, and that my benefactor was constantly diluting versions of the process, so that the lower-ranking soldiers in this new war would get a much weaker version of this gift. As for the shroud you see me wield, I withheld that almost completely, instead teaching them ways to bind vengeful ghosts to their bodies for extra power and sustenance. I suspect my benefactor sought to raise an army, one that would project his power in the wake of the dead sky-tyrants, and that we were its prototypes. As an officer class, I got a much better upgrade, but I suspect those above me received even greater forms and benefits, to say nothing of my benefactor himself. I suspect his version left his form completely indistinguishable from a normal Earthling." 
 
    "Earthling," I said, catching on that word. "You said Earthling. Not human." 
 
    There were over a hundred different races of human among the worlds scattered across the night sky. They differed wildly in appearance, and some with special bloodlines even had what a person from Earth might consider non-human features. But the only people called Earthlings, Vessa assured me, were people who were actually from Earth, and almost no one knew about that planet today, except for our enemies scattered aboard her ship-body. 
 
    "I did say 'earthling'," the flood dragon said with a wide crocodile smile. "I suspect he didn't notice I could tell, but my master's own education was rather extensive. Not everyone of your people agreed to be sages, ghost eater. Some left their planet-museum in favor of seeking their own benefits, and keeping their own souls." 
 
    "Stop saying Jas doesn't have a soul!" Nova snapped. 
 
    "It was their own beliefs I was sharing, not my private thoughts," Long said with a shrug. "In fact, it was the expatriates of your planet that submitted the idea that sages were soulless, and provided the best research to show that Source energy is tied to the soul and spirit. They had apparently been making some studies of their own. And for whatever reason, their power dwarfed that of the Anchor Knights, because both my old mentor, his rider, and his companions were slain long before they had a chance to interfere with the ship-tyrants' demise." 
 
    Grandmother Mara started at the declaration. 
 
    That… she began. We had wondered why our numbers had become few at the very end… 
 
    "They sought to create a new empire," the crocodile-faced-dragon-man continued, "and one they were better prepared to maintain than the Soulships' false republic, it would seem." 
 
    "You can't know that," I countered. "You've been stuck inside this world of darkness and steel for anywhere from decades to thousands of years. For all you know, your benefactor's empire fell moments after your battle here." 
 
    "Oh?" Gray Long asked me skeptically. "Did it now?" 
 
    I did not answer him. 
 
    Because he had switched languages again, and this time I had caught the change. 
 
    He had switched to the language of the Glorious State. 
 
    And despite the passage of time, it was an almost perfect match. 
 
    "Judging by the recognition in your eyes, and the fact that the sages of your world were never exposed to this specific tongue, I can conclude that my benefactor was successful, possibly even more than he had ever dared to hope. Had I managed to escape this place, I would likely have had a powerful position in his armies. I might have even been able to meet his master, and climb further up the hierarchy, unless I became strong enough to ignore it altogether. But I believe I have one more question to answer for you." 
 
    He finally shifted his feet as he spoke, moving his body from a less restful position. That move was telling. It suggested combat would begin soon. 
 
    "I am interested in souls because I am interested in Source energy, for what greater purpose does Source energy have beyond making the soul immortal? Any understanding can only aid me in my survival. And if your kind can create an artificial soul, or at least some artifact that allows you to make duplicates of a Soulscape and wield Source energy, then I had best be curious. More than that, I should see if I can take such a thing from your corpse after I kill you. Now," he said, as his scaled feet shifted on the tiles. "I suppose I have the patience for one more round of questions. You can go first, young ghost eater, since I am feeling generous to the soon-dead." 
 
    "What do you know about ghosts, and why do you keep calling me a ghost eater?" 
 
    "The ghosts I speak of are those that I saw you devour with your Soulscape earlier," Long rumbled, apparently mistaking my grandmother for my Soulscape. "I suppose I should not be surprised that something like the greatest ally of your ancestors serves as your artificial Soulscape. Perhaps my distant kin are the ones responsible for its creation. Then again, perhaps such an artifact was stolen from the empire that replaced her peoples'," he said as he tilted his snout toward Nova, "for it gives you a toughened body and more than one Source for your power, and deals with the restless dead. Again, in an inferior fashion than even what was given to me, so perhaps it is merely a poorly copied counterfeit. I will find out when I kill you. Now for my last questions: why have you, a puny thing in only the second stage of Advancement in one or more Sources, seek to help her, a broken, doomed thing far less powerful than even the fragments of her original hunters, and with scavengers boarding her ship-body, as well as newer, more powerful foes that seek to consume her as well? Do you actually hope to win against such odds? Or are you acting this way because you are a young Earthling male, and so desire a beautiful woman as your mate?" The monster's black reptilian eyes narrowed as he considered Nova. "Or has she made you hopeful, by being the one to say that she desires you as a mate? Even though you are of different races, and no non-Soulship male has successfully courted a Soulship female within the entire history of the night sky?" 
 
    "You basta—" Nova cut off the rest of her angry words, choosing instead to activate her augments. Fire danced along her robes, armor, and sword, and her light further intensified. "Come over here and say that!" 
 
    "I am still here," I began, reinforcing my own augments, putting as much energy as I dared into my spells, techniques, and charms, "because I have seen the future your own empire wished to form." 
 
    The flood dragon's eyes narrowed as I spoke, because I had switched to the language of the Glorious State. "It is not the future where the wisest, and strongest, survive. The top powers of my world consist of perhaps the weakest of dragons, and definitely the weakest of Earth-men. They hold down everyone's Advancement, including their own, with resources, numbers, and sheer decay, because the rules they have made limit everyone from becoming more—including themselves. Every leader I have encountered that spoke this tongue fluently has been a lazy, weak pig, grown fat off the opportunities he believed himself entitled to. I do not know why you called me weak after seeing me take down your door-lackeys so easily, but know that the last Glorious Imperial I encountered was a full stage beyond me, and I felled him with a single, un-augmented punch. If you make it past me, even if your former master remembers you, you will not encounter the glorious opportunities you are expecting to find. 
 
    "As for the second and third questions." I tilted my head toward Nova. "Senior, those are none of your business. If I choose to either protect or court the last angel in the night sky, what is it to you? And if she accepts or declines my affections, what is it to you? And why should I ever trust my enemy to tell me whether such things as victory or love are possible?" 
 
    Gray Long rose to his feet. His shroud gathered back around him, resisting Nova's light. 
 
    "Bold words by all accounts," the dragon-man said as he straightened his body. "It has certainly been refreshing to talk to you, ghost eater. And informative. If your words are true, then my benefactor's empire has become the very thing it promised me it would destroy. And the doomed young Soulship has become my last chance to gain the kind of night sky I truly want, where the mighty and bold can carve down the cowards who stand in their way." The bulky humanoid snorted, and vapor left his nostrils. "I had not expected irony to have such a taste." 
 
    "Senior," I said cautiously as I hefted my spear. "It sounds as if you are reconsidering whether or not we should fight." 
 
    "Of course not," the dragon snorted again. "Being on the winning side is more important than building one's paradise." 
 
    Before we could attack, his black shroud billowed from behind his back, and released a storm of power. 
 
    In the midst of that power were intense emotions of anger, rage, and loss. 
 
    My Soulscape immediately opened for Mara to help defend me again, but then a surge of high-pressure water slammed into me and knocked me against the wall, right next to the doorway I had just entered the room from. A thud and a pained cry announced that Nova had just made a similar flight, but it was still too dark for me to see where she was. 
 
    I could, however, make out Gray Long's heavy footsteps as he charged in my direction. 
 
    I realized I could make out his scent as well, feel the vibrations from his footsteps, even gain an idea of the movements of his arms from feeling the air displace around him. 
 
    Now the speed, my grandmother hissed. Draw on your little brother's speed as well! 
 
    For what I remembered as the very first time, I purposely drew on the power of my essence bond with Nestor the lifemouse. 
 
    I ducked down in time to avoid a heavy fist shrouded with flood essence and darkness mana aimed at my head, drawing out my halfblade as I did so, and dropping my spear since it would be useless in the confined dark. I slashed down, my speed augmented from Nestor and all three Source energies, hissing in triumph as I saw my weapon flash with silver light and connect with something solid. But there was very little give, meaning my cut may not even have made it through Gray Long's hide, and from what little I could see in that brief flash of light confirmed my fears. My powerful blow hadn't even made it to the muscle, and the flood dragon's mild grunt of pained surprise was almost patronizing. 
 
    But then a powerful fist slammed into my chest too quickly for me to dodge, this one slamming me into another wall. Then I heard a fierce, feminine cry, and the portion of the room behind the hulking shadow attacking me suddenly lit up. 
 
    Nova's flaming blade was beginning to eat the darkness around it, and I saw her blue eyes, blonde hair, and golden winged tiara shine in the dark, two blue dots and a brilliant winged mane of gold dancing through the dark, in tandem with the tongue of sharpened fire swinging about at her side. The hulking shadow of Gray Long turned to battle her, and I heard the dragon man grunt as he brought his arms in the way of the burning blade. But the flashes of golden light revealed that she didn't cut much deeper into his arms than I did, and he soon landed a punch that sent her flying into the wall opposite my own. 
 
    But she had given me just enough time. 
 
    Lightning crackled in my hands, the result of both qi and Nestor's new lightning essence. I channeled the electricity through a thermodynamics spell designed to discharge most of the heat after the bolt had made its way through the flood dragon's skin, and fired my bolt into the monster's back. Gray Long actually seemed harmed by this, as his shadowy bulk threw his head back and let out a pained roar. 
 
    "Nova!" I shouted, "Vessa and the hallway!" 
 
    I wanted to grab her myself on the way out, but our enemy was between us, and I realized I had to trust my teammate to understand. As I burned another short-term speed charm and dashed around my paralyzed foe, I saw Nova shake her head angrily and follow me. 
 
    "We can take him!" she snapped as she dashed out the doorway with me. "He's paralyzed right no—" 
 
    She ended her words with a startled cry, and ducked downward, pausing just long enough to pull me down with her. I was already on my way down, but she was still faster than me, and as I fell downward I felt a sharpened black disk whistle over my head and miss my cranium by mere inches. 
 
    I knew I should have made better helmets, my grandmother hissed as a stream of expletives fled from her mouth a moment later. 
 
    "Oh-my-gosh-Jas-you-were-totally-right-I'm-so-sorry-I-could-kiss-you-right-now-wait-forget-I-said-anything," Nova fired off as Gray Long came charging out of the sensor room, his shroud of darkened ghost following him. 
 
    Apologies, dear, my grandmother said in my mind. These are harder to deal with, and he isn't staying still long enough for me consume them. 
 
    No worries, Grandmother, I said to the dragon woman, as Nova and I pulled each other the last bit needed to get out of the way. 
 
    "Insolent, clever rats!" Gray Long shouted, raising his fists to summon more power around them. "I curse and commend you for your reasonable and annoying tactics!" 
 
    "My thanks, senior," I replied, as Nova and I continued to back away from him. He was probably faster than us, but his bulk prevented him from bringing all of his power to bear. "And my half-hearted apologies for their continued use. Vessa," I called out, and the ship itself answered. 
 
    A kinetic round of whatever magical, solid object passed for a bullet in this ship slammed into the head of our enemy. He staggered backwards, and blood flew through the air, but to our surprise he did not go down. But as soon as he wiped the blood from his forehead two more rounds fired, smacking into his shoulder and chest. The round to his shoulder lodged into his muscle, but didn't go nearly as deep as I thought it needed to, and the round to his chest didn't even penetrate his breastplate. 
 
    The flood dragon did seem to grow more irate, however. Gray Long let out a roar that would have shamed the largest sott-jotun from our earlier battle, and began to glow with flood essence and death mana. The next two rounds that struck him were deflected by the shroud and the new spell shielding him. 
 
    A mana practitioner, Grandmother Mara said calmly in my mind. He kept his Advancement as a Sourcebeast, and found a way to fully become a practitioner as well. Like the bloodbeast had. 
 
    You do not sound impressed, Grandmother, I replied as Vessa began to fire at our implacable enemy with larger rounds. These struck his shield hard enough to make him stumble, but they still didn't penetrate his armor or Source protection. 
 
    I am not, dear, Grandmother responded. He would have gotten a much better deal if he had bound with an Anchor Knight, even if it took longer. But beware his strength. His practitioner level is at least the fifth stage, and he is just shy of becoming a seventh-stage Sourcebeast. 
 
    That sounded like a significantly stronger foe than Vessa was expecting us to deal with. Nova and I continued to back away as I spoke with Mara. By now we were adding our own ranged attacks, from Nova's baton and my various techniques. Combined with Vessa's kinetic rounds, that seemed to slowly drain Gray Long's magical shield, but the dragon-man just gritted his teeth, lowered his crocodile-like snout, and began to push his way through our storm of attacks in a low-slung, loping run. 
 
    Would you freaking die already? Vessa's magic text scrolled across my eyes as she activated more of her shipboard weapon systems. Great gouts of flame washed out from hidden holes in the walls, and the tiles under the flood dragon's feet began to electrify him. Those spells combined with our attacks to create just enough force to knock Long backwards, and I could finally see smoke rising from his skin, testament to our piercing his magical protection. But he still was not dead. 
 
    "Work harder to kill me!" the dragon-man suddenly shouted, dropping to his hands and knees and opening his mouth wide. A large orb the size of an ancient volleyball, made of swirling water and wailing smoke belched out of his mouth, hurtling straight toward us. As it passed through the hallway, Vessa's different weapon systems began sizzling and shorting out. 
 
    I swore a quick half-dozen oaths, resummoned my spear, and hurled it into the billowing ball. It splashed through the cloudy orb and dissipated some of the water essence, but most of the missile continued on its course to destroy us. Nova blasted it with a fire-mana-infused blast from her baton, and I summoned up the largest ball of earth qi I could muster and hurled it, but enough of the ball remained to form a baseball. 
 
    Get down! Vessa typed. Don't let it hit you! 
 
    Nova and I did as directed and dove for the floor. Vessa's remaining weapon systems from further down the hall fired, sending kinetic rounds and great gouts of flame that fully dissipated Gray Long's powerful attack. 
 
    As I rolled to a crouch I locked eyes with the corrupted Sourcebeast. His shroud was almost completely gone now, but his eyes were still full of a strange mix of hatred, determination, and respect. As he inhaled again, I realized this was our only real opportunity. 
 
    Nestor, now.  
 
    The little mouse didn't reply. He just leaped from his hiding spot onto Gray Long's throat. As the mighty creature began to exhale, the little mouse unleashed the lightning attack he had been building up ever since the enemy had identified himself as a flood dragon. I saw a brief glint of what looked to be outrage across Gray Long's face before the creature he couldn't believe he had failed to detect sent enough amps into him to make him begin cooking immediately. 
 
    Best of all, it ruined his attack, making the dragon-man's breath weapon detonate inside his own mouth. 
 
    Nestor half-leaped, half-hurtled through the air, landing on his feet but skidding almost a full meter away afterwards. I felt an impression of pain from him through our link, but no serious damage. 
 
    Even more surprising was that Gray Long still was not dead. The flood dragon was on his knees, clutching his throat and coughing. His throat and both jaws were blackened and torn, but his composure suggested that he had been wounded this badly before, and recovered. He proved my observation correct the next minute, when a new shroud of darkness began billowing out of his back. 
 
    Go now, dear, my grandmother said. I will give you everything I can. 
 
    A surge of power suddenly filled my body. I had no idea how long it would last, and did not dare waste time speculating. I burned all of my mana, qi, and essence to empower my strength and speed as much as I could without destroying my internal organs and rushed forward. As Nova fired another blast from her wand to ensure our enemy stayed down, I snapped my spear up off the ground, took a running leap to bound off one of the walls and landed spear-first onto Gray Long's back. There was a flash of silver light as my weapon pierced his-still forming shroud, and then his back, then his chest, before finally getting stopped inside of his breastplate. 
 
    Mara's head leaned out of my Soulscape to begin snapping and devouring the shroud of restless dead. The angry ghosts of Vessa's boarders screamed as they were destroyed a second time, and I nearly sighed in relief when I realized none of the spirits felt like they were the ship-woman's old crew. But Long looked up in horror as he finally recognized the spectral dragon over his head. 
 
    "You," the dragon-man croaked, his entire body trembling now. "You're not his Soulscape." 
 
    "No, traitor," my grandmother rasped, her head glaring down at him from my chest. "I am not. Nor am I even the main source of his strength. I am merely one that spoke of the past that you maligned in current memory and past deeds." 
 
    "What is his strength?" Gray Long croaked, still trying to push himself up. 
 
    "My soul, I suppose," I answered as I crouched down, drew my halfblade and slashed open his throat. "And the fact that it is a much greater thing than my enemies always seem to think." 
 
    "Had you been more patient, and less treacherous," Grandmother Mara continued mercilessly as the flood dragon-man collapsed onto the floor and began gurgling, "such power would have easily been yours as well. Instead you threw everything away to gain a lesser wealth. Die now, disgrace. Tell King Yama of the dead to expect the rest of your false empire, when you see him." 
 
    To my horror, Long managed to chuckle at that pronunciation, ruined throat notwithstanding. 
 
    "That's… problem…" the flood dragon croaked. "Yama…coming… here… all empires… doomed…" 
 
    With that news, he let out one last gurgle, and his head lolled to the floor. 
 
      
 
   
  
 





 CHAPTER TEN 
 
    The reptilian Sourcebeast’s body heaved in a final spasman instant before   Nova stabbed him in the head. 
 
    "Jerk!" she shouted, as Source energy began to spill out from our enemy's frame. "Maybe next time, you'll be a little more polite to the woman with the flaming sword!" 
 
    She panted heavily, but she seemed to be feeling better after her outburst. I tried to think of something to say that would not antagonize her, and then gave up on the idea. 
 
    Nestor, are you alright? I sent to my little mouse, even as I typed a question to Vessa in my mind. How badly are your systems damaged? 
 
    Am-fine, Nestor sent to me as he scampered over. Ouch-though. Big-boom. 
 
    That was freaking annoying, Vessa texted into my mind. My first time fighting with you guys, and he tried to make me look like a chump. 
 
    "Same here!" Nova shouted, apparently receiving the ship-woman's text at the same time. "'No, I don't need to talk to you, ship-woman,’" she mouthed, apparently mimicking the flood dragon's speech patterns. "'You're only a piece of an immortal star-faring ship-woman, the whole reason I'm down here! Instead, I'm going to spend all my time talking to your Earthling friend, and totally ignore the fact that you came from Earth, too, because that makes sense!’" 
 
    I know, right? Vessa wrote quickly and furiously. It's like he was confronted with the whole reason he was down here and decided to spend like fifteen minutes talking to who he thought was just another subcontractor! 
 
    "Yeah, and then he didn't even—" 
 
    Source energy poured into me, and I could no longer concentrate on what the two women were saying. 
 
    Steady, dear, my grandmother said in my mind as my body started trembling. This will be difficult, but you can handle it. Concentrate as you did when you absorbed pieces of the bloodbeast. 
 
    I did as she said, and closed my eyes. With his two different Sources, Gray Long had actually been close in power to the Bloodbeast Vessa had slain on the world we found Mara, and this time, I had played a significant role in his death. My Soulscape began rotating furiously, siphoning essence, mana, and qi into it, directing them to the proper locations in my body and spirit. I was surprised to find that there had been so much qi to absorb, since I hadn't noticed Long use any during the fight, but as something that was both a powerful practitioner and Sourcebeast, I supposed he had plenty of all kinds of energy to spare. Furthermore, his nature as a flood dragon gave me plenty of water qi to absorb. 
 
    So I concentrated intensely, and within moments, my mosaic let out a wail, another coppery wisp formed in my mana ore, and the pool of qi in my chest deepened, gaining a murky depth just below the surface. Through our bond, I could feel Nestor shudder with power as well, gaining stronger muscles and organs, as well as improved channels to direct his own Source energy. 
 
    Even the dragons inside my soul benefited from the powerful deluge. Dimali and Topa opened their mouths wide, like I had seen baby birds do when they were fed. Mara had landed again, and seemed content to just let the leftover power wash over her, absorbing whatever amount reached her. 
 
    I didn't mind. It certainly wasn't like I could absorb all this power on my own. 
 
    But since my enemy was a Sourcebeast, the primal aspects of his power began to sink into me as well, a ball of black-and-blue power. My planet stretched it in the same way it had done with the cage drake's power, pulling it in a way that let it break down each element. I absorbed Gray Long's raw strength, but I found that there was a much larger concentration of toughness and protection to his overall power. As my muscles and skin were reinforced, I learned two charms. One allowed my armor and clothing to merge more closely with my body, making any gear I wore both more effective and less restrictive. The second charm coated my skin with a layer of protective gray scales, and if the first charm was already active, those scales would augment any armor I wore as well. 
 
    The water qi slammed into me next, being even more forceful than the primal-powered essence was, and I realized it wasn't water qi at all. It was flood qi, the aspect of water that conquers and overwhelms. With some effort, and relying on the lessons I had learned from Vessa and Mara, I was able to direct it into a new technique I could use, one that built off my earlier ones. I used it to replace my old qi barrier technique, creating a much stronger shield over my body, that also enhanced my attacks with the force of a powerful blast of water. To my relief, this barrier could cover my equipment as well, including my weapons. It cost a bit more power than my old barrier, but I would likely be making heavy use of this new power. 
 
    Gray Long's mana was the hardest part of his primal power to absorb. The mana reeked of death, darkness, and necromancy. I began to realize that the flood dragon had been on his way to becoming a deathbeast himself, which troubled me.  I remembered that he had learned his arts from his Glorious State benefactor, and also that one of the mad shadows had used deathly powers in our last meeting. There was too much of a connection between him, the Glorious State's creators, and the nightmare monsters in the dark. Could there be an even deeper link between corrupted creatures such as bloodbeasts and deathbeasts, one that tied the Glorious State to the nightmares from beyond the night sky? 
 
    Then I put the question away, and began to consider how to make use of this power in a way that did not take me down a similarly corrupted route. 
 
    Here, dear, my grandmother told me, let me help. 
 
    Mara extended her consciousness toward mine, and I began to recall her lessons of soulcraft. As I remembered her first lessons, I extended my soulsense out to the deathly mana, and took a better look at its composition, the way it held together, instead of dissipating under the natural laws of decay. 
 
    In a flash of insight, I realized that this mana could be utilized by my science of analytical chemistry. I could create a shield over myself, or someone else, that helped them battle the influence of spirits, or even help counter another individual's soulcraft. 
 
    The latter was supremely useful. It would reinforce Vessa's own concealment wards over me and make it much more difficult for a being with powerful soulsense to rifle through my protection and uncover all my secrets, or even worse, attack me with their spirit. 
 
    It was another ability I suspected I would make frequent use of. 
 
    As I directed the rest of Gray Long's power into my body, my mosaic wailed again, another coppery wisp formed in my mind, and my pool deepened again. For my role in slaying such a powerful foe, I had gained two more substages in every Source. 
 
    Meaning, after the results of a single day, I was already halfway to the third stage, which was where the vast, vast majority of practitioners simply stopped at, either never able to reach beyond this point, or simply dedicating themselves to another profession that they could now enhance with Source energy. According to Vessa, most armies were composed of warriors or Sourcebeasts that were below the fourth Advancement level of the three Sources. 
 
    I tried to remind myself that I had gotten this far only by surviving life-or-death scenarios, and that it only took one mistake to end both my life and this resplendent future I was supposedly heading toward. 
 
    I looked over to see Nova panting as well, adjusting to her own gains. 
 
    "Sorry," she huffed as she tried to catch her breath. "Just gained… two substages… in…everything…qi almost ready… for… third stage…" She turned and looked at me, eyes narrowing. 
 
    "Jasper," she said, breathing finally under control. "You weren't panting nearly as hard as I was. It better not be because you absorbed twice as much power as I did, with only half the amount of work." 
 
    "Just two as well, actually," I said as I shook my head. "My grandmother helped me with it, but otherwise I gained no more strength than you did." 
 
    "Good," she said, brightening immediately. She glared at Gray Long's corpse. "See that?" she shouted at the dead body. "I'm just as special as he is! Not some flowery damsel there for decoration!" 
 
    You tell him! Vessa typed over both of our eyes. I chose to ignore that the two powerful and amazing women were still arguing with a dead body, and focus on the more positive fact that at least they weren't fighting with each other anymore. 
 
    How are you feeling now, Vessa? I asked the ship-woman, since I knew her vessel also absorbed Source energy whenever we slew an enemy. 
 
    Much better, thank you, she typed to me. That was more than enough power to fix what the idiot just broke. In fact a lot of it went directly to my flesh-body. There was a brief pause before she began writing again. But I need to figure out how he was able to get down here. My wards really should have stopped an enemy that powerful… and I should have realized he was that strong. I'm sorry, Jas and Nova. I was only able to detect his Source energy as a practitioner. His shroud had hidden his more powerful stage as a Sourcebeast. You two could have been killed in there. 
 
    But we weren't, I sent back to her. Instead, we came away even stronger than before. There are too many dangers down here for us to be aware of everything. The only thing we can do is to keep growing in power and get as much as your ship-body back online as we can. 
 
    You're right, she sent back to me. And thank you, Jas. I'm ready when you three are. 
 
    Nova and I headed back to the living quarters where Vessa was waiting for us. This time, she was almost able to exit the capsule without any help at all. I held out my arm for her, so that she could just walk with assistance this time. But we had made it only a dozen or so steps before she made a frustrated expression and gestured toward my chest. So I scooped her up once again, settled her against my chest, and walked at a quick pace down the halls. 
 
    Her lightness worried me, until I realized that she was still gaining healthy increments of weight. 
 
    I was just feeling the opposite because I had gotten so much stronger. 
 
    "Yes, I think that was it," I heard the gray woman mumble in my arms. "He was unaffected because he was already this deep in when those wards went up. He had to rely on his shroud to repel them, and even then his power was reduced. Otherwise, the four of us probably wouldn't have been able to hurt him at all…" 
 
    I remained silent and concentrated on not tripping over my feet as she talked. But her information was still good to know. And she smells nice, a part of my mind spoke up, that I quickly repressed. 
 
    "…but it still means my wards can be circumvented," she mused quietly to herself. "So to counter that, I should probably—oh, look, Jas, we're here," she said, pointing to the center of the room I had just carried her into, and patting my chest to make sure I knew I could stop walking. 
 
    I had, in fact, already figured those two things out, but I chose to just smile and nod. 
 
    "How do we reactivate this room, Vessa?" I asked, not sure whether I should still be carrying her at the moment. 
 
    "Hold on," she said, "give me a second." She closed her eyes, and a large terminal rose from the center floor tile. Next to it was another capsule pod. Together, the two objects took up the bulk of the small room, and Nova and I had to step backwards to make space for them. The terminal looked like a pillar with a screen and small control panel mounted into it at each side, along with some devices that looked like pairs of headphones attached to small hooks hanging unobtrusively from the sides. 
 
    "There," the gray woman in my arms finally said. "The terminal can actually be used by anyone, though it will take a bit of training before they understand all the data. Oh, right. You're supposed to have put me down by now, Jas. I thought I already said that." 
 
    "Not yet you haven't," I gently corrected the distracted woman. "Do you want me to place you directly into the capsule?" 
 
    "Actually," she said, sounding embarrassed. "I'd like to try to climb into it. The exercise will be good for me. Would you mind just helping me climb into it?" 
 
    I did my best not to make her feel more embarrassed, gently lowered her to the floor, and then kept my arm firm as Vessa braced against it to climb into the capsule. 
 
    "What do I do this time?" Nova asked as she looked about. I understood her confusion, as there wasn't a second capsule in this room. 
 
    "That's a good question," Vessa replied with a frown. "This one isn't big enough for two, and frankly these rooms won't take nearly as much power to activate. Just help stand guard, and keep everything lit, I guess." 
 
    "That works," Nova said with a shrug. "Do you want Jasper to do his normal thing?" 
 
    "Yes," I said, answering for myself. "I will do that, and you both will be close enough to me so that my power can shield you again. Just in case it's needed." 
 
    The firmness of my tone had caught them both off guard, as did my commanding them. They turned to look at me, but instead of apologizing, I kept my gaze level and calm. 
 
    "Nestor will go in the capsule, too, so that I can use him to communicate with Vessa in case of an emergency other than the mad shadows." 
 
    "Um, okay, Jasper," Nova said, and Vessa seemed to relent at the same time. "That's all pretty reasonable. We can do that. And maybe this time Nova can help you if the shadows show up." 
 
    I nodded, but I doubted it would be necessary. The shadows had always needed an entry point to attack, usually a doorway to an unpowered room. But this section was a dead end, that didn't lead any deeper into the ship. In fact, according to both Vessa and the enemies we had just slain here, it had a way to actually lead outside the ship, and that was only via short-range teleportation. And the shadows had repeatedly told me that they were trapped within the vessel itself, and needed to devour Vessa's flesh-body to ever have a hope of escaping. 
 
    That said, I wasn't going to drop my guard any. Nestor climbed into Vessa's hands with a happy squeak, and the ship-woman smiled and activated her capsule, shutting the opaque screen. Nova moved to stand over her protectively, summoning her Soulscape wings to curl around the capsule like a hen covering her chicks. For my part, I stood just beyond those wings, venting atmosphere over both the capsule and angel-woman. 
 
    The room stayed bright this time, thanks to the light of Nova's armor and wings. A soft, quiet hum swept through the room. Nova's head was just visible enough through her feathers for me to tell that she was looking about, but I felt the need to focus, just in case. I kept my head down, stilled my body, closed my eyes, and listened. 
 
    I heard nothing unusual this time. Which made this time feel all the more unusual, for lacking the menace of any of our earlier reclamations. 
 
    Because of that, I found myself even more wary, more on guard. 
 
    But no noises came. 
 
    After a few moments, I felt that Nova had twitched her head toward my direction. 
 
    "Jasper," I heard her whisper. But I was still listening, waiting for something to hiss or chitter from a nearby wall. 
 
    "Jasper," the winged woman repeated. "Psst!" 
 
    I cracked one of my eyes open just enough to look at my friend. She seemed to be torn between looking at me and moving her head around to better scan every corner of the room. 
 
    "Do you hear anything?" she asked me, still using a quiet whisper. 
 
    I stared at her, only one eye still half open, gave her a slow head-shake, and then went back to listening for noises in the room. 
 
    Just then, I thought I heard the faintest of hissing noises. 
 
    But it was too faint to be sure. 
 
    Several minutes passed. The noise did not repeat. 
 
    Did you hear that, Grandmother Mara? I asked, just to verify. 
 
    No, dear, the elder dragon replied. Either you are so sensitive to them now that you can hear them from a great distance away, or you are so tense that you are imagining their presence when they are not even there. Either way, you are under no threat. 
 
    That was good enough for me. I went back to listening. 
 
    Nova whispered again. 
 
    "Jasper!" she hissed. "What about now?" 
 
    I cracked an eye open to look at her, checking my connection with Grandmother Mara to ensure that I could still detect her presence. Since I could, I just slowly shook my head, closed my eye, and went back to concentrating. 
 
    Two minutes later, Nova spoke up again. 
 
    "Jasper," my normally brave, calm friend hissed. "This is boring." 
 
    I squinted up at her again, nodded, then concentrated again. 
 
    It was boring. 
 
    But at least no frothing, gibbering shade-demon was trying to tear my sanity out of my skull. 
 
    I decided I preferred boring to that experience. 
 
    "Jasper!" Nova hissed again. "Stop being so quiet! And stop doing that thing with your eye! It's weird!" 
 
    I cracked an eyelid back open, lifted my head slightly, and raised a finger to my mouth. 
 
    "Ugh," my blonde friend hissed at me, her wings ruffling in annoyance. "Fine. I'll just make things brighter." 
 
    My eyelid had already closed, but I could feel the light shine more intensely in the room. I found myself wondering whether Nova had ever had to manage a stakeout, or a particularly boring patrol. 
 
    A moment later, I heard the faintest of whispers, and fixated on the sound. This one was even more subtle than what I had heard moments ago. But my instincts told me to lock onto it. 
 
    Moments later, it repeated again. 
 
    Nova didn't seem to hear it, so it still might have been my imagination. But I rested a hand on my halfblade, currently in one of my belt-loops, just in case. 
 
    Wheeeerrrrre… 
 
    Grandmother, did you hear that? I asked the dragon within my soul. 
 
    Not yet, dear, the dragon said from her perch, her eyes scanning upward. But I cannot hear things outside your soul as clearly as you can. Keep listening. 
 
    I did as my second teacher instructed. For several long moments, I heard nothing but the hum of the room and Nova's breathing. 
 
    "Wheerrrrrre…" 
 
    This time, the whisper was unmistakable. 
 
    "Jasper!" Nova suddenly hissed. "Jasper! Jasper!" 
 
    Both of my eyes opened, as my halfblade returned to my hand. 
 
    "Did you hear that?" Nova whispered urgently. "Did you?"  
 
    I nodded, and moved my finger to my lips. 
 
    "Wheerrrrrre…" 
 
    "Did you hear that one, too?" 
 
    I nodded again, and repeated my gesture for her to keep quiet. The angelic valkyrie bit her lip and nodded, drawing both her sword and baton. 
 
    Then I tried to focus on the whispers, and figure out why they felt so different this time. 
 
    "Wheeerrrrrre… herrrr…" the voice moaned. It reminded me of the first time I had encountered them, when they had not manifested any shapes or addressed me directly. 
 
    It also sounded much, much further out than before, as if it was trying to project itself through dozens of walls. 
 
    "Wheerrrrr…" it began again, and this time the sound made Nova twitch in surprise. "Isss…herrrr…." 
 
    I heard distant sniffing now, as if it was from the walls far beyond the room we encountered Gray Long. 
 
    Grandmother, I said to Mara, do you hear it now? 
 
    Yes, dear, the dragon replied calmly. It's the reprobates, again. But this time, it seems that they can't sense her at all. 
 
    That was encouraging, but then I heard the sniffing sound again. Nova must have heard it too, because she pointed her baton in its direction and gritted her teeth. 
 
    Evidently, they can only sense the vaguest of directions, grandson, Mara continued. The vessel-saint's power is sufficient to keep them outside of the rooms she has already reclaimed. They can feel her regaining a room in this vicinity, but they can neither come closer, nor examine what is happening in detail. So they can only project a scant amount of soulsense, and claw aimlessly about with it. 
 
    Will my new spell restrict them further? I asked, watching the shadows in the room carefully. 
 
    It certainly couldn't hurt to try, young rider, she replied indifferently. I took her at her word. 
 
    "Nova," I said out loud. "I am about to try and use a mana spell to veil us further." 
 
    "Right," she said, nodding. "That's a good idea, unless they can perceive you while you are casting it. But I trust you. Go for it." 
 
    Having notified her, I began activating the spell. After a quiet, precise incantation, a numbing spiritual sense swept throughout the room. 
 
    "Wherrr—" the next whisper cut off halfway, then finished with a muffled tone to it. "Herrr?" 
 
    "Okay," Nova said with a nod, putting away her baton. "Since it seems to be working, I'll help, too." 
 
    "Wait, what?" I asked, but Nova had already started to cast the same exact spell I did, except that she made my casting look clumsy and amateurish by comparison. A moment later, a soft hum of power swept through the room, and the whispering voice cut off completely. 
 
    "Area secured," my blonde friend said proudly. "Next time, we should just do that right at the start." 
 
    "I didn't even know you could do that," I said to her, slowly beginning to feel like I had missed something obvious. 
 
    "Why?" she said, turning to look at me. "I'm a tri-practitioner too, remember? My essence lets me absorb power from Sourcebeasts, and since I'm a mana specialist, I would at least get that part of the creature. The only reason I didn't cast that spell sooner was because I was waiting on you to make sure it would be safe." 
 
    "That…" I started to say, then caught myself. "Nova, I should have thought of that. Great job. Thank you." 
 
    "You're welcome," she said with a pleased smirk. "I'm glad I don't have to just sit here and fidget while we listen for something that sniffs and hisses from the walls." 
 
    "Very good point," I answered her. "But keep in mind, it worked best this time because they didn't actually have a way in this place." 
 
    "Whatever," the angel-woman said with a shrug. Then she looked down at Vessa's capsule. "How much longer do you think it will take her to bring the room back online?" 
 
    "Hopefully soon," I replied, reaching out to Nestor in case he could inform us about the process somehow. But all I got back was a pleased sensation of getting my ear scratched in just the right spot. "Do you have a way to tell with your link with her, or something?" 
 
    As I asked that question, I realized Nova would have already done so, if she did. She frowned and shook her head. 
 
    "What I get from her is becoming… increasingly cluttered." She shook her head again, dissatisfied with her own answer to me. "Not cluttered in a way that worries me. Just cluttered in a way that says there's a lot going on, right now, and she hasn't had enough time to organize the information and identify the emotions she's having. It gets worse as more rooms get reactivated. So I can tell what she's thinking, because, ironically, she shows me too much sometimes. But it is easier to get along with her, now that I'm not afraid I'm a talking, dancing puppet anymore." 
 
    Her face didn't turn in my direction, but I saw her pupils shift over to watch me. 
 
    "Say…" she began, "speaking of her and my feelings, is it alright if we talk about something right now? Since we have time?" 
 
    "Of course," I said with a nod, glancing around one last time out of habit. "Since we're safe now, it's perfect timing. What do you want to talk about?" 
 
    "Okay," she said, taking a deep breath. "Here it goes…" 
 
    Right then, the room's normal lighting flickered on, along with the nearby connected rooms. The background humming noise flared up much louder, and then went completely silent. Vessa's capsule opened, and I looked down to her happy expression. 
 
    "Another part of me came back online," she said, smiling, and with a single tear drifting down her cheek. "And I got to say goodbye…" She began blinking, face still beaming. "He moved on, too." 
 
    "That's good," I said, reaching for her. "I'm happy for you, Vessa." 
 
    "Thank you," she said, taking my hand, but then squeezing it instead of lifting her body out of the tube. "I've been feeling guilty about my crew for so long… to get at least a tiny part of them back, and know they are somewhere else now… it's good." 
 
    Then Nestor let out a happy squeak, and leaped up from her other hand. He gave her face a nuzzle, then ran up the arm holding on to my hand, treating it like a bridge that led back to me. He crawled up to my shoulder and tickled my jaw with his fur. 
 
    Safe-safe? he asked, making sure I was alright. 
 
    Safe-safe, I affirmed with a nod, and he made a relieved squeak. Another squeeze on my palm told me Vessa was ready for me to help her out. 
 
    Nova came over to help her out as well, her face suddenly wearing a serious, business-like expression that suggested she had just changed her mind about having that conversation she had worked herself up into starting. 
 
    "Did anything happen this time?" Vessa asked as her feet returned to the tile floor. "You both look like you're okay." 
 
    "Just some faint whispering," Nova answered quickly. "It went away after we both used the spell we learned from killing that flood-dragon jerk. Other than that, it was completely boring." 
 
    "Good," Vessa said, sounding relieved. "Hopefully we'll have more reclamations as easy as this one—not that the fight earlier was easy. By any definition." 
 
    "Agreed," I said with a nod. "What should we do, now that this room has power again?" 
 
    "We should all take a moment so that I can activate the sensors," Vessa replied, looking off into the distance. "Alright," she said, before she sighed and began blinking. "Oh wow, I didn't expect this to make me feel so much better. Everything is a lot more clear. It's like I've just been groping around in the dark, for… I don't even want to think about how long." She blinked a few more times, and then shook her head. "It will take time to get used to this, and it's not even anywhere close to what I had when my entire ship was back online, but it's already a bit useful now. Even having a communications room working again… I'll be able to talk to you both directly, instead of having to type out a string of long-winded sentences. Hold on," she suddenly said, "let me take a look directly outside the surface of my ship-body." 
 
    Her gray eyes glowed with light as a far-off stare adorned her face. After a few moments, she blinked and frowned. 
 
    "The damage is… pretty bad," she admitted. "I'm surprised I'm even functional. My parents pulled off a masterpiece by making me so durable. I'll have to figure out how to repair the external damage at some point, but at least I found what was affecting my ship's power and movement so much." She turned to look back at us. "The active boarding portals are still attached to certain sections outside my ship-body's surface, and they're actually still active. These models draw power by siphoning Source energy from the surface of whatever structure they're attached to, and in my case the siphoning is actually disrupting a lot of my ship-body's functions, especially my sensors. It's also making our jumps take longer, making my weapon targeting harder, even disrupting my normal movement through the night sky. There's a particularly bad patch that's actually located close to where the ship-based teleporter will take you, if we use it… but we won't, today," she said firmly. 
 
    "Really?" I asked. "Why wouldn't we?" 
 
    "Because we've recovered almost a dozen rooms, at least five of which have functions I haven't used in years, you two have been through two battles, gained numerous substages in your respective Sources, and finally faced off with whatever nightmares are haunting the depths of my ship-body. We've had an extremely productive day, and we need to consolidate our gains. I need time to re-familiarize with my sensors and other systems, and you two should take some time to rest and get used to your newfound powers. Especially you, Jasper," Vessa said as she turned to focus on me. "You've gained a total of fifteen substages, as well as some pretty significant modifications to your physical strength. If we had more time, I'd set up a month-long special training course to ensure you fully adjusted to your new physique, but not only do we not have any eggs for you to practice holding, we don't have time. But I want you to spend the remainder of the day resting and doing light exercises, like holding a food pouch without squeezing it too hard." 
 
    "But didn't you want us to take advantage of your enemy's confusion this morning?" I protested. "We're going to have to take back these sections of your ship at some point anyway. Isn't it better to just take as much as possible, while we still can?" 
 
    "Yes," Vessa said crisply, "and we already did. I have my sensors back, giving me eyes back on my outer body—even if they aren't perfect eyes—I have a handful of weapons systems back, a navigation room that is already restoring parts of my memory, and my security systems that will finally let me see and defend the holds of my own ship-body. This is a lot for me to take in right now, Jas. I need this time just as much as either of you, probably more so. And you do need time, Jasper, even if it's just to figure out the new charms, spells, and techniques you just learned. Do you want to enter another life-or-death battle and find that you've forgotten to use an ability that could end the fight right at the beginning, that you weren't used to yet, and get hurt or killed because of it? Take time, Jasper. Take a nap, practice holding something, find a safe spot to tinker with your new powers. And if you finish all of that and get bored, go and try to Draw for a bit; it will help you even if it's not the best environment for you. Are we clear?" 
 
    "Yes, Teacher," I said, holding up my hands and smiling. 
 
    "Ugh," she said, rolling her eyes. "I thought I told you not to call me that. Wait, did I tell you not to call me that? Never mind." She shook her head. "Go get some rest, some food, some light exercise, so that you can be ready to make dinner…" She shook her head. "I mean, get ready for tomorrow. Sorry. I'm hungry. Get some rest and bring me food, but not in that order." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you sure you don't want to bring it up?" I asked Nova, for the second time today. "She's resting. We have time to talk about it." 
 
    "No thanks," Nova said as she placed the seed inside the small pit she had dug for it, before scooping the dirt back over it. "Sorry. I was just looking for something to pass the time. I'm not even sure I can remember exactly what it was I wanted to tell you. Pass me another seed, will you?" 
 
    We were both in the hydroponics chamber, planting seeds. Vessa had said that she would sleep in a little later today. Recovering her ship-body gave her a great amount of power and health, but she had gone so long without such things that they were a shock to her flesh-body. She wound up needing more rest than she said she would. But if that happened, she had told us yesterday, we were to go ahead and let her sleep in, but only for an hour or two at most. 
 
    I had absorbed a number of plants and random fruits during our missions on different planets. Some of those plants and fruits had seeds we could use, and Grandmother Mara had also shared a small bit of her garden from her Sourcepalace. 
 
    So here I was, planting seeds like a gardener or farmer, in the middle of a starship, with the occasional monster banging or roaring somewhere off in the distance, with a girl that was both my childhood friend and a part of another woman also on this ship, both of whom would act strangely from time to time, like Nova was doing so right now. 
 
    "Okay," Nova suddenly said, as I injected a bit of wood qi into the second seed we had just planted. "You're right. I need to bring this up so that we can both quit thinking about it." 
 
    "Can you be more specific?" I asked, looking up at her. "There are a lot of things that I try not to spend too much time thinking about these days." 
 
    Like the truth about the star system, and how my world was controlled by lazy tyrants and sinister dragons, and the fact that I slept a few dozen chambers away from creatures that would happily devour my Source energy and my face. 
 
    "I mean the thing you have to be really, really worried about," Nova said. "The one you're probably rejecting every time it comes to your mind, but you still have to spend energy denying it, when as a friend I should help you find closure on it, instead of just being afraid of the same thing myself." 
 
    "Okay," I said, shifting so that I could kneel in a more comfortable position. "I'd be happy to take whatever help you're offering, Nova. You know that. We've been friends for years." 
 
    "I know," she said with a nod. "You've always been there for me, too. Which is why I want to help you deal with this right now." She took a deep breath. "Here it goes: it's about what the flood dragon said to you yesterday." 
 
    "Oh, that," I said, nodding. Then I stopped nodding, because I had no idea what Nova was talking about. "What specifically are you referring to?" 
 
    "I'm referring to what he said at the end," Nova said, wearing a brave face. "You know. To what he was insinuating." 
 
    "Oh," I said, a second time. But this time I thought I understood. "You mean his implying that I didn't have a real soul, and that others on Earth like my parents and Mother Anne didn't have souls at all." 
 
    "What?" Nova said, eyes widening. "Good grief, Jasper. Of course you have a soul. And of course everyone else has them, too. I don't accept his logic that rocks and swords and the undead have souls just because they can wield Source energy, and that Earth-humans don't just because no one ever sees them do magic tricks. That's ridiculous. You might as well say that people who Ascend are the only ones that have complete souls, since they master our stages of Source magic, and that everyone else only has half of a soul, or a fourth of a soul, or whatever, depending on how far they Advance. And that same concept dismisses how hard people have to work to Advance, if it all just comes down to 'souls.' Good grief, maybe Source energy strengthens, or helps you perceive your soul, but saying that a soul's necessary to use it just sounds like a discrimination tactic, and a lazy one at that." 
 
    I let out a breath I didn't realize I had been holding. 
 
    "Thank you, Nova," I said, and meant it. Just now I realized that a quiet voice inside my mind was pointing out that my Soulscape really did appear to have been constructed, and that Grandmother Mara had repeatedly told me stories of how my ancestors had made it their mission to construct some kind of special Soulscape that could help rescue or revive the lost Soulships. Mine had even talked to me once or twice, citing some strange 'protocol' or 'programming' that it refused to explain. 
 
    So a tiny part of my brain that I didn't even realize I had been vigorously suppressing really was worried that I didn't have a soul, and that my parents had died without one, and that it meant something horrible had happened to them because of it. But Nova's words really did help me put that fear to rest. 
 
    "You're right," I told her honestly. "I had been repressing that worry without even realizing it. But I feel lighter already, now that you've helped me think about it. I really appreciate it, Nova." 
 
    "You're welcome," she said uncomfortably, "and I'm sorry I didn't consider the fact that those comments about souls might have bothered you, because it actually wasn't what I wanted to talk to you about." 
 
    "Oh, okay," I said, suddenly understanding what she wanted to talk about. "Right. You've been thinking about his revelation that his benefactor was a former Earthling, that was trying to create the foundation for the very empire we grew up under, only on an even broader scale. Meaning the same people that left me broken on Earth, might reach into the stars with ease and break me again—and how out here, it might be even easier for them." 
 
    It made much more sense for Nova to be concerned about that, and understand that I might be concerned as well. She once was an officer for that very same empire, and she had seen firsthand the damage they had done to me. And now that I said those words out loud, I realized that the Glorious State, or Glorious Charter, whatever it decided to call itself, really could break me out here even more easily than they had done on Earth. Koram was likely among their weakest of officials among the stars, and he had still been able to break me apart in our first meeting. A single stomp to the back, without asking who I was, without having to arrest me, or fill out any paperwork afterwards. He had even been able to sense my presence while I hid, without the use of electronic surveillance. I had beaten him soundly the second time, but now that he knew my face, he could easily send the rest of his family after me. And some of them had to be far, far stronger than I was currently, miraculous growth notwithstanding. 
 
    Nova was right. I had been trying to avoid such thoughts after all. How do you know me so well? I wanted to ask my brave, beautiful friend. 
 
    "Jasper," the blonde valkyrie sighed. "You're looking at this from the wrong perspective. The Glorious State never broke you. It never came close. It orphaned you, starved you, and drove you out of every place that tried to take you in, and you still were victorious. You kept safe the knowledge they had tried so desperately to stamp out—knowledge even I hadn't realized you had, and that had enabled you to save my life, and win a battle against a freaking dragon in the process. Koram failed to kill you twice, and the second time you and Nestor took turns breaking him in half. Don't you see? The Glorious State has been failing to conquer you, and that's before you got an augmented body and your very own starship. If they throw another stronger foe your way, you'll just find a way to win anyway, like you did with that flood dragon yesterday." 
 
    Just like that, my perspective was fixed again. 
 
    "Thank you, Nova," I said sighing in relief. "That lightens a burden I didn't even know I was carrying, and I have you to thank for both seeing and lifting it. I appreciate your friendship and insight." 
 
    "You're, umm, welcome," the blonde woman said awkwardly. 
 
    "That wasn't what you wanted to talk about either, was it?" I asked dryly, catching on. 
 
    "No," she said slowly. "It… wasn't… and I'm afraid of what will happen if I make you guess a third time." 
 
    "By all means," I said, curious and somehow amused. "Go ahead and speak plainly." 
 
    "I uh…" She actually paused to swallow. "I was talking about where he said Vessa and I were getting you to help us by, um… seducing you." 
 
    I blinked, uncertain I had heard her correctly. 
 
    "What?" I asked, checking my ear to see if something had just crawled up inside of it. 
 
    "I said," Nova answered as she took a breath. "That I was talking about how that crocodile jerk had suggested Vessa and I were seducing you. By taking advantage of you and leading you on." 
 
    "Okay," I said, blinking again. 
 
    "I just wanted to say that we weren't trying to do that. We don't want you to feel like you're being used, and that your heart is being toyed with. I'd never do that to you, Jas. And even though I disagree with her a lot, I know for a fact that Vessa wouldn't even think to offer you something like that, either. Not even if she felt better about her appearance." 
 
    "Oh," I said again. "Alright. So you just wanted to make sure I understood that you both have always been projecting strictly platonic feelings, and that I should know that your intentions will only be professional from here on out." 
 
    "Wait, what?" Nova's eyes widened, and she looked even more uncomfortable. "No, I…" For a moment she seemed as if she was tripping over her own lips. "I just didn't want you to think we were trying to promise you with something cheap. I mean, you and I talked before, how things are complicated right now, and I didn't want you to think that Vessa or I thought 'all men are the same' and that you only wanted one thing, in its blandest form. We both know that would have insulted you, and we just wanted to make sure you knew that. That we weren't dangling something cheap and meaningless in front of your face, that we were never planning to give you anyway." 
 
    "I see," I finally said. "You two were worried I thought you were both trying to tempt me with casual intercourse." I continued speaking, to spare Nova the indignity of nodding in affirmation. "I don't. I have never gotten even the hint of that kind of seduction from either of you—even when you admitted you loved me, back on Earth. It never even entered my mind that either of you would try something so risky, in the middle of a damaged starship, where we barely had access to things like food and clean water, and monsters waited around every corner." 
 
    "Oh," Nova said, grimacing slightly. "Okay. Um… good. Glad you weren't worried at all. I guess it makes more sense to have been concerned about the other stuff… I should have figured that. Hey, this seed's done." She suddenly looked down, and then held out her hand. "Go ahead and hand me another one to plant." 
 
    "Sure thing, Nova," I said, smiling and putting the next seed in her palm. "Glad we talked." 
 
    Vessa's voice cut through the air before Nova could reply to my words. 
 
    "Testing… testing… okay, tell me if you two can hear me. Wait, I haven't given you both comm devices yet… okay, I'll just turn my cameras on, and you both can speak really loudly. Can you hear me, Jas and Nova?" 
 
    "Yes, Vessa," Nova and I said loudly. 
 
    "Good. Thanks for letting me sleep in, and for working in the hydroponics room while I rested, but we need to get ready now. Can you both meet me in the sanctuary room in a few minutes?" 
 
    "We'll be right there," I said, standing up. 
 
    "Good," Vessa replied. "And Jasper… you didn't need to have already made me breakfast." 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    "Why are you assuming I was the one who did it?" I asked, wondering what the problem was. I had already made food for everyone else—including Nestor and the other Sourcebeasts in my soul. Keeping a plate warm for Nova was a simple exercise of fire qi and thermodynamics mana. 
 
    "Because she knows I hate cooking," Nova said loudly, before she began whispering. "And she still gets embarrassed over all the nice things you do for her." 
 
    "I heard that, Nova!" the voice on the intercom snapped. "Fine, whatever, just you both get down here. And Jasper?" She hesitated for a moment. "Don't expect any leftovers." 
 
    I chuckled as we walked back. 
 
    Vessa had been telling the truth about there not being any leftovers. In fact, she was currently in her bed munching on a few pieces of jerky she had somehow gotten from one of the coolers. She looked up in time to see us come in, and her face froze in a guilty expression, like a child that had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. 
 
    "Um," she said after swallowing, "hi." 
 
    "What are you doing?" Nova asked, tilting her head. "We keep the jerky locked in storage." 
 
    "I know," Vessa began, "but this is from the bloodbeast I killed, and there's still plenty left for you both. Besides," she added, with just a hint of an edge. "This is my food, and this place is technically my house. Sort of," she added. 
 
    "No," Nova said, "I mean 'how were you able to get up from your capsule and get more food without help?" 
 
    "Oh," Vessa said, relaxing a bit. "Just like this." 
 
    She gestured to another wrapped bag in the food storage, and it flew out of the container toward her. 
 
    "Simple mana spell," she said, starting to unwrap the next package, before pausing self-consciously. "Now that I've regained so many rooms, a lot of my old Source energy is coming back. It helps that we've also killed a lot of my boarders and released their Source energy, too. Especially that flood jerk. It's given me an appetite, though. I feel hungry all the time," she admitted. 
 
    "Good," I told her. Both women turned their heads toward me. 
 
    "I understand, Vessa," I said, walking closer to her. "I've been hungry. I've been cold. I've been thirsty. I've been forced to hide in whatever corner I could find, all while hoping something larger and stronger didn't come over and hurt me just because it felt like it. You know what all of that feels like, too, and for far longer than I have, so why would I treat you differently?" 
 
    They grew still, as if I had just said something wrong. 
 
    "Oh," Vessa said, blinking for a moment. "Okay, um… thanks, Jasper. I'm actually done eating, so…" She lifted the bag up, and sent it floating back to the storage container. "Let's… let's talk about today." When Nova and I nodded, the gray woman continued speaking. "First off, let's check on how everyone's Advancement is going. Nova? You first." 
 
    "I stabilized all my new substages," Nova replied. "Still following the outline we talked about before." 
 
    "Good," Vessa said firmly. "Excellent." Her eyes turned to look at me. "What about you, Jas and Nestor?" 
 
    "I'm leaving my new qi depths unspecified, for now," I informed her. "Because I want to get at least one more substage before I create a second layer inside my pool. For essence, I've sent my beast's cry through my flesh and breath cracks. Mana was a much harder decision, but like I told you before, I stabilized my thermodynamics wisp by focusing on the branch of heat transfer—though I really, really wanted to choose its branch of combustion, but it felt too limiting for what I really wanted. I also stabilized my biology wisp by linking it with the branch of physiology." 
 
    "That should give you a nice mix of combat potential, physical augmentation, and healing," Vessa said with a nod, even though we had already discussed this yesterday. "Good. Essence and qi aren't as urgent for the second stage, but mana is extremely finicky, so you should keep thinking about what you want in advance for your next two substages. You could be suddenly caught in a position to where you need to have all your new wisps stabilized, and bad things will happen if you do not." 
 
    "Fair enough," I said with another nod. "Probably engineering and kinesiology. Astronomy, geology, and mana, I still don't quite know what branches I should consider. Can I talk with you about that later?"
"Sure," she said, nodding. "What about Nestor?" 
 
    "From what I can tell, Nestor is about halfway through the wailing stage himself. He's still being…" I struggled to find the right word. "Altered, by my qi and mana, to such a degreee that he's gaining some of my elemental traits, but it seems to be beneficial to him… which, come to think of it, is exactly like you said it should be," I added, feeling a little stupid for revisiting information we had gone over so many times. 
 
    "It's okay, Jas," Vessa said with a smile that was patient without being patronizing. "You've had to take in a lot in the past few weeks. I don't mind helping you remember some of this stuff. But you're right, Nestor's growth is going to benefit from your own. He's going to continue to get some of your physical strength—which is why he was able to throw Koram by his own face—and he's going to learn more of your Source powers, as well as directly take on some of the elements of your different aspects." 
 
    "I… forgot about that, too," I said, blinking rapidly. "I haven't even considered how my focusing on things like war would affect him." 
 
    "He'll be better at it," Vessa said bluntly, "but it shouldn't turn him into a homicidal maniac, if that's what you're wondering. Not on its own. A general rule is that if an ideal won't horribly change you, it won't hurt your Sourcebeast either. But yeah. Don't do things like strictly specializing in decay and opium Source energy, or something. No, there's not really opium Source energy," the ship-woman added hurriedly. "That was just a bad example. I think. Nevermind, let's just go ahead and say it doesn't exist. Moving on to more reassuring matters. I can tell that Nestor is already starting to affect you. Your speed and senses both made a difference in that last fight. Eventually you won't have to draw on it at all though, it will be just be a part of you, like it already is with Nestor. And when the two dragon hatchlings inside you start growing, you'll be gaining benefits there as well." Vessa shook her head. "All things considered, your Advancement is off to a fantastic start. Others would think you were a wealthy child from a special family. Which is why we need to continue hiding your power," she said, shaking her head. "Or people like Koram who discover it will either try to take it for themselves, or kill you to prevent you from becoming a larger threat." 
 
    "I figured," I told her, nodding firmly. 
 
    Truthfully, I had been hunted by the powerful all my life, by those who thought I was hiding some dangerous, secret treasure. And they were right. Somehow, in less than ten years, my parents had managed to drill expansive portions of my planet's science, art, and history into my brain. But my hunters had been unable to discover it. 
 
    With Vessa and Grandmother Mara's help, I realized I could keep my new treasures a secret as well. Until I was finally ready to overthrow all my tyrants. 
 
    "Speaking of those dragons," Vessa said, "can I take another look at them?" 
 
    I nodded, and opened my Soulscape. 
 
    Vessa and Mara finally had a chance to talk last night, just before everyone went to bed. I wasn't sure exactly what they talked about, as they switched to mental communication somehow after the first few sentences. Then I was just left awkwardly sitting there, while two women nodded knowingly to each other without saying anything. 
 
    "They are so adorable," Vessa said wistfully as she started into my spirit. 
 
    "Thank you, dear Vessel-Saint," Grandmother Mara replied kindly.  
 
    The hatchlings in question were actually playing together at the moment. Topa was scampering around looking for a coin Dimali hadn't stacked into a pile yet. Whenever he thought he found one, the little black dragon would flick it past his sister. If it was one she'd already seen, the white dragon would just scamper over and put it back where Topa had found it, as she had somehow managed to remember every place she organized so far, even if the 'organization' was just a rickety pile of unbalanced objects out in the middle of the ground. But if she hadn't seen the coin yet, Dimali would let out an excited mew, and chase after the coin, which would make Topa chase after her. 
 
    The two were hours of fun, especially whenever Nestor was able to visit them. But right now, Vessa was more concerned about their growth. 
 
    "They're already a third of the way through the natal stage, which is rare even for dragons," she said, watching the children intently. 
 
    "We owe that to the circumstances of their birth, dear vessel-saint," Grandmother Mara replied. "They came to life in a world that was pure spirit, and their bodies underwent the same baptism that their older brother went through. The bond isn't quite active yet, but once they get a little older they will be able to leave their brother's sanctuary, and start their own paths of Advancement—to the benefit of both themselves and your Anchor Knight, Holy Vessel-Saint." 
 
    "I'm still not comfortable with calling him that," Vessa said with a sideways glance at me, "or with just how much danger your grandchildren will be in if they visit my ship." 
 
    "Danger?" the ancient dragon chuckled. "They are in danger now, Holy Saint, just as the young rider and I are. For now, our fates are bound to his own. But take heart, dear Holy One. They are far safer here than they were when they were in my sanctuary. And I would still be bleeding out on a cavern floor if your young rider hadn't stubbornly insisted on bringing me here." A small squeak sounded behind us, and Mara smiled wide. "And his fluffy brother as well. They are quite insistent young men." 
 
    "That they are," Vessa said with a smile of her own. "But that concludes what I needed to know. Thank you, elder dragon, for your time." The gray shipwoman looked over at Nova, who had helped herself to a second breakfast by grabbing her own handful of jerky while we were talking. 
 
    "I'm listening," the blonde woman mumbled between bites. "Go ahead." 
 
    Should-cook-more? Nestor asked in my mind, observing the sudden increase in the two beautiful women’s appetites. 
 
    Apparently so, I told the little mouse, who began jumping up and down. 
 
    Yes-yes! he said as he landed and jumped again in circular patterns. More-food! 
 
    That last comment annoyed me a bit. If there had been a problem with the amount of food I cooked, everyone really should have told me about it, instead of leaving me to figure it out on my own. 
 
    But-did-tell, Nestor pointed out, just-now. 
 
    Good point, I admitted reluctantly, before Vessa began talking. 
 
    "Anyway," the ship-woman began, giving her Beacon a suspicious look. "I took another look through my new surveillance systems, and I think we need to wait on reclaiming any more rooms for the time being. Too many creatures on the same level of that crocodile jerk are moving around right now, and most of them are close to the edge of my territory. If we strike now, we might trigger a full-scale assault from those groups, one that might overwhelm both my wards and my doors. Instead, I want you two to deactivate, destroy, or remove the boarding portals near the short-range teleport system. That will allow me to better maintain my own systems, and will also decrease the number of new boarders coming onto my ship-body." She blinked slowly, and I realized she was trying to anticipate our questions. "The reason you are taking the short-range teleport, instead of just using the teleportation device in my sanctuary, is because the short-range teleporter can not only send you to the exact location needed, it will equip you with a shell of energy that will enable you to survive in the void between stars. It will be good for at least six hours," the ship-woman added, catching the very question I had raised my hand to ask. "And it comes with a spell that keeps you updated on how much time you have left before the shell expires. But I'm going to go ahead and pull you both back at the five-hour mark, just to be safe, assuming nothing happens that makes me pull you both back sooner. Now for questions," she said, looking back and forth between me, Nova, and the little mouse perched on my shoulder. 
 
    "What are we likely to encounter on the outside of the ship?" I asked first. 
 
    "That's a good question," Vessa said with a nod. "And one I'm not entirely certain I can answer, because nothing has exited the portals but a few packs of eaterlings—which probably means that the original inhabitants of those places have been driven off. But one of the portals has suddenly flared with energy, meaning something big might come through. That one I want you to try and deactivate first. To deactivate them, you should look for a surface on it with glowing script. If you can read the script, it will sometimes tell you a way to deactivate the device. If that isn't an option, you should deface the script with your weapons or Source powers. That will damage it enough to deactivate it. I'd prefer you to completely break them down to the point where you can remove them, but that won’t always be possible. If you try to remove them without following the inscribed deactivation instructions, you will risk detonating the portals, which will, at the very least, damage my ship-body further, and at the worst, kill both of you." 
 
    "Good warning," Nova said with a nod of her own, before grimacing. "Sorry. Help me remember why deactivating them is as easy as reading the fine print on the side, or scratching it out?" 
 
    "Because these things are extremely expensive and valuable," Vessa replied. "They were hard to make back then, and they might even be impossible to construct now. They wanted them to be recoverable in case an invasion was unsuccessful. Back then, the defenders would deface and then ransom the items off. And since languages were as isolated then as they are today for everywhere except Earth, using certain scripts was an effective way to prevent tampering. Or, just as easily, the technicians on the other side could seal the portal with just a strand of Source energy, so it wasn't easy to turn the portals against their original users. Therefore, the defenders had every reason to deactivate, capture, and ransom the portals, or at least carefully deconstruct them and make use of the parts. But that last method would take time. Time we may have, actually," Vessa added, tapping her chin with her finger. "We'll see. For now, just deactivate as many as you can, and we'll go from there. Do you have another question, Jasper?" she asked as she watched my eyes. I nodded at her. 
 
    "I'm wondering why, if the portals are so easy to deactivate, none of the invaders have bothered to turn them off, especially the ones letting eaterlings in." 
 
    "That," Vessa said, tapping her chin again, "is a very good question. A worrisome one, in fact. Yes, Nova?" she suddenly said, turning to look at her Beacon. 
 
    "It feels like right now you can guess what I want to do," Nova replied carefully. The angelic, armored, valkyrie had set down the bag of jerky a while ago. Now that no one was looking at it, Nestor had slowly crept down my shoulder and crawled toward it across the tiles. 
 
    I turned my attention back to Nova and Vessa, and saw Vessa inhale to answer, as if she was trying to brace herself for a fight. 
 
    "You're right, Nova," the gray woman finally said, "I can guess that you want to go inside one of the portals and see what's on the other side, and possibly strike at our enemies there. So do I." 
 
    "Wait, really?" my blonde friend asked, tilting her head. 
 
    "Yes." Vessa nodded. "I want to find out where my attackers came from, and by attackers, I mean the local ones that staged a revolt over issues they had never mentioned to me, then boarded and damaged my ship-body, killed my crew-members, and forced me to lie in this capsule, too weak to get my own food or bathe myself, all while I was busy battling invaders from beyond the night sky on the traitors' behalf. I want to find them, find out just how many others of my people they helped kill, get a satisfying explanation for their treachery, and then tear them apart with my bare hands. You're probably getting that desire from me as well, or I'm at least augmenting it." 
 
    "Really?" Nova blinked her light-blue eyes. "We want the same thing right now?" 
 
    "We usually do," Vessa replied. "In fact we almost always want the same thing, and for the same reasons." 
 
    Her head twitched away from me as she spoke, but the next moment her expression became calm and methodical again. 
 
    "We just disagree on how and when we can have the things we want. Like right now. If you, a practitioner at the fourth stage—technically, one at the fourth stage plus a few bonus stages in the other Sources— were to cross the portal and find a threat you couldn't handle, you would die. You wouldn't be able to run back and get help, and you wouldn't even be able to teleport to me, since using the portal would disrupt my teleportation link to you. In fact, I'm not even sure I could still communicate with you. You could be in danger, and I wouldn't even know until you died and sent the trauma of your death back through your link to me. Maybe after we deactivate them and find a way to disassemble one and bring it back on board, we can consider giving it a try. But right now, it's too dangerous to counterattack, and for too many reasons." 
 
    "Got it," Nova said with a firm nod. "That all makes sense." 
 
    "It does?" Vessa asked, blinking in surprise. "You're not going to fight with me on this?" 
 
    "No, you've given me solid reasons for why we can't do that yet, as well as a safer alternative to the original idea. I'd be taking a real risk with all of our lives if I insisted on going down this route. So yeah, I'm not fighting with you on this, and it feels really weird." 
 
    "It does," Vessa agreed hesitantly. "And I feel like something bad is about to happen now." 
 
    An infuriatingly awkward pause settled over us as I tried not to be superstitious regarding Vessa's recent words. She's wrong, I told myself. They've actually been getting along for a while. 
 
    "Will our weapons and Source magic work differently outside?" I asked. "Or can we fight in the same ways we're already used to?" 
 
    "This close to my ship-body, there shouldn't be any problem with your skills and talents," Vessa said confidently. "Technically, I'm even leaking a bit of oxygen and atmosphere through my hull, so the protective bubbles may not even be necessary for survival—unless you get knocked off my surface hard enough to overcome my ship’s gravitational pull. Then you'll need all the help you can get. Unless you can fly," she added, looking at Nova, "so as long as you're conscious, Nova, you should be fine. Which is another reason why this mission is a good idea right now. You'll probably have even more mobility out there. Just don't stray too far from the ship." 
 
    "Understood," her Beacon said with a nod. 
 
    I didn't want to delay us for much longer, but there was one more question I could think of. 
 
    "Will our enemies have similar atmospheric restrictions that we can somehow exploit, or will they be completely immune to the conditions outside your ship-body?" 
 
    "It's going to be a mix," Vessa answered. "But I can't say for certain. If anything comes through one of the portals, then it will have a similar bubble over it that will help survive the weak atmosphere, though it won't last nearly as long as your protection. It's possible to wear the protection down, especially with enough violence, but usually your enemy will already be dead by then. But creatures like the eaterlings won't even need their bubble, as they can survive on low amounts of atmosphere, and their Advanced versions don't even need to breathe at all. And I probably still have some flyers out there, corrupted Sourcebeasts that can thrive in near-vacuum. There might even be some nesting nearby, though I couldn't find any with my scans." The gray woman frowned as she considered that point. "In the end, just like with the inside of my ship-body, I can never be absolutely certain that you three won't encounter something much stronger than you. And every time I assume Jasper won't," she paused to roll her eyes at me, "he winds up making me look ridiculous. So just be careful, and run if you have to. I mean it. We can just try again later if we have to." 
 
    But not too much later, I thought to myself, as Vessa exhaled. 
 
    "And that's it, unless there are any remaining questions. We can head out as soon as we're ready." She looked down at herself. "And as soon as Jasper carries me out of my capsule again." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'll take point," Nova said as she began walking briskly. 
 
    "Why?" I asked my friend, but she quickly outpaced me, without so much as looking back. When Vessa cleared her throat, I realized what was happening. 
 
    "Hey, Jas?" the beautiful gray woman in my arms asked. "Do you mind if we take a moment to talk?" 
 
    "Sure, Vessa," I replied. "What do you want to talk about?" 
 
    "I know we said we're in a bit of a hurry," she said self-consciously, "but I wanted to apologize to you." 
 
    "For what?" I asked as I ducked through one of the doorways, careful not to hit her head on any of the metal sides. Since I'd had plenty of practice by now, it wasn't a problem. 
 
    "I've been sort of resenting you," she admitted, looking away from me. "You've always been so solicitous around me, and while part of me appreciated the care, another part thought you were pitying me. I didn't like it. I had been surviving without it for years—even though it wasn't much of a survival, being stuck in that bed—but it was still hard to get used to some stranger seeing me in my weakest state, and seeing him decide that he needed to just drop everything and wait on me hand and foot." 
 
    "Did I overdo it?" I tried to stifle my annoyance and keep my tone neutral as I  turned around a corner to enter another hallway. I had noticed that Vessa had been uncomfortable with my help, and I had tried to respect her boundaries. But almost every time I went against my instincts and let her try to do something on her own, she had literally fallen on her face, or would have if I hadn't stuck around to catch her. It felt aggravating to hear how much trouble she had with accepting the fact that I was saving her life and helping her get better, but the part of me that understood why she felt that way helped the rest of me let it go. 
 
    So did her apology. She continued to make it. 
 
    "No, and that made me resent you even more," she said, sounding bitter and ashamed. "I hated how powerless I was, and I hated how you always seemed to notice. Every time I couldn't get out of the capsule on my own or wanted a drink of water or even got cold, you noticed, and did something about it. I felt like you saw straight through everything but my weakness, and I thought you did it because you thought I was this pitiful, broken thing, that you were so much better than. And yes, I know what you looked like when you first arrived on my ship, or what you thought you looked like. But Jas, I saw you stand tall, fight smart, and completely take apart an eaterling with nothing more than some sparks and a broken tile. Then you succeeded on every mission you went on, and—look, that's not the point." She shook her head. "The point is, you always looked strong, when I felt weak. And I thought you were coddling me from a position of strength. But you weren't." 
 
    "No," I said as I stepped carefully around another corner. "I wasn't." 
 
    "And I just realized it this morning," Vessa agreed. "You didn't do all those things because I was weak, and you were always worried about me. You did all those things because they were what you wanted someone to do for you when you were broken, hungry, and alone. You wanted someone to come to your side and hand you a packet of food that you kept pretending you didn't need, and then tell you it's okay to have a second one. You wanted someone to notice when you would be cold, and then give you clean blankets and clothes. And when something awful was coming for you, when even your family was gone, and you were finally ready to admit that you were tired and spent and broken, you wanted someone else to come by, ignore you when you told them to leave, and to fight for you." She sniffed quietly, and I did my best not to notice. "And I didn't ever consider that. Even when you shared your story. So thank you. And I'm sorry." 
 
    "Forgiven," I told her, remembering my own shame over wanting to snap at the few people who would try to help me from time to time, people like Nova, while desperately wanting them to stick around at the same time. My one advantage over Vessa was that I was too afraid of people ever hearing my real thoughts, my real anger and shame. 
 
    Then I remembered a time back when I was very young, when my parents were alive. I had walked in while they were finishing up an argument. My mother had shouted some angry words in Mandarin that I hadn't learned yet—something about not being some kind of flower—and stormed out of the living room. My father just sat back down and sighed. Then he pulled me over to give me another one of his lessons. 
 
    "Vessa," I said, slowing my pace just a little. The hallway wasn't that long, and I wanted to finish this conversation. "Can I explain something that some Earth women don't get about some Earth men, that I think might be true on other worlds?" 
 
    "What?" she asked, sniffing again. "Um, okay," she decided. "Sure. Go for it." 
 
    "Earth women—some of them, at least, maybe not all—think Earth men always pity weak things, and get protective around them, so that they can feel stronger. It might be true for some men, especially those that are really being controlling instead of protective, but most of us don't really care if something's weak. We stomp on bugs, throw rocks at glass, knock over insect mounds. Especially when we're young. In fact we like to break things just to feel powerful. A lot of the games we play with each other are really rough, and we have phrases like 'go for the throat' when we talk about being competitive.” As I spoke, I realized there were even more examples, and I tried to pull them together so that I had a single thread of reasoning. “We have to be trained not to break things, in fact. If we protect something, or someone, it's not because we think they're weak. It's because we think they're valuable. They mean a lot to us. We can't replace them if they get damaged. Some men used to have these powerful vehicles that were made almost entirely out of metal, and bragged about how well-made they were, and still did their best to make sure the vehicle never got so much as a scratch on it. I used to have an old magazine collection, that I was terrified of having even one of the pages bent incorrectly, because I knew they were limited issues. We Earth men have a reputation for being dense, but if we realize something—or someone—" I looked directly at her. "Is special, or irreplaceable, then we'll protect and care for it as best as we can, even if we're not that good at it. But it's never about pity. If anything, it's about our own weakness, protecting the person or thing because we think we need it." 
 
    I finished my long-winded explanation, and wondered if I had just spent several minutes telling Vessa something she already knew. But she didn't say anything back. She just shifted a bit in my arms. When we finally caught up with Nova and Nestor in the sensor room, I lowered her to her feet as carefully as I could, while still letting her use the strength I now knew she had. She smiled at me as she stood, and squeezed my arm. I took that as a good sign. 
 
    "Thanks, Jasper," she said, clearing her throat without giving any indication as to what we were talking about. "Okay. I'm actually going to wait here and operate the device directly, just to be safe." 
 
    "That's safer?" I asked, surprised. 
 
    "Usually, no," Vessa supplied. "But now that I'm getting stronger, if I send a mental command and operate the physical controls at the same time, there's less risk of failure. I just haven't bothered with it because I only regained the ability to stand on my own for any reasonable length of time earlier today." 
 
    I nodded, and the four of us moved to gather around the strange cylinder. Vessa put her hands on it, frowned for a moment, and then touched an indentation somewhere on the leftmost side. 
 
    "Good grief, that's way more work than just thinking about what I want it to do. How did my crew even…" The ship woman shook her head. "Never mind. I'm about to activate the teleporter. It's going to feel different than my normal one, in that it's going to be less gradual. You're going to feel like you're being pulled straight through my hull. It won't hurt and should be perfectly safe, but I still want all three of you, including Nestor, to activate whatever Source enhancements you have right now. I don't care if it's a charm, technique, or spell; if it will make you tougher or safer, activate it right now, and then do it again when you land on the other side. Understood?" 
 
    As she finished, she gave us such a serious glare that I didn't even think about questioning her. I activated my new flood barrier, cast a biology spell laced with earth and metal qi through my new hide charms, and then finally used a wood qi technique reinforced with a breath charm, flesh charm, and a new physiology spell to help my lungs and other organs function as perfectly as they could. 
 
    When I finished and looked up, Vessa was still glaring at me, so I sighed and activated every power I could think of that might help me survive the near vacuum of space. Even then she didn't give a satisfied nod until I finally took my halfblade out of my inner planet and stuck it back through one of the loops of my belt. 
 
    "It's faster when you just reach for it, instead of trying to summon it from your Soulscape," the ship-woman explained, "I know. I've timed you." 
 
    Nova sighed as she drew her baton and began to glow. Nestor squeaked and did something that made his fur change multiple colors at once, until he was like a miniature tiger with multi-colored stripes. Vessa gave him a wide smile. 
 
    "That's perfect," she said, "Let's get going." 
 
    I-win? 
 
    Yes, you 'won,' cheater, I told the little attention-seeker. 
 
    Then Vessa hit whatever final button she needed, lighting up the rest of the teleporter. 
 
    "Alright, you three," she said. "Brace yourselves, because it's going to feel like you're being—" 
 
    Yank, my body said, as I hurtled straight toward the metal wall. 
 
    Before I could remind myself just how much slamming into the wall hurt yesterday, I sank directly through it. Then I passed through the darkness of another compartment, too quickly to learn its shape. Then another. And another. And then through a mass of blackness I couldn't identify. 
 
    My brain was moving far too slowly to take in any of the images it had seen. But, it had decided to recall just how often Vessa had insisted something would 'likely be safe' and been incorrect. It went through the entire list, over and over, until I was certain that my body would become solid again just in time to pass through every monster and sharp object left in her hull. 
 
    Then some sort of coating settled over my body, one that I could detect, but not feel. The darkness brightened with over a hundred tiny points of light, and I felt my feet land on something marvelously solid. I looked down and saw that I was standing on a giant metal horizon, one that stretched far out in every direction, until it curved out of view. 
 
    But the starry darkness above me stretched out even farther. 
 
    I stared all around me, unable to just look upward, because the sky wasn't just upward anymore. 
 
    It was all around me. 
 
    I could see stars if I raised my head, tilted to the right or left, even if I looked down at an angle, because the steel, curved horizon I was standing on drifted through the night sky, spinning slightly as it traveled. It was this final fact, not just that I could see stars, but where I could see the stars. They swirled languidly around me, sparkling far brighter than the distant lights I remembered seeing back on Earth, where pollution and government satellites limited both sight and knowledge of them. The most distant of these glowed or twinkled white, but I found that some of the closer ones ran the spectrum of color, blazing a brilliant red, orange, or yellow. Squinting slightly at the very brightest, I realized that some of them were not white at all, but were blue or green. 
 
    The sight dazzled me. I had known about stars from my parents, known that they were classified by temperature and color, but it still awed me to see them in any color other than white. The night sky glittered like a rainbow-colored curtain draping around me to protect the privacy of the more distant, white-glowing jewels, while still welcoming me into the place beyond worlds. 
 
    "Wow…" Nova said beside me, her voice sounding strange in the diminished atmosphere. "So they are real…" She turned to look at me. A translucent bubble surrounded her head, but I could still see her bright-blue eyes shine with excitement. "They tried so hard to make us stop believing in them…" 
 
    I knew what she was talking about. As the Global Republic grew in power, its ruling body released all manner of studies by supposed experts that doubted the existence of stars, other planets, and any other phenomenon not already under its control. By the time Vessa had found me, there were already people saying that our sun was not an actual star, but the physical manifestation of our Glorious State's power and enlightenment. 
 
    Jasper, Nova, a string of letters appeared in front of my eyes. Can you read this? 
 
    Yes, Vessa, I replied, thinking out script in my mind to type at her. All three of us are safe, I added, after confirming that Nestor was still on my shoulder. 
 
    Good, she texted back. I wish I had been able to get new communication devices for you three, but it's proving harder to make than I originally thought. I'm still watching you all, though. So don't worry, she added. A moment later, she sent me another message: what do you think of the night sky? 
 
    It is beautiful, I said, watching what looked to be golden dust scatter far off in the distance. Perhaps it was an asteroid breaking up, or it was some new phenomenon completely unknown to the people of Earth. So dark and colorful and empty and full, all at the same time. 
 
    I know, she wrote back to me, and I somehow felt the grin in her written words. It's why I always have trouble referring to it as a 'void' or a 'vacuum.' It's almost true, because there's so much space, but it's far from empty. Hey… look behind you, and then look up. 
 
    I did what she said, and so did Nova. We turned and saw a blazing orange fireball the size of a basketball burn as it hung in the inky darkness. I worried that its brightness would burn my eyes, but either Vessa's bubble or my body's own changes protected me from going blind. It had to be this solar system's sun, the star lighting the planets we had been visiting before we went to my grandmother's Sourcepalace. As I saw that, I tried to look for the Sourcepalace itself, before remembering that it was buried deep in a nondescript asteroid. 
 
    Sorry, I typed to her, shaking my head. I didn't mean to get this distracted. Which direction should we go? 
 
    Forward, she replied, that was actually the real reason I told you to look at the local sun. 
 
    Fair enough, I decided. Nova and I walked across the curved metal surface, rising up like some shining steel hill. When I looked down and examined the outside of the ship that had become my new home, I realized something. 
 
    Amidst the dark, colorful brilliance of the night sky, Vessa belonged here. 
 
    Colors rolled off the metallic surface of her ship body, making it seem as if the ship itself was breathing as the rainbow of light rolled along it. I had no idea how she had avoided capture for so long, because her body was vast and glorious, far larger than any ship I had heard about on the waters of Earth, even the monstrous vessels built to project the power of the Glorious State. The riot of color running along her made it hard for me to grasp her true size, as did the curves and slopes of her surface, but she was easily over a mile long.  
 
    That fact reminded me of all the rooms likely remaining inside of her, parts of her body taken from her, as if she had been ravaged by some devastating disease, one that she was determined to fight to the very end. And now that I was standing on her hull, I could see that damage from a broad view. I doubted I could even see an entire third of her total ship-body, but the cracks, crumpled indents, and blackened sections along her were numerous. There were even portions that sparked, as if a hundred live wires were sizzling. They were thankfully far away, but I knew coming near them had to be dangerous no matter what manner of magical protections I currently had. 
 
    It should have discouraged me, to realize I had that much work left before she was whole. But I had seen her courage in facing that damage, her will in resisting to the very end, and then her desire to do more than resist when her supposed end had passed, and she had survived with the help of a single friend. Unlike me, she knew just how much of herself she needed to recover, and just how hard it would be to take it back. No one had more reason to be discouraged over her recovery than her. 
 
    I had two choices: either give up on her recovery, write her off in my mind, and let her die; or believe in her, charge into danger on her behalf, and trust that she would make the best use possible of my support. 
 
    I put one foot in front of the other, over and over again. 
 
    As Nova and I walked, I realized Nestor was still on my shoulder, tightly clenching my shoulder armor. 
 
    What's the matter, little friend? I asked. Do you not wish to explore this new place? 
 
    The normally curious lifemouse shook his head, not even bothering to squeak. 
 
    Scared-scared, he told me. Too-big. Too-loose. 
 
    That made sense. My little friend had been fearless in face of danger, especially when that danger posed a threat to another. He was braver than me, in many ways. In fact, I might had died the day I met him, if he hadn't taken a huge personal risk. But the vastness of space was completely new territory for the brave little survivor. It was understandable that he would be hesitant here. 
 
    It certainly is scary, I told him, but is it also beautiful? 
 
    He looked up from the little ball he had tucked himself into. He sniffed once, then wiggled his whiskers. 
 
    Yes-yes. 
 
    What do you think of Vessa's other body? I asked, pointing at the surface we walked on. 
 
    Ves-sa? he asked, sniffing again in the direction of the metal expanse. His fluffy ears perked up instantly. 
 
    Ves-sa! Yes-yes! He scampered down my body immediately, nuzzling the hull as he stepped upon it. Ves-sa! Ves-sa! Then he raised his face back at me, with that serious look he made whenever others were in danger. Save-her! Keep-safe! 
 
    I smiled, and let our scout take point. 
 
    We made it up the Soulship's sloping surface without difficulty, except for the distraction of all the brilliant heavenly bodies parading about us, and the way Vessa's surface would mirror their effects. When we reached the apex of the slope, we could look out and see that this portion of Vessa's surface resembled a series of rolling metal hills, for as far as I could see. The only exceptions were those marked by the damage I had noticed earlier. 
 
    More importantly, though, was that this hill had a loop of metal lying flat on top of it, looking like an ancient hula hoop that had been dropped. Its open center flickered like the surface of a mercury pool. The rim was about as thick as my thumb, but I could see some writing along the edges. Nestor paced around the loop, sniffing it cautiously. 
 
    Is this one of the portals? I sent to Vessa. 
 
    Yes, she typed back to me. The writing on the side will tell you how to deactivate it. If you need I can translate for… oh. Okay. That was quick. 
 
    It was in Latin, I replied as I removed my thumb from where the script said to press. The shimmering surface in the center had gone dark almost immediately. 
 
    Right, Vessa typed back. I sort of forgot that you were a polyglot. Good job, Jasper. 
 
    As my hand started to let go of it, the small planet floating in my soul began spinning rapidly. 
 
    You can't eat it, I told the hungry thing. It's too big. 
 
    It seemed to spin even faster as a reply. 
 
    Go ahead and listen to it this time, grandson, Mara said from inside my soul. It will be fine. 
 
    "Nova," I sighed. "Could you and Nestor guard my back for a moment?" 
 
    The Beacon nodded with a shrug. I crouched down even farther, and opened a thin hole running along the entire length of my torso and both arms. It was difficult, but in the end my spirit was able to swallow the deactivated portal and send it inside near my grandmother's treasure mound. 
 
    Honored grandmother, I said immediately. Please move that device as far away from my siblings as possible, and at your earliest convenience. 
 
    You don't need to advise me to do that, young rider, the spiritual dragon chuckled as she shifted her form up. Dimali and Topa noticed her move, and then their tiny eyes lit up as they saw the new hoop on the ground. But their grandmother just shooed them away before she picked them up in one of her claws and flew to a far-off hill on my little world. 
 
    There, she said to me. By the time they're old enough to climb to the device, we'll have other countermeasures for them. 
 
    I thanked her and breathed a sigh of relief. Vessa had assured me that these things were difficult to activate, but I believed with absolute confidence that a determined enough infant or toddler could activate all manner of dangerous devices, given enough time and lax supervision. 
 
    "I think I see another one on the next hill over," Nova said as she pointed ahead of us. "To the north, I think… nevermind. We're not even on a planet right now. There's no such thing as north or south. Let's just go." She shook her head irritably and began moving forward. Nestor scampered ahead of her. 
 
    I followed, and began listening for noises. The lack of danger was bothering me. Starship curvature excluded, I could see for an eternity in any direction. Despite after walking enough distance to encounter three chambers' worth of enemies, nothing rose up to greet or menace us. The wide safety of Vessa's outer hull was a disturbing juxtaposition to the danger lurking in her cramped and confined hold, and I was having trouble adjusting to it. 
 
    Watch out, her text suddenly scrawled across my mind. There's a small pack of flying monsters near you both. Looks to be a corrupted form of bat. Each one is roughly at the third stage of Advancement, so a dozen of them could be dangerous for you two. 
 
    Understood, I said, the same time as I saw Nova nod in relief. The lack of danger had apparently been getting to her as well. 
 
    So as we crossed to the next portal, we scanned the colorful night sky for dark, winged shapes.  
 
    We deactivated another two portals, another one of which was small enough for my Soulscape to absorb. After I absorbed that portal, I heard a warning squeak from Nestor. Nova and I immediately turned to see him point his nose at a winged shape that flapped in the distance. As we looked on, the figure banked and flew away from us, disappearing over the curve of the ship. 
 
    Those, Vessa typed to me. I can see them a little more clearly now. Those are harpies. 
 
    Harpies? I asked, disbelieving that I had heard such a familiar name. 
 
    Yes. Your people kept extensive histories on them. What do you remember of them? 
 
    They were winged women that usually preyed on others, I replied, still surprised to find a creature with a familiar name up here. Beyond that, stories differ about them wildly. Why are they here? 
 
    They are a distant kin to eaterlings, Vessa explained. Almost as numerous, and just as durable under environments like this. In fact, it's believed the two groups often mate with each other. And yes, she said as she sensed my shudder, I know that's gross. Given their number and Advancement strength, there might very well be a group or two of eaterlings nearby. I'll know more when you two are able to deactivate more portals. Speaking of which, I'm already feeling much better, so thanks for that. 
 
    You're welcome, I replied, carefully watching the starry sky. Which way is the next portal? 
 
    "This way," Nova answered out loud, pointing to a more distant slope. 
 
      
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Nestor's warning squeak saved us from ambush. I had no idea how his nose and ears were working so well in this thin atmosphere. But he gave us plenty of time to notice the charging pack of eaterlings running from behind one of the slopes in the hull. 
 
    I noticed immediately that these were of a much more Advanced variety, all having either roach or hyena heads—the latter of which I'd only seen once before now. There were at least a dozen of them, and they were all armed with actual weapons, another factor that surprised me. 
 
    Nova drew her baton and immediately began blasting them. Two dropped immediately, but the rest were surprisingly durable, hissing or barking in pain instead of dying on the first blasts. 
 
    But my friends and I had all battled enough to have basic coordination, and Nestor and I were linked well enough now to read each other pretty well. I summoned my spear and moved in front and to the left of Nova, so that I could lure a few monsters away from her while still staying out of her normal arc of fire. Three of the eaterlings veered to deal with me, as another two of their number finally fell to Nova's blasts. 
 
    My first enemy was a roach-skulled degenerate with a mundane, but surprisingly well-kept, single-bladed ax. As he charged, he leaped the remaining six feet to try and catch me unawares and negate the advantage of my longer weapon. But the monster underestimated my reflexes and my curved spear caught him in the belly easily, ripping right through the carapace. 
 
    To my surprise, he still did not die. His slavering mandibles chittered at me as he tried to work his body free of my weapon with one claw and swing his ax at me with the other. 
 
    Apologies, Vessa, I sent to the ship-woman as I slammed the monster onto her hull head-first. It took two swings until I heard his exoskeleton crack, and then I threw his messy body at the other two eaterlings racing toward me. 
 
    The goo-splattered corpse collided with the left roach-lizard, but the hyena-headed creature on the right dodged around it and hacked his saber against my pole arm. 
 
    "Thief!" the creature snarled in something close to German, trying to push his way past my weapon. "This vessel is ours!" 
 
    "That's a rather large appetite you have, then," I replied calmly, out-pushing him and knocking his weapon out of the way. I feinted a swing low, and he leaped away. As I brought my weapon high I pushed forward on the shaft, increasing the length in time to catch him in the throat. Silver light flashed through my Sourceweapon as I tore the curved spearhead out of his throat, sending a small cloud of Source energy into the air. 
 
    Three more monsters turned to deal with me, apparently realizing that Nova wouldn't risk friendly fire by shooting at the ones near me. Another quick glance told me that my initial count was off, because at least six more of these monsters came in from behind my current foes. The powerful valkyrie behind me took another one out with a well-placed blast to the head, but the rest all swarmed me like the pack animals they were. 
 
    I shifted my spear to catch another enemy in the mouth, and gave the command I had been preparing for. 
 
    Nestor, go. 
 
    Yes-yes! the little mouse squeaked as he leaped onto the shaft of my Sourceweapon. He quickly ran up it, dealt a crackling, essence-cloaked paw strike to the monster’s skull at the other end of the spear as he climbed upon his head, then began leaping from monster to monster, striking their faces with paws, teeth, or tail, with far more force than his tiny form would suggest he had. 
 
    That was the plan. I would fight and pressure the mob on my end, while Nestor would sneak attack and distract the stragglers from the other side. 
 
    The two almost upon me lunged forward, swinging long, heavy chopping swords. I leaped backwards for more space and swung my spear high. The curved blade decapitated one in a silver flash, but the amount of force it had taken surprised me. 
 
    The other eaterling had closed the distance, making my spear ineffective. So I dropped it, sidestepped his own slash, and knocked him into the air with a well-placed uppercut to the jaw. I followed up as quickly as I could with several other blows, my flood-empowered fists finally knocking him away and into another eaterling before my spear could finish falling. 
 
    I left the two to disentangle and stabbed into another charging monster's foot. I then tore the weapon free in time to make a wide, horizontal, defensive slash, making the other three eaterlings charging me jump back. Two of them began to circle me, but the last hyena-headed one held up his hand, motioning a desire to talk. 
 
    "Parley," he growled. "Who are you?" 
 
    "The local pest control," I calmly replied, "and no." 
 
    Then I quickly fired a physics-enhanced spike of earth qi into the face of the rightmost eaterling. As he staggered backwards, the hyena eaterling began to shout a command, but the cry cut off with a yelp of pain as his body began crackling with electricity. The leftmost eaterling raised his chopper to attack, but then Nova slammed into him, and he began screaming and writhing on her burning blade. I charged the one I had attacked before, stabbing into his carapaced belly and tearing the weapon all the way through, recoiling in disgust as the contents emptied all over the hull of the Soulship. 
 
    Sorry, I texted to Vessa. Again. 
 
    It's just going to get converted into Source energy, so it's fine, Vessa wrote back. But if you ever get a mess like that on my flesh-body, we are going to have words, and so, so many of them. 
 
    Understood, I wrote back, turning my attention back to what was left of the fight. But the two clouds of Source energy told me that Nova and Nestor had already finished the last two foes. I saw Nestor leap off the back of the supposed leader and shake his fur, making small crackles of static in the process. 
 
    Yuck-yuck, he said to me and Nova, hate-these. 
 
    "Likewise," the angelic warrior-woman said as she pulled her weapon from the smoking corpse. "Hard to believe that so many of them waited until the last minute to join the attack though." 
 
    "Really?" I asked, only remembering six new assailants. But as I looked both back and beyond, I realized that we each had gained enemies. I counted five extra bodies on the spots where both Nova and Nestor had been fighting. 
 
    Those were surprisingly organized, Vessa wrote to me. I hadn't been expecting them to attack in waves like that. It was a good way to thwart both my sensors and Nestor's initial detection. 
 
    I'm still not sure why they bothered, I replied, wiping the sides of my spear with the furry parts of a rapidly dissolving corpse. They were more durable than usual, but they still faced total defeat. The second wave should just have turned and ran the instant they saw us mowing through the first one. 
 
    If they had a better feel for your power, that's exactly what they would have done, Vessa wrote back to me. But instead, they could only detect power from one of your Sources, so they thought themselves to be a little stronger than you and barely weaker than Nova. They figured you were fighting so well because you were burning most of your Source energy. It's fortunate that your strength is so well hidden, but it also means that you will continue to attract attention from those who wish to bully the weak. 
 
    I suppose we'll have to take that, I said with a shrug, as the monsters' Source energy divided between the three of us, save for a small portion that trickled directly into the Soulship herself. That was a large pack, though. Do you think it came from a nest? 
 
    I would have, if I hadn't seen how well-maintained their weapons were, Vessa replied. Eaterlings are terrible at maintenance, so this group must have received their gear from a supplier, and then come here through one of the remaining portals. Which means either someone knows where I am, or a formerly abandoned portal has been rediscovered, she wrote hesitantly. 
 
    Then we need to find it and shut it down, I replied, and with a nod to Nova, we continued walking. 
 
    We deactivated two more portals without incident, though both were too large for me to take into my Soulscape. I noticed that one of them was a circle of stones, instead of just a metal loop. So I shrugged and just picked up the individual stones so that I could put them inside my pack. The other one we just defaced before moving on, since it was too heavy to carry. 
 
    We were on our way to what Nova said would be the final portal when Nestor squeaked and looked up at the night sky. 
 
    Nova and I turned to see four winged shapes swoop toward us. 
 
    I recognized their vaguely feminine bodies, and realized that they were the harpies Vessa had warned me about. I found their forms to be extremely unattractive, in large part to the coarse, boar-like hair that completely covered them down from the neck. Their faces were perhaps the most bearable parts of their bodies, completely human-looking except for the amount of fangs and how they were wrinkled into a snarling, hissing expression. 
 
    "Food!" one called out, in English, flapping her bat-like wings and flexing her taloned feet. 
 
    "Food!" another one echoed, veering closer to us. 
 
    "Male!" the final one said with a disturbing amount of hunger to her voice, aiming directly for me. 
 
    "I firmly decline whatever intentions you have," I growled out, wanting to kill the last monster-woman from as far away as possible. Her descent was quick, but I managed to create a heat removal spell enhanced with a frost technique, and a breath charm to propel the effect. The spell complete, I shouted and released a cone of frozen air straight at my unwanted suitor—or murderer, or likely both. The edge of the frost caught one other harpy's wing, making her dip and roll erratically, and completely coated the abnormally interested one. She let out one shriek before she began to sink from the air, tumbling out of view. 
 
    Nova raised her baton and fired at the undamaged one currently closest to us. That monster-woman hissed as she twisted out of the way, only to take Nova's stronger, second blast directly in the face. She screamed and fell backwards, taking a final blast to the back that scorched both of her wings and made her tumble to the floor. 
 
    The last, partially frosted harpy-woman corrected her flight just in time to gain the attention of all three of us. I shouted out a cone of fire, Nova shot another blast from her baton, and Nestor sent an arc of electric qi that I could tell was enhanced by his own version of the heat transfer spell I just cast. The monster let out a horrified shriek before she charred to a crisp and fell down from the sky. 
 
    You used one of my mana sciences just then, I told my bonded companion. Did you learn it via our link, or did you just figure it out from watching me? 
 
    I-smart, was all the smug little mouse said, and I decided to just grumble and let it go. 
 
    "That was quick," Nova noted, "but I think it was also a probing attack. Also, Jas, I think your harpy got away. It looked like she survived her fall and was able to thaw out." 
 
    "She is not 'my harpy,'" I assured my best friend, a little more heatedly than I intended. "And I was hoping to kill her outright with the cold from space. Apparently I was mistaken." 
 
    Yeah, actually, Vessa wrote to me helpfully. You see, I'm still projecting enough atmosphere on my surface to keep most lifeforms warm. It's an unavoidable byproduct of my construction. Your attack was perfect for taking her out of the fight quickly, though. 
 
     Thank you, I wrote back reluctantly. 
 
    "Sorry, Jas," Nova said awkwardly. "And I get it. Really. That happened to me like two battles ago." 
 
    "No, I'm sorry," I told her. "I'm not handling it as well as you did. I think you're right about it being a probing attack. We'll need to keep our guard up when we go to lock down the final boarding portal." 
 
    With that, I swallowed the last of my disgust and marched toward the slope holding the final portal we were tasked to deactivate. Nestor scouted ahead again, and I warned him to be as cautious as possible. 
 
    If there was going to be an intense fight anywhere, I figured it was going to be here. 
 
    All-clear, Nestor said as he scampered ahead of us. But-don't-trust. 
 
    What do you mean? I asked my little friend, before trying to figure it out on my own. Wait… you mean you see, hear, and smell no danger, but you still expect something to go wrong? 
 
    Yes-yes, he wrote back to me, Don't-know-why. 
 
    I grimaced, because it was both a good and bad thing for the innocent little mouse to have learned to be this cautious. 
 
    "Let's refresh our enhancements," I whispered to Nova, before turning my attention to Grandmother Mara. Should I try to look out with my soulsense? 
 
    That's an excellent idea, grandson, Mara told me. 
 
    I had no idea how the power would work in a near-vacuum, but the ghostly star-dragon would be the one to know if the ability would work in this environment. So I motioned for Nova to wait while I closed my eyes and reached out with my spiritual senses. 
 
    For the distance up the slope, I felt and saw nothing. But as I reached the top of the curve, I felt remnants of emotions, just like I had around the hungry ghosts. These, however, felt like brief footprints, instead of sensations that refused to die. 
 
    Hunger again. 
 
    Fear. 
 
    Caution. 
 
    Excitement. 
 
    Power, along with a desire to prove oneself. 
 
    And, greatest of all, vengeance, for a number of perceived wrongs. 
 
    "That's…" I started to say, "odd. Nova, Vessa, I think the siege portal ahead has been recently used, and is about to be activated again. We should hurry." 
 
    I couldn't think of a better course of action. If we were quick enough, we could either shut down the portal before they returned, or arrive to catch the reinforcements off-guard. But waiting just gave us more time for problems. 
 
    But Nova and Vessa both agreed with my assessment, given that Nova nodded and Vessa didn't message me back, so we began racing up the slope as quickly as we could. 
 
    "Actually," Nova said as she shook her head, "I'm just going to risk it." 
 
    With that, she unleashed her Soulscape wings and glided toward the space just over the hill. 
 
    How high can she fly? I wrote to Vessa as Nestor leaped onto my shoulder. 
 
    With her bubble still active? As high as she wants, Vessa wrote back to me. Without it, no higher than two hundred feet above my hull, if she wants to stay safe. 
 
    Vessa, I messaged back as I ran, we both know your Beacon doesn't always choose safe. 
 
    I know, Jas, she replied, just… try and keep her safe. Okay? 
 
    I nodded, and cleared the remaining distance up the metal hill with a powerful leap. 
 
    As I landed, I saw Nova circling over our heads, bubble still covering her head, just as my own covered me. This ridge on Vessa's hull was a good bit wider than the rest had been, at least a hundred feet in diameter. A large cable ran by my feet, one end coiling off into the distance while the other linked with a strange metal-and-stone-archway set into the center of the plateau. Nestor scampered off my arms to look around, but when I asked him if he could detect anyone still around, he shook his tiny head. 
 
    Smells-here-though, he said, indicating that he could still smell traces from whoever had passed through here before. Know-one-smell. 
 
    Before I could ask what he meant by that, the center of the archway shimmered, and figures began to walk out of it and on to Vessa's hull. 
 
    Oh, no, Vessa wrote to me as we saw the first two shapes. 
 
    They were each somewhere between seven and eight feet tall, which didn't disturb me. I had faced a number of opponents that height or bigger just yesterday, and killed every one of them. It was the details I was even more familiar with that troubled me. The shape of their feet. The mix of coarse fur, scales, and roach chitin protecting their bodies. The large, rat-like tail swinging behind them. But the faces were a mix of a hyena head, with an oversized maw, complete with twitching, rat-whisker-like tendrils, pincer-like mandibles, and compound roach eyes. Their arms and upper torsos were disproportionately muscled, making their feet and hips look small by comparison. 
 
    Jas, these are eaters, Vessa wrote to me. They're what eaterlings become when they reach the next three stages of Advancement. Be careful. They're going to be on a completely different level than the eaterlings you killed earlier. 
 
    I nodded, but did not reply. The next figure surprised and enraged me too much to speak. 
 
    The young man who had just walked through the portal gave a disdainful sneer toward the two eaters, and seemed especially disturbed by their fur. But then he mastered his expression, as if he was only recently accepting that he must deal with creatures like this now. Then he moved his long dark hair out of his face and began speaking. 
 
    "Yes, this is the place," Koram said as he looked about. "A mystical Sourceship. A legendary treasure lost to the ages. Watch your step, cretins, because I will not tolerate any further damages to this vessel." His eyes shone with an intense, manic light. "I have found a second treasure. Proof that I am favored by the heavens themselves. My family will recognize this. The Charter will recognize thi—get your furry arm away from me!" the young noble shouted, as one of the eaters in front of him turned and brought his appendage within five feet of the young master. "I told you both to shave before we left! The next time you two disobey me, I will have you skinned!" 
 
    The two giant eaters looked back at Koram with their compound eyes, looked at each other, then silently shuffled away from him, to make more room. Koram harrumphed, and the party made space so that two more giant eaters could enter a good distance behind Koram. As I tried to figure out the best way to attack, another dozen normal eaterlings scurried out. These all had the furry portions of their body shaved. 
 
    "You small ones will spread out and look for your unshaven kin," Koram said disdainfully. "Once you find out where they went, come back and help me look for a way into this place. Once we establish a foothold, we will…" His voice trailed off as he finally saw me. The arrogant young master blinked his dark eyes a few times, then blinked a few more when he realized I didn't disappear. Finally, he began to speak. 
 
    "What," he spat. "Are you. Doing. Here." 
 
    "Minding my own business, Koram," I replied, unable to bring myself to be polite. "What are you doing out here? In space." 
 
    "You always seem to know where I am going," he continued, ignoring my own question. "Every time I'm on the verge of something big." 
 
    "I assure you, Koram," I replied, "If I had some magic way to know where you were going, I'd never run into you again. Your personality has all the charm of a sexually frustrated slug." 
 
    He reared back as if he had been slapped. 
 
    "You dare—" 
 
    "Yes, I dare," I interrupted impatiently, "and so does everyone else you've probably talked to in the last few days. You were beaten half to death by a small furry animal that was several substages below you. I refuse to believe everyone failed to find out about that." 
 
    "You!" he shouted, pointing his finger at me. "You told them!"  
 
    Nestor, I told my bonded companion. Go ahead now. Everyone is distracted. 
 
    Yes-yes! the little mouse said, indenting the button on the side of the arch. While Koram had been talking to himself and yelling at his giant monsters, I had been quietly reading the runes of script written along the sides of the arch. Once his party had moved far enough away from the device, Nestor had crept up to it so that he could deactivate the portal. 
 
    The shimmering curtain of energy under the tall structure fizzled out the next moment. Koram whirled about to look at it. 
 
    "It stopped working," he said, his voice full of horror. "Impossible… it was in perfect condition when I found it…" 
 
    "Where and when did you find it?" I asked, keeping my tone neutral and hoping that he was stupid enough to tell me. 
 
    My hope was soon rewarded. 
 
    "We've always had it," he stammered, still looking at the giant archway that no longer led to his home. "It was in a museum dedicated to our family's ancient history. We hadn't even realized it was still functional, because it was so old no one alive had any idea how to use it." 
 
    "But the instructions are literally written on the sides," I pointed out. "They're written in the language of your Charter." 
 
    "Until now, we had only allowed a few of our eaterling slaves to enter it," he continued, not hearing me. "I was just given permission to explore it myself…" He turned his wide eyes back at me. "Why are you so calm? Don't you realize how bad this is?" 
 
    "No," I admitted, shrugging slightly, before asking another question. Koram's locating of this place was a very bad thing. I needed to know just how much he had learned about Vessa's ship-body, or if he even knew about the Soulships. 
 
    "Did your family know where it was supposed to lead?" I asked. "Do your people remember anything about it?" 
 
    "I already said we don't!" the idiot snapped. "The arches were supposed to trace back toward the very founding of our family. They represented our triumph over the former tyrants of the night sky. No one was allowed to go near them until a few months ago, when a slave accidentally struck the side of it and activated its power!" He stepped forward, still staring at me with wide eyes. "Do you not see? Do you not see what high honor it was for me to be chosen for its use? Had it remained open, I could have shown my family this mighty vessel. We could have secured it for our use, and been unrivaled in the night sky! But I had to run into you again, and everything I worked so hard for was once again dashed to the side!" 
 
    He suddenly looked around, eyes still wide. 
 
    "I get it now," he began, turning back to me. "This is your home, isn't it?" I tensed, and he saw it. "I knew it! This is how you are always able to find me! You sail across the night sky in this thing, looking for me! The youngest, greatest scion of the Exalted Pillar clan, and the Glorious Star Charter!" 
 
    I shook my head at him. 
 
    Vessa, I sent, I'm sorry. I wanted to learn as much as I could from him. But I just have to kill him. 
 
    I get it, Jas, she sent back to me. Just be careful. Those eaters are extremely dangerous. 
 
    So is everything else out here, I thought but didn't say. 
 
    "Fix it!" he snapped. "Fix the portal, or I'll rend you limb from limb! I'll crunch your back just like I did the first time we met!" 
 
    "No," I replied, "and if you truly believe you can break my back again, you're welcome to try. Or would you rather fight my mouse again?" I added as an afterthought. 
 
    Yes-yes! Nestor said excitedly. I-smash! 
 
    Calm down, I whispered to the little friend, as a thought just occurred to me. Ask Nova if she can see anything heading towards us. 
 
    Meanwhile, Koram had flinched as soon as I mentioned the word 'mouse.' 
 
    "Your little mouse isn't even here!" Koram snapped. "And if he was I wouldn't be afraid of him! He can't save you, because I brought my family's own mice!" He gestured toward the giant hyena-roach-lizard-ratmen all around him. "And I'll be able to deal with you myself, because this time I have as many special tricks as you have!" 
 
    As he said that last statement, he pulled on a ring, summoning the gauntlet he wore during our last battle. Then he activated the Soulscape gauntlet he wore on his other hand, and leaped towards me, swinging a qi-infused fist. 
 
    He has gotten stronger, I thought idly as I stepped to the side, easily dodging his strike. His increase in strength confused me, because he had been at the very end of the qi pool stage before. But his new power didn't feel like a being in the third stage of Advancement, so I wondered if perhaps he had done something to temporarily increase his power. 
 
    Quite possibly so, dear, my grandmother said to me, as I sidestepped another blow from my still-overmatched opponent. There are all manners of dangerous elixirs and other shortcuts one can take, which will lead to tremendous short-term gains, at the cost of one's long-term Advancement. I suspect this one had developed a demon in his heart, a fear that kept him from moving forward. So he resorted to shortcuts best left untaken. 
 
    I can hardly fault him for that, I said, as I rocked my head from back to left, dodging a painfully predictable flurry of blows from my most irritating enemy. Given my own methods. 
 
    Well, yes, but, she started to say. Your own Advancement is… complicated. Watch out, dear, he's about to activate another power. 
 
    My unhinged opponent had suddenly slipped a hand into his robe and removed a small, pill-like object. 
 
    "I'll show you—" he began, before I cut him off. 
 
    "No," I said, covering his gauntlet with my own and twisting downward. The pampered noble cried out in pain, as I carefully pressed his fingers back over the item. "Now stop making me resent your parents, and tell me what this thing is." 
 
    Because for all I knew, Koram had just taken out an explosive device to use at close range. 
 
    "How are you still so strong?" he gasped, struggling in my grip. "You were nothing when I found you!" 
 
    "I suspect my masters are far better than yours," I admitted, dismissing my spear to catch his other gauntlet as he punched out at me. It was becoming easier, and less painful, to summon and dismiss my weapons. As I reflected on that thought, I re-opened his fingers and sucked his pill-item into my Soulscape, sending it a safe distance away from Grandmother Mara's location. She could examine it at a distance, and tell me what it was. And best of all, I would not have to listen to Koram talk anymore to find out what the item was. 
 
    The pampered idiot's eyes widened even more as whatever trump card he had disappeared. 
 
    "No," he said, clearly growing more and more frightened of me. He looked over his shoulder and shouted at the hulking eaters behind him. "Don't just stand there, idiots! Attack!" 
 
    The evolved eaterlings lunged forward, roaring with their over-sized jaws and mandibles. Their eagerness to fight surprised me, but then I realized that their earlier restraint was likely more a testament to their hatred for Koram than for any kind of respect. 
 
    I bit back a curse in several languages as I positioned Koram between myself and his minions. But the very next moment, he managed to escape my grip by dismissing his Soulscape gauntlet and yanking his hand out of his gauntlet, leaving me with just his Sourceweapon. 
 
    I shrugged as I dismissed his gear into my Soulscape and re-summoned my spear. I raised it to brace for their charge, but the first two monsters were already too close, swinging massive studded clubs at me. 
 
    My enhancements were still active, so I was able to leap clear. But when my jump carried me to the side, a third eater was waiting for me, and had already timed his blow to slam hard into my torso. 
 
    My breath exploded from my lungs as I went hurtling away. I fought through the pain, twisting to keep from rolling back down the slope. That proved to be a mistake, because the fourth eater had tracked my fall and rushed to intercept me, pulling his club back for a two-handed swing that was likely aimed at my head. 
 
    But then I heard Nova cry out my name, and an angry beam of light blasted into the abomination's head. The monster shrieked and stumbled backward, clutching its scorched face, and I rolled back to my feet, ribs still aching from the force of the earlier blow. Had I been without my flood barrier and new armor, I had no doubt the blow would have broken my torso. 
 
    But my recovery qi was already going to work, so I shrugged off the diminishing pain, slashed at the monster's knee, and sprinted away from him. The pack tactics of these creatures surpassed anything else I had fought to this point, especially their more primitive cousins. I could not afford to let them surround me. Nova must have thought the exact same thing, because she yelled at me to run as soon as a massive red fireball slammed down into the already-wounded eater, then followed up with another ball aimed at a cluster of eaterlings that had gathered up to charge me as well. 
 
    "She's here too?" I heard Koram call out from behind his bodyguards. "You even stole my new maid? How?" 
 
    Nova responded to him with a string of harsh, but completely accurate expletives, before unleashing a bolt of lightning that made the idiot scream in pain. 
 
    Listen, both of you, Vessa wrote in our minds. Harpy scouts are starting to notice your position. And I don't think you should actually kill him, Jasper. He has an item on him that will activate upon his death. If he dies, he will probably give away my location. 
 
    If he teleports away again, that will happen anyway, I replied, as I strafed the three monsters still charging after me. But then I remembered that if he could have done that, he wouldn't have panicked as soon as the archway deactivated. 
 
    Koram interrupted my musings by making the situation far, far worse. He reached into his robes and pulled out another object, throwing it high over his head. As the small ball reached its zenith, it exploded in a blast of bright-yellow light. 
 
    "Advance scouts, return for battle!" he shouted.  
 
    There was a brief moment of silence as everyone, including his bodyguards and eaterling servants, paused to look at him. 
 
    Did he really just… Vessa began to type, before apparently deciding to give up. 
 
    "You… colossal… idiot," I said helplessly. "Do you have any idea what else lurks on the surface of this ship?" 
 
    He blinked at me. The eater closest to him began clacking his jaws and mandibles. 
 
    "Portal!" the thing snapped. "Re-activate! Now!" Then he pointed a large claw at me. "Everyone else! Kill!" 
 
    I swore an oath of my own, as I began to run away from the small army charging after me. If Koram managed to escape and tell his family about the Soulship, we were all likely doomed. Vessa would have an organized army chasing after her, one with some of the best resources available. 
 
    But first he would have to figure out how to reactivate the portal, I remembered, as well as get past its small furry guard. 
 
    Don't-fret, Nestor sent to me as Koram scurried for the archway, got-this. 
 
    The next moment, I heard a tiny squeak, followed by the shrillest scream I had ever heard come out of the mouth of a grown man. 
 
    I saw Koram fall bottom-first and scamper away from the portal, gibbering madly at the sight of the small, furry mouse. I bit back a laugh, and leaped backwards to put more room between myself and the vermin-like horde after me. I tried to think of a proper attack to deal with foes this powerful and coordinated. I decided to try limiting their mobility, and began working a working a geology spell reinforced by earth qi. 
 
    The result wasn't perfect, but it created a wide layer of rocky spikes that wounded the eaterlings and greatly slowed the four eaters. Nova took further advantage of my action by firing a super-charged baton blast into the badly wounded eater, finally finishing it off in a burst of smoke and Source energy. 
 
    I fired a wide, fiery blast of my own into another cluster of the smaller eaterlings, growing confident that we might handle this after all, until I received Vessa's next message. 
 
    Hurry, she told us. The harpies are coming in mass. They'll be especially excited as soon as they smell all the eaterlings. And distant, more powerful creatures are starting to stir as well, she added, even as I grimaced in disgust over her earlier words. 
 
    I bit back a curse at our string of bad luck and tried to consider our new options. Nova would probably have her hands full as soon as she had more aerial foes, so that left me to deal with our ground opponents by myself. 
 
    Will-help, Nestor sent to me as he advanced upon Koram. Have-plan. 
 
    Wait, I added, don't kill hi- 
 
    But the little mouse leaped upon his screaming victim, and everyone, including the eaters, turned to look on in horror as Nestor heaved up and slammed Koram repeatedly into the surface of Vessa's hull, before gripping his enemy's leg and spinning him about. Koram screamed and screamed, and kept screaming when Nestor finally released his grip and sent the formerly arrogant young master hurtling off the ship and into the vastness of space. 
 
    There-there, Nestor told me in a satisfied tone. Not-dead. Can't-come-back. 
 
    Won't he die eventually? I asked, when whatever protection he has expires? 
 
    May-be, the little creature admitted. But-not-soon. Big-jerk. Don't-care. 
 
    That would have to do, I decided. If he died while sailing through the void of space, his clan wouldn't have any idea where he went or who killed him. And if he somehow survived, he wouldn't be in any position to describe where he was or make sense of what he saw to anyone he talked to. Nestor was right; Koram was no longer our problem. Permanently. 
 
    The eaters and eaterlings had paused again, looking at each other as they all realized their employer was dead. I had to take advantage of their distress while I could and fired a concentrated beam of heat, empowered by fire qi and breath essence. My attack badly scorched a previously unwounded eater along the leg, and Nova hurriedly hit the monster with another blast of her own. 
 
    "Harpies incoming!" she shouted from high over my head. "I'll leave the rest of these to you!" 
 
    I sighed and hurriedly thought up a new plan, as a stream of monsters began to pick its way through the floor of spikes to battle me. 
 
    Try a different weapon, dear, my grandmother advised me. Why don't you use the big one? 
 
    Very well, I thought back as I reached into my Soulscape, wincing as I realized this would probably hurt. 
 
    The shaft of the weapon was fine, but the crescent moon blade of the two-handed axe was wide enough to cause my transference channels pain—far more than it had to absorb the axe in the first place. But then the two-handed weapon was in my hands, and I was sprinting for the nearest eater. 
 
    The massive creature saw me coming, but he had just impaled his leg on a large spike from my geology spell. His swing at me was awkward, and I ducked under it, then countered with a well-timed strike at his elbow. I felt his own defensive protections engage, then there was a flash of silver light as I overpowered his Source defenses and hacked deep into his arm. The eater let out a chittering howl in pain as his arm nearly disconnected from his body, but I was already moving past him to hack at his un-maimed foot. The blow took out a small chunk of flesh, then I ducked away from his working arm and kicked the back of the leg I had just sliced. As the monster crumpled to one knee, I jumped over its tail, took a powerful, aimed swing, and sliced clean through the top of my enemy's neck. 
 
    The creature instantly crumpled to the ground in a cloud of Source energy and a pool of material I had no wish to identify. I turned to look at the two remaining brutes and the few scattered eaterlings still alive with them, feeling much better about my chances now. 
 
    Until a flock of winged shapes appeared from over the horizon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    There were at least thirty of them, a thoroughly unappealing mix of bat, woman, and some overly furred animal. They shrieked at the sight of our combat, and began drifting closer. 
 
    When the smaller eaterlings saw them, they began barking and chittering excitedly, hopping toward them. 
 
    "Female!" one of the more rat-faced ones shouted. "Female! Female!" 
 
    The nearby eater back-handed the smaller creature. 
 
    "Focus!" he roared. "Kill first!" 
 
    "Ugh!" Nova shouted from overhead. "Why does everything we fight have to be so gross?" 
 
    I did not know, but I resented the fact just as much. 
 
    Jasper, Nova, Vessa wrote awkwardly to us. I know this might be a perfect distraction, but it could actually be bad if this many of the monsters managed to breed. Especially if they convinced the eaters to mate as well. Harpies give birth in clutches, so even if only half of them survive their post-mating battle, that's still going to give my ship-body hundreds of extra monsters to deal with—ones that will either become powerful on their own or become fuel to augment another one of my invaders. I'm not sure what that will do to my wards. 
 
    I nodded at that, swallowing my disgust and thinking quickly. The solution then, was to at least kill all the eaterlings first, since they were fewer in number. I hefted my axe and charged through the largest pack of the revolting, excited beasts. 
 
    My ax proved to have a much easier time cleaving through eaterling carapaces. One of the monsters was bisected outright, and the next was nearly torn in half. The remnants of the pack scattered, most of them tripping on my remaining earth spikes, but two of the rodent-lizards managed to get clear of the dangerous terrain and begin calling for the harpies. Before I could chase them, one of the nearby eaters lumbered forward and swung their studded club at me. 
 
    As I ducked, I could hear the harpies unleash a cacophony of excitement and anger. Half the winged beast-women shrieked out a challenge to Nova and dove toward her, while the second half swooped downward, chattering guttural cries at the two eaterlings. 
 
    As Nova fired a blast into a dense pack of bat-women, I activated a limb essence charm, an air qi technique, and a physics spell to power me out of my own field of spikes. I landed in time to launch a downward chop into the nearest roach eaterling, crunching the monster's skull before the axe's crescent blade lodged itself into the revolting thing's carapace. 
 
    In the time it took me to yank the weapon free, a harpy was able to sweep down and grab the cheering eaterling, carrying the monster back into the air. I screamed in frustration stemming from multiple sources—that I had failed in my objective despite my hard work, that later I would have even more monsters to deal with thanks to these disgusting and aroused idiots, and, to my surprise, that a disgusting wretch such as an eaterling was able to find a mate so easily, while I spent my entire day performing life-or-death battles on behalf of a pair of beautiful and amazing women that refused to clarify their intentions regarding me. 
 
    I shook away that last thought and began to craft a fire blast to bring the pair down, but to my surprise, the other harpies beat me to it. 
 
    "Mine!" another beast-woman shrieked as she collided into the happy pair, locking her talons over the dubiously lucky male. 
 
    "No, mine!" the first harpy hissed, lashing at the other female with her wings. 
 
    "No, mine!" a third, larger bat-woman shrieked, sinking her talons into the eaterling's thigh and pulling hard enough to tear. 
 
    The three batted each other and yanked on their prospective suitor until he literally came apart in their grip. Shrieking in frustration, the harpies turned to fly off, each still holding their respective piece of their would-be-mate. 
 
    As I struggled to make sense of what I had just witnessed, my senses alerted me to heavy footsteps sounding behind me. I pulled on my connection with Nestor and rolled out of the way as one of the remaining eaters' heavy club caught the tip of my flood barrier, deflecting away in a splash of translucent qi. I rolled to my feet just as the monster's powerful tail impacted my side. The painful blow sent me staggering for several steps. I freed a hand to clamp down on the tail and yanked the monster backwards, relying on my deceptively great strength to pull the thing off balance. 
 
    Just then, a harpy came swooping toward the massive eater. 
 
    "Male!" the creature cackled. "Strong male!" 
 
    "No!" the seven-foot-tall monster bellowed, clacking his mandibles in frustration. "Too many of you! Will kill me!" 
 
    But the bat-woman was insistent, and so he swatted her out of the air with a powerful swing before turning around to deal with me. But I leaped sideways to remain behind him, and yanked hard on his tail once again, pulling him backwards and off balance. 
 
    He was a large, powerful creature, with almost two full stages of essence Advancement ahead of me. But he didn't know many charms, and my own combination of Source abilities, combined with my stages in qi Advancement as well as my own supernaturally strengthened body, gave me just enough of an edge in close combat. 
 
    I still wouldn't have wanted to arm-wrestle him, but in a position where I had the better leverage, he didn't have a chance. 
 
    I yanked more and more of his tail backwards, as he tried to wield his club in a way that would let him strike me around his own bulk. He might have been able to figure it out eventually, but more and more harpies swooped down to proposition him with shrieks and talons, and he was forced to bat them away. 
 
    By then, I had yanked myself into a good enough position to attack him seriously. My ax was a two-handed weapon, but both Vessa and Grandmother Mara had informed me that most two-handed weapons could actually be wielded with only one arm, if necessary. The axe had a curved spike on the other end, so I reversed my grip and preceded to hack into the monster wherever I could reach. The power from my gauntlets and my flood qi helped me penetrate his carapace, and combined with the damage his would-be mates kept accidentally doing to his front, I was able to fell him by the seventh swing. 
 
    As the massive eater collapsed face-first, with me on his back, the three closest harpy women drifted backwards and landed, eying me carefully. 
 
    "Male," the leftmost one hissed in a discovering tone. 
 
    "Strong male," the one in the middle said, leaning forward, and suddenly not nearly far enough away. 
 
    "Strongest male!" the last one shrieked, and I pulled my ax clear of the dead eater with more motivation than I had ever felt before in my entire life. 
 
    But before any of us could act, a massive ball of fire came tumbling from the sky and roasted the three wretched creatures on the spot. 
 
    "ALREADY TAKEN!" the angelic woman shouted from above. "OFF! LIMITS!" 
 
    She was sending me mixed signals again, but in that moment, I loved her far too much to care. 
 
    I turned my gaze back to the surface, and saw Nestor leap from the smoking skull of the very last eater, the one I had crippled at the beginning of the fight. The rest of the scattered eaterlings had similar smoking holes in the back of their heads. 
 
    I looked up to see more harpy bodies fall from the sky, apparently unable to outmatch Nova in an aerial duel. My angelic friend was able to outmaneuver the bat-winged creatures and either blast them out of the sky with her baton or slice them in half with her flaming sword. Already half of her enemies were dead, and the rest were turning to fly away. The ones that had swooped down to find an eaterling mate were leaving as well, apparently suffering enough losses of their own from the eaters and from Nova's fiery blasts. 
 
    The Beacon hovered in place as she watched her enemies flee, choosing not to give chase. I didn't blame her. We had done enough just by killing roughly half their number and preventing them from reproducing. The longer we waited out here, the more likely something more powerful would come. 
 
    Shoot! Vessa suddenly texted me. It was veiled! I'm teleporting you both no— 
 
    Before she could finish, a purple blast of energy came out of nowhere and struck Nova in the back. My blonde friend cried out in pain as the energy danced over her body, sizzling into her glowing, feathery wings. She didn't even have time to scream before she went limp and began to fall, baton falling from her grip but sword inexplicably sticking to her gold-armored hand. But before she could descend more than a few feet, a long, clawed hand reached out as if from behind an invisible curtain and grabbed her by her weaponless arm. 
 
    "Beacon!" a feminine, rasping voice shrieked as a winged woman twice the size of the earlier harpies came into view. "The Beacon is mine!" 
 
    She was to the harpies what the eaters were to the eaterlings, save that she seemed even more powerful. Except for some patches along her shoulders and wrists, her fur had given way to purple armored scales, forming a kind of breastplate over her torso. Unlike the harpies, her arms were not connected to her wings, allowing her full use of her hands while flying. Her lower torso was thankfully covered with a heavy cloth, but her hair writhed in the airless sky, sparking like loose wires full of purple electricity. Her facial features were even harsher than the smaller beast-women, with snarl-grooves running all along her face, making the gleeful, fanged smile she wore now even more out of place. She was clutching my unconscious friend by her arm, and looked like she was about to either kill her or carry her off somewhere. 
 
    All of that was going through my mind as I screamed in rage, activating every enhancement power I knew, and leaped upward. Burning so many abilities so quickly created a tremendous amount of backlash that emptied a large portion of my Source energy and sent a burning pain down both my legs, but that was unimportant. Nova's life, and possibly Vessa's, was hanging by a thread before my very eyes. 
 
    I must have leaped at least fifty feet through the air. The monster-woman looked down at me and laughed, still easily out of reach. As Nestor and Mara both screamed inside my mind, I did the only thing I could think of. I reached upward with one of my hands and opened a hole to my Soulscape. 
 
    Awakening, a voice said from my Soulscape. Detecting imminent threat to portion of bonded Soulship. Anchor Knight protocols engaging. 
 
    The exploding star and small ship orbiting around my world both flared with light. I felt my planet pull on Nova herself, like some kind of gravitational beam, yanking down on her even as a stream of Source energy left me and drifted up toward her. 
 
    The giant harpy queen shrieked in surprise and aggravation as she suddenly sagged, her arms straining as if Nova had just gained several hundred pounds. She's not as strong as the eaters, I realized, but it doesn't matter if I can't reach Nova in time. 
 
    I had reached the apex of my leap, yet I still wasn't drifting back down. Nova's own body somehow pulled on mine, and I found myself drifting towards her, until I gradually felt the pull from Vessa's hull vanish on my body entirely. 
 
    I was now floating in space, with an unconscious angel-woman in the hands of her gargoyle-like abductor as my only anchor. 
 
    The purple monster strained as she pulled on Nova's arm, eyes wide with hate as she looked at me. She tugged and tugged, but was still drifting toward us. 
 
    "Thief!" she shrieked in a hoarse voice. "Let go!" 
 
    "You first!" I snarled, my own voice turning hoarse. My Source energy strained, and pressure began to throb inside my skull. 
 
    The gargoyle witch continued to tug, looking about frantically as she did so. I understood why in a flash. She wanted to abduct Nova, then take her somewhere safe where she could harvest her Source energy in peace. For all I knew the clouds of Source energy from the slain eaters had drawn her here in the first place, if she wasn't the pack leader of the lesser harpies. She knew that if she could surprise us, then something else could very well surprise her. 
 
    "Fine!" the harpy queen shrieked in a panicked tone. She raised her free hand back behind her head and summoned more purple energy. "Go die then!" 
 
    Her next blast struck me head on, blowing through my flood barrier and impacting against my armored jacket and reinforced body. The pain was intense, but I thought the blast was nowhere near as strong as the blow she had directed against Nova. She must have spent almost all of her energy making herself invisible and then leveling that blast against Nova. 
 
    I growled through the pain of the purple fire and made my Soulscape spin faster. 
 
    Superior foe detected, the robotic voice from my planet said. Engaging Apocalypse Denied Protocols, Subprotocol Anchor in the Storm. 
 
    The purple fire crawled up my arm and condensed around the top of my open palm. Then it swirled down into my spiritual planet, burning my channels in the process. Even as it did so, it mixed with all of the other Source energy I had recently absorbed, refining immediately. 
 
    Another coppery wisp drifted into my mana ore. A cry rang out from my mosaic. The pool of qi rippled as it deepened inside of me. 
 
    Then the rest of the power drifted out of me, up the invisible string connecting me to Nova, and then into the unconscious woman in gold armor above me. 
 
    Nova's blue eyes snapped open. The sword still in her hand burst into flame as she swung it upward at the claw clasping her other arm. The harpy queen screamed as her limb was severed by the powerful Beacon's blow and sent hurtling away, burning until it went deeper into space and extinguished. Nova slashed again, this time cutting into the monster's torso and leaving a burning gash in its wake. 
 
    The maimed harpy queen shrieked again as she batted her wings and pulled away from us, desperately trying to put out the fire dancing across her chest. 
 
    "I'll kill you!" she screamed at us both. "I'll kill you and kill you and kill you!" 
 
    I pointed a finger and sent a scorching ray of my own at her, adding to the fire dancing up her chest. It was nothing more than a candle burn, compared to the damage she had already sustained, but the pain made her shriek again and finally turn to fly away, massive wings beating as they carried her into the distance. 
 
    Detecting that local Beacon is no longer in danger, my planet said in my mind. Deactivating protocol now. 
 
    No, wait, I tried to say, but there was no response. 
 
    I looked up to see Nova smile at me, in an oddly tender and grateful way, before she slowly closed her eyes and went limp again, drifting in the weightlessness of space, her wings still, her hand held out toward me. 
 
    She was still at least ten feet away from me. 
 
    I cursed and fired a blast of fire qi behind me, propelling me the rest of the distance toward my oldest and closest friend. She had a dreamy expression on her face, eyes closed, still smiling. As if she had no doubt in the world that I would catch her, and somehow figure out a way to get us both back to Vessa's hull. I did my best to meet her subconscious expectations, and desperately reached for her hand. 
 
    Our fingers touched. 
 
    And she slipped away, gliding right past me, wings and white robes drifting aimlessly behind her. 
 
    I cursed myself, fired another blast of fire qi, and grabbed for a larger target: her wings. 
 
    I panicked when my hand started to pass right through the translucent feathers, but then my fingers were able to grip the limbs of the wings. I realized her Soulscape was a partially corporeal thing, unlike mine, which was its own extradimensional space. I breathed a sigh of relief, and fired another blast of fire qi behind myself, hopefully in the direction that would take us back to the ship. 
 
    My aim had been accurate enough. We began to drift back down to the massive, iridescent vessel below us, and I marveled that I still could not see the end of Vessa's ship-body even while hundreds of feet above her. 
 
    That reminded me; I needed to contact Vessa and let her know what had just happened. 
 
    Vessa, I wrote in my mind. Can you read this? 
 
    No answer. 
 
    A few distinct Latin expletives tumbled through my mind, and then I remembered another person I could reach. 
 
    Nestor, I said to my bonded mouse-brother. Can you hear me? 
 
    Yes-yes! Come-back! 
 
    I'm working on it, brother, but I may need your help, I told the little mouse. I need to find a way to get back down, but the air up here is very still. 
 
    Will-help! he said firmly. 
 
    I looked for him, but could not see his form. So I turned my attention to the other passengers in my soul, and checked to see if they were alright, or had a solution for my problem. 
 
    We are fine, grandson, my grandmother told me. And you are doing well. The Beacon and you are heading in the general direction of the vessel-saint's outer form. That trick with the fire was well-thought. You will need to do it several more times, though. 
 
    I was beginning to run low on my qi, but she was right. I fired another blast of fire to correct my course and drift further downward. 
 
    As I did so, I felt Nova's semi-corporeal wings begin to slip from my grip. I dismissed the axe in my other hand, finding that my Soulscape's passage had widened again, and gripped the Beacon's wing with both fists. I pulled my way closer to her, careful to avoid the sharp sword she was still somehow gripping, until I could reach her other arm and take her by the hand. It proved to be a more secure way to cling to her, even if I got smacked in the face by her semi-solid wings several times in the process. 
 
    I expelled more fire, trying not to pay too much attention to the way it guttered. Vessa's shimmering hull loomed closer and closer. The distance shrunk to almost a hundred feet, and I could feel her gravity exert the tiniest of pulls on me. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was pulling me in the wrong direction, far away from the area under Vessa's control. 
 
    Vessa, I sent again, can you read this? We may need you to teleport us from here. You will need to get Nestor from on the ground, as well. 
 
    Still no answer. 
 
    Grandmother, why is Vessa not answering me? I sent desperately, sending another small flame behind me. It shot me closer, but still not near enough to the right direction. 
 
    I do not know, dear, she replied. You may need to return on your own. 
 
    I agreed, but I was not even sure that was possible with the short-range form of teleportation. And even if it was, I needed to have Nestor with me. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, and fired my last bolt, correcting our course for the final time. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    We began drifting toward the large slope containing the archway we had seen before. I wasn't sure if our landing was going to be exact, but even if we were close to the slope, we should still be alright. Nova's glowing wings were somehow serving to slow our descent, like a parachute, so I wasn't worried about damage from the fall. We would land either on the slope or within walking distance of the slope, and then we would think up our next move. 
 
    Young rider, Grandmother Mara messaged me. 
 
    Yes, Grandmother? I asked. 
 
    Young rider? Grandmother Mara repeated. 
 
    My blood chilled by several degrees. 
 
    Grandson, look down, she said, and as I did so I saw a blackened and torn part of Vessa's hull, as if something had either torn its way in to invade or tried to tear its way out, and escape. 
 
    Those wounds look familiar, young rider, the sapphire dragon told me. I fear they may belong to the reprobates, and then you will soon be unable to hear— 
 
    Her voice faded from my mind. 
 
    I bit my lip. Hard. 
 
    If they could come out here, they would have already done so by now, I told myself. 
 
    The whispering mocked me. 
 
    Herrrrrrre… 
 
    I cursed silently, and did my best to glide to safety. I would find a way to deal with them on the ground. 
 
    Up herrrrre… the whisper continued. 
 
    But we continued to glide to safety. We were starting to fall much faster, and it now looked like our aim had been perfect. 
 
    Up herrrrrre… 
 
    Our descent slowed ever so slightly. 
 
    "No," I said in quiet horror. I turned to launch another blast of fire qi, but I was completely empty. Whatever act my Soulscape had done earlier had exhausted most of my power, on top of the multiple battles below. 
 
    Commmmmme herrrrre… 
 
    Somehow, we began to fall backwards. 
 
    I kicked. I swam with my arms. 
 
    I yanked on Nova with all of my might, seeing if I could throw her forward. 
 
    Still, we began to drift directly downward, as Vessa's gravity suddenly surrendered its control to a foreign and unnatural force. 
 
    "No," I said again, expelling the atmosphere of my own world. "Not here. And not now. And not ever." 
 
    Somehow, the pull of the mad shadows and the atmosphere of my inner world canceled each other out. Instead of falling, we began to float. 
 
    Givvve… the voices continued to whisper. 
 
    "No," I said firmly, and did my best to swim, kick, and pull to safety. 
 
    Somehow, it was enough to make us drift away, towards the slope, away from the blackened patch and the maddened voices whispering form it. 
 
    For a few feet. 
 
    Then, our flight became erratic again, and all of my kicking and flailing wasn't enough to keep us from missing the side of the ship completely. 
 
    The stress and constant setbacks were beginning to make me go mad, until I heard a small, gloriously familiar squeak some distance away. 
 
    Am-here, Nestor told me, look-left. 
 
    I turned to see the little lifemouse swimming through the black sea and toward our direction. In his paws was the wrist-thick cable I had seen circling the slope earlier. He must have cut it somehow, though how he had jumped high enough to escape Vessa's pull with it was still beyond me. 
 
    Here-here, he said into my mind. Catch-end. 
 
    He shot a small blast of fire from his tail and propelled the cable he was riding forward. The thing almost hit me in the face, but I was able to grab it and loop it around my arm, coiling it around to pull me closer into Vessa's orbit. 
 
    How did you get this thing up here? I asked the tiny mouse. I saw his front shoulders lift in a shrug. 
 
    Don't-know, the fluffy creature answered dismissively. It-floats. 
 
    He twitched his tail to fire another blast in the opposite direction, and we began to drift downward, and Vessa's gravity finally took its effect. 
 
    Nestor was right; the cable was weightless, but Vessa and I were not, and our combined weight was enough to make it sink back downward like an overburdened balloon. 
 
    I wanted to laugh in relief, but I was afraid doing so would jinx us. So I looked back at Nova to make sure she was okay. I saw no injuries on her, except for some tears in the back of her robe from where the harpy queen had blasted her back. 
 
    She was still limp. Eyes still closed. Smile still peaceful. Every part of her was relaxed except for the hand holding her sword. 
 
    I continued to drift downward with her, anchoring myself to the cable, and her to me, as Nestor guided the rest of our flight to the safety of solid metal. 
 
    Givvve, I heard the voices whisper one final time. 
 
    Nestor and I continued to glide at our normal pace, but I felt a heavy pull on Nova, as if something were trying to rip her out of my arms. 
 
    I yanked with all my might, throwing myself against the gravitational well of the Soulship. I turned to try and anchor my body like a thousand-pound weight on the blonde woman's arm. 
 
    With a final desperate cry, I yanked her free of the shadow's sinister pull and we glided the last few feet onto Vessa's hard surface. 
 
    I landed against the side of the slope and turned to help control Nova's fall. I let go of the long cable with my other arm to catch the angelic woman by the waist, taking another feathery beating for my efforts. Then I let go of her hand and did my best to catch her head so that it wouldn't strike a hard surface. 
 
    Nova's wings slowly vanished, and she stirred slightly in my arms, shifting herself into a much more comfortable position, much like Vessa usually did. 
 
    Nestor, I said tensely, help me get her sword. 
 
    The little mouse crawled down the cable and onto my hip, then leaped onto Nova's hand and began nuzzling her fingers. I felt her hum in amusement, and then the sword slipped through her fingers. The little mouse caught it by the handle immediately, then wrapped his long tail around her fingers and lowered himself down to gently lay her weapon on the floor. 
 
    Nova stirred again, only to lean her head more comfortably against my pectoral muscles. I felt the winged tip of her circlet dig slightly against my chest, and I reflected that carrying crowned, elaborately dressed princesses around was a good deal more awkward than the stories had led me to believe. 
 
    Vessa? I tried one more time. There was still no answer. I shifted to look around, suddenly aware of just how tired I felt. 
 
    The deactivated archway caught my eye, and I looked at it more carefully. Something about the structure worried me immensely. It had taken Nestor the simple push of a button to turn it off, and I worried that activating it a second time may be easier than Vessa had led me to believe. So I walked around the structure, examining it from all sides, and found that the cable Nestor had saved us with connected to it on one of the sides. The little mouse had severed the cable some distance away, but it looked directly detachable at the base of the structure as well. 
 
    "Hmm?" the blonde woman in my arms mumbled, shifting again in my grip, scraping her breastplate against my shirt. 
 
    Definitely not like in the fairy tales, I thought to myself, trying to avoid being cut on a piece of armor. 
 
    "Nova," I whispered. "Can you hear me? Please be alright?" 
 
    "Just five more minutes," she mumbled, shifting my arms. "Slept wrong. Back hurts." 
 
    I grimaced as I remembered she had been blasted in the back by the massive harpy's attack, and tried to think of what I could do to help treat her. First aid was out of the question, as I couldn't see any physical damage on her. Her skin didn't feel warm or look burnt, even from where her clothing had torn. From what I could tell, there was a large scorch mark on the back of her armor, but even that was beginning to fade. In fact, her skirt and robes were mending right before my very eyes. 
 
    Property of the armor, dear, my grandmother said, and I was immensely relieved to hear her voice again. It should slowly heal her as well. 
 
    Grandmother, are you alright? I asked. And will she really be alright? 
 
    Yes, grandson, the dragon-woman told me. You protected her from the reprobates once again, to my eternal pride and joy. She was struck by surprise by a hag, the next form of harpy, and an advanced one at that. You were able to drive off an assailant in the sixth stage of Advancement, a feat worthy of songs for your current power. I am very proud of you, she repeated warmly. The damage was nonlethal in nature, a surprise attack designed to quickly incapacitate so that the hag could harvest her victim's Source energy in a safer location. Had Nova been alone, or you less determined, the attack would have been successful and a piece of the holy vessel-saint would have been claimed. The night sky owes you great honor, young rider. It has owed you much for some time, and I have not told you that enough.  
 
    Thank you, I said uncomfortably, as old voices in my mind mumbled that honor was never praised, and that the righteous would always be betrayed to die a dog's death in some forgotten ditch. I did my best to shake them away as Nova mumbled again. 
 
    "Mmmm. Finally hurts less," she said in my arms, shifting again. "Okay, Mother Anne, I'm getting up. I'm getting up…" Her eyes blinked open. "Jasper?" 
 
    "Hello Nova," I said gently. "How are you feeling?" 
 
    "Much better now," she said sleepily, blinking again. "Really good, actually… wait." Her eyes snapped open again, and her voice grew sharper. "Why am I in your arms?" 
 
    "I had to catch you," I replied. "Can you walk now? Or do you need another minute?" 
 
    "Of course I can walk now!" she said, her cheeks reddening. "Put me down this instant! Why are you carrying a woman around without her permission? And Jasper, I have wings! You didn't need to rush out and catch me!" 
 
    "I apologize," I said in a deadpan face, lowering her to the floor. "I assumed you were unable to use them while unconscious." 
 
    "Of course I can use them while—oh," she added, right after she stepped away from me and adjusted herself. "Right. I was knocked out in that fight, wasn't I?" 
 
    "Yes," I answered patiently and deliberately. "How much do you remember?" 
 
    "I remember a lot of ugly creatures running around wanting to do really nasty things, and none of them dying fast enough," she grumbled, looking around. "And then I remember some giant winged witch coming out of nowhere and striking me in the back. Then… I think I fought her? Where is my sword?" 
 
    Here-here, Nestor sent to both of our minds, bouncing up and down next to Nova's fallen weapon. You-fell. He-caught. I-helped. 
 
    "I did?" the blonde woman asked, still confused. "And he caught me from down here? How high up was I?" 
 
    High-high, little Nestor insisted. He-jumped. Used-power. Healed-you. 
 
    "Right," Nova said, blinking in recognition. "I cut off her arm, then cut her again… did I get her? Please tell me I killed that witch." 
 
    I chose to remain silent, but Nestor did me no favors. 
 
    Nope-nope. The little mouse pointed at me with his tail. Saved-you. A-gain. 
 
    "Again?" Nova demanded. "Nestor, what do you mean 'again?'" 
 
    Not-bad, the little mouse insisted. His-job. 
 
    "Nova, can you reach Vessa?" I asked, determined to head off this argument. "She hasn't been answering any of my messages, and her last one cut off right before you were attacked." 
 
    She looked at me, then closed her eyes. 
 
    "Barely," she said after a moment. "She's not making a lot of sense, though. Her words are misspelled, and she feels… groggy," Nova decided. "I can tell through our link. She feels like she overslept and just woke up." 
 
    Just like you were just now, I realized, but didn't say out loud. Hopefully nothing else had happened to the gray woman inside the hull. "We need to get back to her as soon as possible," I said. "But this archway worries me immensely. I'm afraid we're underestimating what it can do." 
 
    My beautiful friend reached down to pick up her sword, then walked over to the portal, sheathing her weapon in the process. Nestor ran over and helpfully handed over her war baton that she had dropped earlier. I hadn't even seen him pick the item up. 
 
    "Let me look at it with my mana, now that it's recharged," the valkyrie said, eyes glowing an even brighter blue. She walked around the device in a slow, but purposeful circle, stopping when she saw the cable running out of it. "This thing is still active," she said, pointing to it. "It's sending power into the portal itself, even though the archway is inactive. Now that it's cut on the other end, it looks like the power is slowly dissipating, but it will take an hour before all of the energy leaves. It's not really doing anything else useful, though. I think its only real purposes are to give the archway a back-up power supply and send a small current that will disrupt the energy of the Soulship itself." 
 
    I nodded in understanding as I walked over. 
 
    "Can we deactivate it?" I asked. Nova nodded. 
 
    "I think so. We just need to cut it at the other end." 
 
    And with that, she drew her sword in one quick motion and sliced through the cable. A faint hum we had never noticed before now suddenly ceased. 
 
    Right before our eyes, the archway folded apart, the stones and other materials revealing previously invisible seams as they unfastened from each other, until it was nothing more than a pile of fist-sized bricks and short, curved poles. 
 
    "There," Nova said confidently. "That should do it. Glad to know I can still do some things by myself," she mumbled under her breath. 
 
    Nestor scampered over to her feet and began squeaking at her. I watched them as I tried to message Vessa again myself and failed, then I walked over to them so that we could just teleport together manually. As I did so, my Soulscape began to turn again, and I reluctantly held out my hand so that it could devour whatever it felt it needed from the deconstructed portal device. To my complete lack of surprise, it sucked up the whole thing, down to the tiniest stone. 
 
    As I continued walking over, Nova bit her lip guiltily and looked away. Nestor crawled up her body and began nuzzling her face, and she started to laugh. 
 
    "You're right," she said, tickling the little mouse. "I shouldn't worry about it. I'll tell him, I promise. The device is fully disabled now, Jas," she added as she looked up. 
 
    "Excellent," I said as I stood next to them. "Vessa still isn't responding to me, so I think we need to see if we can activate the teleporter ourselves. I'm worried that—" 
 
    Jasper? The words scrawled across my mind, making me sigh in relief. What's going on? Are you drunk? Why do I have all these missed messages from you? 
 
    Vessa, I typed back to her, thank every existing deity you are alive. Are you alright? You're not hurt, are you? 
 
    Of course I'm not hurt, she typed back to me. I just woke up. Give me a minute, and don't type so loudly at me. 
 
    I had no idea what to make of that request, and I felt myself grow concerned again. But then Nova reached over and squeezed my hand. 
 
    "Don't worry," the beautiful woman told me. "She's fine. I'd have felt it if she was seriously hurt. And Jasper… thank you for saving me… and for letting me save you. You could have handled those harpies on your own, but you didn't yell at me when I jumped in." 
 
    "Nova," I said to my friend, "I hereby give you both permission and gratitude to kill with fire every single monstrous female that makes unwanted advances upon me. I would love to never have to deal with such things at all. And I'm pretty sure you've saved my own hide in multiple fights by now." 
 
    "That's true," she said smugly. "Ready to teleport?" 
 
    "Yes," I said, as Nestor scampered over to me. But then a message just came into our brains. 
 
    I got it, I got it, hold on… 
 
    We braced ourselves to be pulled back into the center of the Soulship. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
        
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Returning to the center of the ship was somehow not nearly as disorienting as traveling to the surface. It was like someone was grabbing my hand and gently pulling me through a doorway, into the next room where everyone was waiting for me. We stumbled back into the small room we had left earlier, Nova and I stepping a single time to regain our balance. 
 
    Vessa was waiting for us… in a sense. The gray woman was leaning against the wall tiredly, as if she had just stumbled out of her bedroom, dark hair hanging everywhere. One of her hands was clutching her temple, and I saw a small bruise peeking out underneath. 
 
    "You're hurt," I said, stepping toward her. 
 
    "I'm fine, Jas," the ship-woman said as she waved her other hand dismissively. "I just fell against the wall earlier." But the act of lifting her other hand made her stumble again, and I rushed to catch her. "No Jas, you don't need to do that," she protested sleepily, leaning against me all the same. 
 
    "Don't listen to her right now, Jas," Nova said firmly as she walked over to us. "She's not thinking clearly. You'd better carry her back." 
 
    "No, I mean it," the other woman said, slumping against me, "let go of me right now." 
 
    I looked back and forth between the two women, who were supposedly also one woman, and tried to figure out what my father would have done in this situation. 
 
    He would have asked Mother to help, and she would have just glared both women into submission, I decided, and probably punched Father afterwards, without explaining why. I shifted Vessa to where she could just lean on my shoulder. Grandmother, if you are watching, please help me make some small sense out of this mess. 
 
    Would that I could, dear, the dragon spirit said kindly. But I fear you have already dared to go where no man of any race dared tread before. 
 
    "Just come this way, Vessa," I said as I walked her back to the sanctuary. I wanted a location where all three of us could lie down, because I was already writing off the rest of the day. "Maybe, when you are feeling better, you can help us figure out what happened out there, and why you were affected as well." 
 
    "It's nothing to worry about," she mumbled. "Wait," she added, blinking her gray eyes open. "What do you mean 'out there'? What happened to you guys?" 
 
    Her steps grew more firm, as she pushed off me just a bit, supporting more of her own weight. 
 
    "You were attacked," she stated, as her eye focused a little more on her surroundings. "You were deactivating the portals interfering with my sensors and general power… you were ambushed by harpies… I told you to keep them away from the eaterlings…" 
 
    "That bit proved unnecessary," I stated, recalling how the hungry women had refused to share the outnumbered eaterlings and had chosen to tear the male monsters apart instead. The memory made me grimace in disgust. "Apparently there needed to be a more equal pairing for… what you were worried was about to happen." 
 
    "Right," Vessa said with a wince, "sorry. There was a chance before you killed so many of them, but truthfully, you probably could have gotten out of there much sooner." 
 
    "No," Nova countered, walking next to us, but still making no move to help me support Vessa. "There was another device interfering with you. We had to disconnect that if we didn't want to make a second trip out there. Then Jasper's hungry planet ate the last portal." 
 
    "Before that, though," Vessa replied, blinking rapidly, "you were struck in the back, by some purple… thing. A hag." Her face paled. "And a powerful one at that. I had no idea it was even there, or I would have gotten you guys out of there sooner." 
 
    "My grandmother suspects it was one that specialized in stealth and ambushes," I put in gently. "The bulk of its power lay in avoiding detection and landing incapacitating blows. Most of its power was spent when it ambushed Nova, so she was able to maim it, and then I drove it off." 
 
    "I hadn't even realized something could get past my sensors," Vessa said guiltily. "If that had happened before now, especially back when Jasper was alone… we're lucky," she added glumly. "If you had faced a monster that could hide like that sooner, then one or both of you would have already been dead." 
 
    "Yes, but there's nothing we can do about that," I pointed out. "Though I don't think anything with that kind of stealth could have passed this deep into your ship. We'll just have to take this as a reminder that your new senses and even your memory are still imperfect, that there may very well be plenty of new threats none of us had considered yet, and that we just need to do the best we can with whatever we encounter, surprised or not." 
 
    "I don't like that," the beautiful gray woman admitted, "but we have to roll with that mindset for now. And I'm realizing that I'm more deeply connected to Nova than I thought I was, or that blast wouldn't have affected me as much as it did." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Nova replied, staring at her other body. "I've been injured before. The cage-drake tried to imprison me with its breath, and the Longman slammed me into the floor once or twice. Did you feel either of that?" 
 
    "No." Vessa shook her head. "The first instance doesn't count, because it wasn't an attack that actually harmed you, and we weren't linked yet. The second instance, I didn't feel anything at all. But this time, whatever knocked you out sent me sinking to the floor." 
 
    "Speaking of that," I said to her, looking at her temple, "we need to take a look at this bruise." 
 
    "Jas, I'm fine," Vessa insisted, without pulling away from me. "It's just a bruise. You've gotten hurt far more than this multiple times already." 
 
    "That's why I know how much it hurts," I replied. "You taught me a qi technique that lets me slowly recover damage, and it's already saved my life once or twice. Can you use the same technique on yourself?" 
 
    Vessa frowned, and then looked away from me. 
 
    "No," the gray woman sighed glumly. "I've got too much missing from me to really use it, or I'd have the power running all day." 
 
    "Nova," I said, "you have healing powers, correct?" 
 
    "I do," the blonde woman said. "But it's just a bruise, Jas. Are you sure you don't want to just treat it yourself?" 
 
    I suppressed a sigh of my own. For some reason, Nova refused to help her other body while I was around, unless there was some dire emergency that took the both of us to help care for her. I had tried asking her about that once or twice, but she had always refused to explain why. 
 
    But she was right. It was just a bruise. I had begun to recover enough Source energy to treat something minor like that. So I performed a minor wood technique that Grandmother Mara had taught me, one to speed up the recovery of superficial injuries, to make them heal cleanly without getting worse. 
 
    A green stream of energy drifted from my finger and floated into Vessa's temple. She closed her eyes in relief. 
 
    "That… helps way more than I thought it would. Thanks, Jasper," she said, massaging the vanishing injury. "I can actually think a little more clearly now. I think I know what happened." She looked back at me. "It wasn't just the attack. It was the information. Now that the boarding portals have been destroyed or removed, I've gotten another degree of information, and unlike when I just activated the array, it's all coming at once. I'm starting to process it better, but it's going to take time. Time I hope we have enough of," she added, looking nervous. 
 
    "What do you mean?" I asked, supporting her a little more as we walked. "What do you need us to do?" 
 
    "I'm not sure yet," she said, holding up her hand. "I'll need to sleep on it for a little bit… but I may need you two to go planetside again… something's happening in this sector of worlds. Something that might explain why everything else down here has gotten so jittery. I'm going to try and get a firmer lock on my local Beacon, and see if I can figure out more." 
 
    That was right, I realized. Vessa had another body down on one of these worlds. We hadn't visited her yet, and Vessa seemed as if she wanted our contact with her other bodies to be as limited as possible, but she was out there, and I found myself wondering what she looked like. 
 
    "Will it affect us here?" Nova asked, walking over. "Or could Elder Mara's Sourcepalace wind up as a target?" 
 
    "That last one would result in all-out war with the Sparkling Sky Sect," Vessa answered, shaking her head. "They have an excellent reputation on many worlds, to the point where they could call in a number of allies if they had to. I don't think even the Glorious Star Charter would be willing to face that kind of consequence, not over something on a far-off asteroid. Still though, we'll need to distance ourselves more and more from that place, unfortunately. In fact I'm not even sure if you two could go back there to Draw more than a couple times." 
 
    "It's not really an issue," I said, as we walked into the warp drive room. I started to turn toward the sanctuary, but then Vessa shook her head and pointed to the living chambers that were only a room over. "We've carted off almost everything of value there that we could use, and we can always find new locations to Draw. Besides, we seem to be Advancing quickly enough as it is." 
 
    "Correction," Vessa said, raising her finger again. "You can never Advance quickly enough, as long as there is a greater threat out there looking for you. By that same token, you can always Advance too quickly, or too slowly. Advancement is not so much a narrow road you must walk on as it is a steep cliff you must climb in stormy weather with no tools." 
 
    "Noted, teacher," I said reverently as I walked her to the closet capsule bed. She glared at me, then punched me lightly on the shoulder. 
 
    "Shut up and put me back in bed," she mock-growled. "Then go get me something to eat. And thank you both for coming back alive. And for saving me and Nova, Jas," she added, looking me in the eye and smiling at me. "Now go get some rest. I mean, feed me. I mean, whatever I said to do." 
 
    I left Vessa to recover, got everyone some more jerky and food pouches for lunch, and promptly passed out in a capsule of my own. 
 
    After a few hours of rest, we returned for another meeting. For once, everyone seemed like they had gotten enough to eat, which satisfied my ego well. 
 
    "Alright, more of the information has become clear," Vessa said, after taking a sip from her food pouch. "I need a few more moments to think about it, but I noticed you both Advanced again, on your last mission." 
 
    "I did," I replied, "another substage in each Source, putting me six-tenths of the way through. It happened when Nova was in danger." 
 
    "I gained a substage in every Source, too," Nova confirmed. "I noticed it when I woke up." 
 
    "That, there, is different," my teacher said, looking at us both. "Nova's Advancing along with you, Jas. I want to find out more about that, but I want to caution you about stabilizing your next substages: don't do it, yet. Now that you have five locked down in mana and essence, as well as a third of your qi, you should let your soul and body process a bit of this new change on their own. Don't make a habit of waiting, but this is one of those rare instances where it's the right thing to do. If you haven't gained any more substages by the end of the week, and I can't believe I even need to say that," she said as she closed her eyes and covered her face, "but we need to see just how much this rush of progression is going to happen to you, Jasper, before we make any more decisions. For all we know, you're about to rocket all the way through to the third stage. In that case, it will be better to just lock everything down in one go. This time," she sighed. 
 
    "Is there a way to predict this?" I asked. "In the future, how will I know when to pause and stabilize, and how will I know to keep going?" 
 
    "If you're progressing anywhere close to the normal pattern most practitioners take for Advancing, it's easy," Vessa replied, shifting to sit up in the capsule. "But since you're so far outside that pattern that even telling you what others do would probably just confuse you, then I will just say that you can't. Come get me whenever you can, or let your grandmother help you figure out what to do. She's done as good a job at teaching you as I have, frankly." 
 
    The Holy Vessel is too generous with her praise, Mara said humbly from within my soul. 
 
    "What about Nova?" I asked, nodding toward my blonde childhood friend. "She's even farther ahead than I am. Do I need to be aware or concerned of her Advancement?" 
 
    "At the risk of sounding rude, no," the gray ship-woman said firmly. "The truth of the matter is that she's progressing close to the rate I need her to, and have even designed her to do. Her current power is the result of careful planning on my part, as well as a massive sacrifice of my remaining resources. Her gain earlier today was a surprise, but not one that disrupts my plan for her progression—our plan, excuse me, Nova," she corrected herself with a glance toward her Beacon, who just shrugged. "That said, Jas, we need you to continue doing what you're already excelling at in regards to fighting alongside her and shielding her when she needs it. Whatever trick you did earlier today just saved her life, and possibly mine as well." 
 
    "Did you find out a way to fix that?" Nova said, stepping forward a bit. "Because I'm going to get hurt if I keep leaping into combat, and that feedback could be very bad for you." 
 
    "I think so," the ship-woman replied to her Beacon. "It was a holdover from my creating you, and your special link to me. I did what I could to fix it, but the only way to make sure it works is to see what happens if you hurt yourself severely again." 
 
    "Hmm," the golden-armored woman replied. "So, we either find out the next time I get stabbed or shot in combat, or…" She suddenly walked closer to Vessa, removed her gauntlet, and slammed her fist down on the gray woman's capsule with a hard crack. 
 
    "Seven and a half hells, that hurt!" the blonde woman said as she wrung out her hand, before turning to look back at Vessa. "Did you feel any of that?" 
 
    "Nope," the ship-woman said, looking exactly the same as she did a few moments ago, save for the smug smile now on her face. "Great test, Nova." 
 
    The Beacon glared at her primary body for a few moments, before inhaling deeply and looking away. 
 
    "Well, I'm glad we're finding out now, instead of having the issue nag at the back of my mind all the time," she huffed. "What else did you want to discuss?" 
 
    "Good question," Vessa said with a nod. "I have been thinking that it's time to turn our attention back outward. The growth of the two of you has been fantastic, but it's still too dangerous to go deeper into my ship-body right now. My invaders have gotten more wary of me, to the point where more groups are organizing for safety—and that's just the locations I can see. There's a lot more to me that you two—three, counting Nestor—haven't seen yet, and I need to accept that it's probably going to take a long time before everything is reclaimed. Which brings us to my current point." She paused to take another breath. "I don't think the night sky can wait for me to be fully functional before I try to save it. Forces that wish to burn and pillage worlds are moving now, and thanks to my improved sensors, I can finally see how bad it is. Let me activate the new navigation display." 
 
    She waved her hand through the air, and the grid-map of an entire planet appeared before her. 
 
    "This is Qarm Prime, the world of my local Beacon. I didn't bother to bring it up, since I knew we weren't going to be there very long, but Qarm Two and Qarm Three were the other two worlds you visited here, respectively. Qarm Prime is by far the most populated and has the densest concentration of practitioners and Sourcebeasts. It is an essence-rich world, even more so than the other two you visited, and with a much larger population. Or at least it used to be," the gray woman added darkly. "Recently, more and more people are either moving off-world or leaving their communities and gathering around certain visitors—and from what I can tell, the movement seems involuntary on the part of the locals. It's just a guess, but I suspect the visitors belong to a foreign power seeking to monopolize the resources of this world—especially the people." 
 
    Nova's jaw clenched, and Vessa nodded when she saw it. 
 
    "I know," the ship-woman affirmed, "I hate slavers too. Oppressors of the innocent are the very bane of what we stand for as Soulships. They destroy the balance of civilization itself, of the opportunity for communities to grow, for certain species to leave their benefits upon their respective worlds." 
 
    That sounded rather naive to me, because I had grown up around oppression and had seen the strong oppress the weak my entire life. If there was truly a time when people—especially people of different tribes and races—were able to coexist with each other and non-human beings as well, then it was lost to every history I knew. 
 
    Exactly, Grandmother Mara said in my mind. There was a time when oppression was either non-existent, or at least extremely uncommon. Every tyrant has done what they could to erase such knowledge. Know this, grandson. As broken as your world was, the parts that worked at all were the result of a few people who did what they could to be just, fair, and wise. Like the Holy Beacon herself. Do not tell yourself oppression is necessary, child, just because it is so resilient to stamp out. That just means resisting it is all the more important. 
 
    I nodded at my grandmother's words, and let Vessa continue speaking. 
 
    "You look like you're thinking, Jas," the gray woman said as she looked at me. "I'm guessing you've noticed something important." 
 
    "Possibly," I hedged. "But first, what is the technological difference between these groups and their visitors? Are the people of this world on the same level as the ones we saw on Qarm 3, with the bloodbeast?" 
 
    "No, despite their appearance," Vessa said as she shook her head. "The people of Qarm Prime dress similarly, but that is due more to their climate and their proficiency as hunters. They are skilled in a vast number of crafts, ranging from use in animal hides and bones, to woodwork and construction, and especially metalworking. They are exceptionally talented jewelers, and even better blacksmiths. In fact, they have one of the oldest traditions of steel-making among the night sky. Those who mistake them for a primitive people are often scorned by civilizations more familiar with their work, and run the risk of losing valuable trading partners." 
 
    "Wow," Nova said, "that's amazing. I'd love to see them." 
 
    "How well-known are they?" I asked. "If their crafts are so valuable, and they are being moved offworld in such numbers, wouldn't their benefactors come to their aid?" 
 
    "That's what I was thinking," Nova said. "So whoever has chosen to move down here must be powerful enough to intimidate the locals and careful enough to avoid too much attention from their benefactors." 
 
    "That's the most likely scenario," Vessa answered me. "The people of Qarm are a private lot. They leave most of the distribution of their craft to trading partners. They don't even care for gaining much recognition. They just wish to live in peace with their wealth and maintain their world." 
 
    That sounded like an ideal society to me. So of course it would become a target for someone else. 
 
    "Has civil war broken out here, yet?" I asked. Nova turned to look at me in shock, but Vessa regarded me with a careful gaze. 
 
    "No," she said as her gray eyes watched me. "But I suspect it will, soon. How did you know to ask that?" 
 
    "Because whenever the tyrants on Earth wished to acquire either the people of a land or their resources, they would instigate conflict between the different local groups, in any way they could. They would then either leave those peoples in a state of permanent unrest and quietly harvest their resources, or they would swoop in themselves after the populations had been damaged enough, claiming they were there to offer assistance, and assume control of the people directly. I assumed the tyrants among the rest of the night sky worked no differently." 
 
    "There are a few differences, but you have the right of it," Vessa answered me. "I suspect you have another question, though." 
 
    "I do," I answered, "I am remembering the attack of the bloodbeast, as well as the devastation he would have wrought on that planet if he were not stopped. This does not yet seem to be on that level of distress." 
 
    "I am aware of that," Vessa admitted with a nod. "I am also aware that we risk discovery with every world we help. That is forcing me to consider just when a world can possibly solve their problems on their own, and when that same world is facing an event that will require their receiving outside aid to ensure the population's survival. In this case, I am suspecting this star system is undergoing an invasion that they will not only be unable to resist themselves, but will also lead to the devastation, however subtle, of many nearby worlds—even ones that orbit other stars." 
 
    That made sense, given how important the production of this one world was. 
 
    "What do you want us to do?" I asked. 
 
    "The disappearing tribes are likely going to be used to create unrest among the remaining population," Vessa began to explain. "They are just the right size to cause that—big enough to be known and noticed, but small enough for any of the major powers on the planet to devastate them. It's likely that the invaders' agents will soon filter among the different groups and begin planting evidence to cast suspicion on key tribes." 
 
    "Which means our enemies aren't that strong," Nova pointed out, "or they'd start abducting the major tribes and cripple the population that way." 
 
    "Also true," Vessa agreed. "Which means exposing the instigators will go a long way in unraveling their plans for this world." 
 
    "Or escalate them," I interjected, realizing I was being pessimistic, and unable to help it. 
 
    "Or escalate them," Vessa sighed. "It is entirely possible that our interference will backfire based on knowledge we never could have known. So I am going to keep our strategy simple. My sensors have revealed the locations of the kidnapped tribes. Most of the people haven't been taken off-world yet, so it is possible to swoop in and free them from their perspective prison camps." 
 
    "Really?" Nova asked. "Just the two of us, plus Nestor? How many people are in these camps?" 
 
    "Less than a hundred total," Vessa confirmed. "The invaders haven't been grabbing whole tribes, just enough of each group to sow panic. And the population of this world is still extremely small, especially compared to a place like modern Earth. And none of the people taken are past the first stage of Advancement, so their guards aren't very strong, either. Most of them are at the second and third stages. There might be some fourth or fifth-stagers veiling themselves, but it's unlikely that more than that would be issued there. That stage of expert or Sourcebeast isn't cheap, and there's just no reason to waste them as basic prison guards." 
 
    "A fifth-stage enemy is close to my limit, but I should be able to handle them as long as there aren't too many," Nova said confidently, as she turned to look at me. "We should be able to do this." 
 
    "You should," Vessa insisted, just as confidently. "Thanks to the fact that you are both tripractitioners that have managed to make a good bit of progress in every Source, you're able to both conceal your full strength more easily, and handle opponents a stage or more beyond your primary Source." 
 
    "When should we leave?" I asked. "And, more importantly, how should we identify ourselves?" 
 
    "That is one of the things I have been considering," Vessa replied uncomfortably. "Elder Mara assured me that both of your sets of clothing are capable of disguising themselves, but your physical appearances will still make you stand out, as the people of this world have very dark skin tones. It would be almost impossible to convince them that you are from a nearby tribe." 
 
    "So we are off-world allies that were sent to rescue them and prevent foreign interference," Nova said with a nod. 
 
    "Probably." Vessa nodded reluctantly. "Although some of them may wonder just which of their trading partners found out about the plot, and chose to intervene." 
 
    "Depending on how bad their situation is, they may just be grateful to be saved and not ask too many questions," I pointed out. "And it's not like we have to explain ourselves while we're rescuing them." 
 
    "No, but if we're taking them somewhere safe, it will likely be a place where other people are going to be," Nova pointed out. "And if those other people are the former prisoners' friends and relatives, they're going to want to know who the mysterious saviors of their loved ones are. And if we don't tell them, or disappear before they arrive, we're going to turn into a local legend or something." 
 
    She was right, and I should have already realized her point. 
 
    "All true," Vessa replied. "And there's nothing we can do about it. We're going to break them out, expose their captors as much as possible, and tell them as little about our own selves as we can get away with. At this point, I'm not sure if it matters exactly what you tell them about us, as long as you don't point out that you are the crewmembers of the last surviving Soulship, which is currently floating near their planet. On that note, try not to be right in front of anyone when you teleport back to me. And you're both already nodding, which means that everything I'm saying is really, really obvious." 
 
    "Meh," Nova said with a shrug. "Should we try and disguise ourselves anyway?" she asked next, gesturing to both of our outfits. "Because 'golden angelic warrior' and 'dark-and-dashing biker knight' might leave too much of a mark to get away with, even if they already know we're from off-world." 
 
    "Yes." Vessa nodded, shifting in her bed again. "Good point. In fact, it won't work, but we're going to do what we can to mask you both. There are some spells and techniques Nova can use with her light mana, and Jasper's aspects are broad enough for him to do just about anything. It will be far from foolproof, though; just something to keep people from remembering the specific details of your faces." 
 
    With that, Vessa walked us through a handful of disguising spells, charms, and techniques. They weren't her specialty, because the Soulships never needed techniques for disguising their flesh-bodies within their ships, but we were both able to look a little taller or shorter, and make it a little harder to discern our facial features. 
 
    The odd thing was that it didn't actually work on either of us. Nova still looked exactly as she always had to me, and she said the same thing about me. But Vessa assured us that others would be affected by our disguise on at least some level, unless their vision or Source-based senses were strong enough to see through them. 
 
    We also didn't have any special disguises for Nestor, but we didn't worry about it. On account of him being a mouse. 
 
    Once that was done, Grandmother Mara showed us how to activate the disguise functions on our clothing. Qarm clothing was bright, colorful, and loose, but their armor varied from tribe to tribe, as did their weapons. To avoid implicating any one group, Vessa had us appear as if we weren't wearing any armor at all. 
 
    The final result was that we both appeared to be wearing a set of bright, loose wraps that left our arms and limbs mostly visible, and free to move about. 
 
    "Oh wow, Jas," Nova said as she looked at me. "That, uh… really shows off your arms." 
 
    "Thank you," I said, meeting the blonde woman's eyes briefly, before looking back at Vessa. Your outfit really shows off your legs, I judiciously chose not to say aloud to the beautiful friend who had grown up far too quickly around me. 
 
    "Yeah, Jas looks great," Vessa said, pointedly looking away. "I mean… moving on. I'm sending you both out as soon as you head back to the teleportation tile in the sanctuary. I'd like to teleport you near the prisoners so that you can help them all escape, but the guards will likely hunt them all down, and you'll have your hands full protecting them. So you're going to defeat their wardens instead, and then free them." 
 
    "That sounds far riskier," I replied carefully. 
 
    "It sounds that way, but it's not," Vessa replied confidently. "If anything, it's going to be less risky than clearing out areas of my ship-body. If there was a foe there in the sixth stage of Advancement, it would be another issue. I'd encourage you both to use stealth. But instead, I want you both to send these oppressors a message, that enslaving a world's population and disrupting the economy of several sectors is going to have consequences, that it will not be cheap, easy, or quick. If we can strike this local group hard enough, their sponsors may decide that enslaving and exploiting this world will cost them more than they hope to gain. And if it doesn't," Vessa added, her voice hardening. "Then we'll still be in a better position to take the fight to the next step. Protecting the night sky is what I do, Jasper. This is what I was trying to warn you of, when you rejected my plan to keep you safe." 
 
    "I did," I said, nodding to show that I understood. "And I still accept. Do you want to separate us when we go down?" 
 
    "Come again?" Vessa replied, blinking. 
 
    "Yeah, come again?" Nova added, turning to look at me. 
 
    "You say you want us to take out the guards as quickly as possible," I continued. "And you also say we're stronger than the vast majority of them. It might be best to maximize the element of surprise by having us attack from two different points. We might be able to secure the prisoners more quickly that way as well, to prevent them from being used as hostages." 
 
    "That actually isn't a bad idea," Nova said. "They actually had classes about that, when I was an officer." 
 
    That information surprised me, as I didn't expect the Glorious State to care about rescuing hostages, but Vessa was already nodding. 
 
    "That strategy has its own risks, but I agree with you two. In fact, let's have you both move to disrupt the camp, and Nestor move to secure and protect the captives, since he's quicker than you both, and surprisingly strong." 
 
    Yes-yes! The little mouse perked up. Save-save! 
 
    "Then it's settled," the ship-woman said, giving the fluffy creature a smile. "Actually, one minor thing." She closed her eyes, and a moment later, I heard a voice in my mind. 
 
    This is Vessa. Can you both hear me now? 
 
    "Yes," Nova and I said at once. Nestor let out a little squeak as well. 
 
    "Good," the gray woman beamed. "I'm glad I finally got that to work. Now you both should be able to communicate with me just by thinking towards me, instead of waiting for me to start mind-writing to either of you. Now, go. We've spent a lot of time talking. I'll contact you both on the other side, and give you the layout of the camp just before you teleport." 
 
    Some twenty minutes later, we were fading from one world to the next. 
 
      
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Within a blink, I appeared in a pleasantly warm clearing. Dense jungle surrounded me on all sides, but it was far off in the distance, with plenty of small wooden buildings dotting the landscape. 
 
    Right next to me, however, were two large, swarthy men with bulging muscles and large spears, both a head taller than myself. Their proportions were a bit off to be a normal human's. 
 
    Jotunkin, Vessa had called them, an offshoot of two distant races of human and jotun Sourcebeast breeding together. Like the eaterlings, they were their own mix of practitioner and Sourcebeast, and were a common source of labor or security for many clans, kingdoms, and interstellar businesses. 
 
    That also made the more criminal members of their race the ideal choice for hired thugs. 
 
    Vessa had already identified them to me as part of the security for the slaver camp, so there was no reason for me to wait for them to throw the first blow. 
 
    I cleared the distance between us in a flash, slamming Koram's former gauntlet into the forehead of the closest one. I had donned it earlier, along with activating all my enhancement powers, because it had a greater chance of leaving a foe unconscious instead of dead. The more breathing, but disabled bodies we left, the more chances we and the locals had of finding out just exactly who was behind this operation. 
 
    In addition to that, I had already harnessed a great deal of Source energy through life-taking, and I was worried a higher dose might have negative consequences. 
 
    My enemy was strong, but nowhere near as tough as the eaters or sott-jotun I had fought before—and I was even stronger now. The bald jotunkin didn't have time to activate any Source protection and went down immediately, eyes rolling into the back of his head. 
 
    "Who—" the other giantman started to say, raising his spear, but I had already dashed towards him, drawing my halfblade and striking at the front of his body. He parried my attack with his spear, just like I had been expecting him to. My blade forced his own weapon down and out of the way, and I followed it up with a flood-infused punch to the temple. 
 
    The force of my blow surprised me, knocking him clean off his feet and tumbling through the air. He landed some distance away, face down, limp, and clearly a bit more than just 'unconscious.' 
 
    That was only a first-stager, Jas, Vessa supplied in my mind. I don't think we'll be getting a lot of useful information from him, even if he survived your blow. You may want to start pulling your punches just a little. 
 
    I shrugged. Obtaining prisoners was a secondary objective compared to neutralizing the slavers and freeing their captives. That thought reminded me about Nestor. 
 
    All clear now, little friend, I said to the lifemouse perched on my back. Head for the innocents and protect them. When it's time, help us free them. 
 
    Yes-yes! the little mouse said back to my mind. Save-save! 
 
    He leaped from me and scampered through the grass. I moved on to where Vessa said the next foe was. 
 
    Most of the wooden shacks were empty, and I didn't want to waste time searching through them, so I ignored them and ran in a straight line toward the next patrol. Vessa's sensors revealed their position perfectly, and I was upon the next three jotunkin before they had time to do more than shout. The second had time to swing his spear at me before my punch felled him, and the third actually had time to activate a protection charm, letting him absorb my gauntlet's strike. But I grabbed his spear and yanked halfway out of his grip with my gauntlet and struck him in the temple with the flat of my halfblade. 
 
    All three down and merely unconscious this time, I messaged Vessa, pleased that I didn't actually have to write out the answer in my mind this time. Are you sure they are related to giants, though? 
 
    Distantly, Vessa replied, but after all the changes your body has gone through, you're going to be stronger than them pound for pound, Jasper, even without Source energy. But since you have Source energy—and three different types, to boot—on top of your Sourceweapons and Sourcearmor, you're fully expected to tear through them, especially since you're catching them by surprise. Otherwise, no one would waste so much resources on developing elite practitioners. 
 
    Fair enough, I replied, checking on my bonded link with my fluffy lifemouse. Nestor reached the captives quickly. He says they are all unharmed for now. 
 
    Good, the shipwoman replied. Continue to wreak havoc. Nova reports no trouble as well. In fact, she's a good bit ahead of you right now, if you two were keeping score. 
 
    As Vessa said that, a large explosion rocked out some distance away from me. Nova's clear, powerful voice sounded out next, calling all of our enemies to lay down their weapons and surrender, or face the consequences of kidnapping and lawlessness. 
 
    Wow, a couple of them actually did surrender, Vessa said admirably. Then again, she was meant to lead people to a better path. But back to you, Jasper. I want you to end a few more large groups, and then see if you can find someone in charge—preferably not too strong. 
 
    I did as directed, and my enemies fell like wheat before an ancient farming scythe. 
 
    Grandmother, I asked as I knocked the next jotunkin into the side of one of poorly constructed wooden buildings—something that was markedly different from normal Qarm architecture, according to Vessa, these men are at the same stage of essence as I am. Why exactly is it this easy for me to overpower them? What did you do to my body back then, when you saved my life? 
 
    It's hardly all my doing, young rider, she answered, as I ducked the swing of a large axe, caught its owner by the front of his hide shirt, and knocked him out with the pommel of my weapon. Your body was naturally strong when I first met you, probably the result of that bath you took with that other Beacon of the vessel saint—you know, the one she won't stop being angry about, the dragon-woman clarified in an amused tone. And your bond with my daughter's children and the sliver of immortal strength you received is helping as well. But you are right. Your soul and body has been thoroughly reborn with every Source treasure I could spare to pour into you. I had not expected it to be this thorough, she said, as I caught another foe turning to run away, and struck him in the back of the head. Before your injury with the reprobates, I had planned to just use the material to Advance you to the next stage, and give you some minor benefits along the way. But instead, my treasures have combined with you, putting your body and spirit on the same level as an artifact. She paused for a moment. Making them artifacts, in essence. You have a Sourcebody now, and a Sourcesoul. You are a fusion between construct and flesh, soul and implement. 
 
    That was surprising and disturbing news, I reflected, turning to engage more jotunkin that were responding to the recently sounded alarm. I reminded myself of Nova's words earlier, when I had become concerned over the flood dragon's words regarding my spirit, and I felt just as I did before my injury and transformation, only… better, for lack of a more appropriate word. 
 
    Understand, grandson, the dragon-woman continued, as the incoming jotunkin charged, reminding each other that their opponent was just one man. I did not do this recklessly. Reforging you was the only way to save your life. I am happy that it worked, and that the benefits exceeded my expectations. But I suspect the work of your ancestors played a large role in my ritual's success. 
 
    Grandmother, I asked as two large men tried to pincer me in an attack with Source-laced weapons. They were essence users, but they did not have any beast bonds, so their charms weren't very effective. Do you think I have an artificial soul? 
 
    No, child, the dragon part-soul said softly, as I knocked one enemy into the air with a light kick and clubbed the other unconscious with a slap of my gauntlet. I had not known you were still worried about that. Source energy can't be necessary for having a soul, because that same energy is necessary for separating a soul from its body, like I have done. I think your potential has been carefully crafted by the sage-knights of Earth, instead of being left to a random accident of genetics. But you are no more artificial than a child birthed from a mother who did her best to conceive as carefully as possible, and ensured that she did everything possible in her pregnancy to maximize her unborn infant's potential. That brat Koram's parents probably performed more feats to maximize his Source potential than your parents could have even dreamed of, though they failed to give him anything resembling a non-punchable personality. 
 
    Thank you, Grandmother, I told the venerable woman, and meant it. Her explanation cheered me greatly. Then a blow struck my back, reminding me to pay a bit more attention to my current fight. 
 
    I turned to look at another giantblooded man holding a hammer with a flame-coated head, backing away from me in horrified disbelief. Judging by the force of his blow and the essence invested into it, this one was probably close to the striving stage of essence, and had formed a bond of some sort with a Sourcebeast—one with a fire aspect. He suddenly gritted his teeth and summoned another fireball in his free hand. 
 
    I took a moment to ensure I wasn't damaged, but the flood barrier had completely negated his fire attack, and both my armor and body had prevented the rest of the blow from doing any more than registering its presence in my mind. I should still pay more attention, I lectured myself, forming a small drop of water qi to combat his flame essence. This time, I didn't mix it with any other Sources. I just concentrated on making the best use of a single Source that I could, and unleashed the little ball of water at my current enemy. 
 
    He had thrown his burning orb an instant before I had launched my own attack, and had also managed to invest more energy into his charm than I had in my technique. But I wasn't worried about that, because techniques and spells usually trumped charms in every area but direct physical augmentation. Even though he probably had more essence substages than I did, our attacks should still cancel out at the very least. 
 
    Instead, my water sphere blasted his fireball apart like it was an overconfident candle flame, then slammed into the surprised practitioner like he was an overconfident leaf in the wind. He spiraled awkwardly through the air for almost a dozen feet, then landed in a limp pile of bones. 
 
    Did I kill that one? I asked both Mara and Vessa. 
 
    No, dear, the dragon said happily, but I am very proud of your performance. You should feel more comfortable with cutting loose. 
 
    No, Jas, Vessa said irritably, and at the same time as the dragon-woman, and you should consider holding back a bit. You're supposed to be knocking them unconscious, not reducing them all into permanently boneless heaps! 
 
    Didn't you just praise Nova earlier for getting ahead of my own count, and through the use of explosions? I asked, confused and looking around for more foes. 
 
    Well, yes, but, Vessa sputtered in my mind as I found the last slaver in the group, running away from me and screaming. I picked up the smallest rock I could find, and threw it at the back of his head. The thug went down limply and immediately. She was in control the whole time. Even with the fireballs, she's careful to use the exact amount of force necessary to subdue an opponent. No more, and no less. 
 
    That makes sense, given her training as an officer, I replied as I spent a bit of Source energy to refresh all my enhancement powers. With that done, I took off into a run, heading for where the kidnappers' dormitory was likely located. She was probably trained heavily in restraint techniques. 
 
    But didn't you say you were trained too? Vessa retorted, as grass and dirt flew under my feet. It felt good to be running this fast, I realized. We had always been so cramped back in the ship, and that one time we were outside the hull, I had worried about accidentally launching myself into outer space until Nova had gotten hit. I looked about to confirm no enemies were near, then spent a second savoring the sensation. 
 
    Well? Vessa demanded, and I realized I had forgotten to answer her. 
 
    Oh, apologies. I'm still getting used to being outside again. Yes, my mother trained me in various martial arts. 
 
    Including self-defense, right? Vessa clarified, as I caught sight of another group of large men running in my direction. They saw me, saw that I was alone and unharmed, and must have noticed something else, because they immediately turned and began running in the opposite direction. 
 
    Oh, especially self-defense, I answered my teacher, sheathing my halfblade for a moment, and reaching into my qi again. I worked a bit of water qi into my gauntleted arm, and air qi into my open hand. Then I merged the two into a ball, freed one hand to operate a quick physics spell, and then sent the spinning ball of qi through the spell, guiding its flight to land in the middle of the pack of cowards, where it detonated and sent bodies flying. 
 
    You just—Vessa began, before catching herself. Nevermind, that one was fine. Nice control. But back to your self-defense education. I know I've been neglecting this area myself, and that's my own fault, but if your mother already taught you these things then shouldn't you have a vast arsenal of ways to subdue or disable your opponent without serious damage? 
 
    Of course not, I replied, looking around for more targets. I realized that some of the last group was still conscious, and a backwards glance told me that I had failed to knock out one or two enemies in my previous fights. But all of them were either moaning, crawling futilely for the distant jungle, or shouting "I surrender" over and over. I didn't receive subdual training, I got self-defense training. 
 
    Those two are related! Vessa shouted in my mind, as I tried to remember how many total slavers she had said this place held, while counting the number I had already downed. 
 
    Not in my mother's opinion, I said with a shrug, continuing my walk to the center of the outpost. I saw one other jotunkin run shouting away from me. I decided to just follow this one, to see if he could lead me anywhere useful. My mother had a very low opinion of most self-defense classes that followed the 'least amount of force' school of thought. Her view was that an attacker probably wasn't going to use the least amount of force necessary to rob or murder you, and that you should take him seriously, and respond in kind. As for sparring matches, she always said that 'if a move is illegal in a martial competition, then it's probably a really good move for self-defense.' 
 
    That's… Vessa began, before catching herself. I had to catch myself as well, because I was already outpacing the screaming idiot running away from me, and if I caught him too soon, I'd never find out where he was headed. That's actually a really good point. Especially given that you couldn't use Source energy back on Earth. Okay, I'm going to stop yelling at you, and just teach you some basic disabling skills when you get back. I don't even know why I'm getting angry over this. You're doing fine. 
 
    Thanks, I said, slowing down as the guard I was chasing fell down to his knees, panting and still shouting. There's some more jerky and a drink pouch on top of the terminal behind you. 
 
    I didn't—Vessa started to say, before going quiet again. Thank you. That's good to know. 
 
    She broke off the conversation, and I turned my attention back to pursuing the bandit. 
 
    The fleeing guard seemed to have finally stopped running for good. Another figure was walking up to him, this one much larger than the rest—a full head taller than me. Despite his large size, his appearance was more human than giant, with a full head of red hair and a red goatee. His eyes were dark and calculating as he looked at me. 
 
    "Who are you and of what group?" he asked, pointing at my halfblade. "And why do you have a jotunblade?" 
 
    "A concerned third party, representing a group that doesn't want this world's people and economy disrupted," I answered carefully. "And I gained this weapon through trial by combat. Your turn, senior. Why are you disrupting the economy of this world, and would you please consider surrendering?" 
 
    "No," the large man-giant answered me. His chest was bare, except for a number of intricate tattoos of various beasts. That probably marked him as a much more powerful essence user. "And if you're working for who I think you are," he added, gesturing at the Sourcegauntlet I had taken from Koram, "then you already know enough of what's happening here. Probably more than I do, in fact. And if you're not working for who I think you are," he added, still looking at the gauntlet, "then you're already marked for death, and I need to distance myself from you. We're leaving," he snapped to the smaller, panting giantblood on the ground. "Get up, and go help activate the portal. We're leaving with whatever prisoners we have time to take with us." 
 
    "Apologies," I interrupted, stepping forward. "But I am not that generous. You're leaving all of the prisoners behind. As well as any of your people who are already unconscious." 
 
    "You shouldn't test me," the man-giant said, turning back to me. "Your backing protects you somewhat, but you don't have enough power to deal with the rival you've been sent to oppose. If you push too hard, my employer will take out his frustration directly on you, and your own backer will give you to him immediately. Don't believe him when he says he will protect you, we're all expendable to the likes of them." 
 
    "And what about the prisoners?" I asked, matching my rival's stare. "Are they as expendable as we are?" 
 
    "Even more so," the beastman answered flatly. "And it's extremely unusual that you did not already know that and even more unusual that you bothered to ask. Change of plans. How did you find this place?" 
 
    "Apologies, but I object to your tone," I replied in a calm voice. "I'm not sure you heard my earlier command to leave the prisoners, and I worry that you won't take my request seriously enough. Here is your second change of plans. Lead me to the portal and the prisoners, and I'll let you exit it before I shut this place down. Tell your employer that one of his rivals sent a team down to interfere, and that you were overwhelmed." 
 
    "Except that my employer's 'rival' wouldn't care so strongly about the prisoners," the beastman countered. "He'd only free them to make us look bad, and he wouldn't care if one or two didn't make it out. So I don't think you represent who you're pretending to represent. I think you represent a group that doesn't realize whom they've just offended, or how powerful their new enemies are. And as inexplicably strong and expensively developed as you are, you still aren't powerful enough to deal with the mountain you have just tried to knock over. So I am going to do you a favor, and help end your ignorant existence, then take whatever knowledge I can find from your corpse." 
 
    "Very well, senior," I replied, drawing my halfblade. "My name is Jason Sky, and I accept your challenge. Show me what you're capable of." 
 
    But the giant man only snorted. 
 
    "Very well, Jason Sky," he replied, holding his hand, and revealing a ring on one of his fingers. "Your first and last lesson is that it's a bad idea to reveal your name to an enemy determined to take your life. Outside a formal duel, they have no reason to reveal their own. Or play by any rules at all, for that matter," he added as an afterthought. The next moment, his ringed hand held a massive spear, with a blade like a broad, barbed arrowhead. "Get him." 
 
    Right then, all of the other jotunkin that Vessa had quietly warned me about moments ago all sprung up from their hiding places and began to attack me. 
 
    I did my best to act surprised and off-guard until they had all come close enough, then I activated a limb charm and bolted into the air, drawing upon my connection with Nestor to increase my speed. Then I repeated the same water orb attack I had constructed earlier and hurled it into the packed center of enemies. The leader managed to back away in time, but the rest were struck and incapacitated almost immediately, collapsing in a limp, moaning pile. A few of them looked to be bent at unnatural angles, which meant that I had broken at least a handful of bones. 
 
    One of the tattoos on the leader's chest glowed red, as did the head of his spear a moment later. As soon as he pointed it at me a spiraling pillar of fire blasted out, heading straight for me. 
 
    I tried to dodge, but he had aimed his attack too well. So I strengthened my flood barrier and punched into the attack with Koram's gauntlet. There was an explosion of steam, and I was knocked away, landing in a crouch, fist smoking painfully. 
 
    Essence user, Vessa whispered into my mind. Looks to be at the end of the third stage, the striving stage. His Advancement appears to have been carefully crafted, making him much more powerful than his level suggests. 
 
    So he's like me, then, I thought to myself. 
 
    "Who do you work for, really?" the large man said as he stepped closer to me. His red tattoo glowed brighter, making his spearhead blaze more intensely. "The only people I can think of who would have both the resources to learn about this and the altruistic desire to intervene would be the Sparkling Sky Sect. If you don't stand down now, there will be consequences for your sect that not even they can throw off." 
 
    I affected a confused expression, then quickly shifted it through anger before displaying what I hoped would pass for a clumsy attempt to hide a clever grin. 
 
    "The Sparkling Sky Sect does not fear you!" I shouted. "Nor does it fear your master! Bring on your threats!" 
 
    Jasper, what are you doing? You shouldn't implicate Lunei's sect in this! 
 
    But the bandit sighed in relief at my words. 
 
    "Right," he muttered, "laying the blame directly and artlessly at the feet of the source of his latest embarrassing encounter. You work for him, after all. And apparently aren't much smarter." 
 
    Oh, Vessa said next. Nevermind. Good job Jasper. I'm… just going to eat some more jerky. 
 
    "You can't know who my master is!" I said next, adopting Koram's blundering defiance as best as I could. 
 
    "No I can't," the bandit leader said with another shrug, still advancing upon me. "But given how perfectly you're subconsciously adopting his blubbering idiocy, you had to have spent too much time in contact with him to be anything other than a favored and fanatical underling. But I'm tired of being curious. They don't pay me to care this much." 
 
    With that, another tattoo on his side glowed, and he leaped forward, closing the distance between us almost immediately and thrusting his blazing weapon toward my face. 
 
    I backed away in a hurry, genuinely caught off-guard. My halfblade hastily knocked away his attack, but he brought his spear around again and slashed across my chest, the strike steaming as it was barely blocked by my qi barrier.  
 
    I leaped about ten feet backwards and fired a blast of water qi at my enemy. Another tattoo glowed on his body and summoned a shroud of fire to turn my attack into steam. 
 
    Once again, my enemy charged forward, leading with a spear thrust. 
 
    Tattoo magic, my grandmother said in my mind as I purposefully deflected his spear into my gauntlet. Essence users can have certain tattoos grafted onto their bodies, that will allow them to duplicate the benefits of either qi or mana Source users. This fellow seems to have made contact with a qi user willing to inscribe a number of fire tattoos onto his body. His powers will be all the greater for it. 
 
    That makes him like a dual practitioner, then, I thought to myself as I grabbed onto his spear with my gauntlet, except that he only needs to focus on his essence Advancement. 
 
    I grunted as we both tugged for control of his weapon. I saw two more tattoos start to glow on his body, and I let go of his spear and rushed him, diving under his spear as he swung it and finally closing the distance between us. My blade and gauntlet struck at him over and over, slashing and punching him multiple times before his firecloak flared up and forced me away, putting distance between us once again. 
 
    He growled in anger and pain as he watched me, firecloak still active. I noticed that other than a few superficial cuts and angry bruises, he seemed rather unharmed. 
 
    His skin has been enhanced as well, my grandmother said in my mind. You're going to need to really work to bring him down, grandson. It might be time to use a larger weapon. 
 
    I would have loved to, but my larger weapons had all come from Mara's Sourcepalace, and many of them had already been distributed to Lunei's Sparkling Sky Sect. If a witness escaped the battle alive—which was a likely thing, given how reluctant I had been to kill—they might see the weapon, and report back to their masters, who would report to their masters and eventually implicate the Sparkling Sky Sect. Vessa hadn't stressed the issue, but I was certain she didn't want Lunei's sect to be the target of any backlash. 
 
    I had already made a mistake by using Koram's gauntlet. If I used any more easily recognizable or traceable weapons, there would be long-term consequences. Unless I was willing to kill every single witness in this place, including the prisoners. 
 
    I would have to find another way to break my enemy down. 
 
    We continued to circle each other warily, each looking for an ideal opening. He clearly had the advantage, with both the longer weapon and the tattoo-granted powers to keep combat right at this range, but he was still the more injured of us two, proving that he couldn't relax his guard. I was probably still the better in terms of being a raw, versatile fighter, but he clearly had at least as much experience as I did in combat, and he didn't have to restrict himself to conceal his identity. 
 
    But as we kept pacing, I crossed over a spear dropped by one of the guards. I quickly kicked the weapon into my gauntleted hand and suddenly the reach advantage evened out. 
 
    The bandit leader hissed and thrust his flaming weapon at me as soon as he could. I intercepted the attack with my own polearm, inferior to his, but still covered in flood qi. Our magic coatings both fizzled into steam as I forced my way through his guard again, dropping my spear to try and grapple with him using my free hand. He dodged backwards, but I was faster than he was, and I managed to catch his wrist. He struggled against my grip and activated his flame shroud almost immediately, but this time I was prepared. I reinforced my flood barrier and activated the scale armor charm to maximize my resistance to the flames, then hacked into my enemy's arm over and over. He twisted, kicked, and struggled, but despite his height we were roughly the same strength, even with his tattoos and my powers activated. 
 
    So he dropped his spear to draw a knife of his own from his belt. He got two stabs in, but he was weakening, and both blows bounced off my scales or disguised, armored jacket. 
 
    Eventually I was able to tackle him to the ground and run my halfblade across his throat, and this time my blow went deep. He coughed and gurgled, and then stopped trying to fight me. 
 
    I punched him hard in the temple, and then his head lolled to the side. Then I crafted a recovery technique with wood qi and cast it into his throat. It may not be enough to save his life, but at the very least he was out of the fight, and I could turn my attention elsewhere. 
 
    Good job, Vessa told me. That was brutal, but probably necessary to bring him down, and he might still pull through. 
 
    I don't think he'll be willing to talk, I informed her, as I rose back to my feet, walking over to pick up my enemy's spear. In fact he seemed to do a better job at reading the situation than I did. 
 
    No, you misdirected him, and exposed that he was at least somewhat familiar with Koram, Vessa countered. Which means this group is connected on at least some level with either the Glorious Star Charter or Koram's Exalted Pillar family. Probably both. 
 
    The second time we fought, Koram mentioned something about having a lot of brothers that he was competing with, I said as I began walking to a different part of the camp. I think this might be connected to some kind of contest between the different siblings of his family. How is Nova doing, by the way? 
 
    She's fine, Vessa replied absently. She made it to the location of the portal and is securing it. She's managed to prevent several bandits from escaping or taking prisoners through it. She's been careful about her wings, though, which is a good thing. 
 
    Is she still ahead of me in the body count? I asked, surprised at how much I cared about this. 
 
    If you count the number of enemies lying on the floor, Vessa said with a bit of an edge, then no, you have a pretty safe lead by now. But if you count the number that chose to surrender rather than fight, then she's beating you by an almost embarrassing margin. So there. 
 
    I can live with that, I said with another shrug, glancing among the bodies on the floor to make sure none were faking their injuries. But most of the ones I found were genuinely unconscious, and the few still awake whimpered and begged for mercy. She's faster than me, has more raw power than me, and is especially suited to lead or convert people to your cause. I have no problem with the way this turned out, I added, as I used a biology spell to determine how bad their damage was, and injected a bit of wood recovery qi to keep everyone from hemorrhaging or otherwise bleeding to death internally. How are you, little brother? I asked as I turned my attention to Nestor. 
 
    Safe-safe, the little mouse replied to me, giving me a sense that no more enemies were conscious around the prisoners. Bored-bored. 
 
    I can't find any more foes, I told Vessa next. Do you have another assignment for me, or do you want me to go and free the prisoners now? 
 
    Yeah, this place is pretty cleaned out, the ship-woman replied. Go ahead and gather the prisoners, then head for Nova. I was able to slip a clue to my local Beacon that the slavers might be here; she'll be down with a group in a few hours. The two of you can just slip away by then and leave her to arrest and round up the unconscious slavers. 
 
    I nodded, but then Nestor messaged me. 
 
    Wait-wait, he said urgently. Smell-smell. Bad-comes. 
 
    Jasper, Nova says the portal's starting to activate on its own, Vessa replied, you should get over there. 
 
    I reactivated my charms, and told Nestor to come join me, since all of the guards were down. If the portal was opening on its own, then that was a bad sign. 
 
    Maybe it was a scheduled arrival, another group that was supposed to collect the current captives. But my last opponent seemed to suggest that it was their own group that performed the drop-off, so this was most likely a group sent to investigate if something had gone wrong. 
 
    Which meant that they had to be at least on the same level of the man I just defeated. 
 
    I followed Vessa's directions, and rushed toward where Nova was. 
 
    I arrived next to her in time to see a large, crackling archway, a more advanced version of the one we had found on the outside of Vessa's ship-body. Nova stood before it, with both blade and baton drawn. I was about to ask why she hasn’t deactivated it until I noticed just how much violent energy was sparking along its scripts. 
 
    "It started to activate as soon as I got here," the Beacon told me, her body shimmering as she fortified it with Source powers. "Trouble should be coming soon. Get ready." 
 
      
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    I refreshed my different Source enhancements, including my flood scale charm. Then I sent Koram's gauntlet back into my Soulscape and hefted my new red-tipped spear, sending a bit of fire qi though it to reactivate the flame my enemy had used. 
 
    I nodded to confirm that I was as prepared as possible, just as hulking shapes began to ripple through the portal. 
 
    They were far larger than the jotunkin we had just devastated, and as soon as I saw their mandibles clack I recognized them as eaters. 
 
    The first three roared immediately and charged at us, wielding axes, heavy chopping blades, and large, spiked clubs. They weren't armed with Sourceweapons, but their gear still looked to be on a higher level than Koram's minions. 
 
    "Hurry!" the largest one shouted as he swung at Nova, in the language of the Glorious State. "Kill all! No witnesses!" 
 
    "Blast it," Nova said as she dodged his ax and fired a blast from her baton into the monster's face. "They'll kill the prisoners if they get through us, Jas. We have to hold the portal." 
 
    "Got it," I said as I shot forward to intercept the other two, waving my flaming spear to hold their attention. Nestor, be sure and take care of any that make it past me. 
 
    Yes-yes! the little mouse promised from his hiding spot. Save-save! 
 
    The two in front of me hesitated at the sight of my flaming weapon, regarding it warily and trying to determine if it fully canceled their advantage in reach. While they wondered such things, I burned a short-term speed charm and pressed the attack. 
 
    The giant mutant cursed and tried to bring his massive cleaver to bear, but I stabbed his shoulder and darted back before he could complete his parry. Then I slashed my weapon across the face of the other monster that stepped to assist his friend. It wasn't a fatal strike, but the blazing gash sent the eater flinching backwards and clutching his face in pain. Just as my speed charm began to expire, I turned and stabbed into the first eater's face. This time, my flaming blow went deep and struck something vital, making the monster fall to the ground gurgling. 
 
    My speed charm was gone, but my normal enhancements were all working, and so I turned my attention back to the other eater. The blinded brute was still clutching his face and swinging his chopper randomly through the air. I fired a small blast of air qi to his right, and he turned to swing in that direction. Then I stabbed my flaming blade into his kneecap and crippled him, pulling back afterward to look at the rest of the battlefield. 
 
    Nova was battling the other eater, moving in a way that made it look as if she had spent her entire life fighting with both a sword and baton. She still hadn't activated her wings, but she jumped and dodged around the monster's greater reach until she could slip inside his guard. Then the fire on her sword flared intensely, and she began to club and hack the creature apart, her blade slicing through the monster's carapace as if it were made of cardboard. 
 
    Grandmother, I said as the archway began to shimmer again, these enemies are at least a stage beyond my last foe. Why are they so much easier to defeat? 
 
    Because a practitioner that can wield his Source energy effectively is far more dangerous than a Sourcebeast that relies on physical might, or in this case, a beastkin that relies on physical might. But I suspect that if you fight an eater that has been nurtured as carefully as that essence giantblood, you will be in a far more dangerous encounter. 
 
    As she said that, three more shapes barreled out of the archway. 
 
    These eaters were each a head taller, and had wraps of mail reinforcing their carapace armor. Their cleavers and axes had inscriptions on them that activated as they pointed them at us, causing them to burst into flame and allowing them to be as effective as a Sourceweapon for a short period of time, if I remembered Vessa's lessons correctly. 
 
    One each advanced toward us, but the one in the middle paused to consider us both. 
 
    "Backer," he growled, his words enunciating far more clearly than the earlier eaters had, "they have a powerful backer. Disable, then take them with us alive. Or you both talk now," he said, looking up. "And receive better treatment." 
 
    "Very well," I said, taking a moment to circulate Source energy to keep my powers active. Nova's eyes widened in confusion at my words, until I continued speaking. Then they narrowed and rolled in annoyance. 
 
    "My partner and I represent the esteemed Order of Saint Nicholas, the greatest of all the deer knights of ancient Mars. Your arrival here has disrupted the scheduled ceremonial visit of my master himself, and now you are all subject to punishment. You are all commanded to depart from here, and to each take a bag of coal with you, as well as several sturdy switches that your parents or supervisors are hereby instructed to lash you with. You are to further inform your leaders that you must all be very good boys next year, and to not interfere with the economy and freedom of any more worlds that currently mean you no harm. Compliance will likely result in toy vehicles and rocking mounts for all participants." 
 
    The eaters all cocked their heads in confusion at my announcement. 
 
    "…what?" the leader said, as if he was hoping he had somehow misheard me, and untrained to handle an answer that made such little sense. "I don't… you are part of what order?" 
 
    "Your ignorance is shameful," I said levelly. Nova looked like she needed a free hand to cover her face, but she was still holding both her weapons. Tell her not to ruin our cover, I sent to Vessa, receiving only angry silence in response. "Our order of deer knights is famous among the households of a thousand ancient nations. I will tell my leader of your lax education, so that he can visit your own master and instruct him properly. Return from where you came from, and instruct your people to prepare refreshments and a clean fireplace." 
 
    Hate you so much right now, Vessa sent to me, but I ignored her, concentrating on protecting her secret. She did say that she didn't care what I told them, as long as I protected our true identity, I reminded myself, as the eaters continued to stare and sputter. 
 
    I think you were aware that she would likely object to this, my grandmother replied in an amused tone. You're going to have to prepare a large number of refreshments yourself if you expect to appease her, grandson. 
 
    Cookies, I thought in sudden inspiration. I actually remember how to bake them. 
 
    There you go, dear, the kind old dragon said, as my opponents finally decided how to react. 
 
    "I… ow," the leading eater said, shaking his head and clutching it. "Change of plans. Kill both, break that one's mouth first," he added, pointing to me. 
 
    "Sir Rudolph judges your response from on high, and finds it lacking," I replied as I shifted my grip on my spear. "Come at me." 
 
    "Jas, please stop," Nova groaned, as she stepped in front of one of the eaters, igniting her blade again. 
 
    The three all roared at once, coating themselves in glowing green power, and charged us both. 
 
    The leader apparently decided I was the largest, or at least the most annoying threat, because he joined the other eater in attacking me. 
 
    Their speed surprised me, and I leaped backwards as a giant flaming blade swept inches from my face, nicking and steaming the top layer of my flood barrier in the process. 
 
    They know advanced charms, my grandmother hissed in my mind. Be careful, young rider. These are the very kind of beasts I just warned you about! 
 
    Help-help, Nestor whispered to me, and I felt him engage our connection, pulling it into a deeper level. 
 
    My movements became faster, and my senses sharper. A tiny speck of lightning ran through my limbs and weapon, swirling into my flood barrier. 
 
    The second eater swung his axe, and I ducked away, striking his elbow as I withdrew. It was a clean hit, but the mail and green shroud deflected most of the blow. Still, I was able to keep up as the next one attacked, dodging his cleaver and striking another glancing blow as I paced around them. 
 
    There you go, grandson, the old dragon in my soul encouraged tensely, and for a moment, I thought I could hear my own mother's voice echoing her. Tire them out, don't over-commit to any openings they give. 
 
    I wasn't sure I could tire them out, since I was expending more energy weaving, dodging, and striking than they were doing by launching wide attacks and taking glancing blows in exchange. But then an idea appeared in my mind. 
 
    Grandmother, I asked as I ducked another swing, could you help me concentrate on another attack? 
 
    One of the eaters stumbled, giving me a change to stab at a crease in their carapace. He roared in pain, and I had to dance away to avoid a second one's possibly decapitating swing. 
 
    That may not be a good idea, dear, Mara said as I dodged and stabbed after another blow, still only causing some small burning cuts. The more I interfere in your battles, the more long-term stress I cause for the both of us. I'll do what I can if it becomes clear you are overmatched, as I did with that flood traitor, but otherwise I will do more harm than good. 
 
    No, not like that, I said as I managed to isolate one of my attackers long enough to give a vicious stab in the foot. Then I danced away again, because the surviving eater from the first group, the one I had blinded and crippled, had sensed my presence and was trying to get involved in the fight. I meant that you could help me plan out techniques in advance, work with me on crafting new attacks. Like you do when Vessa trains me, only during fights as well. 
 
    That would be bad for you, dear, the ancient dragon said as I tricked the maimed eater to get in the way of the two armored ones, then stabbed it in its unarmored shoulder. If you get used to my assistance in fights, you will be disadvantaged when I leave. 
 
    Let me explain, I said as the two more powerful eaters just trampled directly over their weaker, maimed cousin. They both swung their blazing green weapons at me from opposite directions, but I ducked under them and sent a blow into one's arms just strong enough to make him tangle his cleaver into the other's ax. I want to craft an attack that will spray molten metal over these two, when they least expect it. Can you help me craft it right now, so that I have time to concentrate on evading them? I'm worried that even stronger monsters will soon come through the portal. 
 
    Alright, dear, she said as I stepped forward to strike my entangled enemies all over their armored bodies with my flaming spear, before darting away again. But you have to promise to use this manner of attack in the future, and to stop talking so much during fights. It's a bad habit, and absolutely terrible manners. 
 
    I agreed, and paced around my opponents, who were growing more and more frustrated with failing to land a blow on me. But then the one who had spoken earlier raised his clawed hand, commanding his ally to stop attacking. 
 
    "Just so you know," the hyena-headed creature growl-clacked, "this is already costing us far more resources than our masters were willing to spare. There will be further consequences for your allies and family, even after we kill you." 
 
    He pointed to the archway, and a small spark of green fire spun from his clawed hand and into it. Shapes began to ripple as three more similarly armored eaters stepped out, each just as large as the two I was battling now. The one in the middle looked at the one fighting me. 
 
    "You called backup, for this?" he said as he pointed at me and Nova. "A single silver mana practitioner, and some wailing stage whelp?" 
 
    "They've been augmented," the first leader snapped. "You'll see why as soon as—blast it!" 
 
    He shouted, as the eater fighting and blocking my view of Nova suddenly began to sway. He toppled over the next moment in a jumble of smoking pieces, and Nova leaped over him and into view. 
 
    "You two, engage her!" the second eater leader snapped to his cohorts. "Wear down her mana and then wait for us to help slaughter or restrain her!" He turned his head to the group that had been struggling to catch me. "I'll help you finish off the whelp," the hyena-roach man growled, "and then we can keep this embarrassment from getting any worse." 
 
    The first leader growled some insult in reply, and then I was suddenly dealing with three eaters trying to encircle me. 
 
    That conversation had actually doomed them, but I needed to wait for the right moment, when all three had committed to the attack. 
 
    My new opponent activated a charm that made the green fire shrouding him intensify for a moment and then coalesce to shoot out at me from his free hand. I used Nestor's instincts to dodge out of the way as quickly as possible, letting the bolt of green fire steam across my flood barrier. As the burning dart landed behind me it seemed to ignite along the ground, turning into a blazing wall behind me that prevented me from backing away further. 
 
    "Next time just do that from the start!" he snapped at his comrades, who both growled something about needing to save power for something else. 
 
    Then he closed in with me, and all three of them had finally come within range. 
 
    I feinted to make the rightmost one swing his machete and step closer to the other two, and then I opened my mouth and activated the new technique Grandmother Mara had quietly helped me construct. My fire qi and metal swirled about in the bottom depths of my unfinished qi pool, then were pressurized by my earth qi, and given momentum by my air qi. They were then given purpose by my war qi, and directed along wispy paths constructed by my mathematics, physics, and thermodynamics mana, the wisps calculating the necessary area, the method of travel, and the proper allocation of heat that would allow my attack to hit all three enemies. The wisps of mana carried the qi into my essence mosaic, where the depicted creature fueled it with the power of its roaring heart and expelled it outward with the force of its breath essence. 
 
    My new attack, the roar of molten might, erupted as a shout that propelled a deluge of superheated liquid metal over all three of the armored eaterlings. It sizzled into the unprotected parts of their flesh, burrowing and eating away at their carapaces. The mail covering their limbs heated in response, until it had become molten metal as well. The green fire covering their bodies did nothing to protect them, and may have even raised the temperature of my attack. 
 
    My enemies all began screaming, except for the one on the far left who had made the mistake of opening his mouth right before my attack. That one made one or two choking noises before he felt to the ground, clutching his stomach uselessly, and leaking Source energy a few moments later. 
 
    The other two, the leader-class eaters, screamed and writhed as they tried to scrape the molten metal off their bodies, but I had designed my spell to have metal persist against my opponents' bodies despite the attempts to remove it, and to retain its temperature for over a minute. They could probably use other Source energy to survive the attack, and judging by their new, controlled, movements, they were attempting exactly that.  
 
    But it was taking all of their concentration to focus through the pain, and I would be a fool not to make use of that. I ducked low and stabbed my flaming weapon into the first leader's knee, twisting the weapon and moving the searing spearhead through as much flesh as possible, before ripping it back out, and at a different angle than I had used to enter the wound. The giant mutant's leg immediately buckled, and as he dropped his machete to brace his fall I stabbed him again through the mouth. 
 
    My last enemy had enough presence of mind to swing his blade in my direction. My connection with Nestor allowed me to sense the blow and duck just enough for the attack to clip my qi barrier, catching only the tip of my shoulder itself and avoiding any permanent damage beyond what would turn out to be a nasty bruise—and only if my recovery qi let the injury remain after a few minutes. 
 
    As he stumbled about, I rolled under another wild swing to land behind him. When I stood back up, I stabbed into his back and drove him into the wall of green fire he had raised behind me earlier, then stabbed him in the back of the knee. He proved to be vulnerable to his own fire, and as he collapsed he screamed a final time before finally growing still and expelling Source energy. 
 
    The one I had stabbed in the mouth finally expired as well, releasing his own Source cloud. 
 
    I dashed out of my own private battlefield to try and find Nova and see if she needed help. I arrived just in time to see her activate her Soulscape, flaring her two massive, beautiful wings outward as she fired a beam of burning energy out of both of her weapons. Each blast was burning into an eater's torso, holding them both in place with sheer destructive power. Sweat dripped down her face as she melted and cooked them right before my very eyes, until the center of both of their bodies each had a hole the size of my fist running through them. Then they fell over silently, releasing clouds of Source energy that drifted into my beautiful, powerful friend. 
 
    She deactivated her attack as soon as her enemies fell, dismissing her Soulscape the very next moment. Then she sheathed her weapons and leaned forward, panting heavily as she gripped her knees for balance. 
 
    "Jas," she panted, "are you alright?" 
 
    "Fine," I said, as a wave of my own fatigue just hit me. Grandmother had helped me design that technique, and we had designed it well. It was immensely powerful, and it would hopefully scale well throughout my Advancement. And, though it took time to execute, it did not restrict me in combat while my Sources were crafting it. But it took a massive amount of all three of my Source energies to use, especially to do as much damage as I did with it just now. Using it at the wrong time of a fight would leave me vulnerable, so I would have to be careful with its execution in the future. 
 
    Especially if this skill ever became common knowledge. 
 
    "We should close that portal," I panted, "before any more of them come through." 
 
    "Right," my blonde friend panted back, "go for it." 
 
    I walked over to the massive archway, and looked for the same deactivation sequence its ancient predecessor had along the side, and couldn't find it. So I limped over to check the other archway pillar, still trying to catch my breath, and found a script. 
 
    It was written in Glorious State Script, just like the last sequence had been. 
 
    Only, this one said it required me to speak the passcode in order for the deactivation button to work. 
 
    "Passcode," I said out loud, before hitting the button on the side. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    "It was worth a shot," I mumbled, as Nova walked over. 
 
    "Is this one different?" she asked, looking it over herself. Instead of answering her, I hefted my spear and began striking the side of the archway, but the weapon bounded off without leaving a scratch. I could probably disable the device if I were stronger, or had more spare Source energy, but right now I was completely ineffective at damaging it. 
 
    That's correct, it's different, Vessa said in both of our minds. And I didn't realize it because my sensors and external eyes aren't as good as I thought they were, yet. I am sorry, both of you, she seemed to sigh, then continued speaking. Okay, okay. No plan survives first contact with the enemy anyway, not completely. Get to the prisoners, and get them as far away from the portal as possible. Head to the extraction point I had mentioned before. 
 
    We agreed immediately, because that was the right mindset to have and because there was no point in blaming Vessa for not being able to read the fine print on the side of a short pillar all the way from outer space that none of us were expecting to exist to begin with. We immediately rushed to the prisoners, with Nestor leading the way. 
 
    Vessa had been right. They were a colorfully dressed people, who had striking appearances even in this sorry state. They had finely shaped facial features, with hair done in colorful braids of yellow, red, and purple. Their skin ranged in tone from light brown all the way to a tone so dark it was almost blue. 
 
    Their ages ran wide, but most of them were either very young, or very old and infirm. The youngest of them was a little girl with colorful braids, and big brown eyes. She looked to be roughly the same age Nova was when I found her on the streets that fateful day, and her face had the same lost, terrified expression Nova had on that day. 
 
    When I saw her like that, in that fenced-in enclosure that resembled an ancient animal pen, my teeth gritted together, and I felt less comfortable with rendering so many of her captors merely unconscious. 
 
    But Nova stepped right among them, and opened her Soulscape. 
 
    "Listen to me, people of Qarm," she intoned, as her wings unfurled. The young, old, and wounded flinched fearfully away for a moment, before relaxing in awed wonder. I could tell by the way her voice amplified that she was using some sort of translation magic. "Knowledge of your injustice has reached the rest of the night sky. My armsman and I are here to return you to safety. You are not to be slaughtered today. You are not to be enslaved. You are to be free, and with your families. Come to me if you are wounded, so that we may set out as soon as possible, and be far from this place." 
 
    She spoke with such calm confidence that even I wasn't able to be cynical about our chances of escape. I chose to believe that we would get these people to safety, even if the portal nearby continued to spit out super-elite monsters. 
 
    But Nova was not content to wait for the sick and injured to walk to her. She stepped forward purposefully, flapping her massive glowing wings, making feathers float off from their ends. As she stepped into the prisoners' midst the floated feathers settled over the wounded, sick, and crippled, who gasped as their injuries glowed and mended before their very eyes. 
 
    "Hurry," Nova said, her voice amplifying. "We must get you to safety soon. Follow me. My armsman will bring up the rear." 
 
    She kept moving forward, knocking down the remains of the shoddy fence with her wings and moving in the direction Vessa had instructed us to go for dropping off the rescued captives. The people of Qarm hurried after her, desperate to leave this place and convinced by her healing and freeing them. 
 
    I motioned for the little girl I saw earlier to hurry along, giving her to a girl that looked to be her cousin or older sister. 
 
    The pretty child smiled shyly at me, and I finally decided I was fine with being called an "armsman" by Nova. 
 
    At least it wasn't 'valet' or 'bellhop,' I told myself. 
 
    By the way, Vessa spoke up, Nova told me the reason that she said armsman, was because her language spell suggested these people may not understand the word 'knight.' 
 
    That… was something. 
 
    Glorious State education censored most of our actual history. 
 
    Nova shouldn't have even known what a knight was. 
 
    Much less decided that the title applied to me. 
 
    We began moving quickly, as the Source energy circulated through my body. Vessa had wanted us to avoid harvesting too much of it through bloodshed, but combat was one of the few exercises that all three of the Sources favored, so some growth was unavoidable, especially with as much as we had done today.  
 
    Killing the eaters had been equally unavoidable. Despite the fact that they had all been two full stages above me. 
 
    All four of them. 
 
    Another wisp floated through my mana. Another roar bellowed out of my essence. And my qi pool expanded by another depth. 
 
    When I looked at Nova, her body shuddered ever so briefly, and I knew she was undergoing a similar growth. 
 
    Knew this would probably happen, Vessa grumbled in my mind. I mean, good job you two. Keep growing. 
 
    The rescued prisoners moved quickly. None of them were even at the second stage of Advancement, but they were essence users, with naturally fit bodies, and so they made great strides through the grass as we passed into the jungle, following the light from Nova's wings. The Beacon had tucked them in tight as we entered the foliage, but the growth was not that thick, and her wings were only partially corporeal. They clipped through the trees and brush, still lighting the way as the sun began to dip in the sky. 
 
    The strongest adult Qarm folk were careful to scoop up the young children and elderly, so that none of the people could get lost in the trek through the jungle. I worried that we would be attacked by predators, but the rest of the wildlife was apparently content to leave such a large group of humanoids alone, except for a few birds that squawked indignantly as we passed under them. 
 
    We went at a quick pace, and the jungle was not deep. We soon passed out of it, into plains full of golden grass under a darkening sky. 
 
    This being my fourth or fifth world, however, I was able to just quickly notice it was beautiful, and concentrate on running, and making sure none of the rescued prisoners fell behind. 
 
    The girl holding the small child that had reminded me of Nova started to lag behind, however. I quickly ran up next to them, and sent a trickle of wood qi and breath essence into them. They both breathed deep in surprise, and the taller girl sent me a quick smile before she hit her second wind and ran forward. 
 
    I started to lag behind a bit, however. Until I heard a massive roar come from within the jungle, shaking the limbs and leaves. 
 
    The rescued villagers shrieked when they heard the noise. 
 
    "Faster!" I shouted, and probably in the wrong language. "Run faster!" 
 
    Facts clicked into place, and I realized that these people had been assigned a fate far worse than slavery. 
 
    I should have realized it sooner. They were all too young or too old for performing any of the crafts their people were famous for. They wouldn't even be good for unskilled labor. In fact, if they were after any kind of slaves, they would have killed the elderly to begin with. 
 
    I yelled again for the people to run faster, but the truth of the matter was that they could not run fast enough. 
 
    Not with a bloodbeast after them. 
 
    Grandmother, I whined through my soul, this isn't fair. 
 
    I know, grandson, the old dragon said to me, raising her head to look outside my soul, as if she expected to do battle with yet another of these creatures. But the night sky has forgotten how to be fair. We are fortunate that larger powers have not chosen to crush you until now. 
 
    Those words made me stop running altogether. 
 
    The two young girl children stumbled as they looked back at me. I saw worry and fear dance around the edges of their dark-brown eyes. 
 
    I gave them the biggest smile I had, waved at them reassuringly, readied my stolen spear and turned back toward the jungle. 
 
    Grandson, what are you doing? the ancient dragon asked me worriedly. 
 
    Jas, what are you doing? Vessa messaged me worriedly. 
 
    Realizing something, I told both women, as another roar sounded out from much closer in the jungle. A cacophony of barks and howls rang out along with it. I haven't been fortunate at all when it came to avoiding the more powerful. In fact, they've always found me, no matter where I've chosen to hide. I've never escaped them by being lucky. 
 
    Grandson, that doesn't explain why you shouldn't run away right now. 
 
    On the contrary, honored grandmother, I replied with genuine respect, it means that our best chance of survival comes from Nova reaching help soon, and me standing my ground and buying her as much time as possible. 
 
    Jas, that's one hundred percent valid, Vessa told me patiently, still hearing the conversation, but it's not that necessary. If it comes to it, I've got some weapons back. I can just launch an orbital strike onto your enemies, now that you've gotten the prisoners out. 
 
    Very true, I replied, spinning my Soulscape and beginning to Draw. I felt my near-empty reserves gradually begin to refresh at a quicker and quicker rate. But if you fire directly at the portal, it will destroy the camp and all the evidence you wished the Qarm tribes to find. Even if they decide to kill all of the bandits we knocked unconscious, they won't be able to dispose of the bodies and chase us at the same time. My delaying them here gives you the chance to destroy them while still preserving as much evidence as possible regarding their activities. 
 
    I looked out at the jungle. We had run enough to where there was still a good bit of distance between us and the camp by now. If Vessa launched a strike similar to what she had killed the last bloodbeast with anywhere within this vicinity, she had more than enough room to avoid hitting either me or the bandit camp. 
 
    Ugh, Vessa said, that's actually a decent plan, Jas. But if anything stronger than the eaters comes out after you, I'm vaporizing it. I don't care how close it is to the camp, we can live without completing that objective. 
 
    I appreciate that, I chose to say, and waited for the first figure to emerge from the underbrush in the distance. 
 
    In fact, I'm going to go ahead and keep giving you tactical intelligence. The bloodbeast hasn't left camp yet. This one looks to be some kind of boar, and it's not quite on the level of the one your grandmother battled. So I should be able to kill it easily. But it's sending… men, essence practitioners, and Sourcebeasts after you. It's the main totem creature of a tribe apparently, like the last bloodbeast was. They actually look like they're the remnants of that other you faced on Qarm 3. Which would make me both wonder and worry about why they had found a second bloodbeast so fast, if we hadn't found such Glorious fingerprints over this entire operation. So instead, I'm worried about just what resources Koram's family has up its sleeves. But enough of that. You've got a large crowd of first and second-stage idiots heading your way. This, you're cleaning up on your own. Don't go easy on them. 
 
    Understood, I replied, and I happened to agree with Vessa on this assessment. The former bloodbeast's tribe had a solid opportunity to turn away from genocide and torture after the death of their first chief totembeast. There were plenty of other creatures they could have chosen, none of which required their tribes to murder or mutilate.  
 
    I was not interested in them having a third chance to rethink their lives. 
 
    By now, I had Drawn enough to refill half of my reserves. I sent a small bit of fire qi into my spearhead to ignite the red metal. The weapon blazed brightly, and I raised it high in the air, making myself as obvious a target as possible. 
 
    Vessa informed me that our enemies were heading toward my position. She would let me know if any of them began to veer for the caravan of prisoners instead, but my goal was to kill and delay as many of these creatures as possible, until either the prisoners made it to safety or Vessa had an opportunity to blast the bloodbeast from orbit. 
 
    I planned to give her that opportunity by killing as many of its servants as I could. 
 
    The first wolf ran out of the woods, a small dot off in the distance. It paused as if it were just noticing me, then it let out a loud bark and rushed toward my direction. 
 
    A moment later, it was joined by a second wolf, and then a third. They all raced toward me heedlessly, as if they saw me as a target instead of a threat. 
 
    They have gone fully mad, Grandmother Mara said in my mind. In choosing their new totem, they have replaced the madness they lost with even more madness, and it has finally driven them over the edge. This battle will be both easy and hard for you, grandson. 
 
    I already possessed a great deal of practice in putting down depraved beasts, but I decided not to argue with her right now. Another three wolves appeared at the edge of the jungle and began charging after me as well. 
 
    As they ran, I idly reflected on the fact that wolves were out of place in a jungle environment, and began preparing for my next encounter. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    I didn't have to plan much. They came straight for me, almost in a line, trying to overpower me with sheer number and weight. 
 
    It was nothing like the natural behavior of wolves, or even the half-crazed creatures we had battled on Qarm 2. But I could tell that they were significantly stronger than the first-stage beasts Nova and I slew that short time ago. Unfortunately for them, so was I. 
 
    My first thrust practically crunched the first Sourcebeast's chest apart, and I still had time to tear my weapon free and stab out the throat of the next beast. Then I swung the blunt end of my weapon around and struck the final wolf in the skull. The blow sounded more like a crunch instead of a crack, and Source energy streamed from the beast as soon as it crumpled to the floor. 
 
    The next three didn't even pause, and died in almost the exact same fashion. 
 
    Grandmother, I said as I stared at the Source-leaking bodies all around me. Why… 
 
    I suspect the criminals here are desperate to avoid discovery, and are throwing away the closest resources they have available. You happen to be the closest loose end, and these are what they have to work with, or at least until they can move some more resources. 
 
    Why isn't the bloodbeast moving yet? I asked, as more figures exited the edge of the jungle. They're already risking much by releasing wolves in their nonnative environment. Why not use a creature actually strong enough to deal with me? 
 
    I do not know, dear, my grandmother said as a few more creatures charged after me. 
 
    The wolves were followed by larger, stronger wolves, all frothing red foam at the mouth. These were actually in the later part of the wailing stage, but they were still charging me headlong, without using strategy or charms, while I was at their same level, braced for the attack, wielding a Sourceweapon and with my own Source skills active. 
 
    By the time the practitioners came, I had already lost track of how many blood-crazed animals had died. But the men also came like ancient Norse berserkers, wielding axes and spears, and pretending not to feel pain when my attacks ruptured through their weak Source charms and their torsos. 
 
    Every now and then, an enemy would be smart enough to try and run around me, to head in the direction of Nova's caravan. A bolt of fire was enough to drop them, each time, thanks to the difference in power. 
 
    I had thought the outcome of this combat to be completely ridiculous, until I remembered just how easily Koram had broken my body in our very first encounter, and how difficult it had been to kill that essence warrior at the wailing stage in the cave I first made Grandmother Mara's inside of. 
 
    But it still didn't explain this level of foolishness. Throwing away this many bodies wasn't just a waste of resources, it was enabling me to become stronger, little by little, making me an even bigger threat the longer this fight went on. 
 
    Vessa, I sent to the ship-woman. Is this just a diversion? Is there another group moving to ambush the prisoners? 
 
    No, Jas, the gray woman replied from the sky. Not that I can see on my sensors. You've already caught the ones just running around you. I suppose they want to get you specifically because you're one of the only two people who can take evidence of what happened offworld, and they don't have a prayer of catching Nova with her wings—assuming they even know she has them. But by now, they're close to the waypoint to meet Mota, my Beacon, so it might be too late for them to even intercept the caravan. But stay where you are, because I'm going to check again for veiled enemies. 
 
    Very well, I said as I slammed the haft of my spear into another man's head. Let me know when you need me to change locations. 
 
    I looked around to notice that no more blood-crazed idiots were charging out of the tropical forest. The few still visible were retreating back into it, and another loud roar sounded from the jungle depths. 
 
    I looked around for an enemy that was still breathing, and found the one I had just clubbed instead of stabbed. I walked over to him, pointing my weapon in his face. 
 
    "Where are the rest of your people?" I asked. "The strong ones?" 
 
    He shook his head defiantly at me. I wondered if I would have to torture him, until I remembered that he probably didn't understand a word I just said. 
 
    So I watched his eyes carefully and uttered a series of words in different languages. They showed recognition when I switched to German, so I continued my conversation then. 
 
    "Where are the real warriors of your tribe?" I asked. "Why have they not engaged yet?" 
 
    "We are the real warriors of our tribe," the injured man said, showing pride he did not seem to deserve. 
 
    "If you were truly all that was left," I retorted, "then your new patron would have never bothered to take you in. Warriors at your level are cheap and easy to find. So tell me, where are the stronger warriors of your tribe, and why have they not engaged yet? Every moment they hesitate just lets the former prisoners get farther and farther away." 
 
    "They'll never make it," the wounded man spat, "and even if they did, we'd just slaughter the rest of their families with them! You just wait—" he started to say, then stopped. 
 
    Vessa, I sent, not bothering to address the dying idiot anymore. I think they are going to draw in their better warriors in one large group, before the bloodbeast begins to move. Or maybe it won't move at all, and will try to draw power from the actions of… its… followers, I trailed off as I realized my murderous stand had actually benefited my primary enemy as much as it had myself. 
 
    Not really, Jasper, Vessa assured me. He hasn't gained enough power to make a noticeable difference in the amount of strength he has. He was probably just cleaning out the dregs in his own tribe. And yes, she added, you were right. A large group of warriors at the third stage of Advancement just entered through their portal, both practitioner and Sourcebeast. Wait, there's one other figure moving that's heavily veiled. I can't determine his exact location, but he's strong, you should— 
 
    Static began to sweep over my link with Vessa, as if there was too much energy rolling about for her connection to work. 
 
    Grandson, the dragon inside my soul hissed. Your Soulsense. 
 
    I had the same idea, so I was already reaching for the spiritual sense my grandmother had just trained me to use. Life lit up all around me. Tiny flickers of color from the swaying grass, large pillars of it inside the distant jungle, and a rapidly moving, man-shaped line, moving toward my direction, slowing just long enough to point an arm in my direction. 
 
    My enhancements all roared to life at once, and I activated a short-term speed charm to quickly dive as far to the side as I could. Several large spikes of purple-black stone erupted from where I just stood. The next moment, the shifting curtain of air was nearly upon me. 
 
    I swiped out with my spear, but I was dealing with an invisible opponent, and my enhanced senses weren't enough to give me anything more than a general read on his location. My enemy easily dodged my swing, knocked my spear out of the way and grabbed me by the front of my clothing. As I was lifted up, a massive discharge of electricity rocketed through me, completely ignoring the defense of my flood barrier and sizzling against my armor and protective charms. 
 
    The figure threw me to the ground as pain and smoke ran their course around my body and clouded the thoughts of my mind. 
 
    "You can't escape," a harsh male voice said, kicking me in the side. The blow was thankfully not as strong as I feared it would have been. It did no more than knock me onto my side. "Tell me who you are, and I will not only let you live, but see if you can obtain a position in our society. Your already impressive Advancement and body would be nurtured to a much higher extent." 
 
    "Liar," I spat, doing my best to act even more hurt. "Bloodbeasts throw away all their minions." 
 
    The invisible man kicked at me again, and I offered him no resistance, rolling further away from him. 
 
    Hang in there, Jas, Vessa messaged me. I've got a read on him now. Dual practitioner, qi and mana. Silver stage of mana, pool stage of qi, with an augmented natural body. Hang tight, and I can get you out of there. 
 
    No worries, I replied, hoping she would trust me. I can take him. 
 
    "I'll accept the explanation that you were addled by my last attack," the man continued arrogantly, "otherwise you should be able to tell that I don't work for something as maddened as a bloodbeast. Tell me who you work for, and how they found out about this operation, and I swear by my Source and my Strength that I will see what arrangements can be done on your behalf." 
 
    "That was a fancy way to promise nothing," I spat, getting to my hands and knees. I had been forced to drop the spear earlier, and was preparing to summon another weapon from my Soulscape. "And you should know as well as I do that my employer would kill me as soon as he found out I compromised him." 
 
    "There is no way Koram could have been behind this," the invisible man snarled. A moment later, his shroud began to flicker, and it fell away to reveal a slightly older man that could have been Koram's thirty-year old uncle. Though that was unlikely to be true. I suspected anyone directly from Koram's bloodline would be higher than merely the fourth stage of any Source, dual practitioner or no. "He wouldn't have the wits to pull this off… unless he had gotten lucky," the man mused, "again." 
 
    He watched my eyes for any reaction to Koram's name. I tried to keep my expression neutral, and I tried even harder to make it obvious that I was trying not to react to Koram's name. 
 
    "I can't decide whether you're smarter or stupider than what I'm giving you credit for," the man said as he walked over to me. "But you're playing a dangerous game. And, believe it or not, you picked the wrong time to play it," he added, as he removed a small dark orb from his robes. 
 
    "Honored Ancestor," the man intoned, "we have found one of those whom you seek." 
 
    Smoke billowed out of the orb, taking the shape of something sinister and vaguely humanoid. 
 
    My grandmother began hissing from my soul. 
 
    "Thisss one… yes," the wraith-like creature said, and as I peered at the darkness carefully I realized there was a human skull in the center of it. "I am curiousss of him." 
 
    "Honored Ancestor," Koram's former uncle, or high-ranking servant, said, "is it necessary for you to reveal yourself to him? He is but a talented second-stage practitioner." 
 
    "No," the shadowy ghost hissed, raising a clawed shadow hand to point at me. "He isss sssomething far more. A tri-practitioner. One carefully nurtured." 
 
    "Tri-practitioner?" the ghost's steward growled, turning to glare at me. "There are none left! Those beings died out with the Soulships!" 
 
    "And yet he iss here," the ghost pointed at me again. I scrambled away from the creature, but the steward waved his hand and summoned purple spikes all around me. "And now we know how he plundered usss so easssily. I musst claim hiss mind. My ascenssion demandss it." 
 
    "Honored Ancestor," the steward began, "forgive me, but I do not understand his value. And there are other ways to acquire the secrets of his mind." 
 
    "And I would not ssshare them," the ancient ghost hissed. "His teacher likely hass knowledge of the last Soulshipss. He would have to, in order to unlock hiss pupil'ss power asss a tri-practitioner. Your generation is not ready for such knowledge. If they were, you would already be much farther along on your own Advancement." 
 
    "Forgive me, Honored Ancestor," the mana practitioner said. "I have had great difficulty in bringing along both my Sources. I offer no excuse." 
 
    "Your excusse, branch descendant, isss that we are short on mana practitioners, and sso we have nurtured your Advancement asss besst asss we could. We may do more for you, if we can pry open thissss one'ss mind. But I will be the judge of that, not yoursself." 
 
    Can this ghost hurt me, Grandmother? 
 
    Not while I am present, the angry dragon growled. And it is only a piece of a wraith, not the full creature. 
 
    With that hunch confirmed, I decided to be bold. 
 
    "I will trade you a question," I offered, from where I lay on the grass. "Answer one of mine, and I will answer one of yours." 
 
    "You're hardly in a position to—" the steward began, before the floating skull interrupted. 
 
    "Asssk away." 
 
    I could not say for sure, but the abomination seemed to have an amused tone as it spoke. 
 
    "Why have your people bothered with this level of response, over a simple kidnapping mission?" 
 
    At this, the ghost seemed to pause, before turning its skull to look at its descendant. 
 
    "Doesss he really know nothing of the ritual?" the creature asked. 
 
    "I do not know, Honored Ancestor," the artist replied. 
 
    "Then thiss iss truly a rather annoying sset of coincidencess." 
 
    Oh, seven and a half hells, Vessa swore in my mind. 
 
    "Very well. Ssend the army out. Keep the damage to a minimum." 
 
    The mana practitioner whispered something into his ring, and the horde of third-stage bloodbeasts and practitioners came rushing out of the jungle. These men and women were actually riding their Sourcebeasts, large wolves and strange rabid horses, and they sped toward the rally point location that Vessa had given Nova.  
 
    "There," the ghost sighed. "Now that bloodthirssty fool will receive hiss payment when the resst of his pitiful army diess. Then he can move in to wipe out everything himsself." 
 
    Okay, Vessa said in my mind. New plan. The wraith is a projection. Destroy the orb—I don't care how—so that the creature won't witness me firing on the bloodbeast totem. Then either deal with his lackey or retreat. 
 
    Understood, I replied, looking at the orb in the palm of the practitioner's hand. He was holding the item loosely, as if he did not have a strong connection to it. 
 
    I raised my hand, and opened up my Soulscape. 
 
    I could feel my inner world's distaste for the orb, but it still dutifully pulled on the sphere and lifted it out of the practitioner's hand. He cried out in shock as I leaped to my feet, activating the qi technique that would let me ignore difficult terrain. 
 
    I picked my way through the spikes and caught the orb as it sailed toward me. Grandmother Mara was waiting for it when it landed. As soon as it touched the surface of my palm she clamped down upon it with her part-soul's teeth. 
 
    The spiritual orb cracked immediately under the immense pressure of Mara's spiritual teeth, shattering almost instantly. The ghost bound to it let out an angry wail as its spirit dissipated into thin air. 
 
    My other enemy let out a cry of his own as he cast another spell, sending tendrils of black energy wrapping all around me. I countered with the freedom spell I had learned from the cage-drake, and shattered the obstructions trying to wrap around me. 
 
    "No," he said, eyes wide. "That power only comes from—" 
 
    He clamped his mouth shut and leaped away from me, barely dodging my punch. Then he quickly began working a second spell with his right hand. 
 
    "Nevermind," he growled, "you've learned far more than you should have already. It's time for your corpse to give up its own secrets." 
 
    With that, he unleashed the black Source energy from his hand as the spikes he had first tried to impale me with began leaping all around me. I dodged and wove, my qi technique still active, and sharpened stalagmites thicker than my leg and longer than my spear erupted all around me. As they affected the terrain, the cage-drake's powers still helped me avoid them. But they still blocked my enemy from view, and I knew he wasn't going to wait and let me get my bearings. 
 
    I reached out with my soulsense. It was much more difficult to do while moving and dodging, but I still detected a burning of life and emotion rising up in the air a short distance away from me. 
 
    I circulated air and fire qi through a kinesiology spell then expelled it through my limb essence and leaped after him. 
 
    He was flying in the air now, and had just cast an invisibility spell. I never would have thought to look for him if I had tried to use my normal eyes, but in this way he was clear as day, a burning torch of purple-black light in the sky. 
 
    The pillar flinched and I leaped directly toward it. He hadn't expected me to see him, and he expected even less that I would try to tackle him in mid-air. But I managed to catch him with a flying tackle, and the impact ended both his invisibility spell and my Soulsense. 
 
    "Idiot," the man spat as we struggled in midair, his flight spell barely keeping us both in the air. "Did you really think you would be stronger than me, just because I am a mana user?" 
 
    Black power surged around him, and his fingers clenched their way past my flood barrier, locking me into his grip. 
 
    "No," I said with a grin, and I activated the essence charm I had received from the cage-drake. 
 
    The difference in our Advancement was not great enough to keep my charm from activating. I tore completely free of his grip, without releasing my own. Then I finally activated the charm I had learned from Vessa's jotun ghosts, increasing the amount of weight I could carry. 
 
    Since I was now holding him, and he had not yet grabbed back onto me, the charm considered me to be carrying him, and made his body feel as light as a small rock. 
 
    I whirled him around my own torso the very next moment, burned some kinesiology mana and limb essence for good measure, and hurled him straight down to the ground. 
 
    Into his own field of spikes. 
 
    He reacted immediately, slowing his fall as much as possible and summoning a dark-purple shield to cover his body, but I had clearly caught him by surprise, and thrown him with far too much force. The massive spike pierced through his shield, his other protective spells that flashed and instantly fizzled as they were overwhelmed, and finally his actual torso. He slid about halfway down the length of the sharp stone pole, eyes wide with pain and hate, and still not dead despite the gaping hole in his torso. 
 
    "You," he growled, summoning electricity in his right hand, still unconvinced that he was dying. "How… dare…" 
 
    I didn't let him finish. 
 
    As I fell downward myself, Koram's gauntlet appeared from my Soulscape and fastened itself over my normal gauntlet. I put all of my downward momentum into a Source-infused punch that struck my enemy in the forehead. 
 
    The blow pummeled past the last of his protections and shattered most of his face. Beyond that, it pushed him further down the spike, toward the widened base, and apparently tearing something too important for him to be able to hold himself together with sheer Source energy. The remains of his dark head lolled to the side, and a cloud of Source energy washed off his body. 
 
    I landed next to his corpse in a crouch, remembered all of Vessa's warnings concerning the death of noble family members, and immediately opened up my Soulscape, pointing my palm toward the dead man. 
 
    Artifacts flew into my hand just as his body began to combust in purple fire. It burned quickly, and I doubt I got anywhere near all of his treasure, but a handful of rings and a small scroll case made it into my spiritual world before his corpse was consumed. 
 
    I would check to see what those items were later. For now, I finally had to admit how tired I was. 
 
    Vessa, I asked, as I struggled to catch my breath for the second time in one day, did you get everything that was said? About the ritual, and Koram's family? 
 
    Um, yes, Jasper, Vessa replied in a distracted tone, hold on for a moment. 
 
    What do you mean, 'hold on'? I asked. How urgent is this news? Do Nova and I need to return to the Soulship? 
 
    No-no, Vessa replied. Stay right… there, in fact. Right there. Don't move. 
 
    Why? I asked, as the hair began to rise on my neck, and I began to turn around. What's going on that requires me to just sit here and— 
 
    Don't turn around, she said, not yet. What you're doing right now is perfect. Just keep sitting right there, looking unaware of your surroundings. 
 
    As she spoke into my mind, tremors ran through the ground under my feet, as if something massive was slowly moving closer to me. 
 
    Vessa, I began, I am not at all comfortable right now— 
 
    Good! Good! she said to me in oblivious approval. That level of apprehension is perfect for what's happening right now. Great job, Jasper. Your acting is absolutely fantastic right now. Keep it up. The only thing you need to do now is to act a little more wounded and scared, like you've been badly injured and just realized that you were led into a horrible trap. 
 
    If there was a nearby panic button, I would have slammed it. 
 
    Instead, I realized just then that the massive footsteps had finally stopped. I turned around slowly, ignoring Vessa's messages of 'yes, just like that, perfect' and stared up at the figure that had just now moved in the way of the sinking sun. 
 
    He—and I deeply resented the fact that I could tell the beast's gender—was a massive boar, at least as tall as the largest sott-jotun we had slain, eighteen feet at the shoulder, and far bulkier. His coarse fur was a metallic gray, and each hair was actually barbed at the end, reminding me of an ancient Earth porcupine. Small patches of the sharp-tipped hairs were stained a rusty red. His hooves’ diameter was at least three times that of my head, and stained red as well, by a liquid I had become all too familiar with in my battles. Far off in the distance behind the monster, his massive tail swayed to and fro, the paintbrush-like tip resembling a cluster of giant gray needles. The bloodbeast's massive head lowered to face me, his boar head the size of my torso, with tusks the size of Nova's sword. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    Really, Vessa? You had to use me as bait? And you had to wait for him to come this close? 
 
    Don't sigh right now, Jas, it'll ruin it! she sent back to me. Actually, it doesn't matter anymore. Hold on. Don't suddenly jump in front of him or anything. 
 
    The giant boar raised his maw to the sky and let a fearsome, earth-shaking bellow. I had no idea why, and the feeling made me more bitter than intimidated. He shouldn't be bothering to do anything but try and devour me for my Source energy. Vessa shouldn't be doing anything but killing him the very next second. 
 
    I don't know what—I started to say, before a bright flash of light fell from the sky and stabbed right into the monster's head. Her blast took the giant boar through the top of his head, before drilling through the body beneath and out and into the ground below. The giant boar dropped to the ground in a boneless heap, and I jumped backwards to make sure I was clear of his landing. 
 
    Sorry, Vessa said to me as a cloud of dust and Source energy rolled off the slain monster. What were you saying? 
 
    I was trying to figure out whether I should be more upset with your using me as bait, or more upset with the fact that the massive creature was able to sneak up on me in the first place. 
 
    Well, the first doesn't make sense at all, Vessa tried to point out. I mean, that was a perfect attack just there, and at the best time. Think about it: the monster was not only completely outside of the camp, he was outside of the jungle as well, which meant he didn't have any cover to get in the way of my more precise energy weapons. Not only that, but I was able to avoid causing anything more than the absolute minimum damage possible: no animals were hit, no trees were hit, the only other casualty is a tiny patch of grass that will grow back by next season. Not only that, but I managed to fire in a way that concealed my identity, despite all kinds of activity going on out here with the kind of people I really don't want any attention from. I was even able to kill him in the exact spot needed to give you just the right amount of Source energy from the kill. You'll be able to process it the next time you Draw. And it's not like you didn't give me permission to do this in the first place, right? 
 
    I answered her with silence. 
 
    Wait, really, Vessa began again, did you actually give me permission, or did I skip that step and go straight to congratulating myself? 
 
    Can you just teleport me back right now, Vessa? I asked the brilliant but distracted ship-woman. It's been a long day, and it looks like there's nothing else for me to do here. 
 
    Ugh, the ship-woman groaned. Speaking of things not going according to plan… you're going to have to stay put for a bit, Jasper. Mota—my local Beacon, sorry—has changed a good bit since I first made her. Her war party ran into Nova before she could leave the prisoners, and she's been asking some rather tense questions. Apparently she became stubborn about trusting others to help her at some point… 
 
    Upon these words, I suddenly had to strain to keep my expression neutral. I managed it though, and continued listening. 
 
    …and she's worried the whole thing might be some elaborate trap, Vessa continued. Nova agreed to introduce you to her, which was a mistake, because Mota still doesn't know about me, and she isn't in a position to speak for her entire planet, Beacon or not. But then again, the situation is unfolding in such a manner that her people need all the information they can get, and that exchange you just had with that corrupted part-soul was disturbingly illuminating. We need to get to the bottom of whatever ritual he was mentioning, because now the situation looks to be much worse than a simple planet-grab. In fact, I'm worried that there may be other incidents like this or even worse happening on other worlds right now. 
 
    What questions do you want me to answer from her? I asked. And which ones do you want me to completely avoid? 
 
    Just do the best you can, Jas, Vessa sighed to me. Tell her everything she needs to know that can save her planet, and hide all the info you can about me. If her people try to do anything too crazy, I'll just teleport you both back to me and just deal with the consequences. I'm not expecting that to happen, though. They're coming now, just wait here for a few more minutes. 
 
    I shrugged, thought one more time about just how tired I was, and wondered how much I was allowed to complain about, and then found a good place to sit, away from the spikes and away from the massive corpse of the bloodbeast. I thought about just how many things had gone wrong today, and had gone wrong the day before, and how nearly every time I went somewhere, a mishap occurred that Vessa's planning either didn't or couldn't have accounted for. Then I thought about the fact that she had just used me as bait for a creature at least three stages beyond me, and she had managed to do so in a way that proved I was never in any danger to begin with. Well, not from the bloodbeast. The eaters and the bandit leader and that invisible lightning-stone idiot who had come out of nowhere all could have easily killed me— 
 
    You're hungry, dear, my grandmother interrupted my train of thought. Eat something. 
 
    I started to argue with her until I realized just how long ago lunch or breakfast was. Then I summoned a food pouch, drank it in one gulp, summoned another food pouch, drank that one as well, and then summoned a small bag of bloodbear jerky that Vessa had very reluctantly parted with. 
 
    There you go, dear, my grandmother said patiently to me, feel better now? 
 
    Yes, I thought back to her, shoving another piece of jerky into my mouth, but I'm not going to stop eating. 
 
    That's my boy, she told me proudly, and left me to eat in peace. 
 
    Maybe I should start cooking larger portions, I thought to myself, because if this is how Vessa feels all the time then I probably need to be a little more understanding with the poor woman. 
 
    Okay, Jas, Vessa sent to me, and I hurriedly swallowed my last bite with a subconscious and inexplicable guilt. They're coming up on you, now. Get ready to greet them. 
 
    Very well, I said, standing back up to my feet. What are their customs? Should I fix my hair, put my weapons away, or… I trailed off awkwardly, unable to think of any more examples at the moment. 
 
    Sorry, Vessa said back, I should have specified. Nova and Mota's war band beat down the bloodbeast's tribe down so severely that the survivors are fleeing in your direction. Get ready to help intercept them. 
 
    Intercept them? I snapped, losing my temper in the heat of the moment, before suddenly regaining control. Apologies, Vessa, I added hurriedly. I am very tired, and not sure how I could intercept a mob determined to get away. Will it be just like when the weaker ones charged me the first time? 
 
    No, they'll be much smarter this time around, the ship-woman confirmed, and when they see the corpse of their former totem behind you, they'll definitely want nothing to do with you. But I'm not interested in letting them get away, she added, her voice sounding hard in my mind. This was already their second chance, and they made the exact same choice they did the first time. Do what you can to keep as many of them as possible from reaching the portal. If any of them escape, then it will be just one more set of murderers roaming between worlds, and the night sky has far too many of those already. 
 
    Her command sobered away my irritation. I stood back up, as Vessa imparted the path and placement of the retreating bloodhorde into my mind. 
 
    I recovered my spear and leaned on it, concentrating on what would be the best way to obstruct a large number of practitioners and Sourcebeasts, all of whom probably didn't wish to do anything more than escape. Obviously I couldn't kill all of them—and didn't want to, either. I still needed more time to adjust to all the Source energy I had already gained from today's combat alone. 
 
    After a moment, I came up with a plan. It would empty out most or all of my recovered Source energies, and anyone more than a stage over me would probably have an easy time negating my trap, but it was the best solution I could think up for the current moment. 
 
    As plumes of dust began to appear in the distance, I executed a series of spells. 
 
    I called them spells, but they actually involved all three Source energies. The first one was designed to limit the blood horde's vision and especially keep them from noticing that their patron had been slain until the last possible moment. I worked air and water qi into a chemistry spell that converted their state of matter into a gaseous form, and reinforced it with my breath essence. The result was a wide cloud of fog that spread over as much ground as I could force it to. It wasn't particularly thick, but it wasn't meant to be. I wanted the fog to be thick enough to obscure some level of vision, but not so thick that the fleeing horde would choose to avoid it altogether. 
 
    The spell activated, and I felt the mist plume and billow all around me. I moved to the next spell—and I needed to ask Vessa what the appropriate name for combined Source skills were—and began mixing water and earth qi inside of me. This I ran through my geology mana, to get the ideal type of mud, and ideal placement for it. It exited my body through my limb essence, spreading outward from me to cover the ground hidden by the mist. 
 
    Again, it wouldn't stop anyone much more Advanced than me, but it covered the widest amount of ground possible and the blood horde, despite their name and leader, didn't appear to be very impressive at all. 
 
    With that done, I crafted the first two components of the final spell, mixing fire qi with thermodynamics mana, let it gather near my sense essence, and waited for the incoming dust plume to finally get close enough. 
 
    The dust gave way to screaming figures galloping into view. They were bloody, injured, and greatly reduced in number. 
 
    And they had their own cloud pursuing behind them, one that was gaining rapidly, and had a familiar, wing-shaped light in the sky following them overhead. 
 
    Still though, they had a chance to make it back to the portal, assuming it was still open, and another army wasn't massing behind it. But I doubted that. My enemies had lost hundreds of basic troops, and almost a dozen beings at or beyond the fourth stage of Advancement, and those level of warriors were expensive to replace. 
 
    They dashed or galloped into the fog, far more concerned with the army behind them than they were with a minor loss of visibility. Then, as they stumbled and fell into the Source-made mud, I projected my fire spell through my sense essence and ignited them all with a glowing, but harmless, line of fire, so that they would not lose their pursuers in the fog. 
 
    Nova glided into view, firing her baton into the lead retreating element of the blood horde. Beneath her, an army of galloping Qarm warriors charged forth, each one riding some type of powerful large cat and wearing colorful plate and scale armor. They pounced upon the retreating blood warriors as they rolled in the mud, trying to put out the fire I had just cast, not realizing that it was both harmless and impossible to douse with normal methods. 
 
    The struggle was tense, quick, and entirely one-sided. I looked up in time to see Nova glide down next to me, folding her wings back behind her as she landed. 
 
    "I got a good view from the sky," she said to me in English, since we didn't want to use Glorious Speech. "We got every one of them, and I saw the portal they all came out of deactivate. So in spite of everything that went wrong, we won." 
 
    "Yes," a powerful and melodic feminine voice called out as a figure approached me through the mist. She was riding a massive striped panther, and she seemed completely un-bothered by my mist and mud. She dismounted from her cat with a wide leap, and I got my first view of Vessa's local Beacon. 
 
    She was a tall, powerful woman, nearly as tall as I was, and with toned muscles that would leave many of Earth's athletes awash in envy. Her skin was a dark, rich brown, where I could see it, and she had gold-and-white markings running from her uncovered biceps up her neck to running along her cheeks and forehead. Her hair was an elaborate weaving of intricate and multi-colored braids that mimicked the colors of a rainbow, as she moved toward us they seemed to dance in the wind. Her dark face had full lips and full cheeks, the kind that always produced the most beautiful of smiles, but right now her mouth was shaped into a hard line.  
 
    "Speaking of everything," she said in English as she walked toward us, brown eyes glaring with suspicion, "do you mind telling me why you two muzungus bothered to come down to my world, and how you knew to come here to begin with?" 
 
    "Muzungo," I said in recognition, just as Nova was opening her mouth to answer her fellow Beacon. Both beautiful women turned to look at me, and I suddenly felt the kinship between them. 
 
    My planet turned, as the ship and exploding star nearby both suddenly glowed. Another light, a fiery red one, tried to flicker into being somewhere in my soul, but it dissipated as soon as I tried to focus on it. 
 
    "Ndio, muzungo," the beautiful woman affirmed in Swahili, "our word for foreigner. Not meant as an insult." 
 
    "Najua," I replied to her in her native language. I know. 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise, as she seemed to be reappraising me. 
 
    "Gina yango Mota," she said to me slowly. My name is Mota. 
 
    "Gina yango Jasper Cloud," I replied, taking a second to remember the proper Swahili words for what I would say next. "And I swear by my Source and my Strength that I am here to help your people, and will continue to do what I can for you and them, until either you or death drive me away." 
 
    She blinked in surprise to my words and the commitment I had affirmed in them, as I felt the tiny red light burst to life in my soul.  
 
    Nova and Mota were both staring at me in surprise, and I could see some kind of power flare in their own eyes, trying to respond to my declaration. 
 
    But this wasn't about their obligations. This was about mine. The choices I had made. The mantle I had taken up. This was about the fact that the woman standing before me was another part of Vessa, and that meant that I had already chosen to be her ally in this time of danger. She would need time to accept that fact, and we would probably have a long talk about the details, but right here, and right now, I chose to affirm my commitment to be her anchor and her knight. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 3. 
 
      
 
      
 
    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 7th substage of the wailing stage. His 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 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 7th substage of the copper stage. His first ten substage specializations are: mana, mathematics(applied), physics(foundational), engineering, biology(physiology), geology, astronomy, thermodynamics(heat transfer), chemistry(Analytical), 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 formed the first layer of the pool stage. His first ten substage specializations are: qi, earth, fire, water, air, wood, metal, frost, lightning, and war. He has gained seven depths and condensed three of them into one layer of his qi pool, the surface.
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 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 my work. 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 
 
    Thanks to all the people that helped me polish my book: Dantas Neto, Ezben Gerardo, Adam Shook, Denny Johnson, Sean Bradley, and Brock Daniel. I greatly appreciate both your feedback and time spent reading my drafts. Special thanks also to Stephanie King and Celestian Rince, who have both worked figurative and probably literal magic on my books. 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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