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      Nothing good ever came from starting a conversation in a gas station bathroom. It broke at least three unspoken rules, but not acting would have broken a bigger, more personal one. Chance stepped over a puddle of liquid on the old tiles that could have been either beer or piss – judging by where he was, it probably would have tasted the same.

      “Excuse me?” Chance asked, clearing his throat as he came to a stop a healthy few feet behind a large man wearing a stained white shirt that was only half covered by the ill-fitting leather jacket over its top.

      The man, who still had his hands on the front of his pants, craned his head back to look at Chance with beady eyes in disbelief. A ratty hat sat askew on his head, and several weeks of stubble flavored with Cheeto dust covered his face.

      “Yer kidding me,” the man said. “I’m taking a piss. Screw off.”

      Chance cleared his throat and held up the wallet he’d picked up only a few minutes before. “You dropped this.”

      The large man fumbled with his pants, zipping them up with a sharp motion. He swore, yanking the zipper back down and hopping from foot to foot in pain for a few seconds before properly rezipping them.

      “That’s not mine,” the trucker said.

      “Yes it is,” Chance said with a frown. “It fell out of your pocket when you walked in here.”

      The trucker snatched the wallet from his hands and flipped it open. “Huh. Guess it is. Didn’t realize that was me today.”

      “I’m sorry? Ah, never mind. I’m sorry for bothering you. I hope you have a nice day.”

      Chance turned to head back out of the bathroom. A meaty hand fell on his shoulder and his stomach twisted. That wasn’t good.

      “Hold on,” the trucker said. “I been a bit rude. It would have been real bad if I lost that. Can I get you a drink?”

      Dad did always say not to turn down a gift offered up in kindness.

      “Okay, if you’re sure about it. You really don’t need to pay me back or anything. It’s what anyone would have done.”

      “That’s what everyone says, but not what everyone does,” the trucker replied. He took his hand off Chance’s shoulder and washed his hands in the stained sink. “Name’s Bob.”

      “Hi, Bob. I’m Chance.”

      God, did I really just say that? It sounds like I’m at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting.

      Bob didn’t comment on it. He shut the water off and wiped his hands off on the front of his shirt – probably the most cleaning it had seen in weeks – and ambled out into the gas station. Chance trailed after him, already regretting his decision.

      Each step sent a tiny pang of pain through him. The ill-fitting shoes he’d been wearing for the past year didn’t agree much with him, judging by the blisters covering his feet.

      “Whaddya want?” Bob asked, stopping in front of the liquor aisle. “It’s on me, kid.”

      “Ah, I don’t actually do alcohol,” Chance said, rubbing the back of his head. “Family history. Would milk be okay?”

      Bob stared at him. Then he let out a grunting laugh. “Kid wants milk. Sure, I did say anything.”

      He grabbed a bottle of beer for himself, then snagged one of the small cartons of milk from the fridge behind it. Bob ambled over to the self-checkout, scanning the drinks. The screen lit up with the total of seven dollars and fifty cents. He swiped his card through the scanner.

      The machine buzzed, a red error screen flashing up on the display. Bob’s eye twitched. He tried a second card and earned himself a second error.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. Stupid thing doesn’t take card?” Bob asked, cursing under his breath and leafing through his wallet. “Stupid piece of shit. I hate this place. Only good thing they have is booze.”

      Damn it. But he tried to do something nice for me. I can’t just not help.

      “Here,” Chance said, sliding a ten-dollar bill into the machine’s reader. It ate the money and let out a cheerful ding, indicating the change had been dispensed at the bottom. A single quarter rolled out.

      “Wait, I was supposed to be buying you something,” Bob said as Chance plucked the single coin and stared at it.

      “And I was supposed to get more than one quarter as change.” Chance laughed. “Oh well. It happens. You can just pay it forward somewhere along the road.”

      Bob frowned, picking up his beer. Chance scanned the store, but there was no sign of a cashier. He hadn’t even seen any cars parked outside the gas station, so he’d been mildly surprised to enter and see the wallet falling from Bob’s pocket as the trucker walked into the bathroom.

      “No cashier,” Chance said. “He’s probably on a smoke break or something.”

      “Well, shit,” Bob said. “I got no paper.”

      “You mean cash? That’s fine,” Chance said. “Don’t worry about it. It was only a few dollars.”

      Bob grunted. “I suppose so. You headed anywhere?”

      “Nah. Just killing time, I guess,” Chance said. Despite the trucker’s intimidating appearance, the man was oddly easy to talk to. If Bob just got rid of the omnipresent smell of processed cheese hanging around him, it could have been a normal conversation. That, of course, would have been far too easy.

      They walked out of the gas station and Bob sat down on a bench, gesturing for Chance to join him. With a shrug, he did.

      Not like I’ve got anything better to do.

      “Shouldn’t you be in an academy or something?” Bob asked, flicking the cap off his bottle and taking a large swig. Chance carefully popped open his milk carton, making sure not to spill a single drop.

      “You mean high school? I already graduated. And I’m not going to college – don’t have the money.”

      “You just bought me a drink.”

      “That was a few dollars,” Chance said with a laugh – but not one hard enough to make him drop his drink. There was very little that would cause Chance to spill milk, especially when it was a rare treat. “College is a lot more expensive than that.”

      “Never heard of saving up?” Bob asked, giving him a yellow-toothed grin.

      “I’d be saving forever. Hard to keep money when you don’t have anywhere to put it,” Chance said, rolling his eyes. He’d long since gotten over the fact that he wasn’t going to be going anywhere far in life. You needed resources for that – and he had none.

      “You look a little young to be having nowhere,” Bob drawled. “Stick it under your bed.”

      “Don’t have one,” Chance said. “I’m a free spirit.”

      Bob lowered his beer, studying Chance for a moment with his small, dark eyes. “You mean you ain’t got no home?”

      “That’s one way to put it.” Chance shrugged, preparing a line he’d said dozens of times to people that wanted to ask a few too many questions. “It happens. The recession hit hard. And a truck hit my parents harder.”

      “Really? What make?” Bob asked, his expression becoming unreadable.

      Now that isn’t the response I was expecting.

      Normally, that put an end to the awkward questions. Nobody had ever asked him what kind of bloody truck had been the one to mow through his parents, flattening their tiny car and killing them both.

      “I – I’ve got no clue. Why would I know that?”

      “Ah. Weren’t there yerself, then.”

      “No. I would have been dead if I was,” Chance said. At least Bob wasn’t pitying him. He hated that more than anything else. “Lucky me.”

      They drank in silence for a few minutes. Then Bob let out a loud belch.

      “What are the plans now, kid? Just gonna free spirit it around for the rest of your life?”

      “Until something happens, I guess,” Chance replied. “I could get a job, but I don’t really want to join the rat race – not that I’ve got the education to get anywhere in the first place.”

      “Tell me about it,” Bob said. “Bureaucrats. Politics. It’s the absolute worst. Bunch of assholes at the top, I tell you.”

      Chance laughed. “Do you deal with a lot of that in your job?”

      “More than you could ever imagine.”

      Bob tipped the last of his drink into his mouth. He squinted into the bottle and sighed, tossing it into the trashcan behind them. He studied Chance for a second, something unreadable passing through those tiny eyes of his.

      A shiver ran down Chance’s spine as goosebumps ran across his skin. That didn’t feel right, but he couldn’t quite place why. He still had a fair amount of his milk left – Chance always savored his milk – so he took another small sip.

      “You don’t like it here, do you?” Bob asked. His voice was different – deeper, like he was speaking from lower in his chest.

      “I mean, it’s not the worst,” Chance said. “I’m alive and here. That’s more than most people.”

      “What if you didn’t have to be?” Bob asked. “Here, that is. What would you do?”

      “That’s a dangerous line of thought, I think,” Chance said carefully. “I mean, if I’m dreaming about what could be, I’ll never enjoy what is. My dad taught me to be content and optimistic, no matter what happened. I think those were good rules to live by.”

      “And he got trucked,” Bob said, but it didn’t sound like he saw that as a particularly negative thing. “Sounds like a good man.”

      Is Bob trying to imply that only good people get hit by trucks?

      Chance shook his head. The unease died in his chest as soon as it arose. Bob was a little weird, but he knew that the trucker didn’t mean any harm by it. The man was just a little awkward.

      “He was. I miss him and my mom every day. That’s why I try to live how they did. Maybe I’m patting myself on the back, but I think I’m doing a good job.”

      Chance looked at the ground, where the cap of Bob’s bottle lay near his feet – bent almost perfectly in half. The tiny flick the trucker had given the cap had nearly sheared it in two.

      “But what if you had an opportunity to take another shot at things somewhere else, where you actually had control over your life?”

      “What, like if I had magic powers? Or if I was just rich?” Chance replied. “That sounds amazing, to be honest. I guess I’m ‘free’ right now, but it’s not the same as being free. I’d love to be able to just do whatever I wanted. But that isn’t how life works. You deal with the hand you’ve been dealt, and you do it as best as you can.”

      “Look, kid. I hate this job most of the time. It’s just quotas and awful, bumpy rides. I don’t know how you feel, but I feel for you. Enough to do a little work off the clock. Thanks for making my day a little more interesting.”

      “No problem. I should probably get going anyway. It was nice meeting you, Bob.”

      Bob didn’t respond. Chance blinked. There was no sign of the trucker. All that remained was the faint, lingering scent of cheese. He looked around, baffled. Then his eyes caught on the bent bottlecap on the ground.

      Okay, not a hallucination. But where the hell did he go?

      Chance knelt and picked the bottlecap up, turning it over in his hand as he tried to make sense of what was happening. He grimaced as light reflected off the shimmery cap and straight into his eyes.

      His brain made an almost audible whirr as it kicked into gear and he jerked his gaze up, right into the twin beams of a semitruck that was hurtling toward him.

      It was strange. As death hurtled toward Chance, going well over fifty miles an hour in the middle of a barren parking lot, his brain seemed to pick out the oddest details. The squeal of rubber on cement. A tiny, angel-shaped ornament hanging from the rearview mirror. The spilled milk seeping into his shoes. On the grill, a license plate read GODTRCK.

      The horn blared, and in the window, Bob raised a hand in a sharp salute, a grin crossing his flabby face. Then the truck hit him. There was a flash of pain, and Chance knew no more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Very few people are ever ready for death. She prides herself on arriving at precisely the right time, but there has been some contention about whether the right time is relative to her or her quarry.

      Of course, not many ever actually get to bring that up with her. Chance was no exception. As such, his death went much as most did. After the semitruck hit him, there was simply nothing.

      The world blinked out, and then he simply was.

      How curious, Chance mused. This isn’t how I thought it would be at all. I kind of expected more… something.

      He wasn’t sure exactly what he had expected. Perhaps a choir of angels would have been nice. Some gold brick pathways wouldn’t have been remiss either. But Chance got none of that. In fact, he wasn’t even particularly sure if he was disappointed that his death was so… mundane.

      That was only natural, of course. There are not many things that man takes with him as he enters the eternal beyond, and emotions are not one of them. A few people did get the choir, though. Just not Chance.

      In the endless abyss, light bloomed. Chance felt himself drawn toward it. The small speck bloomed, quickly filling the darkness with brilliant white. Then there was cold – and wet. A lot of wet, actually.

      Chance blinked, inhaling and nearly choking as liquid rushed into his lungs. He rolled over, hacking and gasping for air. His body ached as if he’d been hit by a truck. After a moment, he realized that was exactly what had happened.

      I must be in a hospital. But what kind of shitty hospital leaves a bunch of water in the damn bed? And why is it so bloody hard?

      He groaned, opening his eyes. Then he blinked. He was sitting on cold gray stone of an old alleyway, not a plush hospital bed. In particular, he was situated directly on a large puddle of stagnant water. His clothes had been replaced with a dull grey and brown set that looked straight out of the Middle Ages.

      Chance rubbed his eyes and looked around again. Nothing changed. A faint wind howled through the alley, nipping at his wet clothes and making him shiver.

      “Is this what a concussion feels like?” Chance wondered, gently tapping his head. It didn’t hurt. He ran his hands over his body, but there wasn’t a single wound or even a bruise. A sinking feeling set in as he slowly rose to his feet and stared up at the sky.

      The city towered all around him, but he’d never seen such a vibrant hue of purple in the sky. It was almost magenta, with splotches of pink and orange twisting and dancing through it. All of it was hidden by a heavy haze that hung in the air directly over the alley, blurring everything behind it. He swallowed and blinked one last time.

      “Hello?” Chance called. There was no response. The knot in his stomach tightened and he staggered down the alley, peeking into the street. It just led into another, darker alley. Chance turned and ran back the other direction, checking the other exit. Another alley.

      Chance pressed his back against the wall, breathing heavily.

      What the hell is going on?

      “Hello?” Chance called again. “Is anyone here? Where am I? If there’s a nurse, I’d like to request some morphine. Put me under or something!”

      There was no response. In his heart, Chance knew why. There was no sky on Earth that looked like this.

      “Is this the afterlife?” Chance muttered. “Damn shitty one if it is. Can I get a reroll?”

      Still, there was no response. Bob’s words rang through Chance’s head, and he paused.

      “You can’t be serious,” Chance whispered to himself. “No way. No goddamn way.”

      He held his hands out in front of him and bit his lower lip, concentrating. “System!”

      Nothing happened.

      “Stats! Window! Info! Data!”

      His words echoed through the alleyways, vanishing without a trace. Chance lowered his hands. “Well, shit. There goes that idea.”

      Chance shifted, and something poked him in his side. He reached into the pocket of his new pants, pulling out a small cylindrical bundle of paper. Baffled, Chance unwrapped it with trembling fingers.

      Its contents – a single, stale Cheeto. Chance stared at it, then glanced around the alley, half expecting someone with a camera to step out. Nobody did, so he looked back down at the paper, nearly dropping the Cheeto in the process. Written across it in large, unwieldy handwriting, was a note.

      
        
        Have fun. No more 2nd chances. Maybe you can find your folks. Don’t die.

        - Bob

      

        

      
        P.S. Eat the Cheeto. Quickly.

      

      

      Chance read the note again. He swallowed. If this was a prank, it wasn’t a very good one. But, with every passing second, he was becoming more and more convinced that this was real. Another breeze howled through the alley and his hair stood on end.

      Something clicked against stone in the alley behind him. Chance spun toward the source of the noise, and a low growl emerged from the darkness. He stepped backward. “Uh… hello?”

      Another click echoed through the alley. A hunched, malnourished black dog emerged from the darkness. Saliva dripped from engorged fangs that were too large for its mouth to properly shut, and its eyes burned with red light that left a faint trail through the shadows.

      Chance swallowed and took another step back. The dog growled, pulling its lips farther back. It had several rows of jagged teeth, just like a shark. Chance cleared his throat and tried to remember what you were supposed to do when running into a ferocious animal.

      Puffing his chest out, Chance bared his own teeth and imitated the creature’s snarl. It took another step forward, not dissuaded in the slightest. Then it let out a howl and charged. Chance spun, scrambling as he darted down the alley.

      He skidded around the corner and took off, sprinting as fast as his legs could carry him. The dog’s paws pounded against the stone behind him. It slammed into the wall and its claws skittered as it got its footing under it again and bounded after Chance.

      Chance dove through another alley. Every single one looked the same, and he couldn’t tell if he was even headed anywhere or if he was just running in circles. The dog’s ragged breath was right behind him, and he didn’t dare look back at the risk of getting caught.

      “Someone help!”

      Chance pushed himself to his limits, desperately trying to stay ahead of his pursuer. But, despite his best efforts, he could practically feel the monster’s hot breath on his neck. It was gaining on him.

      He darted into another alley, skidding to a halt right in front of a dead end. Cursing, he spun. The dog stood at the entrance of the alley, saliva pouring from its mouth and pooling on the ground.

      This wasn’t a prank. He was about to get ripped apart by the world’s ugliest dog. Chance’s fist tightened around Bob’s note. Something crunched and he paused, glancing down at his hand.

      The Cheeto.

      This better be the best damn Cheeto in history.

      Chance threw it into his mouth and bit down. It tasted stale. He swallowed. The dog’s lips pulled back, almost as if it was laughing at him. The stupid thing probably was laughing at him.

      Heat bubbled in Chance’s stomach. He gasped as it stretched out, reaching through his body like thin molten fingers. It wound through his veins and gathered in his chest, just below his heart.

      Chance gagged, then choked. The dog took a step back, letting out a faint whimper. Chance’s hands were glowing. The heat continued to build inside him. He dropped to his knees, gasping for air. He couldn’t even gather the strength to cry out.

      Bile built up in his throat and he doubled over, spewing a thick black sludge from his mouth. It poured like a river, coating the ground with foul-smelling liquid. It went on for so long that he started to fear that he was going to drown in it before the liquid abruptly stopped and he drew a ragged, gasping breath.

      The dog shifted its weight from paw to paw, eyeing Chance with hunger in its eyes. His throat felt burnt raw, but he raised his hands defensively.

      “G-good dog. Go away, or I’ll throw up on you.”

      The dog growled. It tested the liquid with a paw, then put its weight onto it and started slowly moving toward Chance. Chance forced himself upright with a groan. It hurt more now than it had when he’d gotten hit by the truck.

      Then it burst into a run. The dog charged at him, leaping over the black sludge in the alley. Chance slipped, falling back and raising his hands defensively with a terrified cry.

      Well, this sucks. Thanks for everything, Bob. Sorry I couldn’t make more of it.

      A deep thrum ran through his body, starting from the point right under his heart. It erupted forth and wisps of golden smoke spilled out of his body. The dog hit the ground right in front of Chance, stretching to rip his throat out.

      One of the golden wisps entered it. The monster slipped on the sludge and slammed to the ground, sliding straight past Chance and hitting the wall. A loose brick pitched off the top of the wall and landed straight on the monster’s head with a crunch. It didn’t move again.

      Chance stared at the monster’s corpse. Then he looked down at his hands, a hysterical laugh starting to spill out of his chest. He doubled over, howling with laughter as tears streamed down his face.

      Several minutes passed before he managed to wrest control of himself again. He slowly rose to his feet, edging over to the dog’s body and nudging it with a toe. Its head was caved in – it was dead.

      “What the hell?” Chance muttered. He looked down at his hands.

      What was that light? Where am I? What is going on?

      He unwrinkled Bob’s note with shaking fingers and read through it again. Then he folded it back up, drawing in a deep breath and letting it out slowly. There was no denying it. He wasn’t on Earth. This wasn’t a prank. And – possibly – he had some sort of magic.

      Chance tried to call on it again, picturing the golden wisps, but nothing happened.

      What a surprise. I’m starting to get used to that response.

      Chance wrinkled his nose. The alley was starting to really smell. He wasn’t sure what the black liquid had been, but it was rancid. Shuddering, he stepped over it and walked out of the alley, moving as silently as possible in case there was another monster lurking around.

      Okay. Let’s look at the good things. I’m alive. For now. Bob gave me a magic Cheeto that did… something. I might have magic.

      Chance froze. He pulled the note back out, scanning over it again.

      Maybe I can find my folks – no way. They got hit by a truck. Does Bob mean they could be here too?

      Chance read over it several more times, in case he’d somehow missed something. He memorized every word before he carefully folded it back up and returned it to his pocket. As far as he could tell, it was his last remaining link to Earth.

      He continued through the dark alleys. They all looked the same, but it wasn’t like he could get any more lost. After all, getting lost means you knew where you were at one point.

      While Chance walked, he continued to try and call on the strange magic that had arisen when the monster had attacked him. He tried picturing the burning sensation and visualizing the mist again, but to no avail.

      What changed? Was it a one-time thing from the Cheeto? Or was it because I said thank you while visual-

      Molten heat coiled in Chance’s chest and he gasped. Wisps of gold light emerged from his hands, coiling around his fingers before fading away. He stared at his hand, his heart thundering.

      Chance swallowed.

      Thank you.
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      Gold light coiled forth again. It danced across his fingertips, twisting to and fro. Chance watched it, transfixed.

      Huh. That’s funny. It’s just like dad said. Be thankful for something before it happens, and then it will. Never expected to actually see that working. It almost looks like flame, just… gold. And not hot.

      The wisps instantly started to flicker, going from vaguely flamelike to a perfect replica of golden fire. Chance blinked. He pictured the light changing shape again and turning into a small disk. The golden energy moved, molding into the shape he’d formed in his mind before fading away.

      Chance resisted the urge to cheer. That probably would have brought every creepy thing in the alleys down on him, and he didn’t know how much use his magical mist was going to help there.

      I’ve got magic! No idea what it does, but it’s magic! Thank you, Bob. Now, if you just show me how I’m supposed to get out of this alley, I’ll be eternally grateful.

      Chance didn’t wait for a reply. He knew he wasn’t going to get one. He picked an alley and set back off, hopeful that the escape to this strange maze wasn’t too far.

      Seconds turned to minutes, and minutes stretched to hours. Chance’s optimism started to fade as he continued through the endless alleys, no closer to the exit than when he had started. There was absolutely no way to tell where he was. He tried climbing the walls several times, but they were just too tall and he couldn’t find purchase on the slick stone.

      His stomach rumbled. He ignored it. He’d gone hungry before. There had to be an exit somewhere. He’d run into it eventually. He had to.

      A click rang against the stone behind him. Chance froze, and it nearly cost him his life. A dark blur flung itself at him and he dove to the ground as an emaciated dog bounded over his head, snapping its jaws shut on thin air.

      Chance thrust his hands forward and called on the golden mist. A small bolt of it leapt from his palm and struck the dog as it spun and charged at him again. Confusion flickered in its eyes for an instant, but it didn’t falter in its attack.

      Cursing, Chance scrambled back. His foot hit a loose pebble at just the wrong angle and he went down in a tumble of limbs. His left knee snapped up, catching the dog straight in the chin and knocking it back with a crack.

      Chance rolled over right as it lunged for him again, and he mistakenly drove his elbow into the creature’s nose while he was struggling to stand. It pulled back with a shocked whimper. Chance stared back at it, equally surprised.

      Then he hit it with another blast of golden mist. The dog cocked its wiry head to the side, as if to ask him what he was thinking. Then it lunged at him again. As its claws pressed into the stone, one slid into a crack and lodged there.

      Yowling, the dog drove itself into the ground face first. It ripped its claw free, snarling, and leapt at Chance once more. Chance dove out of the way, mistakenly clipping a wall with his shoulder.

      For the second time that day, a loose brick pitched down and struck the monster square in the head. Bone crunched and it collapsed to the ground, dead.

      Once was a coincidence. There’s no way that happens two times completely by accident.

      Chance edged away from the dog, then scurried down an alley. It wasn’t a good idea to stick around in case something bigger and uglier came poking around. More importantly, he was starting to get an inkling of what his magic did.

      It feels a bit disingenuous to call this luck. You can’t control luck; that defeats the whole point. But it doesn’t seem that far off. And, if it’s related to luck…

      Chance pictured an arrow pointing him in the direction of civilization or, at least, a way to get out of the alleys. And then – nothing happened. He sighed, then set off once more. He didn’t make it more than a few alleys before another dog attacked.

      He fought the beast off like he had the last ones. His stomach rumbled as he stared at its body. Chance shook his head and walked into the darkness. He wasn’t that hungry. Yet.

      His resolve lasted all of three more days. While he managed to find a few more streams of water trickling down the buildings to just barely sate his thirst, Chance’s hunger only grew with every passing second.

      Eventually, he couldn’t think of any other option. The next time he killed one of the small monsters, Chance decided to see what they tasted like. It took him by no surprise that the answer was awful.

      Still, it was food. He tried not to think about the thousands of diseases he was probably exposing himself to as he ate the stringy, foul-smelling meat. Somehow, it wasn’t the worst-tasting food he’d ever had. It was a close runner-up, though.

      Chance barely managed to finish a handful of food before his body rebelled against him. He gagged and heaved, but he didn’t let himself throw up. There wasn’t any other choice, and he wasn’t about to starve to death in these alleys.

      Molten heat gathered below his heart and pulsed through his veins for a few minutes after he ate the monster. It slowly faded away and Chance continued on.

      He lost track of how many days he wandered through the darkness or how many of the wretched monsters he fought. It had to have been at least a few weeks, but he couldn’t remember how many times night fell. The alleys always seemed to be in the shadow anyway, regardless of what time of day it was.

      Chance slept in short bursts of only an hour or two at a time, awaking at the slightest noise or shift in the wind. Slowly, his heart burned less when he ate the mongrels. That didn’t make them taste any better, though.

      And then – in the endless maze of identical roads, Chance saw something different. He immediately wished he didn’t.

      Looming in the shadows of the alley he stepped into was the largest monster that he’d seen to date. The malnourished black dog loomed two heads above him, with spindly, warped legs that jutted out like those of a spider.

      A head protruded from its back, lolling over to the side and dribbling drool onto the ground while its main head was currently buried in the bloody corpse of a smaller monster. Chance swallowed and took a step back, but it was too late.

      The huge beast’s ears twitched and it pulled back, turning to face him and baring teeth covered in viscera. A low, hacking growl built in its throat and it took a step toward him, favoring its front legs heavily.

      Some detached portion of Chance’s mind observed that its back leg looked seriously injured by something, but the rest of him was too focused on the furious eyes boring into his skull.

      He briefly considered running, but he immediately dismissed the notion. Injured or not, he was starving and weak. There would be no escaping this creature. Its hackles pulled back, almost as if it was laughing.

      Blood dribbled from the warped creature’s mouth. Chance didn’t think it was possible to get uglier than the previous dogs, but this one had proven him wrong.

      “I’m not done,” he whispered, his voice hoarse from disuse.

      The monster lunged. Gold mist erupted around Chance and he lunged, throwing himself into its leg. The light traveled up the spindly limb, then dispersed. He scrambled back as the monster spun to follow him.

      Nothing happened. For whatever reason, his power wasn’t sticking. Chance swallowed. He sent more golden mist flooding toward the monster, but it washed off the creature harmlessly.

      With a bark that Chance was now certain to be a laugh, it scrambled toward him. Claws skittered against stone and its paw caught him as he dove, tearing four thin furrows through his shoulder.

      Chance hit the ground hard, rolling to the side and scrambling to his feet, a wave of nausea washing over him as he rose. The malnourishment was catching up to him. He gritted his teeth.

      “I won’t let it end like this, you hear me? Bob gave me another shot. I’m going to be something this time around.”

      The monster cocked its head to the side, as if to say, Are you sure about that?

      A gangly paw caught Chance in the chest. His blood sprayed across the ground and he staggered, but he didn’t let himself fall. With a burst of strength he didn’t think he still had left, he sent his fist sailing out. It crashed into the monster’s jaw, snapping it back with a satisfying thud.

      The monster snarled and lunged at him, wrapping its huge maw around his wounded left shoulder. Chance screamed as his bone cracked, but the spark of defiance within him would not be quenched.

      Golden light flared around him, flooding into the monster’s mouth. He drove his right hand into the dog’s eye, digging his thumb into the socket. It popped and the monster screamed, its teeth tearing his body apart as it lurched back.

      Still, Chance refused to fall. His breath came in ragged, furious gasps as the monster matched his gaze with its one remaining eye.

      “I. Will. Not. Yield,” Chance spat, shoving the encroaching dizziness away. Warm blood dripped down his side, but it didn’t hurt nearly as much as it should have. He was pretty sure that was a bad sign. “Eat me while I stand. I’ll tear you apart on the way to your gullet.”

      The monster obliged. It lunged at him again. Chance met its charge standing, just as he had promised. It went to bite his neck, but a foot hit the puddle of blood forming beneath Chance, and it lost its balance, driving its head into his chest.

      He thrust his hand into the monster’s other eye, screaming in defiance. Gold mist whipped around him in a furious maelstrom, lashing at the monster from every angle. A thrashing paw caught him in the stomach, ripping it open.

      Pain exploded through Chance. Evidently, there was only so much that he could numb. A heavy weight settled over his shoulders, urging him to give in and pass out. He refused.

      “I will not give. I’m going to be something more. I won’t waste this,” Chance hissed, the world flickering around him. At his feet, the monster thrashed and struggled to rise. Golden mist poured from its eyes. He wasn’t sure if he was hallucinating or not, but it almost looked like it was melting apart.

      Still, it started to rise. Chance drew on every last scrap of energy he had while the monster was beneath him. He raised a foot and brought it down onto the beast’s head with a loud crack.

      Its skull cracked against the ground and the beast went limp. Its eyes flickered, and for an instant, an emotion passed through them that wasn’t rage. It was pity.

      And then it was gone, the light blinking out. Blood poured from Chance, and he didn’t need a doctor to tell him that his declarations were for naught. He forced himself to look up at the sky, twisting and churning with purple energy.

      “I’m sorry, Bob. Thanks, though. I appreciate…” He hacked, blood in his lungs blocking his airpipe until he coughed it out. “…the opportunity.”

      Some tiny, defiant part of him kept him standing, even as the world grew cold. He’d meet whatever was waiting for him on his feet. And then, as his vision shrank down to a pinprick, something new appeared within it.

      A man floated upside-down in the air before him, his legs in a yoga position. His tattered purple robes hung around him, and a limp monster was gripped in his pale, sallow hands. The man’s eyes shifted, two baleful pale spheres turning to look straight in his direction.

      In spite of the rest of his body, the man’s head was twisted one hundred and eighty degrees so it was face-to-face with Chance. The monster’s body slipped from his hands, crumpling to the ground.

      He raised a finger and pointed at Chance. The blood splattered across the ground leapt to his command, surging back into the boy’s body as his wounds sealed themselves shut.

      “You,” the man whispered. His words were leathery and ancient, but each exuded pressure that demanded he be heard. “I know your Essence.”

      Chance’s mouth was drier than it had ever been before. He took a step back, running his hands over newly healed flesh.

      “I – I’m alive? Who are you?”

      “A fascinating creature,” the man mused, ignoring him completely. “What strong will. And your Essence – yes. I know that Essence. You are familiar.”

      “I don’t know you. I’m sorry,” Chance said, looking down at the corpse of the monster at his feet. He’d killed it. Somehow.

      The man’s body rotated around his head and he uncrossed his legs, setting feet down on the ground with a slow sigh. “You should not be here.”

      “I – yeah. I don’t want to be,” Chance said, gathering his resolve. Every fiber of his body screamed for him to turn and run down the alley, but even the slightest chance was better than nothing. “Can you help me get out?”

      “Help,” the man said, rolling the word over in his mouth. “Your name. What is it?”

      “Chance.”

      “Chance. I am Yamish.”

      You usually don’t give your name to someone you’re going to kill. Thank God.

      “It’s, ah, nice to meet you, Yamish.” He had to force every word out from stiff lips. Even though Yamish wasn’t showing him any hostility, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was teetering on the edge of a precipice. Coming back from certain death wasn’t helping that feeling in the slightest.

      “How did you arrive in this place?”

      “I – I really don’t know. I died, I think. Then I arrived here.”

      “A new arrival,” Yamish mused. “But not in the proper place. You are a curiosity.”

      “Can you help me get out of here?” Chance asked. “Maybe to the place I was supposed to go?”

      Yamish wet his lips with a pointed tongue. “Yes. We are of the same Essence. I will aid you. An investment.”

      Yamish extended a hand, and Chance couldn’t help but notice that his fingers were just a little too long. There was an extra joint in each of them. He swallowed, then reached out and took the man’s hand. They shook.

      Chance half expected something to happen, but nothing did. Yamish just released him, then extended a hand behind him, pressing it against the stone wall. The alley rippled and melted, forming into a new path. A faint light glimmered at the end of it, beckoning him forward.

      “We will meet again,” Yamish said. “Do not return here of your own volition. Tell nobody of our accord, or of my existence. Fail, and you will be no more. Go.”

      Chance didn’t argue. He ran for the light like the hounds of hell were nipping at his heels. As far as he was concerned, they were. The light grew brighter, forcing him to squint as he ran toward it. And then he burst through, stumbling out onto a wide street. Chance slowed to a stop, his limbs trembling as the strength seemed to evaporate and he flopped to the ground, rolling over to stare up at the sky.

      For the first time, he was able to get a look at the city’s skyline without the walls and shadows of the alleys to block it off. Towering skyscrapers rose above him, piercing into the beautiful purple haze. Massive islands floated in the air between them.

      Blurs flew to and fro in the air, some larger than others. After a few moments, Chance realized that some of them were people. He wanted to cry, but he was so dehydrated that his body refused to give up the water.

      He eventually managed to force himself back up. A glance in the direction of the alleys showed nothing. There was just a wall where there had once been an entrance. Chance shuddered. Standing with the help of a wall, he set off in the opposite direction and – with any luck – toward civilization.

      The further Chance wandered down the road, the less aged it became. Lanterns with bobbing motes of orange and yellow light within them cropped up along the walkway, and the stones had less cracks and damage.

      He pushed himself to walk faster, practically able to feel the escape to his torment. A faint clang reached his ears. Chance froze, but several more followed after it, followed by what he suspected to be someone yelling.

      Chance broke into a run toward the noise. He crossed another empty street and sprinted up to an iron gate. Beyond it was a field of packed dirt, sectioned off into small arenas. Dozens of people stood within them, sparring with medieval weapons and armor.

      Magic was interwoven with their movements, and Chance watched in mute awe as one man smashed another to the side with a fist of earth. Then his common sense took over once more and he shoved the gate open, stumbling inside.

      On the nearest field, a gray-haired man in simple leather stood against a short, heavily armored opponent. Every single part of them was hidden by plate mail. Chance couldn’t even see a single speck of unprotected skin.

      The armored figure swung a hefty warhammer at the man. Moments before the strike connected, the man moved his sword in a smooth motion, leveraging his bodyweight and shifting in close to his opponent, knocking the hammer to the side.

      He drove his free hand into their helmet palm-first, knocking it back with a loud clang. The armored figure staggered back, dropping the hammer. With a grunt, the gray-haired man whipped his foot out, hooking it behind their legs, and knocked them off their feet. The armored figure hit the ground with a loud crash and a muffled groan of pain.

      “Slow. Bad timing. Terrible posture,” the man rattled off, sheathing his sword and shaking his head. “Also, absolutely no magic usage. What are you doing? Are you trying to lose?”

      “You don’t use Essence,” the man snapped, pulling the helmet off to reveal a head of curly brown hair. He looked young – only a little older than Chance. “It only seemed fair to do the same, Gibson.”

      “Fair fighting is for dead men,” the gray-haired man, who Chance presumed was Gibson, replied. “And you are not nearly good enough to avoid using your Essence when fighting me. I don’t use my Essence because, if I did, you would get nothing at all from a sparring session. Idiot.”

      Gibson paused, catching sight of Chance staring at him, his eyes wide and mouth slack as he tried to form words with his dry lips.

      “What are you doing?” Gibson asked.

      “Help,” Chance rasped. “Water. Food. Please.”

      Then he collapsed, every last ounce of his energy spent. The world spun around him, and everything went black.
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      Chance awoke to something soft. He shifted, feeling the comforting embrace of a blanket wrapped around him. It had been a long time since he’d been in a bed this comfortable. He wearily opened his eyes and came face to face with Gibson.

      He was lying in a small stone room, and the grizzled man sat directly in front of his bed, leaning over his face. Chance yelped, sitting up so fast that he drove his forehead into the older man’s. It was like hitting a brick wall. He flopped back to the bed, clutching his head and groaning.

      “Shit. What are you doing?” Gibson snarled.

      “Sorry,” Chance groaned, moving his hands. Then he froze. He was out of the alleys. “I’m free! I’m actually free!”

      He flopped back into the bed, relief replaced by a hysterical laugh. Confusion and concern warred on Gibson’s face.

      “What in the world are you on about, boy?” Gibson snarled. “You can’t stumble into a Shikari training field and just demand food and water like a dying man before collapsing.”

      “I – where am I?”

      “I just told you. A Shikari training field,” Gibson said irritably. He shoved a glass of water into Chance’s hands. He drained it greedily, not stopping for air until it was finished.

      “No. Where am I? There’s magic and monster dogs and infinite alleyways that never end,” Chance rambled.

      Gibson’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a new arrival?”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “You died,” Gibson said. “And someone sent you here. Correct?”

      “I – yeah. Yeah. Does this happen a lot?”

      “More than it should,” Gibson muttered. “What world are you from, boy?”

      “Earth.”

      Gibson’s expression darkened. “Of course. Why are you wandering around like a lost idiot, then? Did Terrence kick you out?”

      “Terrence?” Chance asked, licking his lips and glancing around. Gibson handed him another glass of water, and he drained it.

      “You know the man who greeted you?”

      “Nobody greeted me,” Chance said.

      Not counting Yamish, but I really hope that isn’t who they normally have greet anyone.

      “Unless you meant the dog. Sorry about that if you did. He tried to kill me.”

      “What are you going on about?” Gibson asked, baffled. “You didn’t kill Terrence. I talked with the old bastard this morning.”

      “No, he didn’t look very old. It was a dog. How are you supposed to know how old a dog is? It was a little busy trying to kill me.”

      “Terrence isn’t a dog.”

      “Oh. Then I’m probably fine,” Chance said. “Because I killed a dog. A lot of them, actually. God. I’m going to hell for that. They weren’t really dogs, if you think about it. No dog looks like that. Dogs like pets, not ripping people’s throats out.”

      “Are you talking about a Soothound?” Gibson’s eyes narrowed. “What were you doing fighting them?”

      “Mister, I have absolutely no idea what’s going on,” Chance said. “I woke up in an alleyway and stumbled around in them for ages.”

      Gibson stared at Chance. “What? You didn’t get here through the arrival room?”

      “Is it an alley?”

      “No.”

      “Then I didn’t. Can you please tell me what’s going on?”

      “I – I’m not sure,” Gibson said, off guard for the first time since Chance had seen him. “All new arrivals appear in the same spot. That’s how this works.”

      “At the risk of sounding like a broken record, I don’t know what this is.”

      “What’s a broken – never mind,” Gibson said, shaking his head. “Probably some damn Earth term. I suppose I’ll have to do Terrence’s job for him.”

      “Who is Terrence?”

      “Just… shut up for a little while,” Gibson growled. “Listen up. You died. You showed up here, on Centurion. That’s the name of this world. The city you are currently in is called Gleam. It’s one of the great Scholar-Cities and is exceedingly difficult to get into. Congratulations on your admission.”

      Chance blinked heavily. “Can I talk now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why do you have an endless labyrinth of alleyways inside your city?”

      “You mentioned those before,” Gibson said, staring closely at Chance. “Did you overhear someone talking about them?”

      “No. Why would I make this up? I showed up in them.”

      “And you survived? As a new arrival? Do you realize how improbable that sounds?” Gibson asked. “How long were you in them? You must have arrived in the edge, so a day or two? Whatever you did, you smell like death. We had to bathe you and change your clothes. The old ones were wrecked.”

      Chance opened his mouth to answer, then paused. Something about the way Gibson spoke gave him pause. He looked down, realizing for the first time that he was wearing soft cloth rather than his old Earth clothes.

      “I guess it was something like that,” Chance said. “It was hard to keep track. I managed to kill one of the boney dog things and then ran until I stumbled out.”

      Gibson shook his head and leaned back. “You’re lucky to be alive. You were in the outskirts of the Old City. It’s twisted by magic and an incredibly dangerous place for even the most experienced Shikari.”

      “You’ve said that word a few times. What’s a Shikari?” Chance asked, suddenly glad he’d hidden how long he’d wandered around in the alleys.

      “They’re hunters that kill monsters,” Gibson replied absentmindedly. “They kill things like the Soothounds you mentioned and keep Gleam safe.”

      “Oh,” Chance said intelligently. He and Gibson sat in silence for several minutes.

      “Uh… what now?” Chance asked. Now that he’d escaped the alley, he had absolutely no idea where to go. He’d been pretty focused on not dying.

      “I was just wondering that myself. If you really are a new arrival, it means you know nothing about Gleam, right?”

      Chance nodded.

      “I see. I’ll be honest, I can’t be bothered to show you around everything, and Terrence is too busy to waste time on someone who isn’t confirmed to be a new arrival. You got three options. First, walk out of here and do what you want. Second, join the Academy. Third, become a Shikari.”

      “Join the Academy?” Chance asked, his interest caught.

      “It’s one of the greatest institutes of learning in Centurion,” Gibson said with a nod. “It’s five thousand gold a year.”

      Chance cleared his throat. “Right. And how much is that in, say, hamburgers?”

      Gibson stared at him.

      “Okay, maybe no hamburgers here,” Chance muttered. “How many meals is five thousand gold?”

      “An average meal costs around one silver. There are ten silver in a gold.”

      Chance did the math in his head and his face went pale. He cleared his throat. “Okay, I might not have quite that much gold. Maybe later. Does the first option just mean I’m homeless again?”

      “It means you’re out of my hair,” Gibson replied.

      That’s a yes.

      “Then I guess I’d like to be a Shikari,” Chance said. “They help people, right?”

      Gibson’s face softened slightly. “Yes. They’re the barrier that keeps the people of Gleam safe from the demons that lurk within and outside of it. It is a noble profession, and many who wish to study at the Academy start as a Shikari for experience and money.”

      “Then I think that’s the way to go,” Chance decided.

      There’s no point just sitting around. I’m not going to be nothing this time. This is the opportunity Bob told me about, and I’m going to wring it for everything I can. This time, I’m going to be someone of note.

      “I thought you might say that,” Gibson said with a sigh, all traces of kindness in his face gone. “Earthlings. Always the same. Get up, then. I took care of the paperwork already.”

      Chance slipped out of bed and carefully rose to his feet. They held him well enough, and he had to hurry to catch up with Gibson, who was already heading out of the room. The two walked out, back into the training fields.

      “Where are we going?” Chance asked.

      “Shikari Lane,” Gibson replied curtly. Chance took the hint and fell silent as they walked through an iron gate – a different one from the gate he’d entered the field through.

      Chance took the opportunity to marvel at the city around them. Towering buildings rose up in the near distance, and a rider on a huge bird occasionally flew overhead. Flashes of magic danced near the people training around them, clashing with showers of brilliant sparks.

      “Do you have any experience?”

      “Huh? With what?” Chance asked, tearing his gaze away from a pair of sparring kids that couldn’t have been much older than him.

      “Fighting.”

      “I’ve gotten into a brawl or two, but I don’t think that would really count as knowing how to fight,” Chance replied with an awkward chuckle. “So, no. I guess. Not unless you count the dogs.”

      “You’ll need a more experienced team member, then,” Gibson said with a sigh. They came up to a tall iron gate. The ends were pointed like leaves and looked sharp enough to cut. On the other end was a large street dotted with houses.

      They looked about as normal as they could get. While there was some variation between them, most of the houses were either one or two stories and painted in muted colors. Each of them had a metal plate on their door with an inscription on it.

      Gibson pushed the gate open and walked out onto the street, tapping his chin. Chance struggled to keep up with the older man’s gait. They strode down the street, then came to an abrupt stop in front of one of the two-story houses.

      “Could you tell me what’s going on?” Chance asked carefully.

      “I’m trying to determine what team to put you with.”

      “Team?”

      “You’re going to be training and fighting, boy. Do you think you can do that on your own? Can you become powerful without aid? With no support from anyone but your own gods-given talent?”

      Chance stepped back as Gibson’s voice rose with every sentence. They stared at each other for a second. Then Gibson gritted his teeth and turned away. “Never mind. Yes, you need a team. Every recruit is put into a team of three until they become Knight ranked.”

      “Why thr–”

      “Because if one of you gets hurt, the other two can carry them to safety,” Gibson said, cutting Chance off before he could even finish his question. “And, before you ask, if two of you get injured – you screwed up. Don’t.”

      Chance opened his mouth.

      “No more questions right now. I’m the Head Trainer, not your personal tutor,” Gibson said. “Your team will have someone assigned to it that’s there specifically for all your questions. Presumably someone who did something dumb enough to get demoted into this job.”

      Chance wisely chose to shut his mouth. His question about teams had really struck a nerve with Gibson for some reason, and he resolved to try to figure out why so he could avoid mistakenly pressing it in the future.

      “This one will do,” Gibson said, clicking his tongue. “Memorize this house. It’ll be where you’re staying for the foreseeable future.”

      “Okay. Are the rest of my team here already?”

      “No clue.” Gibson walked up to the house with Chase at his heels and knocked on the door. “Hopefully. If they aren’t, you’re explaining this yourself. I’m not standing around all day.”
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      Mercifully, the door swung open to reveal an old man. His face strongly resembled a prune that had been left out in the sun for too long, and he leaned heavily on a wizened staff. A sunhat sat askew on his head and his clothes were too long, causing the sleeves to dangle and the pants to bunch underneath his feet.

      “Gibson?” the old man asked. His voice was surprisingly hearty for the age he looked.

      “I’ve brought a member for your team,” Gibson said, pushing Chance forward. “New arrival. He knows absolutely nothing.”

      “Earth?”

      “Earth,” Gibson confirmed.

      “Are you really sure this is a good idea? I was under the impression you had made a deal with–”

      “The terms changed. We weren’t expecting someone this inexperienced to join up. I trust you can deal with it. I’ll arrange for another member to join as well so you can have a full team. We’ve always got transfer requests coming in.”

      “Very well,” the old man said, but Gibson hadn’t even waited around to hear his answer. He was already walking back down the street toward the training yards. Chance gave the man a weak smile.

      “Ah, hello. It sounds like I’m inconveniencing you. I’m sorry.”

      Chance resolved to keep the exact details of his arrival secret. Gibson’s reaction to it had felt significant, and he didn’t want to give anything else away – not until he knew more about the world he’d arrived in. He couldn’t afford to take any chances.

      “Oh, no. Not at all. Not me,” the old man said with a kindly grin. “My name is Pete.”

      “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Chance. From Earth, as Gibson already said.”

      “Well, let’s head inside,” Pete said, stepping back through the doorway into the house. Chance trailed him inside, looking around in wonder. The main room was spacious, with a large circular dining table in the center.

      To the right was a neat kitchen, while an open doorway to their left led into a common room with soft couches and warm daylight spilling into it through a wide window. A stairwell at the back of the room wound upward to the second floor.

      “I’ll start by showing you around,” Pete said. “You’ve already seen the kitchen and the dining room. To the left is the living room. The bathroom is in there.”

      He started up the stairs. Chance moved to help him, but Pete bounded up them before he could even offer. He hurried after the older man, half worried he’d get outpaced by someone ten times his age.

      “Up here are the living quarters,” Pete said once Chance reached the top, gesturing grandiosely down a hallway that ended in a square window that overlooked the street. There were two doors on each side of the hall. “The closest two rooms are taken, but you can take either the back left or back right one.”

      Chance swallowed. It had been so long since he’d last had a room he could actually call his own. Pete spotted the look on his face and chuckled.

      “I recognize those eyes. Don’t worry, nobody will take this from you. But, before you go picking out a room, come with me. There are a few things I should let you know early on.”

      They headed back downstairs and into the living room. Pete sat down in a large, cushioned rocking chair and Chance took the couch across from him. The material covering it wasn’t something he’d ever felt. It felt like a cross between leather and some fuzzy caterpillar, but it was quite comfortable.

      “I need to make sure you understand what you’re signing up for,” Pete said, setting his staff to the side and interlacing his fingers as he leaned back in the chair. “Shikari get paid well, but you have to defend the city as well. Do you know what that really means?”

      “Something about defending Gleam from monsters,” Chance replied. “That seems kind of strange to think about, though.”

      “It won’t feel real until you’re standing there and a bloodthirsty Soothound is staring you down, wanting nothing more than to rip your throat out and find out what your innards taste like,” Pete said, his smile fading. “I don’t know what you’ve been told, but this is not a safe job. Gleam is a beautiful city, and there are sacrifices made for all great things. We are that sacrifice.”

      Chance’s hair stood on end as he recalled the monsters that had hounded him through the alleys. Pete caught the expression on his face and misread it.

      “You are by no means guaranteed to die. If you are wise and careful, you’re quite likely to survive, and you’ll grow from it. When you get stronger, you’ll be able to travel between the great cities without fear. Normal citizens can’t do that. There are many benefits to this path, but there are also drawbacks.”

      “Just like everything. That makes sense. But I can make a lot of money doing this, and I get to help people, right? Getting strong means I can protect myself as well. There aren’t many other choices.”

      “There are other options, but if you need a large quantity of money, then there aren’t many.”

      “Then this is what I’ll do,” Chance said firmly. “My parents might be somewhere in this world too. I want to find them.”

      “A noble cause.” Pete heaved a sigh, but he gave Chance a slight grin. “I didn’t expect to convince you not to take this path up. I just want to make sure you understand that you are putting yourself at risk. There are other, safer ways to live in Gleam.”

      “Not interested,” Chance said. “There’s no point to life if I don’t live it the way I want to, and this is what I want.”

      “Well said. In that case, allow me to be the first to welcome you to team Whiteheart. I’m the resident instructor for this house, and I will do everything I can to ensure you’re properly equipped for a job like this. You’ll be staying with us until you reach the Knight rank, which is three above what you currently are now. We’ll get around to that later.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Chance said, extending his hand. Pete gripped it with surprising strength.

      “Likewise,” Pete replied. “I’m sorry your first experience with us was with Gibson. The good captain has gone through some dark times. Try to be understanding. It comes with the line of duty, and any of us could find ourselves in his position.”

      “Did something happen with his team?” Chance asked. “When I asked about mine, he got really angry. Maybe something to do with someone from Earth?”

      Pete’s eyebrows crept upward and he leaned forward. “You’re perceptive. Yes. This isn’t my story to share, so I will not spread it, but Gibson has old grudges caused by a man that came from Earth. I would not recommend pressing. If he wants you to know, he will tell you.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good,” Pete said, relaxing. “Don’t worry about that for now. Now that I’ve warned you about the danger involved with being a Shikari, I can tell you about all the benefits it provides. Like I mentioned, this is a very lucrative career, and you’ll form a lifelong bond with your team. Everyone does – go through enough life and death situations with them, and you won’t have a choice.”

      “That’s… not all that reassuring,” Chance said with a short laugh. “But I get what you’re saying. I’ve always wanted to have a close friend like that.”

      “Right. Yes. I’m sure you will.” He didn’t sound very confident. Before Chance could ask what Pete was getting at, the old man pressed on. “You’ll receive a stipend of one gold a week. You can use it how you see fit, but I recommend getting gear before anything else. In addition–”

      There was a loud bang from above them. Pete stopped midsentence as footfalls descended the stairs. Chance twisted, his eyes going wide as a young woman walked down from the second floor.

      She was around Chance’s age, with sun-kissed, almost golden skin and long, curly hair that bounced around her head with every step. She raised a hand in greeting as she spotted Pete, then froze as her eyes landed on Chance.

      “Ah, Bella. You’ve got good timing,” Pete said. “This is Chance.”

      “No,” Bella said flatly.

      “I haven’t even finished.”

      “I thought we had this all laid out,” Bella snapped, stalking down the stairs and striding up to the old man. “Pete, I told you the only way I was doing this would be if it was on my own. No team. That was the deal. We agreed!”

      “I know,” Pete said apologetically. “Gibson changed it.”

      “I don’t give a damn what Gibson wants!” Bella said, her voice raising. “Have I been underperforming? I’ve hit the quotas without a problem! What did I do wrong?”

      “Nothing, but Chance needed a team and Gibson decided this was the proper one for him. He’s from Earth and has no experience with any of this.”

      Bella’s eyes narrowed in anger, and it struck Chance that Pete had chosen the absolute wrong thing to say. “He’s completely new? Are you both insane?”

      “It was Gibson’s decision. All we can do is follow it. I’m sorry,” Pete said. “But I’ve been talking with Chance, and he’s a good kid. I’m sure we’ll have him up to speed–”

      “Absolutely not,” Bella hissed, thrusting a finger into Pete’s chest. “Don’t even think about it. Agh! I had one forsaken request. One! How was that so hard to do? Fix this! Move the Earthling to a different house.”

      “I can’t do that. Gibson makes the rules, and you know how he is about these things. The only reason you were able to work on your own this long is because he agreed to it in the first place.”

      Bella gritted her teeth. She turned her gaze on Chance, her eyes cold. Chance cleared his throat, but she didn’t even give him a chance to say anything. She just turned around and strode off, stomping back up the stairs. Both Chance and Pete winced as they heard a door slam shut.

      “Well, that went well,” Pete said.

      “I get the feeling I’m not welcome,” Chance muttered, staring at the stairwell.

      “I’m sorry.” Pete rubbed his forehead and let out a weary sigh, looking his age for the first time since Chance had met him. “Bella – well, she’s a fine lass. She’s not truly that bad, but she was very insistent on working alone. I’m afraid your arrival has upset the status quo. Don’t apologize for that, though. It isn’t your fault, and she’ll eventually come around.”

      “I’m not so sure about that. I’ve seen angry before. That looked like she hated me.”

      “Not you. More like the idea of you.”

      “Thanks,” Chance said dryly.

      Pete laughed. “Anytime. Well, there will be another member arriving shortly if Gibson sent you here, so don’t worry. Once you’ve all been on a few jobs, things will smooth out. Until then, please feel free to use anything in this house. All the ingredients in the kitchen are for you to use, and I’ll pay to restock them. If you ever need anything, just let me know and I’ll add it into our budget.”

      “Thank you,” Chance said, pushing his meeting with Bella into the back of his mind. She wasn’t going to ruin this for him. He had a house! And a room!

      “Off with you, then,” Pete said. “I’m sure you want to go claim a room. Also, I’m sure you have a lot of questions, but hold off on them for a little. Time will help you get used to Centurion, and then you’ll be able to think more rationally.”
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      Gibson strode down an empty street toward Terrence’s office, his brow furrowed. A new arrival had appeared in the wrong location. That had never happened before. And, worse, the boy was from Earth. Earthlings could not be trusted.

      If it were up to him, he’d have the boy dealt with before whatever he was somehow wrapped up in spilled out into the rest of Gleam. Unfortunately, that wasn’t up to him. And, thus, he sought Terrence.

      Any possible threat to Gleam had to be dealt with as soon as possible. Gibson was so wrapped up in his thoughts that he didn’t notice the long, spindly hand that emerged from an alley as he passed it.

      It grabbed the Head Trainer by the shoulder and yanked him into the darkness before he could even utter a word.

      Gibson acquitted himself well, a blade flying from its sheath at his side with a clean ring as soon as he stumbled into the alley. His eyes fell on the man floating upside-down across from him and he froze.

      The aura pouring off the man was incredible. He’d stood in the presence of some of the strongest cultivators in all of Gleam, and this man eclipsed all of them combined. Gibson did what any wise man would have done in the presence of something greater than them by such a degree.

      He fell to his knees.

      “Who are you?” Gibson asked, staring at the ground. He and the floating man both knew that a single thought would be all that was needed to wipe his existence from the city, and there was nothing that anyone else could have done about it.

      “A passing thought,” the floating man replied. “And you are about to inconvenience me.”

      “I’m sorry,” Gibson stammered. “I don’t understand.”

      “The boy. You are about to inconvenience him. I cannot have that.”

      Gibson swallowed. He’d known that Chance was trouble. A tiny part of him wished he’d just offed the kid as soon as he found out he was a new arrival that hadn’t shown up in the right spot, but that might have meant he would have been lying dead in the alley instead of having this conversation.

      “I was just going to report his arrival,” Gibson stammered. “Gleam welcomes all–”

      “I care not for your excuses for training fodder,” the floating man said, cutting him off. “The boy will be forgotten. He is nothing to you. You will give him a capable team – there should be good, capable applicants looking for a team. Choose one immediately. Then ensure you do not inconvenience him further. He is mine.”

      Gibson swallowed. Before he could nod his understanding, the man extended a spindly hand. Within it, golden mist gathered, forming into an image of a woman. Gibson’s eyes widened.

      “What do you want with my wife?”

      “Karma connects us all. You may grow tempted by others with what you perceive to be great power in the future, if the boy survives his growth. Remember this moment, Shikari. The worst they can do is kill you.”

      The man’s hand clenched over the golden mist, dismissing it. Then he was gone. Gibson sat there for several minutes. He slowly rose to his feet and staggered out of the alley.

      Gibson stared up at the sky for a few moments, then turned on his heel and set off in the way he had come. What was the worst that one Earthling could do? Gleam could stuff itself. His job wasn’t more important than his family.
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      It probably wasn’t a good idea to tell Pete that he’d been on Centurion for weeks already, and Chance really didn’t need much convincing to check out his lodgings. He darted up the stairs, shooting past the first two doors. He looked between the back two, but they seemed to be the same, so he chose the one on the right and twisted the handle.

      The room was plain, like he’d expected. There was a single window above a bed fitted with plain white sheets. A desk and chair sat beside it, across from a wooden dresser. Chance stepped inside, marveling at all of it.

      “Wow,” he breathed, sitting down on the bed. He lay back, a grin crossing his face as he let himself relax. Then he jumped back upright and checked inside every drawer of the dresser. They were empty, as was the single drawer in his desk.

      He cheerfully went around the fairly small room, investigating every nook and cranny. It was a little larger than his room had been when his parents were still alive, but it completely lacked personality.

      Once he got enough money, Chance promised himself that he’d go about fixing that particular problem. Satisfied, he flopped back into bed. His bed. The corners of his mouth hurt a little from smiling so much, but he couldn’t help himself.

      Chance raised a hand, calling the golden wisps of energy forth. They twisted beneath his fingers, tingling as they brushed across his skin. He lowered his hand, letting it rest against his chest as a content smile passed over his lips.

      A loud bang echoed through the house. Chance bolted to his feet and nearly tripped over the edge of the bed as he tried to still his thumping heart. He still hadn’t completely gotten over how jumpy he was from the alleyways.

      Is that how they always shut the damn doors here? Hasn’t anyone ever heard of closing something quietly?

      Chance cracked his door open and poked his head out just in time to see Bella doing the exact same thing from her own room. She was facing the stairwell, but she spun to look in his direction even though he was fairly sure he hadn’t made any noise. Her face darkened and she pulled back into the room, closing the door.

      At least she didn’t slam it.

      Chance stepped into the hall. Voices echoed up from the first floor. One of the voices was Pete, but he didn’t recognize the other. He made his way down the stairs and into the living room.

      A boy sat across from Pete, bedecked in leather armor. A small sickle and chain hung from his side, and his long black hair hung in a ponytail past his shoulders. Pete had claimed his plush chair and was in the exact same position that he’d sat in when talking to Chance. Evidently, he had the whole greeting-thing worked out.

      “Ah, Chance,” Pete said, giving him a warm smile. “I hope you’ve had a chance to relax.”

      “It’s been like five minutes,” Chance said. “But everything is wonderful. Thank you.”

      Pete guffawed. “Wonderful? It’s been a while since anyone called this house that. Thank you very much. I do my best, even with our limited budget.”

      “Is this one of my teammates?” the boy asked, lounging lazily on the couch and glancing in Chance’s direction. He exuded confidence and had an arrogant air about him. His eyes were a faint shade of purple that Chance had never seen before.

      “It is. Chance, this is Yeo,” Pete said. “Yeo, this is Chance.”

      Chance’s back stiffened. He’d been hoping his other teammate would be kind, but the boy across from him seemed like the type of person that thought they were better than everyone else.

      “He’s from Earth,” Pete finished. “He knows nothing about Centurion, so please help him get up to speed.”

      Yeo’s half-lidded eyes shot open and he leapt to his feet, darting over to stand nose-to-nose with Chance.

      “No way. Really?”

      Chance took a step backward. “Uh, yeah.”

      “That’s so cool!” Yeo exclaimed. “I’ve always wanted to meet an Earthling! Do you really fly around in giant metal birds? Have you played football? What about the internet? Did you use the internet? What kind of truck hit you? Was it big?”

      The questions came out like a verbal barrage. With every step Chance took back, Yeo took one forward until they were practically against the wall. Chance cleared his throat and slipped around Yeo, feeling the slight sting of shame. He’d completely judged him on his appearance, and it didn’t look like he’d been right in the slightest.

      “Slow down a little, Yeo,” Pete admonished. “Chance only just arrived, so he’s probably feeling very overwhelmed.”

      Yeo’s face reddened and he cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. My mother always said I took my manners out to the barn and shot them. My name is Yeo.”

      He extended a hand and Chance took it.

      “No harm done,” Chance replied. “And I don’t mind. The giant birds are planes, and we did, although it’s been a while since I was in one. I’ve never played football, but I used to love the internet. There were a lot of cool things on it. As for the truck – it was a semitruck. How do you know all this about Earth?”

      Yeo straightened up and thrust a proud thumb into his chest. “My dad’s from Earth too! He told me all about it. I’ve always wanted to visit, but the path only goes one way. No way to get back. Will you tell me about it?”

      “Uh, sure,” Chance said, starting to relax. Yeo was like an Earth-weaboo. He suppressed a laugh at that thought. “I never really registered that other people from Earth might have told you about it. That’s… weird.”

      “There are so many things I want to ask you,” Yeo said eagerly. “Oh, I know! We can trade questions. That’s fair, right? You ask something about Centurion, then I get something about Earth.”

      “That works for me,” Chance said with a grin. “Maybe we should get you moved in first or something, though?”

      “Already did,” Yeo said with a thumbs-up. “I’m speedy.”

      “Showing up with nothing but the clothes on your back does not make you fast,” Pete said as he got out of his chair, grabbing his staff and walking over to the kitchen. “It just means you didn’t have anything to move in.”

      Yeo rolled his eyes. “Whatever you say, gramps.”

      Pete sighed, and Yeo tugged at Chance’s sleeve.

      “Come on. Let’s get our third teammate in on this too. I bet they’re curious as well.”

      Chance cleared his throat. “That might not be a good idea. I don’t think she likes me much.”

      “What? That’s dumb. Did you do something to her?”

      “Well, no. I think it’s more the idea of me than anything else.”

      “She doesn’t like Earthlings?”

      “I don’t think she likes people.”

      “Nonsense. Everyone can be won over, especially with my charming personality.” He flashed Chance a wide grin, then dragged him up the stairs. Then, to Chance’s horror, he strode straight up to Bella’s door and rapped on it.

      There was no response.

      “She must be busy,” Chance said.

      Yeo squatted, bringing his eye down to the keyhole and squinting through it. “Nah. I see her. She’s just staring at the door.”

      The door opened and Bella pierced them with a cold stare. “Go away.”

      Despite himself, Chance peeked into her room. She’d been here longer than him, so he figured she’d probably had time to decorate it. To his surprise, it was completely barren. It looked just like his.

      “We aren’t going anywhere. You’re our team member, and we need to get to know each other,” Yeo said, crossing his arms. “Are you going to make me drag you out?”

      “You couldn’t make me do anything,” Bella replied. “And mind your own business. I’m not interested in getting to know either of you. Go do what you want, but keep me out of it.”

      “Hmph. Then we’ll just hold our meeting in your room,” Yeo said, starting forward. Bella snapped her fingers and a tendril of dark water shot out from behind her, pressing into Yeo’s chest and stopping him in his tracks.

      “No.”

      She slammed the door in their faces.

      “You can’t ignore us forever!” Yeo threw his hands up. “And, Chance, what was that? You didn’t help me at all!”

      “I don’t think she wants to talk with us,” Chance replied. “If that’s the case, we don’t have any right to force her to.”

      Yeo scrunched his nose. Then he sighed and shrugged. “I guess that’s true. Her loss. We don’t need her to have fun. Come on, let’s get to that game.”

      He waltzed over to Chance’s room and opened the door, glancing around before darting inside. There wasn’t even an ounce of hesitation, even though it wasn’t his room. Chance threw one last glance at Bella’s door, then followed his new teammate in.

      Yeo had claimed the chair at the desk, so Chance sat down on his bed.

      “Okay, I get to go first,” Yeo said, tapping his chin in thought. “Oh, I’ve got one. What’s the coolest thing on the internet? It’s been years since my dad was on Earth, so I bet it’s changed a lot.”

      It looked like Yeo had completely forgotten his annoyance with Bella and had returned to the over-chipper attitude that Chance was starting to fear was his normal form.

      “That’s kind of subjective, I think,” Chance said. “It’s been a while since I used the internet, but I think video games are probably up there. I was a big fan of the ones where you could play with a bunch of people and pretend to be a wizard or a warrior.”

      “Oh, an MMO? My dad loved those!”

      Chance stared at Yeo. The boy looked like had been pulled straight out of an MMO. He wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to people in what was essentially a magical world talking about things from Earth like they were just common knowledge. It just wasn’t right.
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      “Okay, my turn,” Chance said, shaking his head to clear it. “Can you actually use that weapon?”

      “Oh, my kusarigama?” Yeo asked, raising the curved blade. “Yeah. I’ve been training with it for years. I always knew I wanted to be a Shikari, so my dad got me started from a young age. I go ham with this thing. I’d show you, but we’re inside a room. This doesn’t work too well in enclosed spaces, and I’d probably end up cutting something on accident.”

      Chance barely kept his eye from twitching at the lingo.

      “Your dad taught you Earth lingo?”

      “My mom made him! She’s a huge fan of Earth as well,” Yeo said with a laugh.

      “I couldn’t imagine,” Chance said with a grin of his own. “That’s awesome, though. I’ve never actually used a weapon.”

      “That’s crazy. You were like a civilian on Earth, then?”

      “Yeah. Most people were.”

      “So there really aren’t monsters or anything?” Yeo leaned forward, his face turning serious. “There are just people?”

      “Well, there are animals and the like, but monsters are just things in fantasy stories,” Chance replied.

      “Wow. My dad told me that too, but it’s hard to believe,” Yeo said, leaning back and shaking his head. “So there’s really no magic or anything?”

      “None,” Chance confirmed. “Well, not in the same way that you guys have it.”

      “I can’t imagine living like that.” Yeo let out a disbelieving whistle. “That seems so boring.”

      “Magic really is incredible,” Chance agreed. “I don’t even know what mine does, but I don’t know what I’d do without it. Wait – you’ve got it too?”

      “Almost everyone does. When you arrived, you were given a core, right? I heard that Earthlings don’t have them.”

      Chance frowned. He hadn’t been given anything as far as he was aware, but he had eaten Bob’s Cheeto. Something told him that wasn’t what Yeo was referring to, though.

      “Yeah,” Chance lied. “Is that how you get magic?”

      “It’s more like it’s how you access it,” Yeo replied. “By the way, most people don’t call it magic. We call it Essence, and it’s the energy of the universe. The act of trying to understand it is called cultivation. It’s incredible. You won’t believe what people can do until you see it for yourself. I once saw a Shikari literally move a mountain to crush a horde of monsters.”

      “Holy shit,” Chance said, his eyes going wide. “So everyone gets it? Can you do the same stuff as I can, then? And I can also move mountains and stuff?”

      “Probably not,” Yeo said. He tapped the sickle and chain at his side. “It’s impossible to actually try to understand Essence as a whole, so you focus on a part of it. I’m pursuing the Essence of Metal. It helps me use my kusarigama, among other things. It depends on what you really resonate with. You could hypothetically try to follow the Essence that I am, but it might not be the one that really fits you, you know? If it doesn’t fit you, then you won’t be able to go as far along the path as you could have otherwise.”

      “I see,” Chance said slowly. “So the more I understand this Essence I’m following, the stronger I get?”

      “Among other things.” Yeo nodded. “People that are far along in their pursuit of Essence also live far longer, slow or stop aging, and become resistant to most forms of disease.”

      “Wait. You can become immortal?”

      “Pretty much,” Yeo replied. “That’s really difficult, though. I’ve never met anyone that got that far along their path, but I know it’s possible.”

      Chance rocked back, trying to come to terms with Yeo’s words.

      Doesn’t that mean you can basically become a god once you understand enough of the Essence you’re cultivating?

      “It’s a lot, huh?” Yeo asked with a grin. “My dad told me it nearly gave him a heart attack when he learned about it. I’ve always wanted to tell someone to see that reaction myself. There’s a whole bunch more too, but I think I should probably save it. It isn’t as important.”

      “Yeah,” Chance said with a weak nod. “That might be smart. But… what if you don’t know what your Essence path is?”

      “Depends,” Yeo said. “Some people cultivate their body rather than trying to learn a greater truth – that’s pretty common. A lot of people do at least a little body cultivation, but some focus on it completely. But, if you’re cultivating a concept – that’s seeking Essence. You might not know the exact name of what you’re following, but it’s still there. You know, you should have learned all of this in your orientation.”

      “Orientation?”

      “You know, when the guy manning the tower you showed up in told you about Gleam and everything?” Yeo said, raising an eyebrow. “Every new arrival shows up in a designated spot so they can be properly introduced. That’s just how it has been.”

      Chance cleared his throat. “Ah. I kind of slept through that. I was pretty exhausted from arriving here and all that.”

      Yeo burst into laughter. “That’s fine. From what I know, I just covered everything important anyway. You’ll just have to practice cultivating. That’s the main thing.”

      Chance frowned, but at least Yeo wasn’t pressing the issue. He’d have to be more careful with admitting how little he knew in the future – at least, until he figured out how big of a deal it was to show up anywhere other than the arrival spots.

      How does someone train themselves with luck? Does that mean this isn’t the right Essence for me? Or have I managed to completely misunderstand what it is?

      “You don’t know yours yet, huh?” Yeo asked. “Don’t fret too much. We’ll figure it out. What’s it look like?”

      Chance pulled the golden mist to his fingertips. Yeo cocked an eyebrow.

      “Huh. What’s it do?”

      “Uh… so far, drop bricks on things,” Chance replied. “I think it’s got to do with luck?”

      “The Essence of Luck?” Yeo asked. “That’s… weird. I suppose that’s possible. There are countless branches of cultivation. I’ve just never heard of someone trying to cultivate luck.”

      “Yeah,” Chance said with a weak chuckle. “I just hope–”

      He trailed off. Yeo didn’t need to hear his life story.

      “What?” Yeo asked. “Something about Earth? You miss home?”

      “No,” Chance admitted, surprised to realize it was completely true. Even with the dogs trying to kill him and the weeks of stumbling through the alleys, Bob had been right. He’d do it again for this opportunity. “It’s my parents. There’s a possibility they’re also somewhere in this world. I just can’t imagine finding people will be cheap.”

      Yeo studied Chance for a moment, then gave him a thumbs-up. He gave a lot of those, apparently. “Don’t worry! We’ll make that money no problem. I’m going to compete to be the best Shikari on the board, so you better believe we’ll be rich.”

      “There’s a leaderboard?” Chance asked, grateful for a chance to change the subject.

      “Oh, yeah. It’s a big deal. The best Shikari get more money, access to better jobs, and a whole bunch of unique opportunities,” Yeo said. He leaned back in the chair, balancing it on the two back legs. “Not to mention fame. A whole lot of it.”

      “So, what are you after?”

      A moment passed before he answered.

      “I want to be famous!” Yeo exclaimed, leaping to his feet and thrusting his chest out. “It sounds so fun. There would be so many cool things I’d be able to take part of. Wouldn’t that be incredible?”

      “Never thought about it,” Chance admitted. “But I’d imagine the competition would be pretty fierce. How are rankings on the board set?”

      “There are tiers and numbers,” Yeo said, the wind falling out of his sails. He sat back down with a harrumph. “You have to test to get into the next tier, but you can’t take a test until you’ve got a team.”

      “We’re the lowest tier, then?” Chance guessed.

      “Nah. We aren’t even ranked yet,” Yeo replied, scrunching his nose. “And we don’t have a number either. Those are just for the leaderboard, and you only get them after participating in a tournament of other people in your tier.”

      Chance committed everything Yeo had said to memory. If he needed a lot of money, a good way might be to move up on the rankings in the Shikari as well.

      “Okay, I’m in,” Chance said, rubbing his hands together. “I’ll do everything I can to help you get up the ranks while we’re still on a team together. No promises for after, though. I’ve got a lot I want to accomplish.”

      “Yeah. Just until we’re Knights,” Yeo agreed, running his fingers along the hilt of his kusarigama. “I’ve got a lot to do too. I’m just going to have fun before things get too busy, you know?”

      “From what it sounds like, it’ll be a while until we’re Knights, so we’ve got a lot of time to make money,” Chance said.

      “Yes! That’s the attitude we need,” Yeo crowed. He lost his balance, tipping back in the chair. The boy vaulted back, flipping and landing on his feet in time to grab the chair and keep it from hitting the ground. He put it back into place and cleared his throat. “Stuck the landing. But hey, whether we stay in a team or not, I think I’ll be seeing you at the top, eh?”

      Chance burst into laughter, and Yeo joined him.

      “It’s too bad our other teammate is a sourpuss,” Yeo said with a sigh. “The tests are going to be a real pain if she refuses to participate in any of them.”

      “Hey, you said it yourself. I’m sure she’ll come around eventually,” Chance said. “Let’s not bother her too much. It isn’t polite.”

      Yeo rolled his eyes. “Whatever. Hey, you hungry? I haven’t eaten today.”

      “Yeah, actually. Food sounds great. Maybe we should find out what we’ve got in the kitchen,” Chance suggested.

      “What? No way,” Yeo said, crossing his arms. “That’s for normal days. We should be celebrating! A restaurant is in order.”

      “I’m broke, Yeo. I only just got here, remember?”

      “Bah. I’ll pay for you this time, then,” Yeo said. “Consider it my welcoming gift to Centurion.”

      Chance narrowed his eyes. “And also an excuse to ply me with more questions about Earth, huh?”

      Yeo’s grin widened. “And that. You aren’t allowed to refuse. You seem like a polite guy, and that would be rude.”

      Chance burst into laughter. “Okay then. Thank you. I will gratefully accept. To be honest, I’m starving. I haven’t eaten anything good in w–uh, ages.”

      “Perfect,” Yeo said, not catching his verbal stumble. “Let’s go, then. I only just got here, so neither of us have had a chance to check the city out. This is a great opportunity.”

      “Wait, really?” Chance asked. “How’d you get here so fast? Or did Gibson just know that you were heading over?”

      “There’s a long waitlist on getting out of the surrounding villages and into Gleam,” Yeo said with a grin. “I’ve been trying to get approved to become a Shikari for a long time. This was my lucky break. My village is an hour or two away from Gleam, so I hightailed it here as soon as I heard.”

      “Oh. That makes sense. For some reason, I kind of just assumed that everyone lived in big cities like this one.”

      “We sure wish we did.” Yeo’s face darkened for a moment. Then he wiped it away with a smile and nodded at the door. “Let’s go.”

      They left his room. As they passed Bella’s room, Chance paused. Yeo looked over his shoulder at him, raising an eyebrow.

      “Really? Weren’t you the one that said we shouldn’t annoy her?”

      “It’s still polite to offer,” Chance said, only half believing his own words. It was only polite to invite her, after all. Nobody wanted to be excluded. Probably.

      He rapped on the door. A few seconds later, it cracked open and Bella pierced him with a baleful glare. “What is it this time? I thought I made my stance pretty clear with both of you.”

      “We’re going to get dinner,” Chance replied. “Do you want to come?”

      Bella stared at him. For an instant, the cold shell covering her face cracked, but Chance couldn’t tell what emotion passed behind it. Confusion, perhaps? Or maybe it was just shock at how stupid her new teammates were.

      “I – no. I’m busy,” Bella said. “I’ll always be busy. You don’t have to ask.”

      She shut the door without waiting for a response. Chance frowned, staring at the wood for a moment. She hadn’t slammed it this time. He shrugged and turned, heading down the stairs with Yeo. They left the house and set off down the street.

      “That was weird, don’t you think?” Chance asked.

      “What do you mean? She told us to go dance on a pole. Again.”

      “Yeah, but she didn’t seem as angry this time.”

      “You’re delusional.” Yeo laughed. “I think you just want to make friends with everyone, don’t you?”

      “That seems like a bit of extrapolation. I’ve only tried to make friends with two people since getting here, and it looks like I’ve got a fifty percent success rate.”

      “How many people our age have you met?”

      “Two.”

      “I rest my point,” Yeo said. Chance rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t find the words to respond to the other boy. His eyes caught on the city skyline as the large sun started to set behind the buildings, illuminating the sky in beautiful purple and orange hues.

      Platforms floated above the city, ranging from the size of small courtyards to city blocks. Shimmers of golden light danced between them, forming beautiful pathways and fading away after people crossed them.

      Many of the skyscrapers twisted and rose in ways that Chance was fairly sure physics didn’t permit. Some were made of gnarled wood, while others almost resembled steel. No matter their material, magic was laden through every brick and stone of Gleam.
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      As beautiful as the city was, it was marred by Chance’s knowledge of what was hidden in the shadows, waiting for anyone foolish or unlucky enough to stumble into it.

      The streets grew busier as they went deeper into Gleam. People strode down the streets. Some stopped to chat, while others walked quickly without a word. However, a fair number of the people passing by them barely resembled humans at all.

      Some just had minor variations. A barbed tail here, a set of large, floppy ears there. Many sported slight changes to their physique, ranging from strangely colored eyes to faint scales on their skin. Yeo noticed Chance’s darting eyes and elbowed him lightly in the side.

      “Don’t stare too much. It’s rude.”

      Chance reddened. “Sorry. I’ve just never seen anything like this. It’s amazing.”

      “I can imagine. Dad said there were just humans on Earth. Seems kind of boring, to be honest. Were there really no changes between people?”

      “I mean, not unless you count things like physical appearance or skin color. Nobody had horns. Or wings. Or anything else.”

      “That’s weird. Don’t people blend together?”

      “I don’t imagine it would make that much of a difference. It’s not like everyone here has a special change either. A lot of people we’re passing are the same as us.”

      Yeo grunted. “Yeah, that’s true. We just got unlucky. I would have loved to have a useful modification, but those can’t be earned. Either you’re born with it or you aren’t.”

      “We’ve still got magic,” Chance reminded him. “I feel like that’s a lot more interesting than anything else we could have gotten.”

      “True enough. I guess I’m just taking Essence for granted,” Yeo said. They reached the end of the street, where it merged with a main one. Shops lined the street, signs above them written in a language Chance didn’t understand. Judging by the variation in the symbols, it might have been multiple different languages.

      The main road was slightly larger than the ones Chance was used to, but there were no cars. In fact, there didn’t seem to be any vehicles of any sort aside from the birds in the air. Everyone was either walking, flying, or otherwise traveling on their own – and there were a lot of them. The center of the road had been sectioned off for through traffic, while the sides looked like they were reserved for people browsing the stores.

      “Whoa,” Chance said, trying to take everything in at once. It reminded him of the images he’d seen of Times Square, but the neon signs had been replaced with magical energy and loud salesmen trying to draw in anyone who happened to be unfortunate enough to catch their eye. The ambient noise in the main road was easily two or three times louder than the previous street, just from the sheer number of people in the area.

      “Come on,” Yeo said, nodding toward a cluster of small buildings on the other side of the road. “You can stare at everything later. Trust me, we’ll never make it if we stop to really take Gleam in.”

      Chance had to agree with him. He followed after Yeo, weaving through the tight traffic and doing his best to keep up with the other boy. “Where are the restaurants?”

      “The buildings I just indicated,” Yeo yelled over the crowd. “Don’t you see their names?”

      “I can’t read that language! Actually, for that matter, how come I can understand you? Why does everyone on this planet speak English?”

      “We’re not speaking English,” Yeo replied, rolling his eyes. “Come on, Chance. I know you said you didn’t really pay attention when you arrived, but did you listen to anything they said? When you arrived on Centurion, in addition to your Essence being awakened by the Giver, your brain was rewired so that the spoken language feels natural to you. We all speak common. And don’t ask me why they didn’t do that for writing – I don’t know.”

      Rewired? The Giver? What the hell is Yeo on about? Shit, I wish I could press farther, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. I guess Bob’s Cheeto took care of the brain-rewiring as well. What a lovely thought.

      “Right. My bad,” Chance said, rubbing the back of his head. “I was really tired.”

      “Fair enough. Sometimes my mom starts lecturing me and I pass out for the next week. Can’t help with your reading problem, though. You’ll just have to trust me until you buy a book and learn how to read again.” They pushed past the crowd and emerged on the other side of the street. Yeo led Chance up to one of the buildings. A faded sign of orange light glimmered above the door. As Yeo pushed it open, a bell rang, announcing their arrival.

      A thin hallway led into the building, dropping the two off in a room with half a dozen wooden tables lined along the walls. Faint traces of a smokey scent hung in the air, and dull orange motes of light floated within lanterns along the walls, illuminating the restaurant but keeping a darker ambiance.

      A woman with bright pink hair stood behind a small podium with several menus stacked on it. She glanced up at them, smoothing her apron out, then grinned.

      “Welcome to Hound’s. Two of you?”

      Chance shuddered at the name, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Yes, please,” Yeo said.

      “Right this way,” the woman said, grabbing two of the menus and leading them over to the table at the back corner of the room. They sat down and she put the menus in front of them, adding bundles of napkin-wrapped silverware to the table in front of them. “Could I get either of you something to drink to start?”

      “Milk, please,” Chance said.

      “Water for me,” Yeo added.

      The waitress nodded and headed off through a small door in the opposite corner of the room. Chance flipped the menu open, but he wasn’t surprised to find that he couldn’t read a single word in it.

      “Why is it that we can speak the same language, but the written ones are completely different?”

      “We’re speaking common,” Yeo replied, opening his own menu. “The gods banned all other spoken languages, so everyone speaks this. Makes things easier when people show up from worlds other than Centurion.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” Chance allowed. “But why just spoken?”

      “From what I hear, they wanted to standardize written language as well,” Yeo said. “No clue what happened, though. It’s pretty difficult to get a straight answer from a god.”

      Chance put his menu down. “You mean people just… regularly talk to them?”

      “Well, not regularly. But when you get strong enough, it’s possible,” Yeo said. “Just don’t expect their answers to be particularly meaningful. Now, enough of this. Do you like meat? I’ll choose a dish for you.”

      “Yeah. Thank you.” Chance set the menu back down on the table. It wasn’t going to do him much good, after all. A moment later, Yeo did the same.

      “No problem,” Yeo replied. The waitress emerged from the door in the back, carrying two wooden mugs. She set them down in front of the boys and glanced at their menus. “Are you ready to order?”

      “Two Hound Kebabs, please,” Yeo said. Chance shot him a sharp look, then remembered that was the name of the restaurant and suppressed a sigh.

      “Anything else?”

      “That’s it. Thanks,” Yeo said, digging through his pockets and handing the waitress two copper coins.

      She slipped them into a pocket in her apron and smiled. “Thank you. Your food will be out shortly.”

      The waitress was true to her word. No more than a minute after returning to the kitchen, she came back out with two trays laden with sticks of greasy, shimmering meat. Chance’s mouth watered and he swallowed as she set the plates down on the table.

      He’d never seen such an appetizing plate of food on Earth, even when he’d been living with his parents. Granted, nobody in his family had been a particularly talented cook. Yeo chuckled and popped a chunk of meat into his mouth. “It’s good. Now, eat. I’ve got a lot of questions.”

      Chance ate – and Yeo hadn’t lied. He had a lot of questions. They spent almost an hour at the table, talking long after the meal had finished and most of the other patrons that had been sitting when they had arrived had left.

      “Well?” Yeo asked, letting off his endless stream of inquiries and giving Chance a moment to breathe. “What did you think of the food?”

      “Incredible,” Chance replied honestly. His stomach hurt from eating so much, but he hadn’t been able to make himself stop. “But please don’t get anything else – I won’t be able to stop myself from eating it, and I’ll probably end up exploding.”

      Yeo laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. Once we start training, you’re going to need a lot to keep up your energy. You said you’ve never really learned how to fight, so I bet your metabolism is about to erupt. Kiss cheap food bills goodbye.”

      Chance grimaced. “Well, at least we get paid well, right?”

      “Yeah. Now, I want some dessert. I won’t make you get any, don’t worry. We can get to that tomo–”

      A loud crash from the street outside cut Yeo off, and a deep thrum followed it. Every single one of Chance’s hairs stood on end as what felt like an electric current surged through his body.

      “Holy shit! What was that?” Chance hissed, but Yeo was already leaping out of his seat. He grabbed Chance’s arm and dragged him out of the booth, rushing toward the door. All of the other patrons had vanished as if they’d never been there.

      “There’s a monster in the street! A Shikari just Warded the area. This is amazing! We might get to see a really cool fight,” Yeo said, throwing the door open and pulling Chance outside.

      No trace of the previous crowd remained outside. Instead, the street was empty. A large glittering blue energy dome hung above the street, cutting off a large section of the street and vanishing behind them, somewhere amongst the houses.

      “Where’d everybody go? Where’s the monster? Where is everyone? What’s going on?”

      “Relax,” Yeo said, drawing his sickle and chain and giving the weapon a lazy spin as his eyes scanned the area. “We’re in an extradimensional space with the monster. All Shikari in the area get pulled in when the space is formed.”

      “How the heck do they know we’re Shikari?”

      “Gibson must have already registered us,” Yeo replied, walking out onto the street and looking around. “Damn. Where’s the monster?”

      “Don’t you think we should be a little more careful?” Chance asked, his hands twitching at his sides. He hadn’t forgotten the endless Soothounds in the alleyways, and was in no rush to run into any of them again. He kept his back pressed to the building to limit the number of places he could be attacked from. “I was hoping for some real training before my n– uh, fighting.”

      “You’ll be fine. If a Shikari set up a Ward, then they’re probably more than capable of handling the monster,” Yeo said dismissively. “Just wait there. We’re gonna see something great really soon. This street is the biggest open area in the dome, so the Shikari should be pushing the monster toward us.”

      “Then it seems like we’re in a terrible place!”

      “Nonsense. Think of this as a learning opportunity.” A series of loud crashes echoed from the alleys behind them, each one growing louder. Yeo’s face lit up. “Oh, listen! It’s coming!”

      Chance didn’t get a chance to respond. A blur of black flesh bounded out of the alley. It flew through the air and crashed into the street, carving deep furrows through the road as it spun back toward the way it had come.

      The monster was roughly canine. A long, purple tongue lolled from its mouth and two sharp horns sprouted from its head. Green blood dripped from a multitude of scars along the monster’s body, sizzling as it splashed against the street.

      It resembled the dogs Chance had seen in the alleys, but was a dozen times larger and more menacing. A keening howl escaped the creature’s mouth, revealing dozens of rows of sharklike teeth. It turned two molten red eyes toward Yeo and Chance, and a low growl built in its throat.

      “Oh, shit,” Chance whispered. “Good dog. Easy there.”

      Yeo spun his sickle. “You want some, mutt? Bring it here!”

      “Yeo!” Chance hissed, bringing his magic forth. “What are you doing?”

      A bolt of blue light leapt across the street, slamming into the dog’s side and sending it tumbling across the ground with a pitiful yelp. Chance and Yeo jerked their heads to look in the attack’s direction.

      “Trying to steal my prey? That’s low,” a lean man said, stepping out from the alley, keeping the large bow in his left hand at the ready. His hair was gray, but he only looked a few years older than Chance. He drew an arrow from a quiver on his back and nocked it, taking aim. “This is mine, kid. Back off.”

      “Hey, nobody was here,” Yeo said, but he lowered his sickle. “Can’t blame me.”

      The arrow launched from the bow, turning into a streak of blue light. It slammed into the dog’s side as it tried to rise, tossing it across the ground and slamming it against the wall of a building.

      “No, I can’t. That won’t stop me from putting an arrow through you if you go after my coin, though,” the man said with a chuckle. He drew another arrow and sent it flying. It caught the monster in the eye, snapping its head back and breaking several bones in its neck with a sharp crack.
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      The monster collapsed to the ground, going still. It hadn’t been much of a fight at all. More like a slaughter. The hunter strode up to the corpse and pulled a small gray orb out of his pockets and tossed it onto his fallen prey.

      Blue light flared around the creature, and it vanished, turning into a stream of energy and flying into the orb. The glow slowly faded and the Shikari picked it up, turning back to them.

      “I don’t recognize you. New?”

      “Just arrived to Gleam today,” Yeo said. “Both of us.”

      “Hm. Where’s your friend’s weapon?”

      “I don’t have one yet,” Chance said, stepping out from the doorway he’d ducked into. “We were just getting dinner. I wasn’t expecting a monster to show up.”

      “Damn, you’re green,” the man said. “Well, you’ll learn. Or die.”

      The dome surrounding them started to lose intensity. The Shikari yawned. “This thing was barely worth the damn effort. I hope you kids enjoyed the show. Don’t try to steal my prey again.”

      “No promises. First come, first serve,” Yeo said with a grin. The Shikari cocked his head to the side. Then he smirked.

      “We’ll see. Enjoy your night. If you’re any good, maybe we’ll see each other in a tournament.”

      He turned as the dome vanished completely, and sound rushed back into the city. The bustling crowd returned and swallowed the Shikari. A man nearly strode right into Chance. He veered to the side at the last second, heading off without a word.

      Chance stared in slack-jawed awe. “What just happened?”

      “Come on,” Yeo said, grabbing Chance’s sleeve and pulling him out of the way. “We were in a Ward. Alternate dimension with the monster. It wasn’t a very strong one, so I wasn’t worried.”

      “How did you know it wasn’t strong? I mean, that Shikari could have just been really strong, right? We had no way to know.”

      “Nah. The stronger a monster is, the more it’ll affect the Ward. It’s a fight of power between the Shikari making the Ward and their prey. Since everything still looked like the normal city, it meant the Shikari had completely overpowered the monster,” Yeo explained. “Sorry I didn’t have time to tell you more when it happened. I knew we weren’t in any real danger – I could have taken care of a Soothound myself.”

      “That’s what the monster was?” Chance asked as he and Yeo sat down on a bench along the side of the road. “A Soothound?”

      “Yep. Pretty weak, like I thought. The Shikari looked fairly strong, though. He’s probably around a Knight tier – that’s the third one, by the way – or something. Those arrows were packing a serious punch.”

      Chance shook his head, trying to wrap his head around the last few minutes. Yeo barely even seemed fazed, but he was still trying to figure out how they’d managed to change dimensions without him even noticing.

      “Don’t think too hard about it,” Yeo advised. “You’ve got way too much to adapt to right now. Just take it one step at a time, and get more in depth once you’re comfortable.”

      “I – yeah. That’s probably a good idea,” Chance admitted. “Is this a common occurrence?”

      “Getting pulled into a Ward? I’ve heard it is. Doesn’t happen too much out in the boonies. But in a big city like Gleam? I imagine it’ll happen all the time. There are probably thousands of monsters roaming the city right now.”

      “Holy shit. And they’re in this dimension? With everyone else?”

      “Yeah,” Yeo replied. “That’s why the Shikari are needed. They keep the city safe – both inside and out.”

      “Why are there monsters here in the first place?” Chance asked. “I can’t imagine anyone is just letting them into the city.”

      Yeo snorted. “They don’t just walk in. The monsters inside the city were born here. Trust me, you’re going to want to wait a little longer before we get into that. There’s a whole field of research around it, and it’s pretty nasty.”

      “Right,” Chance said, running a hand through his hair. “Shouldn’t we be a little more concerned about this, then? Like, couldn’t a monster just pop out right now and attack us?”

      “In a populated area like this? Nah. There are too many Shikari around. When you get strong enough, you can sense monsters in the area. This monster walked too close and a Shikari noticed it, so he killed it. He’ll turn that orb into the city and get paid for his work. And, before you ask, they’ll use the body for research and energy.”

      “Makes sense,” Chance said slowly, the bustling crowd threatening to overwhelm him. “I think I should probably learn how to fight sooner rather than later.”

      I don’t think dropping bricks on dogs counts. God, that’s an awful thought to have. They weren’t really dogs. I hope.

      “Only if you want to live long,” Yeo said, punching him in the shoulder. “Come on. Maybe it’s time we go back to the Whiteheart house.”

      Chance nodded. “I think that might be a good idea.”

      They pushed through the crowd and headed back along the street. Chance spotted signs that looked like they identified the roads, but just like everything else, he couldn’t actually read their names.

      The new Shikari got back to the Whiteheart house and headed inside. Once the door was shut behind them, Chance let out his pent-up breath and brushed his hair back.

      “It’s really something, isn’t it?” Yeo asked. “I can’t wait to explore the rest of Gleam. We’ve barely seen anything.”

      “Yeah. It’s huge,” Chance said. He looked down at his hands. “But I really want to learn how to use magic. Like, really badly. I feel like there’s so much more, and I haven’t even scratched the surface.”

      “Sure. I need a good sparring partner, and I don’t see anyone else around that’s willing to do it.” Yeo gave him a large grin. “You better get a lot of sleep tonight. I get up early. And you’re damn right – considering you just got it, you probably haven’t even touched the surface, much less scratched it.”

      “Noted,” Chance said.

      Yeo raised a hand and started ascending the stairwell. He paused halfway up and cursed. “Aw man, I forgot to get dessert.”

      “You’ll live,” Chance said wryly.

      “That’s what you think. I might not wake up tomorrow due to starvation,” Yeo replied with a dramatic flourish. He winked, then disappeared up the stairs. Chance chewed his lower lip for a moment, then wandered over to the kitchen.

      It looked surprisingly similar to what a kitchen would have looked like on Earth. There was a sink set in the center of an old, cracked marble counter. Behind it was a large steel box with a latch. Chance pulled it open and a wave of cold washed out from within it.

      It was full of meat, vegetables, and other chilled foods. Chance let it shut again. The box was some sort of fridge, but he couldn’t see any power source running it.

      I wonder if the energy comes from those orbs that the Shikari get from monster bodies?

      He resolved to ask Pete about it at some point in the future. Chance went through the rest of the kitchen, testing the burners on a metal stove. There was a click and gas sparked as the stove lit.

      “Huh. Gas stove,” Chance said to himself, turning it off. “I guess not everything here is magic. I suppose it makes sense since a lot of people from Earth get pulled over here. I’m sure at least a few of them knew how to spread some of our inventions around.”

      He finished his investigation and headed up the stairs to his room, passing through the hall as quietly as he could to avoid mistakenly drawing Bella’s ire again. He made it back safely and shut the door, flopping down on his bed and slipping under the covers without hesitation.

      He had so many things he wanted to think about, but he never got the chance. As soon as his head hit the pillow, every last remaining thought vanished from his mind, and he was fast asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Several thunks rang out. Chance bolted upright, catching himself on the covers and nearly falling off the bed like a clumsy caterpillar. He hurriedly untangled himself, barely managing to extract his limbs from the bed’s hungry grip before someone knocked on the door again.

      “Coming!” Chance said, glaring at the stubborn sheets before walking over and opening the door. Yeo raised a hand in salute.

      “Still sleeping?”

      Chance glanced out the window. Heavy clouds hung in front of light orange hues in the sky. He could just barely make out the sunlight reflecting off some of the buildings in the distance.

      “Yeah, sorry. I’m ready.”

      “Great! Pete is going to join us too. He was up before me.”

      “Oh, that’s nice. Gibson did say he was supposed to teach us, or something.”

      Yeo snorted. “I don’t need to learn anything else. I’ve been training for years. But this’ll be useful for you, at least.”

      Chance wasn’t so sure about that, but he wasn’t about to question his cocky teammate. It’s not like it would have accomplished anything, and there was always the possibility that Yeo really was some sort of prodigy.

      They headed out of his room and down the stairs, pausing for a moment as they passed Bella’s room.

      “Do you think…”

      “You really want to try asking her?” Yeo cocked an eyebrow. “I think I can predict how that’ll go.”

      “Yeah,” Chance muttered. “Especially if we wake her up. It’s still the polite thing to do, though, isn’t it?”

      “Depends on how rude you consider waking someone up.”

      “Fair point. Maybe not. I’ll ask her if she wants to join the next time we see each other.”

      “If she gets her way, that time will be never,” Yeo said with a chortle. They reached the bottom of the stairs and headed into the living room. A door at the room’s back led out into a small dirt courtyard behind the house. A circle had been drawn around it, marking out a sparring arena. Pete stood outside, leaning on his staff.

      “Are you two ready to begin?” he asked. “The faster I can get you into fighting shape, the safer you’ll be.”

      “So I’ve found,” Chance said. “We went into the city yesterday and got pulled into a Ward.”

      “Not an uncommon occurrence, but if you’re pulled into a Ward, you should be safe. It means a Shikari initiated it, and they’re probably confident they can defeat their target,” Pete said. “The bigger problem would be if a monster finds you outside a Ward. We can worry about that later, though. Gibson gave me some basic information on where you both stand, but I’d like to hear it from you.”

      “I already know what I need to.” Yeo said with a one-shouldered shrug. “I’ve been training with a kusarigama since I was a few years old, and I’ve been pursuing the Essence of Metal since the same age. Unless you’ve got insight into Metal, there’s nothing you can teach me there.”

      “I see,” Pete said. “And what about you, Chance?”

      “I, uh, make gold mist.”
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      Pete chuckled. “Well, we all have to start somewhere. Yeo, you seem fairly confident in your skills. We’ll talk about that later. For now, though, how about you just help me get Chance up to speed?”

      “That was the plan,” Yeo said. “So, where are we starting?”

      “Why don’t we take a look at that mist of yours, Chance?” Pete asked. “Try to form a shield. The most important thing when you’re new is to be able to defend yourself.”

      Chance nodded.

      Thank you.

      Heat burned in his chest as the magic came to bear, forming into a glimmering wall before him. Pete examined it, cocking his head to the side.

      “How curious. Are you imagining that the shield is solid?”

      “Yeah,” Chance replied. “But the only form I can seem to get my mag – ah, Essence to take is this mist.”

      “That’s fine. Not every cultivation path is going to lend itself toward making physical things,” Pete said with an encouraging smile. “And you might also just not be far enough along its path to solidify something yet. Do you know what your Essence is?”

      “Not a clue. I think it’s got to do with luck, though.”

      Yeo poked Chance’s shield. Some of the wispy energy gathered around his hand and he waved it off. Then he picked up a rock.

      “Hey, what are you–”

      Yeo threw the stone at him. It flew past Chance’s shoulder and bounced off the wall, coming back in a beautiful arc to land straight on top of Yeo’s head. The boy cursed, staggering back while Chance burst into laughter.

      “That’s what you get! You could have at least warned me. I told you it was some sort of luck.”

      Pete’s eyebrows raised. “That was quite the turnaround. I was expecting a tiny nudge, not a complete reversal of an attack. Chance, how are you feeling?”

      “Fine. Why?”

      “Not tired at all?”

      “No. Should I be? We only just woke up.”

      “Using Essence tires you out,” Yeo said. “The more you use it or the stronger it is, the faster you’ll run out of energy. That’s why I was saying you’re going to start eating a lot. You’re pretty new, so you’ve probably only got a few good moves in you before you conk out.”

      “Well, I do feel this burning in my chest whenever I use magic,” Chance said.

      “That’s the Essence refining your body,” Pete explained. “Whenever you draw on Essence, it strengthens your body and burns away the impurities in it bit by bit. The less impurities you have, the more you’ll be able to channel your Essence and the stronger of a cultivator you’ll become.”

      “Not just that,” Yeo added. “Impurities basically stick to each other. Like attracts like, you know? So the more impure you are, the harder it is to get rid of it.”

      “What happens if you do get rid of all of it?” Chance asked.

      “That’s incredibly difficult,” Pete said, leaning on his staff and smiling like he was talking to an optimistic child. “Most people never do. We pick up too much impurity in our life. Hypothetically, if you get rid of all of it, your aptitude for channeling Essence goes up by an enormous amount. You’ll grow stronger at an incredibly increased rate, you’ll be resistant to gaining impurities again, and your Essence will be more responsive to what you want it to do.”

      “Don’t worry too much about it.” Yeo punched Chance in the arm. “I’ve heard some really unlucky people have choked to death as their bodies were spewing out their impurities. It isn’t all good.”

      Chance paused. “Wait, what?”

      “When someone manages to purge all of their impurities, it usually comes in a large rush of foul-smelling bile,” Pete said. “It can go on for quite some time, depending on how impure their body was. Don’t concern yourself over it. I don’t mean to discourage you, but since you’re from Earth, your body is likely completely riddled with impurity. You’ve never channeled Essence, so it’ll take you a long time and much more work just to catch up with many of your peers.”

      Ah. That’s what you did for me, Bob. Thank you. Never would have thought a stale Cheeto was the key to a perfect body.

      “Don’t look so down,” Yeo said. “We’ll get you in fighting shape in no time, don’t worry. I don’t care what you’ve got to go against.”

      “Yeah,” Chance said with a grin. “Don’t worry. I’m not about to give up.”

      “Nor should you. To be honest, you seem to have incredible control over your Essence already. Far more than I would have expected any new Shikari to have. It’s incredibly uncommon to have that much control over it before you’re even a Foundling.”

      “Thanks,” Chance said. He decided it probably wasn’t a great idea to say the reason why he had said control. Not yet. “And… Foundling?”

      Pete chuckled. “It’s a rank. Has Yeo told you about them yet?”

      “Just that we’re basically unranked.”

      “Right, you aren’t officially full Shikari yet,” Pete explained. “There are ten ranks in addition to Apprentice within the Shikari order. Foundling, Squire, Knight, Baron, Earl, Duke, Lord, King, Saint, and God.”

      “Makes sense. Are there any actual concrete differences in the ranks, though? Like, how do you know which one someone is?”

      “At its core, your rank is based on your cultivation – how much of your Essence you understand. The Shikari have exams and tournaments where they can officially increase your rank, but that’s all really just formality. If you cultivate enough and have gathered sufficient Essence within you, you’ll go up a rank and everyone would know.”

      “So someone could hypothetically be as strong as a god, but still ranked as a Foundling?”

      “Yeah. The Shikari’s influence doesn’t extend off Centurion, and there are more than a few off-world presences roaming around that have more strength than either of us could comprehend. There are many names that people use for ranks outside of Gleam, though the most common is just numbers,” Pete said, running a hand through his white hair as he seemed to remember something from long ago. “Before you ask, you’ll know when you rank up. It is not an experience that is easily missed. To be honest, you aren’t truly a cultivator until you become a Squire. Everything changes after that. You can’t use pills, with the exception of healing pills, until you’re a Squire. Same with special cultivation techniques – and that’s just barely scratching the surface.”

      “What do you mean?” Chance asked. “I thought everyone that can channel Essence is a cultivator.”

      “Eh. It’s more like they’ve got the potential to be a cultivator,” Pete said, waggling a hand back and forth. “Foundlings haven’t gathered enough Essence in their bodies to truly unlock their powers. When you do, you’ll know. It’s slightly different for everyone, and it’s best I don’t tell you exactly what will happen, but I’ll say this – pay attention when you go from Foundling to Squire. You’ll see something that will guide your path for the rest of your life.”

      If Chance hadn’t already been interested in cultivation, that would have caught his attention. Since he was, that only made him even more curious. He really wanted to push Pete for more information, but if the old man wasn’t going to tell them specifics, there was probably a reason. Reluctantly, he nodded.

      “What else is there, then?”

      “There are pre-established methods to using your Essence in an optimal way called techniques. Many Shikari use them to fight, and your ability to use techniques can also influence your rank. You can also make your own techniques, but I wouldn’t even worry about that until you’re at least Baron ranked. Anything earlier and you’ll just be wasting your time.”

      “When you say techniques… you mean like special moves?” Chance asked, trying to hold back a laugh. “Ones where you yell the name out when you use it?”

      Yeo grinned. “You got it. My dad is a huge technique user, and it rubbed off on me. They’re really quite useful. Don’t laugh too hard, Chance.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to insult,” Chance said.

      “It’s important to note that there are three normal paths to power for a cultivator, and any good Shikari will utilize all three,” Pete said, raising three fingers. “Cultivation is the first and most important. You understand the basics there. Techniques are another, but I would argue that the third – aura – is more important, even though it isn’t quite as flashy or interesting.”

      “Aura?” Chance asked. “Like… the energy around you?”

      “Exactly,” Pete said. “Aura is what protects you from the Essence of other cultivators and monsters. It’s essentially your resistance to being changed by someone else’s Essence, whether through physical or other means. You can’t see it yet, but you’ll eventually develop the ability as you cultivate.”

      “It’s also the most boring,” Yeo muttered. “And there’s no good way to train it.”

      “You can tell Yeo’s aura is weak because he was affected by your mist. You don’t have a lot of Essence in it yet, so only someone with a weak aura would be caught in it. You can train your aura through meditation. It naturally grows as you cultivate,” Pete said. “Aura control is often what ends up deciding battles. If you’re attacking something, but your Essence can’t even touch it, you’re going to lose.”

      Chance nodded his understanding and Pete clapped him on the shoulder.

      “There’s a lot more to cultivation than what we’ve covered, but a lot of it is best learned on your own.”

      “And techniques are still the coolest way to use your powers,” Yeo added, scowling at Pete. “Once you get good enough to spar against me, I’ll show you some of them. Otherwise, you’ll just have to wait to see me use them against a monster.”

      “Not that either of you will be fighting a monster anytime too soon,” Pete said sternly. He thumped his staff against the ground. “I don’t know how things were done outside Gleam, Yeo, but there are rules in this city, and they’re here for your safety. Until you’ve taken the Ranking Exam, no hunting.”

      “I figured as much,” Yeo said with a weary sigh. “How long until we can take it?”

      “You’re welcome to take it whenever you want,” Pete replied. “Just keep in mind you have to take it as a team, and if you fail, you can’t try again for a month. Don’t get too jumpy, or you’ll cost yourself a lot of time.”

      “Right,” Yeo said, turning to Chance. “We need to get you a weapon and start training, then. Maybe some really easy techniques as well.”

      “I’ve never used anything like that before,” Chance warned. “I’m not sure how quickly I’m going to pick up using something like that.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ve got a very talented battlemaster,” Pete said. “He’ll take a look at you and get you started with a weapon, which will lend itself to techniques once you get good enough with it.”

      “What are we waiting for, then?” Yeo demanded. “Let’s go!”
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        * * *

      

      “Nothing. You can’t use any of the weapons in this room.”

      Chance, Pete, and Yeo sat on a bench inside a massive armory beside the training fields. Weapons of every sort covered the walls, ranging from crossbows to massive battleaxes. A large, scar-covered man by the name of Jagg stood before them, his arms crossed and a frown plastered across his bearded face.

      “What?” Yeo exclaimed. “That can’t be right. Anyone can use at least something. Maybe he doesn’t have the training yet, but–”

      “None of the weapons I’ve got out.” Jagg shook his head. “I am confident. He lacks the spirit for them. That usually isn’t the case with Earth arrivals – most of them have a drive to use one of my weapons, but this boy has none.”

      “Hey, that isn’t true,” Chance protested. “I want to fight!”

      Jagg cocked an eyebrow. He grabbed a dagger from the wall and handed it to Chance, who took it and held it awkwardly in front of him. Pete and Yeo grimaced.

      “Okay, that looks pretty bad,” Yeo admitted. “But he can learn.”

      “Anyone can learn how to use a weapon. But I would not trust his – or your – life in the hands of a man who does not connect with his weapon.”

      “So what does this mean? He can’t use a weapon?” Yeo asked.

      “No. He cannot use the weapons I have here,” Jagg said. “You do not listen well. Fix it. I can feel an affinity, but it’s… strange. Wrong, almost. Also – boy, why do you have an aptitude for bricks?”

      Chance cleared his throat. “Never mind that. I don’t want a brick to be my weapon of choice. Wait, how did you know that?”

      “You used one as a weapon. I can feel it,” Jagg said, tapping Chance’s shoulder. “Your words lie, but your body and Essence do not. Now, come. Draw on your Essence and see if it pulls you toward anything.”

      Heat welled up in Chance’s chest, enveloping the rest of his body as he brought the golden mist to his fingertips. He glanced at Jagg expectantly.

      “Ask it to guide you,” Jagg said. “There’s no guarantee it’ll work, and I already have a weapon I think will fit you in mind, but if the Essence has already chosen, then it will make things easier for both of us.”

      Chance examined the magic pooling in his palms. He’d yet to see it actually guide him anywhere, but perhaps a little luck wouldn’t be remiss. Pressing his lips together, he tried to picture it leading him toward something that he could use to protect himself and his teammates.

      It also wouldn’t hurt if it was cool, but that really isn’t –

      The smoke slipped between his fingers and pooled on the floor before slithering toward a door in the armory. Chance’s eyes widened and Jagg chuckled.

      “That’s a strong connection. How long have you been cultivating? I haven’t seen such responsive Essence in a while.”

      “Uh… a few days.”

      Jagg stared at him. “Right. Earth. Is your path a very combat-focused one? Perhaps I completely misread you.”

      I’m pretty sure this is all because I’m all pure or whatever, but I’m not about to go blurting that out.

      “It’s got something to do with luck. Maybe this counts?” Chance hedged.

      “Perhaps,” Jagg answered with a grunt. He followed the trail of Essence and pushed the door open, walking inside the room it led to.  The three of them waited in silence as the large battlemaster’s grumbles echoed out of the room he’d entered, joined by the clang of shifting metal.

      A few minutes later, he walked back out, a bundle of oiled leather in his hand. It was a little longer than the length of Chance’s forearm, and the hilt of a plain metal sword stuck out of the back.

      “Your weapon is a sword? After all this?” Yeo asked with a laugh. “Why’d it make him dig through a bunch of stuff first?”

      “This,” Jagg said, unwrapping the oiled bundle to reveal a sword that ended in a flat, sloping edge akin to a razor blade, “is not a sword.”

      Upon closer inspection, Chance realized that thin, almost invisible lines ran horizontally along the blade’s length.

      “What is it?” Chance asked.

      Jagg set the oilcloth aside and took the weapon by the hilt. “Follow me.”

      The battlemaster led them out into a small training field behind the armory. It was a surrounded by a small fence that kept them hidden from prying eyes. He walked out into the center, then held a hand up.

      “Don’t get any closer. This is not a weapon I have spent much time learning how to master. My skill with it is not sufficient to keep you safe should you mistakenly enter its range.”

      He flicked his hand. With a series of crisp clinks, the sword whipped out. The segments of the blade came apart, connected together by two thin metal wires that ran through the weapon. Jagg spun the snakelike weapon and it whistled through the air around him, shimmering in and out in a terrifying and graceful dance.

      The links of the blade twirled around Jagg once more before he snapped his wrist to the side and it retracted, snapping back together in less than a second. Chance gaped at Jagg.

      “My Essence thinks I should use that? I’ll cut myself in half before I end up hitting someone else.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    

    
      “It is an urumi,” Jagg explained, walking back to them. “And it is a weapon that requires an incredible amount of skill to use properly – far more than most do. It is also very dangerous to the wielder, as I’m sure you could see. A mistake is more liable to cut you rather than your opponent. However, none of these are the reasons why I do not use an urumi. Do you know why I will not use this weapon?”

      “Because you’re trying not to take out half your allies in the middle of a fight?” Chance guessed.

      “Partially. But the main reason is the environment. All the skill in the world will not make up for an unfortunate slip. Battle is not predictable, but you can recover your balance without causing serious damage when using other weapons. Not with an urumi. If you lose your footing or find yourself the target of an unlucky strike, the urumi will likely strike you or your allies.”

      “That sounds like a horrible idea for a beginner’s weapon,” Yeo said. “The urumi seems like it has a lot of similarities with my kusarigama, but at least I’ve only got one point to worry about, while he’s got the whole whip.”

      “There are other differences between the weapons. A kusarigama has more mobility and range than an urumi. It’s more like a ranged weapon, while an urumi is a midrange one.”

      “Can we get back to the part where I’m meant to use this??” Chance hedged. “I mean, it’s the coolest weapon I’ve ever seen, don’t get me wrong. I’d love to use it, but I’ve never used a sword in my life. This seems a thousand times more dangerous than anything else I could have chosen. Even a sword would be way safer.”

      Jagg flipped the blade around and extended it, hilt first, toward Chance. Swallowing, Chance took it. The weapon was a lot lighter than he’d expected. It did have some weight to it, just not much.

      “It’s an urumi. Not a sword,” Jagg repeated. “I feel your Essence, and I agree with your choice. The urumi is your weapon. You do not have to follow my instructions. You will simply be wrong.”

      “What about me?” Yeo asked. “Is the kusarigama my true weapon?”

      “Yes.”

      “I guess that was easy,” Yeo muttered. He pointed at Pete. “What about gramps, then?”

      “Warhammer.”

      Yeo snorted in laughter. He glanced at Pete, then caught himself when he realized the old man wasn’t smiling.

      “Seriously?”

      Pete tapped his staff on the ground. The wood at its top bulged and gnarled wood reached out, forming into a heavy head in seconds. It stopped once the weapon was nearly as tall as Pete was – and it looked considerably heavier than the frail man.

      “Well, damn,” Yeo said with a whistle. “That’s a weapon all right.”

      “Jagg was the one who told me that it was what I was meant to use. He was correct,” Pete said. “I recommend trusting him, but I won’t force you to do anything.”

      “Is there any way for me to try this without accidentally cutting myself to pieces?” Chance asked.

      Jagg nodded. “To a degree. I will protect you from yourself. You may attempt to wield it. Just make sure you are standing in the ring, and not outside of it. It would be unfortunate if Pete had to break your weapon.”

      Chance glanced at the old man, then nodded and walked out into the center of the dirt. He tightened his hand around the hilt of the urumi.

      “Relax,” Jagg instructed. “Wielding your true weapon is cultivation in its own right. You must flow like water. If your movements are stiff, you will injure yourself.”

      Chance let out a slow breath and let his grip loosen around the hilt until it rested naturally in his palm.

      “Good. Cultivate your Essence. Then flick your hand to the side to extend the urumi. Do not stop moving once you do. Slow, deliberate arcs will keep it in motion. Keep in mind that the end of the whip will move faster than the hilt, so changes in speed will be magnified.”

      “And don’t let go,” Yeo added with a smirk.

      “Thanks,” Chance said dryly, trying to suppress a laugh. Getting distracted while swinging around a rope of bladed death didn’t sound like a very good idea. He called on the golden mist and the familiar burning sensation in his chest greeted him. Even though the urumi was an inanimate object, it almost felt like it was vibrating in his hand.

      Chance flicked his hand and the urumi leapt to obey. It clicked apart, extending with a hiss and biting into one of the walls. He pulled it back, only barely stopping himself from turning the motion into a sharp yank.

      The whip slid free of the wall effortlessly, and Chance transitioned the movement into a very awkward loop above his head. That felt like more than enough, so he flicked his hand again. The urumi whistled through the air and snapped back together in his hand.

      “Very good,” Jagg said, giving him an approving nod. “As I said, it is your true weapon. If you put in the proper practice, you will be able to gain mastery over it.”

      He reached into his pocket and tossed Chance a small glass vial into the air. Chance nearly dropped the urumi as he ran to grab it. There was a handful of small, green pills inside it.

      “What’s this?”

      “For when you inevitably cut yourself,” Jagg said. “Much of your practice will not be here. Those pills have condensed life Essence within them. They will mend your injury, so long as you can swallow them.”

      “Thank you,” Chance said. “This seems like it was very expensive.”

      “You will pay it back eventually. The weapon is part of your allotted belongings as a Shikari, and with a blade such as this one, it would be remiss to not give you a way to properly learn it.”

      “Is there a specific way I’m meant to practice? A guide or something?” Chance asked, feeling somewhat stupid at the question.

      “Start by getting to know it. Once you can feel the blade like a part of your arm, then you may look at learning urumi techniques. There is a Shikari library that you may utilize after you are Squire rank.”

      “Not before then?” Chance asked, frowning slightly.

      I was really hoping I could start learning some techniques now. The sooner I get stronger, the sooner I can protect myself against whatever Yamish has waiting for me in the Old City.

      “The books are in high demand,” Jagg replied with a shrug. “And there are a lot of Shikari. Generally, Foundlings don’t have the proper foundation to use techniques anyway.”

      “I see. Thank you again, Jagg,” Chance said, bowing. He’d never bowed to someone before, but it just felt right. He glanced up, catching a flicker of surprise cross Jagg’s face before the battlemaster returned the motion and they both rose.

      “Do I get cool things too?” Yeo asked.

      “No. You already have a weapon,” Jagg said flatly. “And my services cost money for every meeting after the first. If you want tutelage or weapons, bring coin next time.”

      “Thank you for your help, Jagg,” Pete said, putting his hands on Yeo and Chance’s shoulders. “As always, you’ve been an invaluable help.”

      Jagg grunted and gave them a curt nod. “You’re welcome. I still think your talents are wasted in this role, Pete.”

      “You’re welcome to have that opinion,” Pete said, steering them toward the armory’s exit. “Just as I am welcome to have mine.”

      They left the armory and returned to their house on Shikari Lane without any ado. Yeo and Chance exchanged a glance, each trying to see if the other knew what Jagg had been talking about, but it was clear they were equally lost.

      “I’ve got some things I need to take care of,” Pete said as they drew up to the door of the Whiteheart house. “I’ll be back before nightfall.”

      “Is that like a warning so we don’t do anything too stupid?” Yeo asked.

      “No. Do what you want. I’m not your father.” Pete chuckled. “I’m just letting you know I’ll be out. You’re relying on my knowledge, after all. I’ll try to make sure I’m more available to help with training in the future.”

      “It’s no problem.” Chance looked down at the urumi in his hand. “I’ve got my hands more than full with this. I think I’ll focus on getting competent with it before I try to get any fancier.”

      “Good,” Pete said with a kindly smile. “Best of luck. Try to make sure you’ve got someone around when you’re practicing with the urumi. It’s quite the difficult weapon to handle. And keep those healing pills–”

      The door flung open with a bang and Bella strode out of the house, her lips thin and her eyes burning in fury.

      “Pete.”

      “Yes, Bella?”

      “They took my gods damned license,” Bella ground out. “Why have I been demoted?”

      “Because you’re part of a team now,” Pete replied, his brows lowering in what might have been embarrassment. “I’m sorry, Bella. I know this isn’t what you wanted, but there was nothing I could do.”

      Bella’s hands trembled at her sides, her knuckles white. She ground her teeth and let out a slow hiss, forcing her hands to open back up. “I did every single thing I was asked. All for one. Gods. Damned. Thing. How was that too much to ask for? I spent years, Pete! Years!”

      Tendrils of dark water twitched at her feet like a nest of furious snakes. Pete sighed and shook his head. “I talked to Gibson, Bella. I did. He was dead set on this. He said that you’d gotten the rules bent for long enough, and this was just righting things. Nothing I say or do will change his mind. Is being on a team truly that bad? I think you could grow to like it.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Bella spat. She stormed past him, but Pete leveled his staff, blocking her path.

      “You aren’t going anywhere in that state of mind, young lady.”

      “You aren’t my father, Pete. Get out of my way. I’m going to go deal with Gibson myself.”

      “Then I know I can’t let you go,” Pete said wearily. “If you come at him swinging, you might never work as a Shikari again.”

      “That’s better than the alternative.”

      “That isn’t true and we both know it,” Pete said. “Go back to the house until you’ve calmed down, Bella. I won’t stop you from talking with Gibson, but you won’t be doing it in this state.”

      “Last warning.” Dark streams of water twisted up around Bella’s arms, forming into a jagged axes in her hands. “Move, or I’ll make you.”

      Pete sighed and shifted his stance. “Perhaps this will help you blow off some steam.”

      The staff in his hands bulged, branches sprouting from its top and forming into the head of a warhammer. Bella paused for an instant, but Pete showed no such hesitation. He shot forward, moving far faster than Chance thought possible for anyone, much less someone of his age, and swung the huge wooden weapon.

      Bella’s water surged to form a shield, catching the blow before it could hit her. She whipped her knee up, but Pete deflected it with the side of his hand. He swept her legs out from under her, but she turned her fall into a cartwheeling kick.

      Pete jerked his chin back just before her foot connected, then swung his hammer once more. Water molded to block it once more, this time racing down the shaft and engulfing Pete’s hand.

      A powerful wave of pressure rolled off the old man and he stomped a foot into the ground, thrusting his free hand toward Bella. An invisible force launched her backward and into the wall of the Whiteheart house.

      She staggered to her feet, but not fast enough to block the violent hammer blow that slammed down on top of her. Water formed a cocoon around her, but it wasn’t enough to completely block the blow and she was sent flying into the air.

      “Holy shit. Is he trying to kill her?” Chance exclaimed.

      “She’s fine,” Yeo replied. “Look.”

      Bella twisted midair, streamers of water spraying out from her back. She thrust her hands forward and they formed into razor-sharp tendrils, drilling down toward the old man as she fell.

      With a flourish, Pete tapped his hammer against the ground. Another thrum ran through the air, vibrating Bella’s attacks so violently that the water fell apart into a harmless rain. Pete tossed his hammer to the side and drove a knee up into Bella’s chest as she fell.

      It connected with a loud crack, but she managed to twist her body to drive her knee into Pete’s face at the same time.

      They pushed apart from each other and Bella rolled across the ground before rising back to her feet. Pete rubbed his cheek and grinned.

      “You’ve gotten better, Bella.”

      She growled and dashed at him again. Pete raised his hand and his hammer flew back into it. He spun, building momentum before slamming it into Bella and launching her into the sky for the second time.

      “Pete would be killer at baseball,” Chance muttered, still completely uncomfortable with the entire fight. Wasn’t Pete supposed to be teaching them? This looked more like aggravated assault.

      As bad as the blow looked, Bella’s face was only a little bloodied. She reared back and water rushed into her hands, creating a massive axe. Screaming, she brought it crashing down toward Pete.

      The old man snapped his fingers. Once again, her Essence disintegrated and he thrust a hand into her stomach. Bella caught the blow, then twisted her body sharply to the side. Laughing, Pete spun with the move.

      Somehow, Bella turned into the one spinning as Pete’s legs found solid ground under them once more. He slammed her into the ground with a thud that made both Chance and Yeo wince.

      “That’s enough,” Pete said.

      Bella’s chest rose and fell heavily as she tried to gather her breath. The two stared at each other for several moments. Then Pete extended a hand. With a defeated sigh, Bella took it and the old man pulled her up.
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      “That was better than our last match,” Pete said. “Your movements are still too predictable, though.”

      “I – not now, Pete,” Bella said, looking at the ground. Her fingernails bit into her palms and she clicked her tongue in anger. “Damn it. Fine. I won’t talk with him, but I really need to get some air.”

      “Go, then. Remember your future,” Pete said, stepping to the side. His hammer turned back to a staff and he sighed. “I’m getting too old for this.”

      “Are you okay?” Chance asked Bella as she walked past them. “I’ve got some healing pills. It looks like you got hit really hard.”

      Bella stopped for a moment, squinting at him like he was trying to sell her a rug.

      “Are you crazy?” Yeo asked. “Those are expensive! Don’t just hand them out. They’re for you to figure out how to use your urumi.”

      “Yeah, but did you see that fight? I definitely heard something crack!” Chance snapped. “That’s a serious injury.”

      “You really mean that, don’t you?” A flicker of emotion passed over Bella’s face before she banished it, her brow creasing in either amusement or disgust – Chance couldn’t tell which. “Keep your pills. I don’t need them.”

      She strode off down the street without another word.

      “She’ll warm up eventually,” Pete said. “Bella’s a strong-willed girl.”

      “More like a brat,” Yeo snorted. “Can’t we just get a different teammate?”

      “No,” Pete said. “You’ll all have to learn to work with each other.”

      “Lovely,” Yeo said. “She’s going to be such a drag.”

      Chance just grunted, a yawn forcing its way out of his mouth. He was suddenly feeling very tired. “I’m sure we’ll eventually figure a way out to work together. At least she’s a really good fighter.”

      “That’s true,” Yeo said begrudgingly. “I bet I could have done just as good.”

      Pete cocked an eyebrow. “I’m not too tired to take you on too, and I can make a little time before I head off.”

      Yeo’s eyes lit up and he pulled his kusarigama from his side. “You should have said so earlier, gramps.”

      “I’m going to get a little rest,” Chance said before they could start. “I think everything is catching up to me. I’ll catch you around later, okay?”

      “Sounds good,” Yeo replied, not taking his eyes off Pete.

      Chance stepped into the house as the two started to spar. He headed up the stairs and into his room, flopping into bed as soon as he got in. The weariness hung around him like an anchor now, growing heavier with every passing second.

      Within a few minutes, he was fast asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Chance was in the alleys again. They stretched out all around him, their unnatural darkness draped overhead, warping his vision of the sky. The corpses of several dozen small Soothounds lay around his feet, their bodies wrung out and dry.

      Even as dread from the nightmarish landscape crept into his mind, Chance couldn’t stop the thrill of what almost felt like excitement. He wanted to hunt again. To get stronger.

      Across the alley from him, a Soothound’s drained corpse in his hands and floating upside-down, was Yamish. His body rotated around his head once more, and the strange man discarded the monster’s corpse.

      “This isn’t a dream, is it?” Chance asked, looking down at himself as his stomach twisted into knots.

      “Worry not,” Yamish said. His mouth twisted into a frown, but something was off about it. The lines were wrong. After an instant, Chance realized that his mouth was somehow upside down, and he was trying to smile. “I have only drawn you here temporarily. You will return when we are finished.”

      Chance let out a relieved sigh. “Thank God. I really didn’t want to get stuck here again. Wait. What’s the religion here? Is there even a real god, or is it just cultivators that just got very strong?”

      “A question indeed,” Yamish said, licking his lips. One of his eyes flicked to the side and his hand shot out. A tiny wisp of black energy slithered from it and, a moment later, a Soothound’s corpse tumbled across the ground and flew into his grasp.

      He brought the monster to his mouth and bit into its neck, greedily sucking the blood that emerged from the wound. The Soothound’s body withered and he pulled away with a sigh, offering it to Chance. “Hungry?”

      “No thank you,” Chance said, his stomach flipflopping. If he got his way, he’d never eat one of the things again in his life.

      Yamish shrugged, draining the last few drops from the creature before discarding it. “You wonder why I brought you here.”

      “I do,” Chance admitted, then hastily added, “Not that I don’t appreciate you saving me. Seriously, I do. I –”

      Yamish blurred forward, pressing a long finger to Chance’s lips and silencing him. “Hush. Promises spoken thrice are not easily broken.”

      Chance swallowed, then nodded. Yamish pulled his hand back and twisted his mouth, putting it back in the proper position.

      “So… why am I here?”

      “You are bound to the Old City,” Yamish replied. “You partook of its offerings after all.”

      Chance looked down at the corpses at their feet. “You mean the monsters?”

      “Yes. You took their strength, and so the Old City must be repaid,” Yamish said. “No gift is given freely.”

      “Not even yours?”

      Yamish’s lips turned up in a grin. “A quick learner. I am different. My gift to you has already benefited me. Do you understand your cultivation path yet?”

      “No,” Chance admitted. “It’s got something to do with luck, right?”

      Yamish pressed his lips together. “You do not understand. This is fine. You will.”

      “It sounds like you do. Can’t you just tell me?”

      “In which way does a child better learn that fire is hot? When his parent tells him it is hot, or when he touches it?”

      “The latter, I guess,” Chance said. “But what if the child gets hurt or worse?”

      “There are always ways to make more children.”

      Chance cleared his throat. “Maybe we’ll avoid that part, then. I’ll try to figure it out on my own. But… what can I give to a bunch of alleys?”

      Yamish laughed. It was a dry, raspy noise. “Much. I will teach you the ways. There are three rules in the Old City. The first – everything wishes to take your life. The second – pay for what you take. And the third – when given a gift, you must take it.”

      Chance started to nod, then paused. “When you say everything…”

      Yamish’s grin grew wider. “Come, Chance. We must pay your debt off to the Old City. Vermin clutter its streets, and you must sweep. I have un-forgotten your weapon.”

      A weight settled into Chance’s hands. He glanced down to find that his urumi had appeared in his grip. He swallowed. “I don’t know how to use this yet.”

      “A good time to learn.” Yamish started to walk down the alley and Chance hurried after him, stepping between the Soothound bodies littering the ground.

      “Could I also get my healing pills, then?”

      Yamish’s head twisted around one hundred and eighty degrees to look at him. “A burnt child will remember.”

      “Yeah,” Chance muttered. “I suppose he will.”

      And I really want to get stronger. Strong people don’t get teleported around and stuck in a bunch of alleyways with a creepy floating guy. They forge their own path, and they can help anyone they want to – starting with themselves.

      “Come. We have much to sweep.”

      It didn’t surprise Chance much that when Yamish said sweep, he really meant kill. As soon as they walked into the next alley over, the strange man was gone. A growling Soothound greeted Chance, its red eyes burning with hunger.

      It leapt at him and Chance dove to the side with a curse, nearly impaling himself on his own weapon. He scrambled to his feet, but the monster was already nearly on him again. Even if he managed to bring his Essence to bear, there wasn’t enough time for it to work.

      Something pushed Chance’s hand. He flicked his wrist and the urumi snaked out, punching into the Soothound’s chest. The monster tumbled across the ground, skidding to a stop against Chance’s feet.

      “Very good,” Yamish said, releasing Chance’s hand. “The child did not get burnt.”

      “Something tells this child that there are more fires to play with,” Chance muttered, flicking his wrist. The urumi ripped itself from the dog’s chest and snapped back into its sword shape.

      “Indeed,” Yamish said with a raspy laugh. “Onward.”

      Over the next several hours, Chance followed Yamish through the alleys. The strange man disappeared at random intervals, occasionally returning to correct Chance’s form or, on one occasion, redirect his urumi before he mistakenly took his own head off with it.

      Despite Yamish’s words about letting him get burnt by his mistakes, the man seemed intent on making sure he didn’t kill himself. Chance wasn’t about to complain about that, and he couldn’t deny that it was effective.

      He wouldn’t go as far to say that he was comfortable with the sword whip, but every fight made it feel just a little more natural in his hands. Even so, without Yamish’s help, Chance was fairly certain he would be down a few limbs at this point.

      Yamish came to an abrupt stop in an alley, turning to look back at him.

      “Is something wrong?” Chance asked.

      “The Old City is pleased with your progress. As am I,” Yamish said. “We are done for today.”

      Chance felt like he should have been relieved, but instead, he was just confused. “How often will we do this?”

      “Whenever it is right.” Yamish shrugged. “I will ensure it does not happen when others can witness it. You must remember to keep this secret.”

      “I – okay,” Chance said, swallowing. “Can you say why?”

      “No.”

      “Fair enough. Thank you for training me.”

      Yamish grinned. “There is a saying for this, told to me by another from Earth many years ago. What comes around, goes around.”

      “That’s… very philosophical of you.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Yamish, I need to ask you something.”

      “You have already asked me many things. Ask, and we shall see if I answer.”

      “This is how things are here, isn’t it? I mean, all the killing.”

      “Power is not wrought through relaxation. It is ripped from others. This is a universal truth. No man who has grown powerful has done it entirely on his own.”

      “I just want to help people,” Chance said, clenching his fists and staring at the cracked ground. The hilt of the urumi bit into his palm, but it only made him hold it tighter. “I don’t like killing things. These Soothounds – they’re just trying to survive.”

      “Yes. You wish to stop cultivating? Those who do not kill are inevitably killed. You are no exception.”

      “I know that,” Chance said. He raised his eyes to meet Yamish’s gaze. “No. I’m not going to stop cultivating. I don’t want to hurt anyone, but these monsters are attacking me first. I’m defending myself. I won’t just lay down and die.”

      “Then what do you ask?”

      “Is it possible to get powerful enough to stop this senseless killing? I know how this is going to go. If I need power, I need to keep seeking stronger opponents. I know that, if I survive, I’m going to kill countless things that probably wanted to kill me. But, if I get strong enough, can I make all of that stop?”

      “You wish to stop all the fighting in the world? To enact peace?” Yamish’s lips curled into a grin. “Naïve.”

      “You didn’t answer the question.”

      “It is possible. There are such worlds, where cultivators reached heights far beyond even I. They are peaceful, and their inhabitants live without worry. But this comes at the cost of their rulers constantly being forced to defend them.”

      “So peace for others, but not for me,” Chance finished. His eyes narrowed and he nodded, his mind set before his mouth opened again. “I think I can take that trade.”

      Something scuffed in the alley behind them. Chance spun, bringing his Urumi to bear, but nothing lunged at them. Instead, the corpse of a Soothound collapsed in front of him, its throat ripped out.

      “Ah. The Old City has given you a gift,” Yamish said.

      “You don’t mean –”

      “This one comes with no obligation,” Yamish said. “Eat. You must not reject a gift.”

      “You’re sure this won’t get me sick or anything? Eating monsters feels pretty evil.”

      “The Old City would not give a poor gift. Eat.”

      There wasn’t much room for argument in Yamish’s voice. Chance knelt and, squeezing his eyes shut, took a bite of the monster’s flesh. He chewed quickly and swallowed with a shudder, trying to pretend like the awful meat sliding down his throat was anything but what he knew it to be. Heat wrapped around his heart and stretched through his veins as the flesh slid down into his stomach.

      “Very good,” Yamish said.

      Chance opened his eyes again, but the words died on his lips. He was lying on his bed in the Whiteheart house, staring up at the ceiling.

      “Goddamn it,” Chance muttered, rubbing his eyes. “What the hell is going on?”

      The rancid taste in his throat was still there. It hadn’t been a dream. He flung himself out of bed and dashed down the stairs to the kitchen, doubling over the sink and drinking water straight from the faucet. He gargled and spit it out, gagging and gasping for air before going back for more.

      He repeated the process until the taste was just a bad memory, and slumped over the sink with a groan.

      I really need to get stronger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      Chance straightened, wiping his mouth with the back of a hand, and shook his head. Luckily, nobody was in the kitchen. He wasn’t exactly in the mood to explain what had happened.

      A small slip of paper on the counter caught Chance’s eye. He walked over to it, raising his eyebrows as he realized his name was written on the front – and in a language he could read. A gold coin tumbled out as he unfolded it.

      “My weekly stipend, huh?” Chance asked, taking the coin. He glanced out the window. The sun had started to set, but there was still at least an hour before night started to fall over Gleam.

      Chance’s stomach rumbled. Somehow, despite his little adventure with Yamish, he was hungry. He walked back upstairs and knocked on Yeo’s door, but there was no response. After a short pause, he tried Bella’s room as well to equal success.

      Shrugging to himself, Chance headed back downstairs and rifled through the icebox. It had been a long time since he’d actually cooked anything for himself, but it probably wasn’t too difficult.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t recognize a single ingredient in it. Even worse, there were no traces of anything that could even resemble milk. Chance shut it with an irritated grumble. “Right. Guess I’m going out again.”
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        * * *

      

      The street that Yeo had taken him to eat the previous day was still, unsurprisingly, completely packed. He shoved his way through the crowd, making his way down the road in search of a new restaurant to try out.

      Part of him wanted to just go back to Hound’s, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d somehow just get pulled into another Ward if he went there. Instead, his eyes alighted on a small sign with a steaming bowl of soup made of red and orange energy glimmering above it.

      Chance stumbled out of the crowd, nearly getting squished by a massive eight-foot man dragging a cart behind him, and pushed through the door. A tiny metal bell chimed to announce his presence.

      This restaurant was even smaller than Hound’s. There were six tables lined against the tight walls of a small room, and a small window in the back where he could see into the kitchen. A young, dark-haired waitress beside an old wooden podium glanced up at him from the book she was reading.

      “Table for one?”

      “Yes, please,” Chance said.

      She grabbed a menu and tossed it down on the table behind her. It was hidden behind a small wooden barrier, giving it just a tad more privacy than the others. He sat down, giving her a polite smile. “Thank you.”

      “Let me know when you’re ready to order,” the waitress replied with a shrug.

      “Actually, I was wondering if you had a recommendation,” Chance hedged. “I’m new to the city.”

      A mixture of annoyance and amusement played over her face. “Do I look like a menu to you?”

      Chance rubbed the back of his head. “No. But I can’t read the menu.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “From the boonies? Or wait – you’ve got to be off planet.”

      “You’ve got it,” Chance said. “I haven’t quite had a chance to figure out how to read the local language.”

      “Well, it’s a slow day, so I suppose I don’t have anything better to do,” the waitress said with a sigh, casting a longing glance at her book before turning back to him. “What planet are you from anyway?”

      “Earth. Are there a lot that send people here?”

      “Dozens,” she replied, grabbing the menu from the table. “Madeleine’s is a soup kitchen, by the way. If you don’t want soup, go elsewhere.”

      “I kind of guessed by the sign. Soup would be perfect. Do you have a recommendation?”

      “Chef’s Special, perhaps?” she asked, giving him a slight grin. “If you’re going to ask for my advice, that is.”

      “If you think it’s good, sure. Wait – how much is it? I don’t want to find out I can’t afford it.”

      “Wow, you’re really fresh if you’re worried about food prices. Two copper.”

      More expensive than Hound’s. Probably fine, though.

      “That’s fine, so long as you’ve got change,” Chance said.

      She snorted as he handed her his gold coin. After a quick dig through her apron’s pockets, she pulled out several silver coins and a handful of copper ones. “You should really carry some smaller currency around.”

      “Didn’t have any yet. Sorry,” Chance said, pocketing his money.

      The waitress shrugged. She walked over to the kitchen and poked her head through the window. “Chef’s Special.”

      Chance settled down to wait and the waitress returned to her podium, picking her book back up. A few minutes later, the bell on the door chimed and two armored men walked into the restaurant.

      They sat down at the booth across from Chance and the waitress wordlessly deposited two menus before them. He couldn’t see weapons on either of them, but judging by their outfits, he suspected they were probably just hidden somewhere.

      “Chef’s Special,” the cook called, setting out a large bowl of stew on the counter. The waitress grabbed it and deposited the bowl in front of Chance.

      “Enjoy.”

      “Thanks,” Chance replied, picking up a spoon and taking a cautious sip. It was a lot spicier than he’d expected, but the broth was delicious and had little chunks of seasoned meat floating inside it. He grinned to himself and dug in.

      Several more people entered and left the restaurant over the course of his meal. All of them looked battle-seasoned and, with every passing one, Chance felt more and more out of place. Just as he was finishing off the last of his large meal, the door chimed once more.

      Chance nearly choked on his soup. He scrunched down over his bowl as Bella walked in alongside a tall, black-haired man. By some stroke of luck, the wooden barrier managed to keep him hidden from vision and they sat down at the booth directly behind Chance.

      “It’s been a while since we sat down like this,” the man drawled. His voice was smooth and confident, but it dripped with so much conceit that Chance took an immediate dislike to him.

      Hold on, slow down. I didn’t like Yeo on first impression either, and I’m eavesdropping. This is really none of my business.

      “I wish it had been longer,” Bella replied, her voice ice cold. “What do you want, Vex?”

      “Why, can’t old friends stop for a chat?” Vex asked. “It was fate that we met again.”

      “You are by far the furthest thing anyone can have from a friend. If I could kill anyone on Centurion with a thought, you’d have been rotting in the ground four years ago.”

      “What a shame,” Vex said. “Alas, you should have thought about that before making a contract with me.”

      Chance could practically feel Bella’s hatred radiating from where he sat. He heard her grind her teeth, then sigh. “What in the hells do you want, Vex? I won’t do anything to help you.”

      “And yet, here you sit.”

      “Because I don’t have a choice,” Bella growled. “Your cursed magic isn’t giving me very much freedom. Trust me, I am doing everything in my power to put the fork in my hand through your eye.”

      “Do keep trying,” Vex said with a small chuckle. “It’s quite amusing. It sounds like you’re regretting some decisions. Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Eat shit and die, murderer.”

      “What a mouth,” Vex mused. “Oh well. I just wanted to check in on my little girl.”

      A loud thunk made Chance wince.

      “Now that really was impressive,” Vex drawled. “And what a strike. You managed to put the fork all the way through my hand. I didn’t actually think you had enough mental fortitude to resist my will. Noted.”

      “Never speak of them again,” Bella hissed, pure fury radiating from her words. “Just tell me what you want or kill me.”

      Chance nervously glanced around at the other patrons, wondering why nobody had noticed Bella and Vex’s exchange, but there wasn’t a single trace of them. The restaurant was empty. He repressed a curse. He’d gotten pulled into a Ward. Again.

      “There’s no benefit to killing you now. Not after all the work I did to get you to this point,” Vex said with a laugh. “I’m just checking in on my investment.”

      “Don’t you have better things to do with your time?”

      “Please, Bella. I’m not wasting any time here. I’m not even here – this is just a little scrap of my will. Now, I heard you managed to lose your Shikari license. That’s quite impressive, considering everything I’ve done for you.”

      Vex chuckled, but it cut off midway. There was a clink as he discarded a utensil and rose to his feet, and Chance cringed as the man stepped around the table and stared down at Chance. His eyes were purple voids, devoid of human emotion.

      “What have we here? How did you get into my Ward, little rat?”

      “You brought a Shikari into the ward?” Bella asked, rising herself and walking over. “Sounds like you’re losing your touch, Vex. Good. Maybe someone will–”

      She choked as she caught sight of who was sitting at the table. “Chance?”

      “What a coincidence,” Chance said, trying to keep his face placid as his heart thundered in his chest. It didn’t take a genius to tell from Bella and Vex’s conversation that the dead-eyed man was incredibly powerful. “I’m afraid I’m a little busy right now, though. I was eating.”

      “Answer my question,” Vex said, his voice dangerously calm. “You were not pulled into this Ward. How did you get in?”

      A heavy pressure settled on Chance’s shoulders, forcing him down into his chair. He gritted his teeth as his bones creaked in protest. “I don’t know. I was just sitting here. Maybe you should be more careful with how you make your Ward.”

      “No matter. I must have been distracted. Look what your antagonism causes, Bella,” Vex said. Black water slithered down his hand and formed into a dagger. “Now I have to deal with a witness. Luckily for both of us, that isn’t too much trouble.”

      “This is a trick,” Bella said, turning to Vex and clenching her hands. “Stop playing your damn games, Vex. What, do you just take pleasure in making me watch people I know die?”

      “Yes,” Vex replied. “But, to my annoyance, this is not a game.”

      Chance desperately tried to move, but his body wouldn’t budge. He couldn’t even call on his Essence. It was like Vex had complete dominion over his every motion. With a sigh, Vex raised the dagger.

      A hand materialized around his wrist, its fingers uncomfortably long. Yamish unfolded in the air behind Vex, in his typical upside down cross-legged position.

      “This one is mine,” Yamish breathed, his hand tightening around Vex’s wrist. Vex’s face didn’t change as his bones cracked and snapped beneath the floating man’s grip.

      “Is there a glaring hole in my Ward somewhere?” Vex asked idly. “Why are there so many uninvited visitors today?”

      “Your Essence is distasteful,” Yamish said. “And, for a mere shard of a full being, you speak with far too much aplomb.”

      “Why should I fear what cannot hurt me?” Vex asked. “You have enough strength to understand my true power. I am a god.”

      “No,” Yamish said. “I think you are delusional.”

      Black mist poured from his palm, twisting into Vex’s body. He stiffened and his eyes twitched in the first show of real emotion that Chance had seen him make. “What is this?”

      “A warning,” Yamish replied. “I hope your true self is wiser with the other pieces of his soul. This boy is mine. Bought and paid for. Remember it well.”

      Vex didn’t get to reply. A faint chord rang through the air, like someone had plucked the string of a harp. Then he was gone, leaving no trace of his passage. The pressure vanished from Chance’s shoulders and he drew in a ragged breath.

      “Thank you.”

      And I’m just not going to address the whole ‘mine’ bit. That feels like a can of worms I’ll deal with when he isn’t saving my life.

      “Another favor,” Yamish said, shaking his head and rotating to stand like a normal person. “But, perhaps, this one will not be counted. A creature of his ilk should not have been in Gleam. This Ward will drop shortly, so our time is up. Until we meet next. Remember the rules.”

      Then Yamish was gone as well, leaving only Chance and Bella staring at the air where he’d been floating. With a subtle pop, the restaurant was full once more and dull chatter filled the room.

      Bella still stood across from Chance, an incomprehensible expression on her face. Her mouth worked like she wanted to say something, but she couldn’t pull her eyes away from the spot where Vex had been standing a moment before.

      “Uh… weird seeing you here,” Chance said awkwardly.

      “How long were you following us?” Bella asked, finally finding her voice.

      “I wasn’t following you,” Chance corrected. “I was eating. You sat down behind me.”

      Bella glanced around, then slid into the booth to sit down beside Chance.

      “How much did you hear?” she whispered into his ear, keeping her voice low so the other patrons wouldn’t overhear them.

      “Probably more than I should have,” Chance admitted. “But I don’t really know what’s going on. That Vex bloke seems like a terrible person, though.”

      Bella’s shoulders stiffened and her hands balled into fists. Given her previous interactions with him, he half expected her to either hit him or storm out. Instead, she slumped and buried her face in her hands.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know how you got wrapped up in this,” Bella muttered, her words muffled by her palms. “I did everything I could. I tried so damn hard. I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t think I follow,” Chance said slowly.

      Bella glanced around, then shook her head, making her curly hair bounce slightly. “This isn’t the place to talk about this. Come with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    

    
      She dragged him out of the booth and out the restaurant. They wove through the streets, shoving through dense crowds for several minutes until they burst free into a small park. Multicolored trees ringed it, their trunks shimmering with glistening sap. A small, purple lake sat in the center of it, rippling gently in the wind.

      “This place is pretty deserted. We can talk a little more freely here.”

      Bella brought Chance over to a bench nestled between two trees and flopped into it. Chance carefully sat down next to her.

      “Were you really just there by coincidence?” Bella asked. “You weren’t following me?”

      “I just wanted some food and picked a place that looked good,” Chance replied, shivering slightly as a cool breeze brushed past them.

      “That is the unluckiest coincidence I’ve ever heard of,” Bella said with a bitter laugh. “Do you have any idea how many years of work you’ve managed to undo in a few minutes? I spent so much time–”

      Bella’s voice broke and she just slumped back over the bench, craning her neck back to stare up at the trees above them.

      “Does this have something to do with why you wanted to work alone?”

      “Of course it does,” Bella snapped. She pounded a fist against her knee. “I worked so hard to convince Gibson that I was strong enough to be a lone Shikari. I spent so much time training and taking tests to prove that I was strong enough. And then you just stumble along and ruin everything.”

      “Sorry,” Chance said, rubbing the back of his head. “I didn’t mean to. But why are you so determined to work alone?”

      “Are you stupid?” Bella asked, sitting up and squinting at him. “You saw Vex.”

      “Yeah, he was a grade A asshole.” Chance grimaced. “But isn’t that more of a reason to get help?”

      “I forgot you’re from Earth. That isn’t how things work. When Vex said he was a god, for all intents and purposes, he is. He was a god ranked Shikari many years ago, and I don’t even know how powerful he’s become now. Anyone next to me could get killed just for being there. I can’t afford to have a team. I’d just get them killed.”

      “That’s why you were acting so rude?”

      Bella shrugged. “It’s worked so far. As long as nobody gets close to me, Vex can’t use them against me.”

      “That’s a horrible way to live, though. You can’t actually enjoy being alone.”

      “Of course I don’t,” Bella snapped, glaring at him. “I don’t have a choice. And I’m not going to share any more about that. I’m not trying to get your pity, Chance. I’m trying to warn you.”

      “You saw what happened when he threatened me,” Chance said. “You aren’t the only one with a stalker – ah, don’t ask about him, though. I don’t think I can answer any of your questions.”

      “I figured as much. That was clearly another incredibly powerful cultivator. Both he and Vex are so far beyond us that we can’t even comprehend how strong they are, but that should just make things even easier for you to understand. Really, you’re lucky. Vex might not bother you with a benefactor like that, so you’ve got another chance. Stop spending time around me when you don’t have to. Stop offering to include me in things. Just leave me alone. Find a way to get Gibson to put you and Yeo onto a different team. If you don’t, you’ll die.”

      “And, what? You just keep on living like this?”

      “Yes. How’s it any of your business how I live?”

      Chance shook his head. “Nah. That isn’t happening – especially now that I know you aren’t actually as much of an asshole as you pretend to be.”

      Bella stared at him. “Are you dense? You understand that Vex will kill you, right? This isn’t a game. Your protector won’t always be around.”

      “I’ve died once already.” Chance shrugged. “And I decided that I was going to live how I wanted to this time around. That includes not letting someone live in misery just because they’re worried some super powerful prick is going to kill anyone they talk to.”

      “Is that what you’re going to tell Vex when he shows up again? He might find that amusing enough to buy you a few breaths.”

      “If he’s as bad as you’re saying, then he’ll try to kill me anyway,” Chance pointed out. “I’d imagine that I’m well onto his hit list by now.”

      Bella’s hands tightened. “It’s possible, and that’s my fault. I should have been more aggressive in trying to get you to leave.”

      Chance snorted. “You can daydream of ways you could have done things better all you want, but that isn’t going to change the present. If we’re both in his sights, you might as well try to get along with me.”

      “You don’t understand,” Bella said, shaking her head. “You think you have the whole story, but you don’t.”

      “Do I need it? I think I’m allowed to choose who I spend time with, especially when they’re in a team with me and we both share a psychopath that probably wants to kill us.”

      Bella laughed despite herself. “You sound so confident that I can almost believe you. That just isn’t how the world works, though.”

      “My dad used to tell me that the only thing we can control is our view of the world, but that view will shape the world to be what we want. If you’re so convinced that the only path for you is in solitude and death, then that’s what you’re going to get.”

      “Was he a cultivator?”

      “No. He was a middle-class man that died before he got to do all the things he wanted to. But he was happy.”

      Bella didn’t respond for a few seconds.

      “You realize that you understand far less of my situation than you think, and I can’t tell you any more about it?” Bella asked, frustration building in her voice. “I physically can’t. I’m bound by an oath connected to my Essence, and those can’t be broken. There are fates worth than death, Chance. Give up on the savior complex and go help someone who you can actually help.”

      “No way for me to know if I can help you or not if you can’t tell me more,” Chance said with a shrug. “I’ve already made my mind up. You aren’t a bad person, and it isn’t right for you to have to pretend to be one.”

      Bella stared at him. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      “Dead,” Chance replied, his lips quirking in a grin. “So?”

      Bella’s face twitched and she looked away from him. “I can’t control what you do. But how are you going to justify bringing Yeo into this as well? Are you going to sign his own death warrant for him?”

      “Of course not. I’ll tell him what happened and let him make his own decision.”

      “What?” Bella exclaimed. “You can’t!”

      “Why not? He’s got every right to know, but I highly doubt he’s going to care,” Chance said. “Bella, realistically speaking, even if you hated us and we hated you, we’re still stuck on the same team. So, what do you think would happen if we were doing a job or something and Vex pops up? Is he going to ask us how much we dislike each other before he offs me and Yeo?”

      Bella looked down at her feet. “I don’t know. I just hoped–”

      “No more hoping,” Chance said, putting a hand on her shoulder. She flinched at the touch but didn’t pull away. “You can’t live like this. I’m new to this world, but it seems like you can do anything you want if you can get strong enough. So, if there are three of us working together, wouldn’t that be easier?”

      It was nearly a minute before Bella finally responded. “I – yeah. I think it would be.”
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        * * *

      

      “Now I’m convinced,” Yeo said, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “Chance’s Essence is some crazy form of mind control.”

      “I’m doing this entirely of my own free will,” Bella ground out. She sat in Chance’s chair, and Yeo leaned against the wall, squinting at her.

      “That’s what someone who was mind-controlled would say,” Yeo said. “I mean, seriously. What kind of stupid explanation is this? Acting like a massive bitch just to avoid getting close to people – I’m not going to buy that.”

      Bella’s face reddened. Yeo burst into laughter.

      “Okay, okay. I’m sorry, I was pulling your leg. There was no way I was going to let you pull this off without messing with you at least a little.”

      Bella sighed. “Somehow, I’m already regretting this.”

      “No taksie-backsies,” Yeo said. “But seriously, Chance. How did you get yourself wrapped up in something like this the moment I leave you alone?”

      “I just wanted some soup.”

      “Figures,” Yeo muttered. “You do have some control over luck, don’t you? Maybe that’s what’s going on.”

      “I don’t actually think it’s just luck,” Chance said, his thoughts going back to what Yamish had told him. “No idea what it actually is, though.”

      “Well, if we want to perform well at all during the ranking, you’re going to have to figure more out about it,” Bella said, copying Yeo’s stance and crossing her arms.

      “Oh? You’re excited about that now?”

      “Yeo, if I’m going to do this, you better believe that I’m going to try my absolute hardest. Did you understand a single thing we told you about what could happen if we don’t get powerful?”

      “Oh, all of it,” Yeo said, baring his teeth in a grin. “But I’ve already got my goal. This changes nothing. I did notice you’re shooting for the top. And that means we’re opponents.”

      “What happened to the whole team thing?” Chance asked, desperately trying to keep everything from falling apart.

      “Oh, you can still work together with people you compete with, and we’re only on a team until we’re Knights,” Yeo said, flashing a grin at him. “But this means Bella is now officially my rival.”

      “You’re kidding me. What, are you getting your tropes from old shows?”

      Yeo cleared his throat. “My dad had a lot of stories about those. They might have stuck around.”

      “Why isn’t Chance your rival?” Bella asked.

      “Are you kidding? He’s way too… nice. You know. Imagine he beats me at something. There would be no banter! He’d probably apologize.”

      “Hey!”

      “Actually, I see it,” Bella said, nodding.

      “What, is this now turn-on-Chance day?”

      “Call it a team-building exercise,” Yeo said. His face grew a little more serious and he nodded at the urumi resting by Chance’s side. “Jokes aside, we need to get you into fighting shape.”

      “I can easily bring him up to speed,” Bella said. “It shouldn’t take too long to get him competent.”

      “Whoa, there. I’d say I’m a little more qualified to be the teacher here, between the two of us,” Yeo said, tapping his chest with a thumb. “I’ve been training since I was a little kid. You barely just decided you didn’t want to barricade your door.”

      “I’ve been a Shikari for two years, and I operated on my own perfectly well,” Bella replied, narrowing her eyes. “I’ve got more experience in the field. Your arrogance is going to either get you or all of us killed.”

      At this point, I’m not sure if I’ve actually improved anything. Somehow, this might actually be worse than where we were at before.

      “Only one way to settle this for sure,” Yeo said, rising to his feet. “Actions speak louder than words.”

      Bella stood as well. “A sparring match. Agreed.”

      They swept out of the room and Chance grabbed his urumi before racing after them as they rushed onto the front lawn.

      “First blood?” Bella asked.

      Yeo snorted. “That would be boring. Three hits.”

      “Fine with me,” Bella said. Chance raised a hand, then lowered it with a sigh. It was probably better to just let them have at each other.
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      Yeo drew his sickle and chain and spun it lazily by his side. Dark water gathered around Bella’s arm, forming itself into a hand axe.

      “You made two of those when you sparred Pete,” Yeo observed.

      “You aren’t Pete,” Bella replied. Water sprayed from beneath her feet and she burst into motion, leaping at the boy.

      Yeo twirled his kusarigama, sending its sharp blade whipping down at her. Bella twisted out of the way, barely avoiding getting cut, but didn’t slow her dash in the slightest. With a  flourish, Yeo pulled the sickle back in to strike at Bella from a blind spot.

      Water rippled around her, forming a shield and catching the weapon. Yeo vaulted back, dodging a swing from Bella’s axe, and drew several thin, silver blades from a pouch at his side. He whipped them at Bella.

      An eruption of water knocked them aside. Yeo’s fingers twitched and the thin knives shuddered midair, righting themselves and shooting for her again. Most faltered against her water shield, but one slipped through.

      Bella somehow managed to shift her weight, turning what should have been a fairly serious stab into a thin line of blood across a shoulder.

      “Ha!” Yeo crowed. “First b–”

      A tendril of water snapped out from a puddle formed during their fight, striking Yeo in the chin and knocking his head back. He stumbled back, cursing.

      “Second blow to me,” Bella said. “And mine was considerably more solid than yours.”

      Yeo snapped his arm out, pulling the sickle back to his hands. He spun it, then sent the blade flying out once more. Water surged around Bella and she dashed in at him. Water splashed and metal scored across the ground as the two danced around the courtyard, trading blows.

      Vaulting back, Yeo’s kusarigama spun around him, a shimmering ribbon of metal that moved so fast that Chance couldn’t even figure out where it ended. Yeo drew a deep breath, then dropped into a low squat and thrust one hand forward.

      The air around him shimmered and he bared his teeth in a grin. “Metal Dragon Art: Twin Heads!”

      “Seriously? You call your techniques out as you use them?” Bella asked, aghast. Yeo didn’t respond. Links of metal leapt from his pouch and trailed up his spinning kusarigama. He clapped his hands together and pulled them apart. A second sickle and chain formed in his off hand, and Yeo sent both of them arcing toward Bella.

      If the previous battle had been difficult to follow, the new one was chaos. Metal twisted around Yeo like a storm, moving with such speed that Chance had absolutely no idea how he was avoiding getting tangled up with his own attacks.

      Bella was pushed onto the backfoot as Yeo advanced on her, forcing her to use her water defensively and not giving any chances for her to strike back. One of the blades arced through the water and scored across her shoulder.

      “Going to give up?” Yeo called. “That’s two to me.”

      Her face darkened and Bella lifted her hands like a composer. Droplets of water gathered around her, then shot out at Yeo, binding themselves into his clothes and reaching for his arms to try and restrain his movement.

      Despite his situation, Yeo didn’t hesitate. He redoubled his attack, pressing Bella even harder. And then it was over. One of Yeo’s spinning chains snapped, leaving an opening in his defenses, and two thin blades of black water scored across his chest, cutting his shirt open.

      “Three points,” Bella said, lowering her hands.

      Yeo looked down at the disintegrating chain on the ground. “You broke my technique, but I didn't see you using one of your own. What kind of Essence do you cultivate? That doesn't seem like something normal water can do.”

      “Not water,” Bella replied with a small smirk. “And I’m not telling you my Essence yet. But that was a fairly impressive technique. Not bad.”

      “Not bad yourself,” Yeo said, yanking his sickle back into his hand and returning it to his side. “Your control over your Essence is really good for someone our age. How long have you been cultivating?”

      “A while.”

      “And you’re still a Foundling?” Yeo gave her a once over, then shrugged. “Fair enough. I’ll admit that you’re a better cultivator than I am. But if my aura was stronger, you would have lost that. Not a good look for someone who’s been doing this for a few years.”

      Bella crossed her arms, then let them relax and gave him a curt nod. “You’re right. I haven’t fought many other Shikari, and nobody that used techniques like yours. This shouldn’t have been so close.”

      “Both of you looked really impressive from my end,” Chance said. “Are you really just both starting? It feels like you’re masters.”

      They both burst into laughter.

      “We’re nowhere near masters,” Bella said. “We probably only looked this good because we were somewhat close to each other in overall skill. Stronger Shikari would have crushed either of us with one move. Their aura alone might have been enough to take Yeo out.”

      Yeo rolled his eyes but didn’t refute it. “I never liked auras much. They aren’t interesting.”

      “Auras are kind of like your defenses, right?” Chance asked.

      “Defenses and what keeps your Essence following your desires when it’s next to someone else.”

      “I see,” Chance said with a nod. “Does that mean my gold luck-mist won’t work as much against someone with strong aura?”

      “Precisely,” Yeo said. “Then again, if you beat them first, no need for an aura.”

      “How’d that work for you?” Bella challenged.

      “Bah. I looked cooler than you anyway,” Yeo said, turning his nose up. He paused for a moment, then grinned sheepishly. “But I really should do a little more cultivation so I don’t fall too far behind.”

      Bella nodded. “And it might be time for me to start looking at techniques to get a better way to finish enemies off.”

      “Well, it looks like we’ve all got things we can improve in,” Chance said diplomatically.

      “I’ll help you train anything with techniques,” Yeo said, thrusting a thumb against his chest. “Our resident princess can help you with cultivation. That way, you’ll get the best of both worlds. How’s that sound?”

      “Princess?” Bella asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “Yeah, because you were too high and mighty to hang with us,” Yeo replied with a smug grin. “I told you, I’m not letting you off as easily as Chance.”

      Bella sighed and turned away from him. “Insufferable. But he’s got the right idea. You might as well pick up the things we’re best at.”

      “That sounds good to me!” Chance said. “Can we start now?”

      “With what?” they both asked at once, then glared at each other.

      “Cultivation,” Chance said.

      Yamish already gave me enough to practice with my urumi, but this is like real magic. No offense, Yeo, but magic is way cooler than a sword.

      Yeo scrunched his nose up. “Man, you just like cultivation because you didn’t have magic on Earth.”

      “Am I that easy to read?” Chance asked, rubbing the back of his head.

      “It wasn’t a hard guess,” Yeo grumbled. “Just make sure you work on both things, or you’ll end up like one of us.”

      “Enough delaying,” Bella said. She paused, her brow creasing slightly. Chance followed her gaze out into the road, where three people around their age had gathered on the other side of the street.

      “Finally noticed us?” a tall boy with fluffy brown hair asked, grinning.

      “Jake. What are you doing here?” Yeo’s voice lacked all of its usual cheer.

      “Same as you, bud,” Jake replied. “Gibson came calling. They’ve got a bunch of new Shikari teams starting up again. Looks like they tossed you in one without the funds for a training area – or do you just enjoy causing a scene everywhere you go?”

      “Maybe a little bit of both,” Yeo said, crossing his arms. “What do you want?”

      “From you? Nothing. I’m looking forward to seeing the rankings, though. Have fun playing around.”

      Jake raised a hand, chuckling, and walked off with his team. Yeo’s eyes narrowed at the boy’s back.

      “I’m sensing some bad blood,” Bella observed.

      “Just someone from my hometown,” Yeo said with a dismissive shrug. “Don’t worry about him. We’ve just got a bit of a rivalry. Chance, if you’re going to start training with Bella, I’m going to go get some cultivation in. Find me whenever you guys stop, ‘kay?”

      “Sounds good,” Chance said, suspecting that they hadn’t gotten anywhere near the full story. If Yeo didn’t want to talk about it, he wouldn’t press – yet. Yeo headed back inside.

      “We might as well go into the courtyard behind the house,” Bella said. “It’s a little small, but cultivating shouldn’t take much room.”

      Chance shrugged and followed her through the house and into the small dirt yard behind it, where Yeo and Pete had tested his abilities the previous day.

      “So, do you know anything about your Essence yet?” Bella asked.

      “Yep. It’s this… gold mist stuff,” Chance said, bringing it to his fingertips. The familiar burning sensation churned in his chest and ran through his veins, sending a shiver through his body.

      “Okay, that’s good. You don’t know what your Essence actually is, though, right?”

      “No clue.”

      “That’s what we’ll start with, then. Do you know how to meditate?”

      “Uh… cross your legs and close your eyes?”

      Bella rolled her eyes. “No. I mean, that can be part of it, but it’s far from the point. Sit down and make sure you’re comfortable. I prefer meditating on my knees, but cross-legged works too.”

      Chance followed her instructions, sitting down in the same position that Yamish seemed to favor.

      “The point of meditation is to clear your mind, and that’s mostly done through your breathing,” Bella instructed, kneeling across from him. “By focusing on your breathing, you can clear your mind. Then, once it’s clear, you gently direct your attention to your Essence and try to discern what you can of it. That’s it. In theory, very simple.”

      “In practice, not as much?” Chance guessed.

      “Exactly. The universe is vast. Truly gaining understanding of your Essence is incredibly difficult, and every small step is an enormous struggle. There are dozens of different things that’ll stand in your way – like impurities – but in the end, the most important thing you can do to cultivate is meditation.”

      “Okay. So… just focus on my breathing?”

      “Some people have special techniques that help accelerate their cultivation,” Bella said. “Unfortunately, those are pretty expensive. I don’t know anything really fancy, but I can tell you what works for me. Slow your breaths down and make them deeper – pretend you’re breathing from your chest rather than your throat.”

      Chance nodded, changing his breathing to match her instructions.

      “Good. Now, try to constrict your throat a little bit. Not enough to be uncomfortable, but – yeah, that’s good,” Bella nodded as Chance followed her directions once more. “Now, close your eyes and picture something serene. I like to use a lake. Whenever a thought comes up, acknowledge it for a moment, letting it run its course, and then let it fall beneath the lake. Do that until your mind is empty. Then, once it is, focus on your Essence.”

      “Okay,” Chance said, memorizing everything and repeating it to himself a few times to make sure he hadn’t missed a point. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.” Bella gave him a wry smile. “Trust me, it’s harder than you think. Especially with impurities, which you should have a lot of given that you’re from Earth. The more impurities in your body, the harder it’ll be to connect with your Essence.”

      Man, is everyone from Earth really that shafted? I really owe Bob a drink or something the next time I see him.

      “I’ll give it a shot, then,” Chance said.

      “I’ll be meditating as well. Try not to bother me unless you’re really stuck.” Bella relaxed and closed her eyes, slowing her breathing.
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      Chance followed her example, allowing his eyes to shut and regulating his breathing. He visualized a glimmering blue lake, as still as a mirror. Almost instantly, a thought barraged his mind in the form of a dancing pink elephant.

      His eye twitched.

      What kind of stray thought is this?

      Chance pushed the thought away. There was a moment of stillness, followed by Bob’s Magic Cheeto popping into his mind. Chance repressed a sigh. Bella was right. Meditating was hard.

      Minutes turned to hours. Chance spent much of the time trying to push the stray thoughts away. They started cropping up slower and slower, but he felt himself growing restless. As tempted as he was to give up and go do anything else, Chance pressed on. He was determined to make at least a little progress before he stopped.

      He lost track of time as he sat there, his chest rising and falling with every slow breath. Eventually, the stray thoughts grew less frequent. The slight ache in his legs from sitting so long started to fade into the background.

      Heat blossomed in his chest, but it wasn’t the same aggressive warmth that typically accompanied his Essence usage. Instead, it felt like the ebb and flow of the ocean, ebbing in and out.

      Chance focused his thoughts toward his Essence, trying to figure out what it represented.

      Why does it only respond when I thank it? How come it seems to affect luck? Is it actually just luck?

      A sense of wrongness filled him at the last statement. Without a doubt, Chance knew that his Essence wasn’t luck. It was something more. Luck was a part of it, of that much he was certain, but it wasn’t the entire coin. It was more like a result. A consequence.

      His thoughts kept drifting back to the appreciation and his father’s words back on earth. Then Yamish’s face arose, unbidden, within his mind.

      What goes around, comes around.

      Yamish was being literal. The thought struck Chance, nearly knocking him from his peaceful state. That’s what it was?

      Karma?
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        * * *

      

      Vex was irritated. It wasn’t often that the fragments of will that he sent out died, and it was even less often that they died without completing their mission. Worse, it had failed to kill an unranked, weakling child.

      It was not enough to make him angry. The girl was entirely unimportant beyond a mild source of amusement, but Vex did not take failure lightly. His eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and he gathered a tiny amount of power to send out and deal with the situation permanently.

      Then he paused. His senses brushed across the Essence permeating his body. It was still. Something was very, very wrong. The wind in the forest around him had stopped, and the trees stood still as if they were holding their breath.

      Vex gathered his power, casting his mind out to locate the powerful presence approaching him. He had more enemies than he could count, but none that would be stupid enough to attack him in his home ground.

      Then a hand fell on his shoulder. Vex shimmered, splashing into a puddle of water and reforming near-instantly a few feet away as he spun to face the intruder. He hadn’t even noticed their arrival.

      A man floated, upside-down, in the air, a smile on his eerie face as his body twisted around to stand the proper way. Vex’s eyes narrowed.

      “The cultivator who protected the boy. You were also using a clone? Who are you?”

      The man inclined his head. “I was, and I am Yamish. My full presence on Centurion would be problematic. As would yours.”

      Vex brushed his senses over the other man, trying to feel his strength, but there was nothing. It was as if he was a blank slate – but that couldn’t be the case. Nobody could have arrived here without at least a significant amount of power.

      “You would go as far as to risk your true body to protect the boy?”

      Yamish’s smile spread. “Risk? No. I have no desire to fight. We have no karma between us.”

      “Then why have you come?”

      “You are about to cause me difficulties. I am cultivating the child,” Yamish said. “And you are about to sever him. I must request that you not.”

      “Oh?” Vex asked. “Why? He had no great power. You’ve expended a fair amount of power to come here. That’s quite the effort. Is he of your bloodline?”

      “No, but we are bound by path,” Yamish replied. “And your actions would cause bad karma between us.”

      “Why would that–” Vex stopped mid-sentence. “You’re a Karma cultivator?”

      “I am.”

      “That explains much,” Vex said, his guard rising even more as he put more energy into his aura. “But I will not bow to your requests. A slight must be sated. Find another child.”

      Yamish’s smile turned sad. “I thought as much. Your Essence is bitter, like death. I cannot blame you for following your nature, so I will speak to you in terms you understand instead.”

      He clawed the air with a hand, pulling thin bands of golden light from nothingness. With his other hand, he plucked one of the threads.

      “You value the life of the girl,” Yamish said. “She has great Karma with you. But she feels grateful to the boy. There is Karma between them and, thus, between me.”

      “And?” Vex asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “I will sever the girl,” Yamish said simply. “You will not reap the seed that you have planted.”

      “Threats,” Vex said with a chuckle. “Some Karma cultivator you are. Killing the girl would negatively impact your cultivation, would it not?”

      “Death is a natural part of life. To me, the gratitude she shows the boy is an equivalent trade for her life,” Yamish said. “Any negative impact will be far less than the benefits I gain from harvesting the boy when it is time.”

      Vex let out a sharp bark of laughter. “I see. Very well, then. I will not bother them unless they directly interfere with my work. That, I assume, would build Karma between us, and you would no longer take action. Correct?”

      “Correct,” Yamish said. “I am glad that we could come to an agreement.”

      Then he was gone. Vex pressed his lips together. He gave the world a cursory sweep, but he already knew what he would find. There was no sign that Yamish had ever been there. Even the Essence around them didn’t seem to recognize his presence.

      Vex let the power he had been gathering fade away. There were other matters that drew his attention, and Yamish unsettled him. The cultivator was deranged. He’d deal with the boy and his experiment shortly, once the Karma cultivator stopped paying such close attention.
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        * * *

      

      Heat blossomed in Chance’s chest, wrapping around his heart with such intensity that he gasped in pain. His eyes snapped open and the world rushed back into focus around him. Faint golden light blanketed his skin, already fading away.

      Chance blinked. He shifted, instantly pitching forward and barely catching himself before he hit the ground as pins and needles exploded all throughout his legs. He groaned, shaking them off in a desperate attempt to get feeling back.

      Once he could properly control his body again, he staggered upright. The courtyard was empty, but someone had tossed a blanket over his shoulders. He folded it up and wobbled inside. Pete sat in his chair, his eyes closed. One of them cracked open as Chance approached.

      “Ah, Chance. Did you have a successful meditation?”

      “Very. I think,” Chance said. “How long was I there?”

      “Three days.”

      “Three – what?” Chance asked, missing a step. “How?”

      “You likely had a lot of insight to ponder over,” Pete replied. “Bella told me this was your first time meditating, so I don’t think either of us expected you to get struck with inspiration already, but your experiences on Earth must have greatly benefited you. Don’t get used to massive boosts like this one. Once you get into a more regular schedule, your growth will be steadier but slow.”

      “So… I’m stronger now?”

      “In a way. Do you understand more about your Essence?”

      “A little,” Chance admitted. “It’s Karma, not luck. But I don’t see what that changes.”

      “It will be subtle for now, but the gains become apparent the more you understand,” Pete said, rubbing his chin. “But… Karma? What a curious Essence. I have not heard anything of Karma cultivators in recent years. We’ll have to look into it and see what we can find for you.”

      “Thanks,” Chance said. “Pete, why am I not hungry or tired? I was just… sitting there.”

      “Cultivation nourishes the body when done properly. You draw energy from your Essence and allow it to sustain you. That is how some powerful cultivators can meditate for weeks at a time. Interruptions during inspiration are one of the worst things you can get. After all, inspiration is a fickle mistress.”

      “I can see that,” Chance said, rolling his shoulders as a twinge ran through is back. “Damn. I can’t believe it’s been three days. What have Yeo and Bella been up to?”

      “Mostly cultivating,” Pete replied. “They’re both in their rooms right now. You were lighting the courtyard up, which makes it a bit difficult for anyone else to use the courtyard to cultivate. It’s to be expected, though.”

      “Ah, sorry.” Chance reddened. “I didn’t mean to inconvenience anyone.”

      “It’s hardly your fault. Really, you should all have a courtyard of your own,” Pete said with a sigh. “Perhaps in the future.”

      “Are we low on money or something?” Chance asked. “Someone watching Yeo and Bella spar implied that they had private courtyards to practice in or something.”

      “We are,” Pete said, looking slightly ashamed of his words. “The funding a house gets is directly related to how successful its Shikari are. Unfortunately, Bella wasn’t able to get many jobs on her own, and the ones I did were… well, I tend to cause a lot of damage when I work. Repair costs rack up.”

      “Even with the Wards?” Chance asked, taken aback.

      “Yes. You usually need to weaken a monster before using a Ward,” Pete said. “That means you may have to fight it for a little, and I’m afraid I don’t know the meaning of subtlety.”

      Chance laughed. “Once we get good enough to get ranked, I’ll do my best to bring some money in to renovate. It’s the least I can do after everything you’ve done for me.”

      “I really haven’t done much at all,” Pete said with a gentle laugh. “But thank you.”

      There were a few seconds of uncomfortable silence. Then Chance cleared his throat. “I actually had a question. Jagg said I couldn’t get techniques until I was a Squire, but Yeo and Bella both seem to have them. Aren’t they just Foundlings?”

      “It’s not that you can’t learn a technique as a Foundling, it’s just that it’ll take you longer than if you were a Squire, and techniques are in high demand. I will look into seeing if I can get anything for Karma, but I wouldn’t hold my breath. Your best bet would be to reach Squire rank soon by cultivating as much as you can.”
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      Soft footsteps on the second floor caused them to both glance toward the stairs as Bella walked down. A smile crossed her face when she spotted Chance, and he couldn’t help but marvel at the stark difference just a few days had made in her attitude.

      On the other end of the coin, faint anger toward Vex and what he had made Bella do to try and protect others from him bubbled in Chance’s heart.

      “You woke up!” Bella exclaimed. “How did it go?”

      “I know my Essence,” Chance replied. “It’s Karma.”

      “Huh. That’s interesting,” Bella mused.

      “Pete said the same thing.”

      “We’ll have to look into the records and see if there’s anything we can get for Chance to reference,” Pete said.

      Yeo poked his head out from the second floor. “Chance is a Karma cultivator?”

      “Yeah,” Chance said. “I hope we didn’t interrupt your cultivation or anything.”

      “Nah. It was boring,” Yeo replied, sliding down the banister and forcing Bella to step out of the way to avoid getting bowled over. “So, now that you’re all meditated and bored, you ready to do something more interesting?”

      “Right to it?” Chance asked. “I mean, I just finished cultivating. Shouldn’t I pause or rest or something first?”

      “Why? Cultivation is rest if you do it correctly,” Yeo said. “It’s combat practice that tires you out.”

      Chance looked to Bella, who gave him a one-shouldered shrug. “He’s not wrong. Did you have something else you wanted to do instead?”

      “I mean, I’d love to see more of the city, but given what has happened every single time I’ve gone out, I think some more training might not be a bad idea,” Chance admitted. “One second. I’ll go grab my urumi.”

      He jogged upstairs, grabbing the blade and the bottle of healing pills, then headed back down to his team.

      “Right,” Yeo said, studying Chance. “This will be difficult to practice with, won’t it? You need a lot of space to use it properly. Not as much as my kusarigama, but more than most close range weapons. I guess we’ll just work in the front of the Whiteheart house.”

      “Where everyone can see,” Bella added, her lips turning down. “We need to get better private training areas as soon as we can.”

      “Once Chance is a little more comfortable with his abilities, we can take the ranking exam,” Yeo said. “Come on. I want to get started.”

      They all headed outside. Luckily, Shikari Lane was fairly empty, as it usually seemed to be. It was far from private, but at least there wasn’t an enormous crowd watching.

      “Before we get to sparring, you should just swing that thing around – carefully,” Yeo said. “Get a feel for it, you know? It’s been a few days since you last got to test it. Maybe just start with seeing how long it is when extended?”

      Chance nearly mentioned he’d already gotten some use out of it in the alleys before he stopped himself. He cleared his throat and nodded, flicking his wrist. With a series of clicks, the urumi expanded to its full length.

      It was roughly three of his bodylengths when fully released, from Chance’s estimate. He flicked his wrist again, causing it to whistle back together.

      “You’re getting pretty comfortable with that,” Yeo observed.

      “Uh – I guess it’s just a bit natural to me,” Chance said. “It feels right.”

      Can’t really say an upside-down dude made me kill a bunch of monsters for a few hours while I was trying to sleep. I have to give it to Yamish, though. Hunting monsters is a really effective way of training. And I think I’m starting to understand why this is the weapon for me. Karma isn’t luck, but luck is part of karma. I can’t think of many things that can use luck more than an urumi.

      He released the blade once more, giving it a twist above his head before lashing out and striking at a point in the grass. The urumi whistled through the air and whipped down into the dirt with a thunk. It was considerably easier to wield it in the open than it had been in the alleys.

      “Damn. That looks cool,” Yeo said. “Don’t you try to go stealing any of my thunder.”

      Chance laughed and retracted the urumi by flicking his wrist. He released it several more times, slowly getting a little fancier with the movements and allowing it to spin in the air for longer with every attempt.

      In the open, when he was using it for longer periods of time, it became apparent that the hard part of the urumi wasn’t swinging it around – it was keeping track of where the end of the sword-whip was.

      Chance got a little too ambitious with a spin and the end of the blade whipped past him, cutting a thin line across his shoulder. He flinched, reflexively snapping the weapon back together before he could lose any more control.

      “Close one,” Yeo observed, squinting at the cut. “Not a bad one, though. Probably not worth wasting any of your healing pills on this.”

      “Yeah,” Chance said, ignoring the slight sting from the cut. He spun the blade again, pushing down the tiny tendril of apprehension that reared its head. For the next few hours, that was all he did. Yeo insisted that he needed to get to know how the urumi felt, and Chance was in agreement with him.

      The day came and went, and two weeks followed in a similar manner. Chance spent most of his time practicing with the urumi during the day and meditating at night. Yamish dragged him into the Old City nearly every other day, where he mowed through ranks of Soothounds.

      Chance couldn’t help but notice that the monsters his strange teacher put him against were growing larger with every visit. Yamish was definitely scaling up the difficulty, but he always seemed to know exactly how much Chance could deal with.

      At the end of every visit, the strange man gave Chance the Old City’s ‘gift’. It tasted just as awful each time around, but he pushed through it, his ultimate goal growing palpably closer with every fight. There were worse sacrifices that people had made for much less.

      His progress with the urumi accelerated greatly. Unfortunately, as Pete had predicted, his cultivation advancements were considerably slower. After his initial burst of inspiration and the discovery of his Essence, he found his meditation sessions to do little more than relax him.

      But, in the end, he was getting stronger, and that was what mattered. Chance spent every waking moment he had training, either in meditation or in the Old City. Despite all the help that Yamish was giving him, Chance was determined to take control of his new life. As wonderous as it was – as long as Yamish could summon him to the Old City at any point, he wasn’t truly living for himself.

      On top of that, Chance was more eager to advance his magic than anything else. He still hadn’t gotten over the incredible feeling of bending the forces of the universe to his will, and he didn’t think he ever would.

      In between his meditation sessions and when Yamish wasn’t kidnapping him, he spent his time training with Bella and Yeo. He wasn’t surprised to find that they were both incredibly far ahead of him, but he was catching up – and rather quickly.

      “You sure you’re from Earth?” Yeo asked, wiping the sweat from his forehead as Chance’s urumi snapped back to its resting position. He shook his head in disbelief. “I feel like I’m fighting against someone who has been training for at least a year or two, not a few weeks.”

      “Yeah,” Chance said between gasps for air. “I’m pretty sure I’d remember if I wasn’t.”

      If I can even call that a sparring session. I just spent five minutes trying to hit Yeo while he dodged literally everything. I feel like I’m playing a game against the impossible difficulty AI.

      “That was a good performance,” Bella said from the sidelines, as if reading his thoughts. “Considering you only just started learning how to use the urumi, you’re doing great. Are you practicing without us or something?”

      Chance laughed awkwardly. “When would I get time to do that?”

      “And I hear you snoring at night when you stop meditating,” Yeo added with a grin. “And you snore a lot.”

      Is Yamish causing that somehow? I don’t think I snore. I’m pretty sure I don’t. I hope.

      Chance blushed. “Whoops. I had no idea.”

      “It’s fine,” Yeo replied. “Reminds me a bit of my old man. He snores a lot too.”

      “You know, it might not be a bad idea to take the test pretty soon,” Bella said. “We don’t need to get ranked super high to start off, but I’d really like to start getting some real jobs and making money.”

      “Not to mention we need to learn how to fight together. That’s an entire skill on its own,” Yeo said. “What do you think, Chance? Feeling comfortable?”

      Chance rubbed his chin. “I guess. Tests were always really stressful for me, but if you think I’m ready, I’ll give it a shot.”

      “What did your test involve?” Yeo asked Bella. “You did take one, right?”

      “Mine was a bit special, since I was just working on my own. Gibson gave it to me directly.” Bella cocked her head to the side in thought. “It was mostly a demonstration of how well I could fight. We sparred for a little, then he asked me to do several things with my Essence.”

      “I still can’t do much other than make the gold mist,” Chance said. “You think he’ll be okay with that?”

      “Considering it seems to give terrible luck to anyone that isn’t using their aura? I think he should be fine,” Yeo said. “Lots of people become Shikari by focusing on techniques over their cultivation.”

      “Then let’s let Pete know we’re ready to try to take the test,” Chance said, steeling himself. If he was already fighting monsters with Yamish, he was pretty sure he could deal with an introductory exam.

      “It’s in two days,” Pete said, poking his head out of the door. “Sorry, I was eavesdropping. I usually am. And, for what it’s worth, I believe you’re all ready as well. The exam is just meant to ensure that you’re capable enough to defend yourself from the lowest level threats in the city.”

      “Great!” Yeo exclaimed. “Sounds like we need to get a celebratory dinner.”

      “Shouldn’t those wait until after we’ve actually accomplished something?” Bella asked.

      “Bah. We’ve had gramps’ cooking for the past two weeks. We need to go out and get something fancy,” Yeo said. “No offense to his cooking. It’s good, but going out just feels different, you know?”

      “Nothing wrong with a little bit of a pep-up,” Pete said with a chuckle. “You might as well go have some fun.”

      “I’m not opposed to it,” Chance said. “But, I will say that we’re two for two in running into trouble every time we go into the city.”

      “You’re two for two,” Yeo corrected. “It’s only happened to me once.”

      “I’ve gone into the city many times without running into difficulty,” Bella added. “It was just the day we ran into each other, really.”

      “Great,” Chance grumbled. “I’m a bad luck charm.”

      “More like a luck charm.” Yeo clapped him on the shoulder and grinned. “Excitement is fun, and you’re still alive. That means you’re good luck!”

      “Luck or not,” Bella said, “I’m getting hungry. Shall we?”
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      Leaving the Whiteheart house didn’t take long, but settling on a restaurant did. Yeo wanted to return to Hound’s, but the others wanted to try something new. Neither she nor Chance really wanted to return to the restaurant they’d run into Vex at, so the three of them eventually settled for a medium-sized, slightly fancy location. The windows glimmered with golden light from the lanterns within, and Chance could see an assortment of meals on the tables in front of patrons.

      All the tablecloths were white and red checkerboard, and black iron chandeliers hung from the ceiling, although they weren’t lit. Dull chatter filled the restaurant, breaking out into the street as they walked in.

      A well-dressed waiter smiled at them and swept three menus from beneath his podium. “Will there be any more in your party?”

      “No. It’s just us,” Yeo said.

      “Splendid.”

      The waiter led them to a table in the corner of the room and sat them down. He disappeared for a minute, returning with an iron basket full of bread rolls along with a small platter of butter.

      After setting everything down on the table, the waiter grabbed several glasses of water and set them down before them before distributing the menus.

      “I will return shortly. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do for you,” the man said, bowing slightly before returning to the front, where another group had arrived to be seated.

      “Nice place,” Chance said, looking around while trying not to look too starstruck. It reminded him of an Italian restaurant from back home, and the steaming bread rolls looked delicious.

      He waited for Yeo and Bella to each claim one before he took a roll for himself.

      “It really is,” Yeo agreed. “I haven’t had a chance to eat anywhere like this before. It’s so… spacious. And colorful.”

      “That’s right. You aren’t from Gleam, are you?” Bella asked. “I’ve been to this spot once or twice. It’s nice. A little pricy, but considering our line of work and the test we’re about to get done with, more than within our budget.”

      “I’m from a small town called Ruddbrook,” Yeo said. “We had some restaurants, but nothing like this. Really not much of anything of interest there, to be honest.”

      “And you still got into Gleam as a fledgling Shikari?” Bella raised her eyebrows. “That’s really pretty impressive.”

      “You did the same,” Yeo pointed out, somewhat reluctantly. He took a bite of bread and chewed for a moment. “Actually, you did more. You became a solo Shikari as well. I didn’t even know they allowed that kind of thing.”

      “I had special circumstances,” Bella said, her eyes darkening. “Luckily, Gibson was willing to work with me. At the start, at least. And even with them, I barely managed to convince them to let me stay in Gleam.”

      “Is it that difficult to get into the city?” Chance asked.

      “You’ve got it easy as a new arrival from Earth.” Yeo wiped his mouth with a napkin and shook his head. “My parents have been trying to get in for years, but no go. When I got the offer, I barely believed it myself. Gleam only accepts the best of the best from application requests.”

      “I did hear they were loosening restrictions up a little bit as of late,” Bella said. “Hopefully, the local towns can be pulled under Gleam’s protection soon.”

      “What do you mean? Is there a reason Gleam is so selective?”

      “Bandits and general bad experiences with rogue cultivators.” Yeo’s eyes narrowed. “It isn’t safe outside the scholar-cities. Many small towns, even ones not too far from Gleam, are under constant threat from groups of cultivators that roam around. And, even if you disregard them, there are monsters. Ones far larger and more dangerous than anything in Gleam. Shikari are of equal use inside and outside the city.”

      “When you say danger…”

      “Let’s just say new towns crop up from the ruins of the old ones pretty frequently,” Yeo said. “Most powerful Shikari don’t want to hang around a town, where there aren’t many resources and the danger is so high, so they migrate to one of the scholar-cities like Gleam. If someone who migrates gets really strong, the scholar-city occasionally puts the area under its protection as a down payment to keep the Shikari around.”

      “That’s awful,” Chance said.

      “Well, that’s what we’re training for,” Bella said. “Once we get higher ranked, many of our jobs will be outside of Gleam. Nobody wants the towns to get destroyed. There are just too many monsters and bandits outside the walls.”

      “Enough of this topic,” Yeo said. “We’re supposed to be enjoying this. It’s a celebratory dinner, after all. Think about something happier.”

      Bella and Chance exchanged a quick glance, then nodded. The waiter returned shortly after, getting their orders and setting off to the kitchen to get them started.

      Their meal was fantastic, but Yeo’s words stuck with Chance. Part of him had to wonder just how much of Yeo’s desire to be famous was actually true, and how much was just the boy wanting to be strong enough to ensure the protection of his village.

      The rest of the night passed without incident, as did the following day. Mercifully, Yamish did not come to collect Chance that night or the next. When the sun dawned on the day of the ranking exam, Chance awoke feeling equal parts refreshed and nervous.

      Pete gathered them all at the front of the house an hour after the sun rose, poking through the cracks of the towering skyscrapers of Gleam.

      “You’ve all got more than enough training to ace this,” Pete said. He glanced at Bella, then chuckled. “Oh, who am I kidding. One of you has already passed it, and I have no doubt that everyone will be coming home today with a smile on their face. Really, your goal shouldn’t be to pass. You should see how highly ranked you can get.”

      “Shoot for the moon, huh?” Yeo asked. He smirked confidently. “Well, that was my plan anyway. I’m going to crush anyone that tries to stand in my way.”

      “Don’t forget that this is mostly a team exam,” Bella pointed out. “We’ve barely done any team exercises. Make sure not to do something stupid that puts the rest of us at risk.”

      “I won’t,” Yeo promised. “We have to hit the top together – so I can crush both of you once we’re there.”

      Chance and Bella rolled their eyes. Before they could say anything else, there was a curt knock on the door. Pete opened it to reveal a balding, heavily muscled man.

      “Team Whiteheart,” the man read off a paper, glancing up at them. “Signed up for the ranking exam and tournament today?”

      “They are,” Pete said.

      “Good,” the man said. “My name is Johnathan. I’ll be your team’s proctor for today. Follow me.”

      They waved to Pete, then followed Johnathan down Shikari Lane and toward the training fields. Johnathan pushed the metal gate open and led them up to an open area.

      “If you pass the exam today, you’ll be qualified to start taking jobs,” Johnathan said, still reading off his paper. “I am the sole judge of your success. If you have any complaints with my judging methods, you may take them up with Gibson. Today’s exam will have two parts. The first will determine your ability as a team, and the second will be the individual rankings. Do you have any questions so far?”

      He paused a moment, then continued.

      “In that case, we will begin by identifying your abilities. Please identify them, along with your names.”

      “I use the Essence of Metal,” Yeo said. “And my name is Yeo.”

      Johnathan scribbled on the paper with a quill, then looked back up at Bella.

      “Undisclosed Essence, and my name is Bella.”

      Chance hid his surprise. He’d been hoping to find out what her Essence was, but evidently, that was an acceptable answer, as Johnathan didn’t even blink. He just wrote something on the paper one more time before turning to Chance.

      “I’m Chance. I cultivate Karma.”

      Johnathan paused for a moment before writing one last thing and lowering the paper. “Understood. As this is your first exam, I will explain some of the rules. In this exercise, I will be taking on the role of a powerful opponent. You will work together to attempt to subdue me.”

      “How much force can we use?” Yeo asked.

      “As much as you can bring to bear, unless you have cause to believe that your abilities have not been reported accurately and you pose a threat to me. I am a Knight ranked Shikari,” Johnathan said, completely serious. “Do you believe this may be the case?”

      “No, probably not,” Yeo admitted. “Sorry. Please continue.”

      “I have a question, actually,” Chance put in. “Why are we fighting?”

      Johnathan blinked. “I’m sorry? This is the exam.”

      “I should clarify. You’re taking the role of a powerful opponent, right? Wouldn’t the wisest call in situations like this to be retreat?”

      To Chance’s surprise, the proctor’s face wrinkled with the faintest beginnings of a grin. “Not a bad question at all. Yes, that is a very valid strategy in many scenarios. Your life is more important than defeating a random monster. However, for the purpose of this exam, assume that retreat is not an option.”

      “Okay. What about bargaining?”

      Johnathan paused. “Bargaining? With a monster?”

      “They could be intelligent, right? If a monster is trying to attack something that we’re trying to protect and it’s smart enough to communicate with, wouldn’t the best-case scenario be if we could get it to leave before it could hurt someone?”

      Johnathan’s forehead wrinkled. “I – no. I mean, yes, but that’s going to be a pretty rare scenario. Don’t try to bargain with the monsters. Just kill them. You’re a Shikari, not a negotiator.”

      “Let’s just get on with this, yeah?” Yeo asked, pulling his kusarigama from his side and giving it a lazy twirl. “Not to say your questions are lame, Chance. But they are.”
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      The proctor chuckled and took a few steps back into the training arena. Earth gathered around his feet and wormed up his body, forming into rugged armor around him. In seconds, he was completely covered.

      “This part of the exam will end when all of you are rendered unable to move or surrender,” Johnathan said. “Are you prepared?”

      Chance opened his mouth to ask another question, then closed it when Bella and Yeo shot glares in his direction. He gave them a sheepish grin and walked into the dirt arena with his teammates, lowering his urumi in a ready position.

      “We’re good,” Yeo said. “Hope you’re ready to get your ass kicked.”

      “Begin.”

      Bella leapt forward, black water slithering down her arms and forming into a large axe. She brought it down in a powerful swing at Johnathan’s shoulder. Earth rippled around the proctor’s feet and a pillar of stone erupted from the ground, slamming into Bella’s stomach and sending her flying into the air.

      Chance whipped his wrist to the side and the urumi extended with a dozen rapid-fire clicks. The snakelike blade shot out and bit into Johnathan’s shoulder, cutting a few inches into the stone before coming to a stop.

      The ground beneath Chance rumbled. Yeo thrust his shoulder into him, knocking Chance to the side as a pillar of earth nearly launched him. He tumbled across the ground, losing his grip on the urumi, and leapt to his feet just as Bella came crashing down on top of Johnathan, leading with her axe.

      Stone cracked and Johnathan staggered. He spun, catching Bella in the side with the back of his hand and launching her across the small arena. She hit the ground, skidding for a foot before slamming into the wall with a grunt. Yeo flicked his sickle out and it whipped around the proctor, growing faster with every loop as it tightened and bound the man.

      “Does restraining you count as a win?” Yeo asked.

      Johnathan raised a hand and grabbed the metal links. There was a loud crack and Yeo’s weapon went slack as the older man literally tore it apart. He flexed his arms and the chains binding him popped and snapped, falling to pieces.

      “Yes,” Johnathan said. “Provided you’ve actually restrained me.”

      “Well, that was rude,” Yeo said, pulling a second kusarigama from his pouch. Chance had no idea how he fit the weapon in there, but now wasn’t the time to ask. “You broke my toy. Luckily, I’ve got another.”

      While Yeo had him distracted, Chance edged toward his urumi. Johnathan glanced in his direction and extended a hand. The ground beneath Chance’s feet rippled and he started to sink into it. Cursing, he flung himself into a roll and grabbed the hilt of his weapon, retracting it with a snap.

      A bolt of black water leapt from Bella’s hands and splashed into Johnathan’s armor, soaking into the dirt. The proctor glanced in her direction, nearly catching a massive watery blade to the face.

      At the last second, a wall of earth erupted from the ground before him and blocked the Essence. He let it fall, then shifted his stance. Bella took a step forward and tripped, falling flat on her face as stones bound around her legs.

      “A little luck might be good,” Yeo yelled. “Metal Dragon Art: Twin Heads!”

      He extended his hand toward the shattered remains of his first kusarigama, narrowing his eyes in concentration. The fragments shuddered, then leapt to his command, reforming into chain links and attaching themselves back to the sickle. Yeo pulled the blade back, spinning the second weapon in his other hand, then sent them both flying at Johnathan.

      “Essence of Metal, eh?” Johnathan asked, an earthen shield forming on his left hand. He batted both sickles away. “Not used to seeing it used like this. Wouldn’t making yourself into an armored warrior like I do with my earth be better?”

      “You talk a lot for someone supposed to be testing us,” Yeo growled, pulling his weapons back and twirling them at his sides.

      “Don’t you worry.” Johnathan raised his shield, blocking Bella’s axe, then threw her to the side. She spun midair, landing on her feet and skidding across the ground. “I don’t mean to insult you, but you’re all far from a threat. I’m not trying to kill you – I’m gauging your abilities. We’ll see how you deal with stress under a real attack shortly. Now, I trust you’ve got something more to show me?”

      Heat welled around Chance’s heart and spread through his body. He drew on his Essence, bringing golden mist to his fingers sending out a silent thanks. The mist leapt, tiny streamers of it wrapping around the proctor’s legs.

      Johnathan glanced down at it just as Bella threw her axe, and the brief distraction proved enough for it to fly past his defenses and slam into the man’s chest. Stone shattered and he tripped with a curse.

      Chance sent his urumi whistling out and it struck Johnathan in the side, piercing into his armor but failing to penetrate it. He pulled the blade back before the proctor could grab on to it, watching Johnathan warily as stones pushed the man back to his feet.

      “Haven’t seen that before,” Johnathan rumbled. “You wormed your way past my aura. Interesting. Try it again.”

      Chance didn’t wait for him to ask again. He sent gold energy toward Johnathan in a faint wave. As it neared him, it sizzled and vanished like vapor. Johnathan chuckled at Chance’s shocked expression.

      Dirt gathered around Johnathan’s hand, condensing into a hard ball. He threw it at Chance, far too fast for him to dodge. Water leapt before him an instant before the ball struck. It plowed through the barrier and struck Chance in the stomach, but enough of its momentum had been stopped that it only knocked the air from his lungs instead of breaking several ribs.

      Yeo lashed at him with both of his kusarigama. Johnathan dropped his shield and grabbed the sickles as they flew through the air. “Right then. I think I’ve got a grasp of all of you.”

      With a roar, he yanked the metal chains, pulling Yeo off balance. Johnathan thundered for the boy. Water whipped at his feet, trying to trip him up, but the proctor plowed through it like nothing.

      Yeo somersaulted out of the way of the man’s first blow, but Johnathan had nearly doubled in speed. The man’s next strike caught him in the chest, tossing him out of the ring. Bella darted at the proctor and Chance sent his urumi out once more.

      The earth beneath Bella launched her to the side – directly into the path of Chance’s blade. He yanked it back, causing the metal whip sword to score across the ground harmlessly. Johnathan grabbed Bella, then launched her at Chance like a bowling ball.

      He dove to the side, but it wasn’t fast enough. Bella slammed into him and they both skidded out of the ring unceremoniously, ending in a heap next to Yeo.

      Johnathan brushed his hands off, his dirt armor sloughing off his body as he approached them. There were a few small cuts on his body, but they were somehow already starting to heal right before their eyes. “Well, then. That was that.”

      Yeo clenched his hands, then forced them open and let out a terse huff. “That was hardly a fair fight.”

      “It was never supposed to be one,” Johnathan said, shaking his head. “You missed the point. Now, are you going to complain, or do you want to hear my assessment?”

      “We’re listening,” Chance said with a groan as Bella rolled off him. He could have sworn that getting hit so hard should have broken something, but both he and Bella didn’t look much more than bruised.

      “We’ll start with Yeo,” Johnathan said, turning to the black-haired boy. “You’re cocky. Your techniques are overly flashy and don’t do enough damage for the effort you go through with them. Not to mention you wasted time actually calling your technique out. On top of that, while I’m no Metal cultivator, I’m pretty sure that it’s meant to be hard and unyielding. You’re treating it like Air or something.”

      Yeo set his jaw and his eyes narrowed. He said nothing, and Johnathan watched his expression for a few seconds before turning to Bella.

      “You’re all over the place. I occasionally saw you do something that I would attribute to experience, but then you’d blunder it all up. Something tells me you’re a solo fighter. Fix that.”

      Bella started to nod, but Johnathan wasn’t done.

      “On top of that, there’s one major flaw I saw with your fighting style. The boys both had a clear purpose behind their moves. Even though they’re far from masters of their Essence, they both had direction. You feel like you’re copying someone else’s moves rather than using your own. Keep that up, and you’ll never advance past Foundling.”

      Johnathan’s gaze fell on Chance. The boy swallowed.

      “You’re new. Your strikes don’t have any Essence real strength behind them. Despite landing several blows on my armor, nothing you did went through. You need to integrate your Essence with your fighting style more. Relying on your opponent’s aura being too weak isn’t going to get you very far. On top of that, your movements are amateurish. It’s very clear that you’re new.”

      “I’m sure you feel thrilled about stomping a bunch of unranked Shikari,” Yeo said, crossing his arms.

      Johnathan burst into laughter. “Oh, you’re a competitive one. Hate losing, do you? Get used to it, boy. You aren’t the biggest fish in the pond. Now shut up – I wasn’t done talking.”

      Yeo’s eyes narrowed, but he closed his mouth with a snap.

      “Your fighting style is overly flashy, but if you cultivated more and put more Essence into your strikes, similar to Chance, they’d likely do a fair amount of damage. It’s difficult to keep track of those sickles as they fly around,” Johnathan said, tapping his chin. “And your technique was surprisingly adequate for someone of your level. Some practice, tighten your moves up a little, and cultivate more – you might get decent.”

      Johnathan pointed at Bella. “Your progress in cultivation is much farther along its path than I would have expected. If you actually put yourself into it rather than just using some pale mimicries of what are clearly someone else’s techniques, you’d be a powerful cultivator.”

      He turned his gaze back to Chance. “And, as for you, your biggest issue is inexperience. You were asking some very important questions before we started, and your Essence has a lot of potential. I’ve never fought something like it – not to mention your control over that whip sword is fairly decent for someone who only just started using it.”

      They all stared at him, baffled.

      “Now I’m done,” Johnathan said.

      “So… we passed?” Yeo asked.

      Johnathan snorted. “Yes. This was only to determine if you have the ability to keep yourselves alive in the most basic of situations. I’d say you’ve got that, so consider yourselves all Foundling ranked Shikari from this point on. Your teamwork needs some improvement, though.”

      They all grinned at each other. Chance walked back to the practice field and grabbed his urumi from the ground where it had fallen when he’d been hit.

      “Don’t get too excited,” Johnathan said. “You’ll need your wits about you for the individual rankings. You might have made the bare minimum, but I trust you want to shoot for more than that.”

      “You better believe it,” Yeo said, thrusting his chin out. “And we’ll see just how inefficient my moves are against other people my age. Where do we go for the next part of the exam?”

      “There’s around two hours until it starts,” Johnathan replied. “It’ll take place on the other side of the training yard. Don’t be late, but you’re free to do whatever you want until it starts. I’ll be letting Gibson know your updated rankings.”
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      He raised a hand and strode away, leaving them staring at his back. Yeo harrumphed once the proctor was out of range.

      “I thought we’d somehow managed to fail.”

      “So did I,” Chance said with an anxious chuckle. “He really had me going for a moment. Thank god we passed.”

      “Which one?” Yeo asked.

      “Huh?”

      “You said thank god.”

      “Oh – not the ones from here,” Chance said. “It’s just a saying from Ear – wait. You know that.”

      Yeo snickered. “Had you for a moment, though. More importantly, do we even want to bother going somewhere while we wait for the individual rankings? I’d rather just stick around.”

      “Same,” Chance said. “I’m too anxious to do anything else to be honest.”

      “The individual rankings don’t matter,” Bella said, her face pensive. “All that mattered was the exam we just passed. We’re all a Shikari team now. The numbers are just ego.”

      “They’re more than ego. They’re proof that we put in hard work and trained to get where we are.” Yeo crossed his arms. “And I’ve heard people say that the best Shikari in every rank division are given access to special jobs.”

      Bella shrugged. “I haven’t heard anything about that. Does it matter? We’ll have access to all the jobs we need.”

      “Of course it matters. Besides, how many people did you even talk to before us? I don’t think anything you’ve failed to hear is going to count for much.”

      Bella pursed her lips, then inclined her head slightly. “Okay, I can’t argue with that too much.”

      “In the end, I’m sure we’ll all do our best,” Chance said. “And, like Bella said, we got the most important thing already. Why don’t we just go over to the next testing arena and wait?”

      The others agreed, and so they went. The field was fairly uniform, and all the training areas were roughly the same – a large patch of dirt enclosed by walls to ensure that fights didn’t spill over into each other.

      Several of the fields were being used by older Shikari, but it only took them a short while to find out where the next ranking exam was taking place. A large section of the training arenas had been sectioned off, and several armored men sat on the benches near it, talking amongst themselves.

      Chance and the others approached them, slowing to a stop as a few gazes turned in their direction.

      “We’re here for the ranking exams,” Chance said. “Is this the right place?”

      “It is,” a black-haired man with a salt-and-pepper-colored beard said, not bothering to rise from his seat on the bench. “You Foundlings?”

      “As of a few minutes ago,” Yeo said. They all flinched as a loud explosion echoed through the field and a Shikari staggered out of one of the arenas, smoking. Several men ran over to him.

      “Congratulations,” the man said, not perturbed in the slightest. “You’re early. Good quality to have, that. I’m Drake. I’ll be one of the proctors for the localized exam.”

      “Wait, localized?” Bella asked, turning away from the scene behind them and tilting her head to the side. “What’s that mean?”

      “It’s not realistic to bring in every single Foundling Shikari whenever we have a ranking exam,” Drake explained, leaning his chin on a palm. “Can you imagine that? Every few weeks, dragging all of you little buggers into a stadium. It would be chaos – not to mention a huge waste of time.”

      “That’s a good point,” Chance said. “How many Shikari are there?”

      “No damn clue. Ask Gibson, but there’s a lot,” Drake said. One of the men beside him nodded.

      “Too damn many,” he muttered.

      “Thus, localized,” Drake continued. “You’ll be going against several teams rather than the whole lot, and we’ll give you a rough estimation of your rank. You can get a more detailed ranking once you participate in the periodic tournaments that anyone can join – there’s one in a few months, I believe.”

      Yeo pursed his lips in annoyance. “I guess I see why you’d do that, but it’s a bit disappointing. So this basically just determines where we start in the real tournament?”

      “Exactly,” Drake said, chuckling at the expression on Yeo’s face. “Don’t look so put out. This is a great opportunity to test yourself against some of your fellows and see what they have to offer. But – no offense meant – I’m off duty right now. There’s a good bit until this starts, so I’m going to be relaxing until then. Feel free to wander around.”

      He leaned back and put his hands behind his head, ending the conversation. The Whiteheart team made their way over to another bench and sat down, content to wait. Despite their success, Chance felt like a black hole had formed in his stomach, causing everything to twist in around it.

      Leaning back against the bench, Chance closed his eyes and focused on controlling his breathing, making it slower and deeper. He pictured a faint golden circle surrounding him, blocking away anything that could bring him harm. It wasn’t exactly meditation, nor was it cultivation, but it seemed to do the trick and help get his nerves under a little more control. It had worked for years on Earth, particularly after his parents had been killed.

      Time slipped by, and dull chatter started to build around them as more Foundling groups and contestants started to arrive. Chance let his eyes open as the voices grew louder. Drake and his group of proctors had left their bench and now stood in front of the sectioned-off training arenas.

      His eyes narrowed as he spotted Jake, the boy from Yeo’s hometown, and his team lounging on the ground near the arenas. A quick glance at Yeo showed that the boy was very pointedly not looking in their direction.

      Chance considered asking him about it but dismissed the idea. If Yeo wanted to talk, he would. Distracting him right before the exams probably wasn’t a good idea. Bella noticed his pensive expression and raised an eyebrow. Chance gave her a small shrug.

      “Just feeling the nerves a little,” Chance said. “I’ve never done anything like this. I always hated tests in school, and this is like that on another level.”

      “My dad told me about those.” Yeo grimaced and adjusted his seat on the bench, trying to get more comfortable. “Sitting around and writing on paper for hours on end sounds so boring. I’m so glad we’re doing something more interesting than that. Our school just taught us what we needed to know. If we didn’t remember, that was our problem.”

      “Well, I suppose that’s one way to go about it.”

      Yeo opened his mouth but paused as Drake clapped his hands loudly. The conversations going on all around them ground to a halt as everyone turned toward him. From Chance’s count, there were somewhere around twenty to thirty other Shikari their age in the area.

      “Time’s just ‘bout up.” Drake covered a yawn with the back of his hand and shook his head. “I’ve got some stuff to do, and I’m sure you’re all eager to start beating each other up, so let’s get this rolling, shall we?”

      He looked around, as if waiting for something. Everyone stared at him expectantly, and Drake let out a heavy sigh.

      “Man, the excitement is deafening. Suit yourselves. For those of you who don’t know me yet, my name is Drake. I’ll be the lead proctor for the individual ranking exam. You do what I say. If you don’t, things go poorly for you – and I mean that. If I say stop and you’re midair, you better freeze and fall like a rock. Understood?”

      A murmur of understanding ran through the cluster of teens. Drake gave them a satisfied nod.

      “Good. In that case, let’s have ourselves a little fun. The rules are simple. Fight until I stop you, or until your opponent surrenders. Leaving the arena for any reason also counts as a loss. You may use anything you have on you.”

      A wiry boy with dirty blonde hair raised his hand. Drake inclined his head toward him.

      “Can we use magical weapons?”

      “Your proctor will check the weapon before your fight. Any magical weapons of Foundling rank or lower are permitted. Any further questions?”

      Nobody said anything.

      “Fantastic.” Drake pulled a roll of paper out of a pocket and unfurled it. The other proctors all did the same. “In my arena, we’ll be starting with Bella and Anton.”

      The other proctors all started calling names out as well, but Chance didn’t hear his or Yeo’s called. He went to wish Bella good luck, but she’d already walked up to stand before Drake.

      The wiry boy who had asked about magical weapons joined her, and Drake gestured for them to walk out onto the dirt. Chance sat down in front of the arena to watch Bella’s fight, and Anton handed Drake a sword. The proctor looked it over, then nodded and returned it to the boy. He and Bella both took up positions on either end of the dirt circle.

      “Begin,” Drake said without an ounce of fanfare.

      Flames erupted along the blade in Anton’s hand. Chance winced in sympathy. Of all the weapons he could have chosen to fight her, a fire-based one was probably the worst. His prediction was proven right when – not even a second later – a powerful wall of water slammed into Anton, soaking the boy and causing his weapon to sputter like a candle in the wind.

      Bella’s foot dug into the ground and she launched forward, water gathering around her hand. Anton raised his weapon defensively, his eyes going wide, but he wasn’t fast enough to stop her fist from driving straight into his stomach.

      Anton flew back and skidded across the edge of the arena, rolling to a bewildered stop at another boy’s feet.

      “That’s got to be a record,” Drake said. “Bella wins.”

      “What! But she didn’t–”

      Anton’s words froze in his throat as Drake’s eyes narrowed. His flaming blade snuffed out and he slunk away without another word. The head proctor called up two more students and dismissed Bella from the field.

      “That was awesome!” Chance exclaimed.

      Bella’s cheeks reddened slightly. “It really wasn’t. I just surprised him.”

      “Have you done this before?” Yeo asked. “I mean, if you’ve been a Shikari for a while…”

      “No. I never participated in any ranking battles,” Bella said uncomfortably. “I’m not used to this kind of thing. I liked to stay out of sight, you know? This is… I don’t know. It just feels wrong.”

      “No need to get stage fright,” Yeo said. “I’ll show you up, so fear not. The spotlight will be on yours truly.”

      Bella rolled her eyes. “Every time you open your mouth, part of me wishes I’d stayed a shut-in.”

      “Impossible. Everyone loves my charming wit and beautiful face. I mean, look at me. I should be a model.”

      “Do they have those here?” Chance asked.

      “What, models?” Yeo thrust a thumb against his chest. “You’re looking at one. Of course they do.”

      “They don’t,” Bella said through a sigh. “Not in the purposes I think Yeo is implying, at least.”

      “Yeo, Timothy. You’re up,” a proctor whose name Chance didn’t know called.

      “Watch this, Chance. I’m gonna show you another one of my special moves.” Yeo leapt to his feet and sauntered over to the arena, along with a tall, thin boy carrying a bow.

      “I hope he wins,” Chance said under his breath. “He’d be crushed if he doesn’t.”

      “Would be kind of funny if he got last place,” Bella muttered. She caught Chance’s look and cleared her throat. “I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
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      The two combatants took their places on either end of the arena. Yeo twirled his kusarigama at his side, and Timothy drew an arrow and strung it, keeping the bow pointed at the ground.

      “Begin,” the proctor said.

      To Chance’s surprise, both Yeo and Timothy bowed to each other. He took a second to look at the other fights, surprised to realize that many of the other students were also exchanging bows before they started.

      Bella noticed the same thing and winced. “Oh. Oops.”

      “Oops,” Chance agreed, feeling a flash of pity for the boy. That explained Anton’s outburst at the end of the fight.

      In the arena, Yeo and Timothy straightened. An arrow shot across the arena, but Yeo bobbed out of the way and it thunked harmlessly into the wood behind him.

      “Metal Dragon Art: Twin Heads!” Yeo called, twirling out of the way of another arrow as a second kusarigama joined his dance. Chance and Bella both suppressed a groan. He really needed to stop calling out his abilities.

      Yeo flicked both of the sickles through the air in opposite directions. They arced out, whipping past Timothy with blinding speed. The weapons shot past him, completely missing. The boy smirked, nocking another arrow. White energy gathered around its tip and he released it.

      Metal clinked and Yeo ducked. The arrow drilled into the barrier behind him with a loud crack and a flash of white light. Before Timothy could nock another, Yeo yanked on the chains of his sickles.

      The weapons whipped back toward him through the air from behind the boy, making a wide arc around Timothy in either direction. The chains hit him and the sickles twirled around him, whipping faster with every orbit. In an instant, Timothy’s hands were yanked down to his sides and he was bound in metal.

      Yeo yanked on the chains, pulling Timothy off balance, then charged the boy and jumped into the air, turning sideways and driving both of his legs into his chest. Timothy, unable to move, flew back and skidded helplessly across the edge of the arena.

      “Yeo wins,” the proctor called as Yeo dropped into a roll and came to his feet, dropping into a bow.

      “Great job!” Chance called. Yeo gave him a thumbs-up and his weapons unraveled from around Timothy, one returning to his side while the other turned back into metal filings that slipped into his pouch.

      “Now the pressure’s really on,” Yeo said when he got back, sitting down beside them. “Both Bella and I have won, so you have to as well.”

      Chance groaned. “You realize that only makes this worse, right?”

      “Won’t be worse if you win.”

      “You are, without a doubt, horrible at motivation,” Bella informed Yeo.

      “Oh? You’re better, then?”

      Bella opened her mouth, then snapped it shut. “No. Not really.”

      They watched several more fights go by. Every passing round where he wasn’t called up only made his anxiety grow until, almost mercifully, Drake called his name.

      “Chance, Meredith. You’re up.”

      “Go get ‘em!” Yeo said, giving him a friendly shove as he rose.

      Chance nodded, his heart beating too fast to even look back, and walked up to Drake’s arena. A short girl carrying two daggers walked over as well. She gave him a once over, then a tight grin as they took their positions in the arena.

      “Begin!” Drake called.

      Recalling Yeo’s movement, Chance bowed. There was a loud thunk from behind him as a dagger thunked into the wood. His movement had just barely been fast enough to keep him from being impaled by the thrown weapon.

      Yeo booed from the sidelines, but Chance didn’t have the luxury to pay him any more attention. Meredith dashed at him, drawing another dagger from a hidden holster at her side. He flicked his wrist and the urumi lashed out.

      Meredith missed a step and twisted out of the way, unprepared for the weapon. It carved across her side, spraying blood across the ground, and Chance yanked it back.

      “Shit, sorry!”

      The girl threw a dagger at him and he dove out of the way, barely dodging it. He kept a hold on his urumi and flicked his wrist as he came back up, drawing the weapon back to its resting position with a series of clicks.

      “Don’t apologize, idiot!” Yeo yelled. “Get her!”

      “No commentary from the sidelines,” Drake drawled.

      Meredith glared at Chance. Her hair rippled as the wind picked up around her, turning into wisps of white Essence. Chance channeled his own magic, bringing the golden mist to his fingertips and casting it toward her.

      His powers slipped right past the churning white air and sank into her right as she flung a dagger at him. It blurred through the air, carried by the wind and moving easily twice as fast as her previous attacks, but clanged harmlessly off the flat of Chance’s blade.

      Then Chance tripped over his own feet. He dropped into a roll at the last second, coming up as two more daggers thunked into the ground where he’d been. Meredith’s eye twitched.

      Chance whipped his urumi toward her, but this time, she was ready. The wind condensed at her side, forming a shield of churning air. The urumi struck it and rebounded into the dirt. Chance yanked the blade back just as Meredith raised her hand to fling another empowered dagger at him.

      Her motion put her hand just in front of the urumi’s path for an instant – just long enough for it to score across the back of her hand. She cursed, fumbling the dagger and giving Chance enough time to send the sword-whip flying toward her.

      Meredith deflected it with a shield of air once more. The blade thunked into one of the wooden barriers with a crunch. Chance pulled on it, but it was stuck. His opponent grinned, lining up another dagger as Chance cursed, giving the blade a harder tug.

      It yanked a pole out of the ground and whipped back toward him. Chance ducked and the blade flew harmlessly over his head. The pole, still attached to his urumi, struck Meredith on the back of her head as it slithered back toward him.

      She crumpled to the ground in a heap and the pole finally popped off his weapon, which retracted back into his hand, leaving him staring at her, baffled.

      Drake hid a snort of laughter and knelt beside Meredith. “I – well, that’s a win for Chance.”

      He took a pill out of a vial at his hip and opened the girl’s mouth, pushing it in before rising once more. Her eyes snapped open and she sat up with a gasp, her wounds already sealing shut.

      “Get off the arena,” Drake said.

      Chance wasn’t going to make him say that twice. He headed back to his team, sitting down on the bench beside them while Yeo did a considerably worse job than Drake at concealing his amusement – and that wasn’t saying much at all.

      “That was great,” Yeo said mirthfully. “I’ve never seen someone get taken out with a pole.”

      On the field, Drake grabbed the pole in question and trudged over to the dirt where it belonged, thrusting it back into place. He shook his head and walked back into place, calling two more students up.

      “Funny or not, you won,” Bella said with an approving nod. “That’s what matters in the end.”

      “Thanks,” Chance said. “So… what now? Do we fight more?”

      “No clue,” Yeo replied, sounding distracted. “It’s not like we’ve done this before. Just wait, I guess.”

      His eyes were locked on one of the other arenas. Chance followed his gaze to see Jake squaring off against another boy. He was covered in seamless metal armor that conformed to his flesh like a jumpsuit, and held a large hammer in his hands.

      Jake’s lazy swings kept his opponent pedaling backward, but he moved with just enough speed to keep him from fighting back. Whenever the other boy managed to get some space, Jake accelerated, forcing his opponent to retreat once more.

      The battle ended when one of Jake’s swings was just a little faster than the other boy. It caught him in the arm, crunching into flesh and bone. Jake blurred, slamming the weapon into the boy’s chest and launching him from the arena.

      A proctor rushed over, pushing a healing pill into the injured Shikari’s mouth. Jake walked off the arena after getting the okay from the older man. He glanced in Yeo’s direction, smirking when he caught him watching.

      “That’s how a real Metal cultivator should fight,” Jake said as he passed them.

      “Bugger off,” Yeo replied. “I don’t care how you fight. I’ve got my own way.”

      Jake paused, cocking an eyebrow. “That pathetic little dance you do can hardly be called fighting. I suppose we’ll get to see shortly, won’t we? Better make sure you make it to fight me, or you’re going to look really bad.”

      He strode off, chuckling. Yeo’s eyes narrowed, then he let out a forced laugh and leaned back in the bench. “Stuck up prick.”

      Chance cleared his throat, electing to say nothing. He was starting to get a general picture of why Yeo didn’t like Jake, and the other boy’s cocky attitude didn’t help at all. With some amusement, Chance realized that Jake was exactly what he’d thought Yeo would be like when they’d first met.

      “I saw her fight already,” Bella said, breaking the awkward silence and gesturing to one of the arenas. “I guess it makes sense. I don’t see how they’d get a very good ranking of us without having multiple matches.”

      “Good,” Yeo growled. “I’ve still got a lot of energy left.”

      Several more matches passed. Yeo was the next of them to be called up, and he won his match without much of the usual flair his style usually employed. It was done in just over a few seconds, and he returned to sit beside them, a pensive look on his face.

      Bella was called next, and she won her next fight as easily as the first – although she didn’t forget to bow this time around. Both of them definitely looked like they had more experience than the rest of their competitors, and it was showing.

      Chance spotted Jake in his second fight as well. The Metal cultivator won it as easily as his first, making the entire thing look borderline effortless. He looked just as dangerous as Bella and Yeo, if not more.

      His own name was called shortly after, but Chance was so preoccupied with Yeo and Jake that the proctor had to repeat it before he snapped back into reality.

      “Sorry, coming!” Chance said, jumping to his feet. Drake was his proctor once again, and his second opponent was a large, heavyset boy wearing leather armor.

      They took their positions on either side of the arena.

      “You all there?” the boy asked. “You look half asleep.”

      “Sorry,” Chance said. “I’m a little distracted.”

      “Undistract yourself,” the boy suggested. “And, since I’m pretty sure you missed it, I’m Todd.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Chance said. “I’m Chance.”

      “I know. I was listening.”

      “Enough chatter,” Drake said. “Begin!”
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      Todd and Chance bowed to each other. Gold mist leapt to Chance’s fingers as he straightened to find Todd already charging at him. He thrust his hand forward, sending wisps of the Essence out and swinging his urumi to keep the other boy back.

      The other Shikari raised a hand. It glittered with faint energy and the sword whip rang off it with a clang as if it had hit metal. Then he was upon Chance. A wisp of gold Essence brushed across Todd an instant before he drove his fist into Chance’s stomach.

      The blow sent him tumbling back, and Chance only barely managed to stop himself before he slipped past the arena boundaries. He staggered to his feet, gasping for the breath that had been knocked from his lungs.

      Todd charged him once more. Chance steeled himself, doing his best to ignore the pain, and flicked his wrist. The urumi lashed out, but the blades glanced off his raised arms and shot harmlessly to the side.

      Chance darted to the side. He was just a little faster than the other boy, which let him buy enough time to draw the urumi back to its resting position with a snap of his wrist. It hissed past Todd on the way back, scraping across his back.

      Judging by the noise it made, Chance didn’t suspect for a second that he’d actually managed to cut Todd. Something about his body was just too difficult to carve through. Johnathan’s admonishments echoed through Chance’s head.

      My attacks aren’t strong enough because they don’t have any Essence behind them. Maybe that’s what Todd is doing – reinforcing his body with Essence.

      Chance’s heart hammered in his chest, the heat coiled around his heart, pulsing with every beat. He called on his Essence, trying to imagine it flowing into his urumi and inundating the metal links.

      Todd charged at him again. This time, the boy kept his hands out, trying to take up as much space as possible and corner Chance against the edge of the circle. He probably could have slipped past the larger boy, but instead, Chance stood his ground.

      Golden light slithered down his hand and the handle of the urumi grew warm as it entered the blade. Chance reared back and went to flick his wrist to send what he hoped to be an empowered attack out.

      Instead, his wrist struck something hard and he yelped in pain, dropping the urumi in surprise as he found himself nose to nose with Drake. Pain shot down his forearm and he dropped the urumi. Todd skidded to a stop.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Drake growled.

      Chance cradled his injured wrist. “What do you mean?”

      “You were pouring Essence into your blade,” Drake said, nudging the fallen urumi with his foot.

      “And?”

      Drake gave him a flat stare. “It was completely unstable. It could have done any manner of things. This is a tournament to see which of you is the better fighter, not which of you can blow yourself and the other one up. Techniques must be done with a pattern and intent.”

      “You’re off your rocker,” Todd said, his eyes wide. “You were going to attack with a weapon just pumped full of Essence?”

      “It seemed like a decent idea,” Chance said through gritted teeth, rubbing his wrist.

      “It wasn’t,” Drake said. “This match is over, as I had to interfere. Chance is disqualified for reckless endangerment of himself and his opponent.”

      He tossed Chance a small green healing pill. He caught it with his good hand, fumbling for a moment before throwing it into his mouth and suppressing his anger. The pain pulsing through his wrist faded as a bone reset itself.

      Todd shook his head. “You’re insane, man.”

      “More like clueless,” Chance grumbled, picking up his urumi as he walked off the arena. “How was I supposed to know that was a technique? The other proctor just said my attacks need to have Essence behind them.”

      “That doesn’t mean use techniques.” Todd laughed. “That sounds more like he meant your attacks didn’t fit the Essence you were cultivating. Like air attacks would logically be fast or have some aspect of air, you know?”

      Chance scrunched his nose in annoyance. “Ah. Well, crap. I wish he’d just said that. Oh well. Honestly, I did better than I thought I would. Sorry for almost blowing us up.”

      “Live and learn,” Todd said with a chuckle. “Bummer we didn’t get to fight much; your abilities looked pretty interesting. Looking forward to seeing you at the real tournament whenever it comes around.”

      “Likewise,” Chance said, heading back to his team.

      Bella gave him a sympathetic smile and Yeo crossed his arms, glaring at Drake.

      “What a prick of a proctor,” Yeo complained. “You probably wouldn’t have done anything too bad, and it’s not like they don’t have a bunch of healing pills. He shouldn’t have interrupted your match.”

      Chance shook his head. “No, I’d much rather he did if that was as dangerous as he implied. I don’t want to seriously hurt someone. It’s better for me to just get disqualified than possibly kill someone.”

      Yeo harrumphed. “Whatever. I bet you could have gotten way farther if you hadn’t gotten stopped.”

      “There’s always the final tournament,” Bella said. “It’s not like this is the end all. Chance is right.”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” Yeo agreed. The tournament continued around them. Every match grew closer, and the best of the fighters quickly started to filter themselves out of the rabble.

      “Bella, Todd,” Drake called. “You’re up.”

      “I’d like to withdraw from the rest of the fights,” Bella said. Everyone in the area stared at her in shock.

      “Curious. Understood, you’ve been withdrawn, and we’ll just assume you lost this match,” Drake said with a shrug. “Congrats on your second free win, Todd.”

      “Doesn’t feel like much of a win,” the large boy grumbled. “Why don’t you wanna fight me?”

      “Nothing to do with you,” Bella said while Yeo gawked at her. “I just feel like I’ve gotten what I’ve come here for today. I don’t want to fight any longer.”

      Todd grunted. “I see. Well, whatever you want.”

      “You didn’t withdraw because I got disqualified, did you?” Chance asked Bella.

      She leveled a flat stare at him. “Of course not. I had my own reasons.”

      Yeo rubbed his forehead. “Now I’m going to have to win for all of us. Talk about pressure. That’s just cold, Bella.”

      “You’ll live.”

      Several more fights passed. Yeo won once more, although it took him considerably more effort. It was clear that the remaining students were all almost at the same skill level. It didn’t take long until there were only two undefeated students left – Yeo and Jake.

      “Oh boy,” Bella whispered. “This ought to be good.”

      Chance wasn’t so sure himself. Everyone sat in front of Drake’s arena as the proctor called the finalists of the tournament up to take their places.

      “Good. I was worried you might get crushed before we made it against each other,” Jake said with a cocky grin. “It’s unfortunate we didn’t meet until the finals. Your rank is going to end up inflated because you made it this far.”

      “Funny, I was about to say the same thing to you,” Yeo said, resting a hand on his kusarigama.

      “Enough prattling,” Drake said. “I want to get lunch. Begin.”

      Metal bloomed over Jakes’ body, encasing him in his suit of armor as Yeo summoned his second kusarigama. This time, he didn’t call out the name of the move. Chance found himself wondering if that was a good thing.

      Neither of the Shikari bowed to each other. Yeo’s sickles arced through the air for Jake, who batted one to the side with the shaft of his hammer and blocked the other with his arm.

      “Not going to work.” Jake laughed, starting toward Yeo. “You can’t hurt me, Yeo. Not with that pathetic bastardization of what Metal cultivators should be.”

      Yeo didn’t respond. He yanked the sickles back, causing them to whistle past Jake’s head. He didn’t even bother ducking – his armor just warped behind him, forming a plate. The sickle rang off it with a clang before Yeo yanked it back into his hands with a glower.

      Yeo spun the weapons, building momentum, and threw them both out once more. Jake let them pass him, then reached out and grabbed one of the chains as it slithered through the air. His metal-encased hand crunched clean through the chain, and the sickle flew to the side, falling to the ground behind him.

      “And your aura control is still pitiful,” Jake observed. “Have you done nothing since you got to Gleam? Or did you just spend all your time posing?”

      “This is a fight, not a debate,” Drake said. “Shut up and fight, or at least try to do something while you blabber. I’m more bored than you could possibly believe.”

      Jake shrugged. He advanced, erupting forward with a burst of motion and swinging his hammer at Yeo. The lithe boy ducked under the attack and thrust a palm into Jake’s stomach. It thunked harmlessly against the armor and Yeo vaulted back before the hammer slammed into the ground in a brutal overhead swing.

      Yeo spun his remaining kusarigama, then extended his hand toward the other one. The broken chain links along the ground rattled and snapped back together, reconnecting with his sickle and pulling it back over to him. With a battle cry, Yeo sent them flying out once more.

      “I don’t think trying that over and over is going to do very much,” Bella muttered. “Jake’s defenses are way better than Yeo’s offensive abilities. He can’t hurt him.”

      “Don’t count him out so easily,” Chance said defensively, although he couldn’t find any real reason to disagree with Bella. Yeo really did seem to be at an enormous disadvantage. He’d never tell his friend, but Jake seemed to have a point. Then again, he wasn’t a Metal cultivator, so Chance preferred to think that Yeo knew something both of them didn’t.

      Yeo buzzed around Jake, his sickles clanging off the other boy’s armor as they blurred through the air. Jake just kept a steady pace after Yeo, occasionally accelerating to try and get a strike in.

      While it was undeniable that Yeo was far faster and more nimble than his opponent, he was clearly starting to get tired, while Jake had barely exerted himself. Every passing second meant the fight tipped more in Jake’s favor.

      Chance’s hands clenched as he desperately hoped for something to shift and give Yeo at least a single blow on the other boy.

      “Don’t do anything,” Bella whispered to him. “I know you probably wouldn’t, but I think we both know Yeo would be pissed if he found out you used your magic to help his fight.”

      “I wouldn’t do something like that,” Chance muttered, unclenching his hands. “I just really want him to win.”

      “With your Essence, you better be careful with just how much you want him to win,” Bella replied.

      With a loud crash, Jake brought his hammer down on top of the chains of one of Yeo’s sickles, shattering it once more.

      “Hurry it up,” Drake called. “I’m going to call this a draw if one of you doesn’t start getting an advantage.”

      “Are you kidding? He’s exhausted,” Jake replied. “I’ve got the clear advantage.”

      Yeo bared his teeth, panting. Yeo spun his undamaged kusarigama, then whipped it out in a wide arc. It flew past Jake and he yanked it back, flicking the long chain like a whip. The sickle snapped, rapidly changing course to fly for Jake’s neck.

      Once more, it rang off Jake’s armor. Jake grabbed the chain before Yeo could retract it, and pulled. Instead of losing his balance, Yeo released his weapon and hopped back, stopping at the edge of the arena. Jake threw it to the ground and brought his hammer down on top of it, shattering the sickle.

      “No more weapons, Yeo,” Jake said with a laugh, barreling toward him and raising his hammer.

      Yeo didn’t respond. He flicked his fingers up, then bared his teeth in a savage grin. “Metal Dragon Art: Lots of tiny little pieces of shit.”

      The scattered links of chain littering the ground leapt from the ground like a swarm of gnats and zipped for Jake’s face. His armor shifted, but it was impossible to block the small horde.

      Thin lines of blood carved across Jake’s face and he squeezed his eyes shut, batting at the storm as it nipped at him. He quickly recovered his composure, gritting his teeth and snarling. A large portion of the metal dropped from the sky.

      “Still no aura control,” Jake snarled. He wrinkled his nose and coughed, gagging. “Blast. You got some of that shit stuck in my throat.”

      Yeo’s face creased in concentration. Several of the metal pieces started to rise again, but they shuddered and fell as Jake redoubled his own control over the metal. Then he charged Yeo once more.

      There was nowhere else to run. Jake swung his hammer and Yeo twisted, trying to dodge the large weapon. He was almost successful. Instead of catching him in the chest, it clipped him in the shoulder.

      Bone cracked and Yeo tumbled across the ground. He rolled to his feet, his teeth gritted in pain, but he was out of the circle.

      Jake lowered his hammer, fury burning in his eyes. His face was still crisscrossed with thin cuts, and blood trickled out of his nose and ears. Yeo met his gaze, extending his hands as the shattered pieces of his kusarigama slid across the ground and reformed.

      “Jake wins,” Drake said, yawning. “Finally. Congratulations on having one of the most melodramatic and boring fights I’ve ever seen. Seriously, for all that talk, couldn’t either of you actually had an interesting ability?”
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      “Don’t be so harsh, Drake,” another proctor said, giving the young Shikari what was probably supposed to be a motivational grin. “You should both feel proud of reaching this far in the finals. You’ve got a lot to learn, but that doesn’t mean you can’t celebrate accomplishments.”

      Neither Yeo nor Jake responded. Jake spat a glob of blood onto the ground and spun his hammer, slinging it over his shoulder as his armor melted away. Drake walked over to Yeo and handed him a healing pill.

      He swallowed it, not taking his eyes off Jake as the other boy walked back into the crowd. Chance approached Yeo.

      “That was a really good fight.”

      “I lost.”

      “Yeah, but it looked like you were at a big disadvantage because of your styles of fighting,” Chance said, trying to choose his words as carefully as possible but still feeling like he was somehow ending up with all the worst possible options. “You almost got him at the end. I don’t want to imagine what a storm of metal fragments would do if it was inside of me.”

      “Nothing good,” Yeo said with a bark of bitter laughter. He rose to his feet and returned his kusarigama to its spot at his side. “I just can’t control my aura enough to actually make it work… if it’s even possible. That wasn’t a good fight. Jake destroyed me, and I barely managed to hurt him.”

      “Then train and get him next time,” Chance said. “Come on. That doesn’t sound like you.”

      Anger and disappointment marred Yeo’s face, but only for an instant. He shook his head, and his normal personality was back with a cocky grin. “Yeah. You’re right. Next time, I’ll get him.”

      Chance had never taken himself for a particularly perceptive person, but he had no doubt that Yeo was faking it, burying the shame of the defeat and trying to pretend as if it didn’t bother him.

      “Just as long as you don’t let the defeat bury itself in your subconscious,” Bella said, walking to join them. “That would only cripple your growth. Your powers are only going to be at their peak when you’re convinced that you’re on the right path. There are many aspects to every Essence. Just because yours is different than Jake’s doesn’t mean it’s wrong. Just… figure out what you’re weak at and get better.”

      Yeo snorted. “Yeah. Sure. Thanks. I already know I’m the best.”

      He’s lying again.

      Chance shook his head slightly, dismissing the thought. He had no way to know that for sure, but he couldn’t shake the feeling, even though it felt like he was looking down on his friend.

      If Yeo says he’s fine, shouldn’t I trust him?

      “She’s right,” Drake observed idly. “Not every metal cultivator I have ever known tanked themselves up like a big tin can. A lot of them do, mind you, but I’ve seen some very powerful Shikari with unique takes on their abilities. Straying from the treaded path is difficult, and it’ll be harder for you to improve. But, if you can, you’ll likely find yourself more powerful – or at least more versatile – than those who just copy what others do.”

      Yeo paused, then inclined his head. “I already knew that. Thanks, though.”

      “Good,” Drake said. “If I have to watch a fight as boring as that one again, I might go find the nearest monster and feed myself to it. I have no idea why I got assigned to this godawful role, and I hope it never happens again.”

      He strode off. One of the other proctors gave them an apologetic grin as everyone started to disperse, leaving the training grounds.

      “Come on,” Yeo said. “I need to get a lot of training in. I’ve been slacking off on my cultivation too much.”
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      Pete greeted them with a wide grin as they returned to the Whiteheart house.

      “Gibson came by. You passed!”

      “Yeah,” Yeo said with a grin. He slapped Chance on the shoulder. “We all did great, even though Chance started pestering our proctor with questions. He probably could have done pretty well in the individual rankings if he didn’t get himself disqualified.”

      Chance grinned sheepishly and shame washed over Pete’s face. He inclined his head, his grip around the gnarled staff tightening.

      “I apologize, Chance. I was told why you were disqualified, and the blame lies entirely on me. I believed that you would have been instructed on the proper usage of Essence when you arrived, but I should not have made assumptions. I am a poor instructor.”

      “It’s fine,” Chance said. “I know now, and the rankings really don’t matter that much right now anyway. The important tournament is later. Let’s just be happy that we’re all Foundling ranked now.”

      Pete smiled and gave him a nod before turning to lead them inside, where three leather pouches were laid out on the kitchen table. He picked them up, handing one to each of the newly appointed hunters.

      Chance opened his. It was separated into several compartments. The largest held a silver disk roughly the size of his palm and carved with flowing letters and markings. Beside it, in the main compartment, there were half a dozen small metal orbs. There were also several gold coins in a small side-pouch.

      “The disk is called a Ward,” Pete explained. “Don’t do it now – but when you’re on a hunting job, direct your Essence into it and focus on the monster. It’ll pull you and it, along with any other nearby Shikari, into a pocket dimension. Just remember that you need to weaken the monster first, and don’t let it overpower you and change the environment you arrive in.”

      “How exactly does that happen?” Chance asked, studying the disk. “Is it just a willpower fight?”

      “Willpower and strength,” Pete said with a nod. “A mixture of the two. It’s easiest for the Shikari, since we’re just trying to maintain the appearance of the city, while the monster will likely want to change things in its favor. Don’t try to do anything fancy until you’re much stronger. That’ll give away your home ground advantage and put you on equal footing with your target.”

      “Understood,” Chance said. “These orbs are the things that collect the monster when we’ve beaten it, right?”

      “They are.” Pete gave him an approving grin. “And they’re what powers most of Gleam. They’re also how you can make a lot of bonus money to better equip yourself and, hopefully, fix up this wreck of a house.”

      “It’s not that bad,” Chance protested. “Nothing’s wrong with it!”

      “Except it’s too small. And it’s creaky and we don’t have anywhere to train yet. But don’t worry, gramps. We’re going to be rich soon enough.”

      “Just be careful,” Pete warned. “If you do too much damage to the city for any reason, most of your earnings are going to be going toward repairs. Trust me, I know firsthand.”

      “We’ll be careful,” Bella promised.

      “Good, good,” Pete said. “I bet you’re all very excited to get your first job. Just make sure–”

      “Actually, I need to train,” Yeo said. “Excuse me.”

      He slipped up the stairs, and the door to his room shut behind him a few seconds later. Pete pursed his lips.

      “He took his loss hard, did he? Second place is nothing to scoff at. He should be proud.”

      “He took it pretty hard. I’m sure he’ll get over it,” Bella said with a shrug. “But he’s got one thing right. I need to train too, and I was actually hoping to talk to you a little bit about my fighting style. One of the proctors told me that I don’t have any cohesion, and I think he might have a point.”

      Pete raised an eyebrow and gestured to the chairs in the living room. Chance took the opportunity to slip away and head upstairs. He paused between his and Yeo’s rooms, wondering if he should talk to the other boy.

      He shook his head and headed into his own room. Yeo probably needed some time alone, and there was a lot that Chance had to improve at as well – starting with getting a real grasp on what his Essence could actually do.

      Chance sat down on his bed, leaning against the wall and sitting cross-legged as he closed his eyes and stilled his breathing, focusing on –

      Cold wind nipped at his skin, and warmth of the daylight on his skin from the window vanished. He sighed, allowing his eyes to open but already knowing where he was. The comforting metal hilt of his urumi materialized in his hand. “Yamish, how do you always know when I’m alone? It’s honestly a little… unsettling. You know? It feels like you’re watching me.”

      “I am,” Yamish replied. For once, the strange cultivator was standing upright, leaning against a cracked wall. To Chance’s surprise, they weren’t actually in a tight alleyway, though there was no mistaking the dreary, rundown atmosphere of the Old City.

      They stood in a small town square, beside the ruins of an old fountain. The buildings surrounding the two were dilapidated and rubble littered the ground. As usual, an ever-present haze hung in the air above them, blurring the purple and orange sky. Shadows twitched and swayed along the edges of the square.

      This time, Chance was certain that the emotion he felt was excitement. The Old City was making him stronger. That did little to temper his nerves, as something told him the Old City wouldn’t hesitate to use him up and spit his broken corpse out when it was done.

      Chance swallowed. “Ah. I guess that makes sense. I don’t suppose you’d stop doing that?”

      “I will not.”

      “Fair enough. Uh, where are we? I can tell this is somewhere in the Old City, but I don’t recognize it. There’s a pretty stark lack of alleys.”

      “We are deeper,” Yamish replied. “The maze of alleys is just at the very edge of the Old City.”

      “Didn’t you tell me it was dangerous to go deeper?”

      “Yes.”

      Chance cleared his throat. “So… is there a reason we’re here now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you being slightly difficult on purpose?”

      A smile passed across Yamish’s face. “Yes. We are here to continue paying your debt to the Old City. It would take far too long if you only hunted young Soothounds.”

      “…just how much debt do I have?”

      “That is for you and the Old City to determine,” Yamish said. “You will learn, one day. For now, we hunt.”

      Chance started to nod, then stopped. “Actually, I had a question. Do you think you could help me out?”

      “Ask. I cannot promise an answer.”

      “It’s about cultivating Karma. Or really, how to actually use my powers. All I’ve been able to do is basically give people bad luck, but I know there’s got to be more to it than that. You’re also a Karma cultivator, right? So I was hoping you could tell me what to do.”

      “There are many ways to seek understanding,” Yamish said slowly. “Following the teachings of others is not necessarily the proper path. Every living being is different, and though we follow the same path, I have no doubt that we will not match each other’s footsteps.”

      “I’m not trying to copy you. I just want a starting point. I feel like I’m looking at things wrong. Isn’t there anything general or the like that I could start with? Just to get me in the right direction.”

      Yamish drummed his fingers against a leg. “I see. I can answer this question, if you wish.”

      “I’d really appreciate that.”

      “Very well,” Yamish said, his words intoned as if Chance had just agreed to something more than just a simple question. The cultivator extended his hands outward, and a faint golden glow enveloped him. Streaks of dark energy stretched through it, swimming through the golden light like fish. “Karma is balance. The natural cycle of all things. To take, one must give. To give, one must take.”

      The energy twisted, separating itself into a yin-yang in the air behind Yamish. Chance watched in rapt attention as the glowing light spiraled behind him.

      “To cultivate Karma, you must embody it,” Yamish continued. “As it stands, you do not. Ah, your target has arrived.”

      The shadows at the edges of the square lengthened and a paw the size of a dinner plate emerged from them, padding gently against the stone. A large Soothound prowled out of the darkness, its hackles pulled back in a growl and its burning eyes affixed on Chance.

      “To connect with the karmic cycle, you should begin by seeing that which cannot be seen.”

      Chance took a step back, raising his weapon and keeping his eyes trained on the Soothound as it sniffed the air. “That’s a little bigger than the ones I fought before.”

      “Growth is natural,” Yamish replied. “It has arrived at a good time. Look at it and see.”

      “That makes zero sense,” Chance complained. “How am I supposed to look at something that isn’t there? I get you’re trying to be cryptic, but I’d love some actual advice.”

      Yamish grinned. “Focus on seeing. The threat of the monster will give you sufficient motivation. I had to seek a more powerful target for you in order to properly pay off your debt to me for answering your questions. You cannot defeat this creature in your current state. Succeed or perish.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-Four

        

      

    

    
      Whelp, that explains why he sounded all different when he asked me if I really wanted to ask him anything. Would it have killed him to actually tell me that earlier?

      The Soothound growled. It started toward Chance, watching Yamish warily out of the corner of its eye. Chance desperately tried to visualize whatever his insane mentor was talking about, but it was to no avail.

      Saliva dripped from the Soothound’s maw and sizzled against the ground. It bounded forward, snapping at Chance with jagged fangs. He threw himself out of the way, slashing it across the side with his urumi. The sword whip rang against its fur, sliding off it like metal.

      “Many monsters develop a natural defense once they grow strong enough. It is a form of body cultivation,” Yamish explained from the sideline. “Unless you possess a technique, your blade will not hurt this creature.”

      Chance cursed. He drew on his Essence and sent the golden mist out toward the huge wolf as it turned toward him, but the light fizzled away as soon as it drew near.

      “It can control its aura too?” Chance complained. “Seriously? How is this fair?”

      The Soothound lunged at him and Chance darted behind Yamish, narrowly avoiding a banana-sized claw. It snarled, pausing in its charge to see if the cultivator would help Chance.

      “There is no fair,” Yamish said, his head twisting one hundred and eighty degrees to look at Chance. “Fair is a delusion. Your karmic debt to me was increased by requesting my teachings. This is paying it off. If you are willing to learn, then you must see.”

      Chance desperately scraped his brain for anything that might help him do what Yamish was talking about. Meanwhile, the Soothound padded toward them, starting to grow more confident in Yamish’s lack of action.

      “If this is my debt, you’re still obligated to teach me, right?” Chance asked quickly.

      “I am.”

      “Can I try to see with my Essence? Or will that hurt me?”

      “Do not infuse your body with Essence unless you wish to cause yourself injury. It must be done in the proper manner. Essence is, however, the path to true sight.”

      Chance repressed a curse at that particular answer. Yamish was remarkably unhelpful, although he supposed that the man had told him what not to do. That wasn’t completely worthless.

      The Soothound leapt at Chance, who threw himself forward and rolled underneath the large monster as it flew overhead. He scrambled to his feet and darted back as it spun, dashing after him.

      Please, a little help!

      The gold mist didn’t respond. A claw caught Chance across the side as he dove once more, and red-hot pain seared through his body. He cried out, staggering to his feet as blood gushed from the wound.

      “It is not fatal,” Yamish supplied helpfully.

      Chance didn’t get a chance to respond. A massive paw slammed into his shoulder and he cried out in pain. He slammed into the ground, the bones in his upper chest cracking under the weight of the enormous creature. His urumi skittered across the ground beside him.

      Hot saliva dripped down around him, burning into the cold stone. A victorious growl slipped out of the monster’s mouth as rancid breath washed over him. Chance desperately drew on his Essence.

      He needed to see. Something told him Yamish wouldn’t be helping out any further until he did. If he couldn’t push the Essence through his own eyes, he’d make a new one. Chance directed the energy to his forehead, forming a mental image and praying to anyone that would listen that it would work.

      Thank you.

      He barely stopped the snicker from slipping out of his lips. The idea of being thankful an instant before a giant monster wolf that smelled of carrion ripped him to ribbons was amusing, in a morbid way.

      Brilliant yellow light erupted from his forehead as a golden eye snapped open on it. Adrenaline pumped through Chance’s veins, doing its best to repress the damage to his body. Bands of gold light appeared around the Soothound, all of varying thickness.

      One, as wide as his forearm, was wrapped around the creature’s stomach. There were dozens of others connected to its paws and back like the strings of a puppeteer, stretching off into the distance.

      The monster didn’t seem to notice them. Its head shot forward to rip Chance’s throat out, completely unhindered by whatever the strange light was. A fist crashed into the Soothound’s snout and the monster’s head snapped to the side. Blood sprayed across the ground and it staggered back with a whimper.

      A pill fell from above Chance. It hit his mouth and a cool rush of energy flooded through his body, repairing the damage to his chest with a dozen loud cracks. He drew a ragged gasp and scrambled upright.

      “You can see,” Yamish observed. “Well done.”

      Chance’s heart thundered violently, and it was all he could do to muster a nod. The Soothound shook his head, snarling as it paced in a circle around them. He grabbed his urumi from the ground, holding it in a shaking hand.

      “What now? What are those glowing ropes?”

      “Karmic debt,” Yamish replied. “They are the path down which victory awaits. Either claim them or sever them.”

      “What will that do?”

      Yamish smiled, sending another burst of unease through Chance. “We will see. It depends on you. This is your path, after all. No two men will walk exactly the same road to enlightenment.”

      Chance grimaced.

      I probably should have expected that.

      The Soothound burst into a run, opening its mouth and letting out a howl. Chance gritted his teeth and waited until the last second to dive out of the way. He reached out, grabbing on to the thickest band of light as the monster flew by.

      A jolt of cold shot into his palm and coursed through his body. Chance hit the ground with a grunt and rolled over to see the band of light unravel from the Soothound. It peeled back, golden mist pouring off it and forming into a glimmering, translucent figure of another Soothound.

      The golden Soothound was slightly smaller than Chance’s opponent, and had a fluffy mane that would have been majestic had it not been matted down. With a mute snarl, the apparition leapt at the monster and swept its massive gold claws through the other one’s side.

      Blood sprayed across the ground as the gold light carved through flesh like butter. The black Soothound snarled in pain and lashed out, its paw batting the gold mist aside. Unperturbed, the gold beast slashed one more time, leaving another raking line of wounds.

      The mist flickered and faded away after the second blow. Snarling, the wounded Soothound spun, limping slightly as it searched for its opponent.

      “Thus is the price of an unpaid karmic debt,” Yamish said from the sidelines. “Instead of waiting for the universe to take its due course, you have accelerated the state of natural events by paying off this creature’s karmic debt in one particular instance. Now, try severing another debt.”

      “With my urumi?”

      “Yes. Intent is all that is needed, but it must be carried through an instrument or your hands.”

      Chance gripped the hilt of the urumi and flicked his wrist, extending the sword-whip and sending it arcing through the air. The Soothound snarled, charging at him and ignoring the strike. The segmented blades bit into one of the glowing strands, and it snapped with a twang.

      Glowing mist rushed down the length of the urumi and flooded into Chance’s body. The Soothound leapt at him, its jaws flashing as it went for his throat. Chance twisted, moving in ways he’d never known possible, and threw himself out of the way of the beast’s maw.

      He darted at it as soon as his feet hit the ground, moving far faster than either of them had expected. Chance’s urumi snapped back to its retracted form in his hand and he shoved it into the creature’s eye with all the strength he could muster.

      Bone scraped on metal as the blade slammed home. The eye popped like a bubble, spilling white and red fluids across the ground as Chance’s blade continued through its brain, killing the creature instantly. He ripped the sword free, panting, as the Soothound collapsed to the ground.

      “Curious indeed,” Yamish said.

      “What was that?” Chance asked, doubling over and struggling to catch his breath. His heart slammed so violently in his chest that he feared it might break through – but it felt good. Like he was alive for the first time, and everything else had just been a muted dream.

      “You appear to have gained a small portion of Essence from the karmic debt you cut,” Yamish observed. “That bond belonged to another Soothound. I believe you temporarily gained a measure of its speed that lasted until the debt was paid.”

      Chance tried moving his hand, but he was back to his normal movement speed. He flopped onto the ground and the golden lines connected to the Soothound faded away. Whether that was because it had died or because he’d stopped putting energy into the image of the gold eye, he wasn’t sure.

      “Is that not what happens for you?”

      “No, it is not,” Yamish said. “You have been taught, and you have killed my target. Our debt has been cleared once more.”

      “Good. I’ll be more careful with questions in the future,” Chance said. He paused for a moment, then completely disregarded what he’d just said. “So… how did you know what those karmic debts belonged to? And how did they happen in the first place? Is it because the Soothound killed things?”

      Yamish stared at him.

      “I feel like that falls under our previous agreement,” Chance pointed out.

      “You will learn to recognize the source as you cultivate. And no, it is not because of death. Death is a natural part of life, and killing something will not establish karma on its own. Every living being has a right to defend itself. The karmic bond you released was to a Soothound that was hunting together with this one.” Yamish nodded to the corpse. “This one killed it in order to get more food, thus creating debt.”

      “So it was because it killed something, but more because of the reason why it killed rather than the actual killing?”

      “Yes.”

      “I see.”

      Chance looked down at himself, searching for his own lines of karmic debt. To his surprise, he couldn’t see anything. He craned his neck to check if they were hidden on his back, but he looked normal to his newly enhanced sight.

      “Where are my lines?”

      “It takes a great level of enlightenment to see your own karmic debt,” Yamish said with a laugh. “Perhaps you will reach it, perhaps not.”

      “I guess that makes sense. What about you? I can’t see your lines either.”

      And once I can see yours, I’ll figure out how to defend myself from you. I haven’t forgotten your first little warning, Yamish. You want something from me. I just don’t know what, and I’m not going to get blindsided.

      “I have hidden mine,” Yamish replied. “Once you are strong enough, you would be wise to do the same. Our Karma is both our greatest strength and our greatest weakness.”

      Chance nodded, filing the information away. “Thank you. I appreciate your help, so I’ll just be on my way, if you’d send me back…”

      “There is one more thing,” Yamish said. He raised a long finger, pointing at Chance. “You have karmic debt.”

      “I know. With the Old City.”

      “Not just the Old City,” Yamish said. “The two mortals you spend time with. You have a karmic connection with both of them.”

      “I mean, isn’t that natural? They’re my teammates. They help me. I help them. That’s how things work.”

      “Karma cultivators must have no debt. You must be pure,” Yamish said.

      Chance’s eyes narrowed. “That means you never do net positive for someone? Everything good has to be tempered with something, what, bad?”

      “That is a primitive way to look at it.”

      “But not wrong?”

      “Not wrong.”

      “Then I refuse,” Chance said, crossing his arms. “I’m going to help people, not hurt them.”

      “You will inhibit yourself.”

      “I guess we’ll just have to walk different paths, then,” Chance said, setting his jaw. “I promised myself that I’d make a positive difference, and that’s what I’m going to do, rules be damned. If the universe has a problem with me wanting to help, then it can take it up with me directly.”

      Yamish’s lips pressed thin. He pulled a thin blade from his robes and cut into the dead Soothound, removing a small chunk of meat. The cultivator held it out to Chance, blood still dripping from it. Grimacing, Chance took it and swallowed, trying to chew as little as possible to minimize the time it was in contact with his tastebuds.

      Heat seared through his chest, bands of molten agony wrapping around his heart and spreading through his veins.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

      

    

    
      He gagged, squeezing his eyes shut in disgust. When they opened again, he was sitting on his bed in the Whiteheart house. He scrambled to his feet and darted out of the room, nearly bowling into Bella.

      She slipped to the side and Chance rushed down the stairs, gagging out an apology. He sprinted to the sink and gargled water for nearly a minute before spitting it out into the sink and dry heaving.

      “Are you okay?” Bella asked, stepping down the stairs.

      Chance wiped his mouth, trying to press the last vestiges of the foul taste away from his memory. His chest cooled until it was only uncomfortably warm. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “What happened? Did you eat something rotten?”

      “I – something like that,” Chance said. Yamish’s warning to keep their meetings to himself was still fresh in his mind, and he didn’t want to put anyone – including himself – at risk. “I’m fine, really.”

      Bella shrugged. “If you say so, I won’t press. None of my business. Did your cultivation go well?”

      “It did,” Chance half-lied. Fighting was probably a type of cultivation somewhere. Nearly dying definitely was. “What about you?”

      “Better than I’d hoped,” Bella said, a small smile passing over her lips. “That proctor was right. I was relying very heavily on an ability that wasn’t really mine instead of pursuing my own cultivation path, and that was holding me back.”

      “You were using an ability?”

      “The water. I was using pre-determined forms for it, similar to a technique but not exactly like one.” Bella chewed her lower lip. “I got it from… you know.”

      “Ah,” Chance said. “Would I be prying if I asked why? I mean, he didn’t seem like the type of person to help anyone.”

      “He isn’t.” Bella’s hands clenched at her sides and her face grew stormy. “The less I use of what he gave me, the better.”

      “Is that why you dropped out of the tournament?”

      “Part of it. I didn’t feel like I was competing with my own abilities,” Bella replied, her cheeks going red. “I know that sounds really stupid. If I can use them, they’re obviously mine. It just didn’t feel right.”

      “Nah, I think that’s really respectable,” Chance said. “Not that I didn’t respect you before, of course. I just think wanting to make sure you’re only using your own abilities to compete is an honorable thing to do. So if the water was Ve – uh, our mutual enemy’s, what are you using now?”

      Belle extended a hand. A thin layer of black ice stretched across it. The crystals grew larger and more defined, forming into a rough gauntlet before it fell away. “Not all that different from water. But it’s my style.”

      “Ice for the ice queen,” Yeo called from the top of the stairs. They both spun toward him and he grinned, sliding down the handrail. “Having a chat without me?”

      “I’m not an ice queen.”

      “You certainly were one. Well, I’m not so sure about the queen part, but you were a royal b–”

      Bella’s eyes narrowed and she sent a pointed glance at her hand as ice started to grow across it again. “I’m not one to hit someone unprovoked, but I’m not beyond challenging you to sparring match and seeing how far I can fit my foot up your ass.”

      Yeo burst into laughter. He punched her on the shoulder and gave her a thumbs-up. “Now that’s some good shit talk. I’m glad you didn’t open with it, though. I wouldn’t have been able to make as much fun of you.”

      “Glad to see you’re in high spirits,” Chance said.

      “Well, it’s been a few days. I got over it.”

      Chance choked.

      What?

      “Days?”

      “Got lost in cultivation, huh?” Yeo asked with a snicker. “The tournament was almost a week ago.”

      What the hell? What did Yamish do? I swear it was only a few hours at most, not a day!

      Idly, Chance sent Essence into his third eye and studied Bella and Yeo. Strands of essence erupted around both of them like blooming flowers, with so many that he could barely count them all. Each of them had a connection to him, but it was almost translucent, and he couldn’t make out the images within it. Not wanting to invade their privacy too much, he dismissed the ability.

      “It’s normal to lose track of time when you’re meditating,” Bella said. “You must have had a pretty productive session.”

      “Yeah,” Chance said. “I suppose I did. Just didn’t realize how productive.”

      “Maybe you’ll avoid getting kicked out of the next tournament then, eh?” Yeo said.

      “I’ll do my best. Where’s Pete?”

      “He’s off hunting. His last job took out several buildings, so now he’s trying to pay it off,” Bella said, shaking her head. “He’s a menace. In the years that I’ve known him, I don’t think he’s ever managed to complete a job without spending nearly every coin he earns.”

      “You ever see him working?” Yeo asked.

      “No. He’s ranked highly enough to work on his own, and that’s all he does. I don’t think he could get any teammates. Because of, well, the whole negative profits problem.”

      “Makes sense,” Chance said. “But… what should we do, then? Wait until he gets back?”

      “No need.” Bella pointed to the kitchen table, where two scrolls were laid out. “We got some offers for jobs yesterday. He gave them to me before he left and said we could do them whenever we want.”

      “Oh, sweet!” Yeo exclaimed, darting over to the table. He grabbed one of the scrolls and broke the red wax seal on it, unfurling the parchment and scanning over it. Chance and Bella walked over to join him and peered over his shoulders. To Chance’s annoyance, he couldn’t read a single word of the scroll.

      I suppose I should have expected that.

      “What’s it say?” Chance asked.

      “It’s a lost pet request,” Yeo muttered, tossing the scroll back down and grabbing the other one. “I’d rather do literally anything else.”

      “Helping people sounds nice,” Chance said, but even Bella looked unimpressed with the quest.

      “This is more like it!” Yeo said. “It looks like there are a lot of missing pet cases, and several kids were attacked by a monster in the Graywall district. It’s reported to be a Lesser Imp.”

      “I assume that’s weak?” Chance guessed.

      “Yeah, pretty weak,” Yeo confirmed. “More than a threat for some kids or weak pets, though. At least this is an actual hunting job.”

      “My vote’s for that,” Bella said.

      “Works for me as well,” Chance said. “Do we have any more information?”

      “No, but we’ve got the addresses of several people that put in the request,” Yeo replied, rolling the scroll up. “We can stop by their houses and get information. You got your gear?”

      “It’s still in my room. Are we going now?”

      “Might as well,” Yeo replied, patting the leather pouch at his hip. “I’m more than ready.”

      “As am I,” Bella confirmed.

      Chance nodded and jogged upstairs, attaching the leather pouch to his hip after fumbling around with it for a few moments. He grabbed his urumi, wrapping it in its protective casing, then headed back down to join his team.

      “Our first mission!” Yeo crowed, holding the scroll aloft as they exited the house. His grin faltered for a moment. “Not exactly the incredible start to my story that I was hoping for, but I guess everyone has to begin with stuff like this.”

      “I killed a fully grown Soothound as my first mission,” Bella said.

      I just killed one of those myself. I’m pretty sure Yeo would have a heart attack if I told him that, though. Might have to take that secret with me to my grave.

      “Well, you’re lame,” Yeo declared. “Come on.”

      He started down Shikari Lane. Chance went to follow him, but paused as he saw that Bella wasn’t walking.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The Graywall district is that way,” Bella said, pointing in the other direction.

      Yeo pulled the scroll back out and studied it. He grimaced, then walked back over to them and handed it to Bella. “Maybe you should lead us there.”

      “Maybe,” Bella agreed, taking the scroll from him and setting off with them at her side.
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        * * *

      

      The Graywall district was near the center of Gleam, although it wasn’t quite at the very middle. Chance knew the scholar-city was huge, but he hadn’t quite conceptualized the scale – until now.

      It was several hours of walking through the city streets just to reach the Graywall district – and Shikari Lane was also supposed to be at the center of the city. Chance was pretty sure it wasn’t even realistically possible to walk across the entirety of the city in any reasonable amount of time.

      In just the few hours they walked, Chance felt like he’d walked through half a dozen different environments. Gleam’s streets were like self-contained villages. Many of them, like the market street off of Shikari Lane, seemed to be focused toward commerce.

      Colorful lights glowed above stores in some, while others were lit just by the glow of the large sun. The architecture of the buildings they passed changed significantly as well. While most were stone and brick, they walked by several streets that were full of wooden shopfronts, many painted in vibrant colors and with sloping, pointed ends that drew their eyes.

      “It’s hard to believe this is all one city,” Chance said as they walked down a crowded street, moving quickly to keep up with the foot traffic.

      “It really is,” Yeo agreed. “This place is huge. Think of all the things they’ve got to have waiting for us to buy. I’m going to get all of it.”

      “Not until we improve House Whiteheart,” Bella said. “Or you aren’t going to be able to store anything you buy.”

      “I can if half of it is food,” Yeo replied. They turned down a smaller side street paved with gray cobblestone, mercifully leaving the majority of the traffic behind and buying themselves some room to breathe.

      After a few more minutes of walking, Bella looked down, checked the scroll, then glanced up at a sign hanging from a post. “We’re here.”

      Graywall district lived up to its name. Rows of large houses lined either side of the street, made mostly of gray stone and the occasional accent of color. Most of them were several stories, though there were no gardens or greenery in sight. The road, while made of plain stone, was well-kept.

      “Fairly nice place,” Yeo observed while Bella walked up to a house, checking its address.

      “Not that nice, or they would have had a better Shikari group on this,” Bella replied with a laugh. “I’ve been to some of the really impressive places in Gleam. It’s like an entirely different city.”

      “Oh, like where?”

      “The islands,” Bella said, craning her neck back to look up at the floating masses of land above them. The golden pathways connected them glimmered, even in the daylight. “Some of those… honestly, it’ll be better if you just see for yourself. I’d rather not spoil anything.”
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      “Might be better that way. I’ll look forward to the experience.” Yeo rubbed his hands together. “Anyway, is this the house?”

      “One of them,” Bella confirmed. “Nathanial Didd is the contact.”

      “Let’s go chat with him, then,” Chance said. “Did the scroll say how he’s involved in this?”

      “His pet was seriously injured,” Bella replied. “A young Scorchhound. I didn’t realize people kept those as pets.”

      “I’m going to go out on a limb and guess it’s kind of like a Soothound?”

      “Stronger version of one with the ability to use some basic fire Essence,” Bella said. “They’re fairly weak monsters overall, but they’re still stronger than a Soothound. A big one shouldn’t have had much difficulty with a Lesser Imp, though.”

      They approached the fine wood door and Chance rapped on it. A few seconds passed before it swung open, revealing a stern-faced man well into his middle age. His hair was starting to gray and thin, but was still brushed neatly.

      He wore dull purple clothes trimmed with white accents. It wasn’t extravagant, but it certainly wasn’t the outfit of a pauper. The man cocked a thin eyebrow.

      “I believe you may have the wrong address.”

      “This is the Didd Estate, right?” Bella asked. “We’re the Shikari team assigned to your job request.”

      “Ah. Yes, this is my house,” the man said, speaking with the slightest hint of distaste. “You arrived sooner than I had expected. Thrilling. Please, come inside. I will do my best to answer any questions you may have.”

      He opened the door wider, then stepped to the side so they could enter. A plush rug covered the floor and made Chance glance around to see if they were meant to take off their shoes, but Nathaniel was wearing shoes as well.

      A large wooden table sat in the center of the room, surrounded by cabinets full of expensive plates and silverware. Once they’d entered, Nathaniel sat down in the chair at the end of the room. They all sat down on the other side.

      “Your job posting says that you believe it was an Imp that attacked your pet Scorchhound,” Bella said, reading off the scroll briefly. “Do you know exactly where the attack occurred?”

      “Yes. It was in the main street, just a short trek down, near the Graywall district park, and it happened at night, somewhere around three hours after sunset. I was not present during the attack, but I was able to determine the aggressor by the wounds on Maggie’s fur. I tracked the trail of blood back to the park.”

      “That will make things a lot easier for us. Thank you, Mr. Didd,” Bella said. “Do you have any inkling why your pet – who I presume to be Maggie – was attacked?”

      Nathaniel’s eyes narrowed. “Maggie, just like the rest of my pets, are incredibly well trained. None of them would ever attack another being without provocation.”

      “She didn’t mean to imply anything like that, sir,” Chance said. “My teammate was probably trying to figure out how aggressive the Lesser Imp is.”

      Nathaniel made a noncommittal noise. “Very well. Is there anything else you need?”

      Yeo started to shake his head, but Chance cut him off. “Actually, if it would be possible, could I see your Scorchhound?”

      “Whyever for? She is quite distressed, and I will not be allowing you to poke around. I have given all the information you should need.”

      “I won’t lay a hand on her,” Chance promised. “My Essence might allow me to track the Imp if I could just look at her. It would make things a lot easier for us.”

      Might being the keyword.

      Nathaniel studied him for a moment, then inclined his head slightly. “Very well. Follow me. Do not touch anything.”

      He rose to his feet and they all mirrored the motion, following the man out of the room and through a long hallway. It was lined with portraits of men and women. Many of them had similarly thin hair and stern features, which made Chance suspect they were probably the lineage of the man’s household.

      Nathaniel reached a metal door and pressed his hand against it. The door hissed and swung open, releasing a small puff of white Essence. Behind it was a small dirt-covered room. What must have been the Scorchhound was curled in the corner, outside a small doghouse.

      It was about half the size of a fully grown Soothound and had a fluffy red mane that smoldered faintly with energy. Thin scars trailed down the creature’s side, well on their way to healing. The monster’s red eyes flicked up at them and it let out a low growl.

      “Calm, Maggie,” Nathaniel said. The Scorchhound lowered its head again. “As you can see, she has not recovered from the attack yet.”

      Chance nodded. “Please just give me a moment.”

      He sent his Essence toward his forehead, opening a golden eye upon it. None of his companions twitched, confirming Chance’s suspicion that he was the only one that could actually see it.

      Lines of karma stretched out across the room as they swam into vision. Nathaniel was practically covered in them. They hung off his body like a cape, with many of the strands being as thick as a forearm.

      Maggie had considerably fewer – one connected directly to Nathaniel, while there were a few other small ones. Chance frowned, focusing harder on the monster and sending more Essence toward his forehead.

      Yamish could tell who the strands belonged to. If he put enough power into it, Chance was pretty sure he could probably do the same. He gritted his teeth, adding more energy into the magic.

      Tiny flickers of light started to twist around the karmic lines. Maggie growled at Chance’s unflinching glare, and the flickers pulled back.

      “Mr. Didd, could you calm Maggie down a little? I think she’s subconsciously resisting me.”

      “Down, girl,” Nathaniel said. “Let the Shikari work.”

      The monster lowered its head once more. Chance felt as if his third eye was squinting at the dog, but it was working. The wisps grew more vibrant until tiny images took shape within the strands.

      They flickered faintly, like slideshows from an old movie that constantly repeated themselves. The karmic debt between Nathaniel and the monster was mostly composed of scenes of the man feeding it.

      The second largest line showed Maggie lunging at a little boy, knocking something from the child’s hand. The next slide was the boy on the ground, crying. Several of the other lines were similar scenes, but nothing looked like a serious injury or fight.

      Not a single one of them had anything to do with an Imp. Chance shook his head, allowing the golden eye to fade away.

      “Thank you. That’s all I need. I appreciate your help.”

      “Just deal with the Lesser Imp,” Nathaniel replied curtly, herding them back to the door and closing it without another word.

      “Well?” Yeo asked. “I didn’t know you had a tracking ability. You should have told us!”

      “I only just found out about it,” Chance replied. “It was just a suspicion I had, really. Come on, let’s walk a bit. I see a bench over there.”

      They headed down the street and plopped down in the bench that Chance had indicated. In addition to getting them a little farther from Nathaniel’s house, it also gave him a moment to rest his aching feet, which he certainly wasn’t going to complain about.

      “Something’s wrong,” Bella said.

      “What? Where?” Yeo asked. “Or do you mean with Chance?”

      “If Chance had found something good, I don’t think he would have had us walk away,” Bella said. “Did the Scorchhound attack the Lesser Imp?”

      “It’s hard to explain everything, but… I’m not sure,” Chance replied. “There was no karmic connection between Maggie and any kind of Imp.”

      “So you think he’s lying?” Yeo asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Chance said. He chewed his lower lip, trying to remember everything he knew about how his Essence worked. “There are a lot of reasons why there might not be a karmic connection, but the biggest one that comes to mind is if Maggie was the aggressor. Everything is allowed to defend itself, and a lot of the other bonds Maggie had were actually her basically knocking over or scratching children.”

      “That’s… really petty,” Yeo said with a chuckle. “If you’re implying Maggie attacked, wouldn’t there be some kind of bond because Maggie was the aggressor?”

      “Not sure about that either,” Chance admitted. “I’m still trying to fully understand how things work. I don’t think that attacking something is necessarily bad in the eyes of Karma. It depends on the situation. Also, even if Maggie did start the fight, the wound the Imp inflicted on her might count as enough to pay off the debt.”

      “I see,” Bella said, scrunching her nose. “But, either way, it does kind of seem like the Scorchhound probably isn’t completely innocent here.”

      “Probably not,” Chance agreed. “But we had more people we could talk to on this street, right?”

      “Yeah,” Bella replied, pointing to a house across from them. It was smaller than Nathaniel’s house, but it was still two stories tall and beautiful in its own drab, gray way. “Just over there. The house owner is Maria Smit.”
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      They rose and headed up to the door. Before Yeo could even to go knock, it swung open to reveal a woman wearing a stained apron. Her hair was pulled back behind her head in a bun and her hands were covered in flour.

      A small boy peeked out from behind her. The woman gently peeled him off, staining his shirt with flour, and gestured for him to leave.

      “Go play with your toys, Abe. I have visitors.”

      The boy darted off to the left and she brushed her hands off on her apron as best as she could. “My apologies. You’re the Shikari team, yes? I wasn’t expecting you so early. We only put in the request a day ago.”

      “We are. Are you Mrs. Smit, then?” Bella asked.

      The woman nodded absentmindedly. “Just Maria, please. I’ve got something a little time-sensitive going – please, come in and excuse the mess. I’ll answer any questions you may have.”

      They followed her in and passed through the living room on their way into he kitchen. A wooden table had been set with five plates, and two of the chairs at the table were raised. The walls of the house were plain, but there were several wooden swords and other weapons lying around on the ground.

      Once they got to the kitchen – which was fairly spacious – Maria set about to kneading a ball of dough on the counter. “What can I answer for you?”

      “We were wondering if you could tell us anything about the incident with the Lesser Imp,” Bella said. “We’ve already spoken to Nathaniel, but the job says you co-requested this.”

      “I did,” Maria replied, not stopping her work. “My son claimed to be attacked by an Imp a few days ago. I must admit, I didn’t believe him at first. He has a bit of an active imagination, so when he first told me he was attacked, I’m ashamed to say that I didn’t believe him. He was unwounded, you see. But, when Nathaniel reported that his Scorchhound was also attacked…”

      “He wasn’t hurt?” Bella asked, surprised. “Lesser Imps aren’t that weak. Does your son have any training?”

      “None, unless you count playing with his brother,” Maria said with a laugh.

      “Would we be able to speak with your son?” Yeo asked. “And where did this happen?”

      “In the park,” Maria said. “And yes – you just saw him a few moments ago. I’ll be present for any communication, though. He’s still young, and I won’t allow you to scare him.”

      “We won’t do anything of the sort,” Chance promised.

      “Abe, come to the kitchen for a moment! There are some Shikari here that want to talk to you!” Maria called.

      A few moments passed before the excited patter of feet announced Abe’s presence. The boy skidded into the kitchen, clutching a wooden sword in his hands as he stared at them with wide eyes.

      “I knew you were Shikari!”

      “Calm down, Abe,” Maria said. “They’ve got some questions about the monster you saw.”

      “The Imp,” Abe said, nodding and giving them a gap-toothed grin. “I know what it is!”

      “How did it attack you?” Bella asked. “Where was it? An average Imp is considerably faster than a human, which means it’s very unlikely that someone your age would be able to escape, unless you managed to lose it somehow.”

      Abe stared at her, and it was pretty clear that her words had gone right over the boy’s head. Chance squatted so that he was closer to the boy’s eye level.

      “You saw it in the park, right?” Chance asked.

      “Yeah.” Abe nodded. “At night.”

      “Could you tell me how it attacked? Do you remember?”

      Abe nodded again and slashed his sword through the air, as if slaying an invisible Imp. “It tried to kill me.”

      “If you were a Shikari, what would you have done to defeat it?”

      Abe considered the question with a very serious expression. “Well, I woulda had to catch it.”

      “Oh? Why? Wasn’t it chasing you?” Yeo asked.

      “No, it was trying to kill me with its eyes,” Abe said. “I know Imps are real dan – dang – dange-bus. His teeth were super sharp and he had big claws. I ran away ‘fore he could kill me and eat me. Or eat me ‘an kill me.”

      Chance nodded as he formed his third eye on his forehead. It snapped open with a burst of golden light only visible to him, and he studied the boy while they spoke.

      “So you were faster than it?”

      “Yeah. I’m a really fast runner,” Abe said proudly. Karmic bonds shifted into vision around him, with the biggest one connected to his mother. The rest were so thin that he could barely see them. He ignored the strand to the Abe’s mom and focused on the smaller ones, which were more likely to connect to a random Imp attacking the kid. Chance scanned over them, squinting to see the tiny scenes flickering by in the strands.

      They grew slightly the more he focused his attention on them, but it was still nearly impossible to see. Nothing looked particularly out of place. Chance was about to give up, convinced that the boy had no bonds to the Imp, when a thin strand caught his attention.

      It was so small that he almost missed it. The strand only contained a single image – a small, red humanoid creature hanging from a tree. It had long, jagged teeth and hooked claws that dug into the bark.

      “Did it try to do anything when you ran away?” Chance asked.

      “It threw a rock at me,” Abe said, jutting his lower lip out. “But I jumped outa the way! It missed. Then I got away.”

      “That helps a lot, Abe. Thank you,” Chance said. “Bella, did you have anything else we should ask him?”

      She shook her head. “No, you actually hit just about everything I wanted to. Good job.”

      “Do you think you can take care of this?” Maria asked, pushing her dough away and washing her hands in the sink. “You all look so young.”

      “We’re more than capable enough to deal with a Lesser Imp, ma’am. Don’t you worry.” Yeo gave her a wide smile. “We’ll have it out of your neighborhood before the sun rises tomorrow.”

      “Or we’ll do our best to,” Bella said, shooting a glance at Yeo. “If the situation seems to be more than we can handle, we’ll bring in a stronger team.”

      “That’s a relief. I’d hate if any of you were hurt,” Maria said. “I wish you good luck and health.”

      “Thank you,” Chance said. “The same to you and your family. Have a great meal. We’ll get out of your hair now.”

      She laughed and joined Abe in waving as the trio headed back out of the house and returned to the streets of the Graywall district.

      “Sorry,” Bella said. “I’m not very good with kids.”

      “We could tell,” Yeo said. “You were questioning the poor little guy like he’d just killed a man. But who cares about that – Chance, did you find anything?”

      “Kind of,” Chance replied. “I don’t know how useful it’ll really be, though. There’s some connection between the Lesser Imp and Abe, but it’s really weak.”

      “Can you track it or something?”

      “I have no idea,” Chance said, rubbing the back of his head and reddening. “Sorry. I only just figured out how to use this part of my power. If I messed with it, I might have hurt Abe on accident, and that wasn’t something I was okay with risking.”

      “That’s probably for the best,” Bella said. “We’ll have more than enough time for you to cultivate and get stronger later. We know the Imp was somewhere in the park, and it was sighted near nighttime. So that’s when we should go as well.”

      Chance nodded, but he couldn’t help but feel like they were missing something. “How much do you know about Lesser Imps?”

      “They’re a common monster,” Bella said. “I’m no expert in them, though.”

      “Are they typically aggressive?”

      “Almost all monsters are,” Yeo said. He kicked a rock across the ground, and it skittered into a gutter. “Even though the monsters inside Gleam are generally weaker than the ones outside of it, unless they’ve been trained by someone, I’d expect them to be aggressive.”

      “Then this doesn’t make much sense,” Chance said. “The Imp was just sitting in a tree. Sure, it threw a rock, but that doesn’t really feel… evil, you know? Or like the behavior of a predator.”

      “I feel like we’re missing something,” Bella mused, “but we’re out of people to talk to. We could always try to press for more information from Nathanial or Maria.”

      “Doubt that’ll do much,” Yeo said. “Nathaniel clearly didn’t want us there, and I think Maria and her son already told us everything they know.”

      “Only thing we can do is go over to the park and poke around ourselves,” Chance concluded. He looked up at the sky. “It looks like there still a few hours until sunset, though.”

      “Dunch?” Yeo suggested. They both gave him a confused glance and he rolled his eyes. “Dinner-lunch. Dunch.”

      “That works for me,” Chance said. “It’ll kill some time at least. Maybe something inspirational will strike us while we’re eating.”

      The group left the Graywall district. Just a few streets down, the faint sound of live music greeted them. A deep, thrumming bass echoed out from a warmly lit road that ended in a cul-de-sac. Strings crisscrossed above it, glowing paper lanterns suspended from them bobbing gently in the wind.

      Wooden shop stalls lined the walls, inviting scents rising up from them and mixing in the air into a mishmash of warm cinnamon, honey, and freshly baked bread. The center of the alley was chock full of tables, with chairs distributed amongst them. Dozens of people sat around, eating and talking loudly.

      “Now this is more like it,” Yeo said. “It reminds me a lot of Ruddbrook, actually. Like the festivals we had. Oh, look at that!”

      Yeo darted over to a shopfront and they followed after him, stepping carefully around people sitting at tables to avoid disturbing them. In the few seconds it took them to catch up with him, Yeo had already bought a large loaf of glistening flatbread, stuffed full of meats and cheese. He took a huge bite out of it and juice dribbled down his chin.

      “Get a napkin,” Bella said with a grimace.

      Yeo procured one from within his other hand and wiped his face off. “I notice a lack of food in your hands.”

      The sign on the cart was written, unsurprisingly, in a language that Chance couldn’t understand. He sighed.

      I really need to spend some time figuring out how to read the stuff here. I’m starting to feel like I’m an illiterate moron.

      “Could I get the same thing he got? And how much was it?” Chance asked, nodding to Yeo. The street vendor quickly assembled everything, packing the warm bread full of stuffing before handing it to Chance, holding up two fingers. He paid the man, then walked over to Yeo, who had claimed a table for them.

      Bella joined them a few moments later, also carrying the exact same meal. Yeo cocked an eyebrow at them and finished chewing before he spoke. “Really? You both copied me?”

      “I didn’t want to choose something random,” Chance replied before taking a large bite. He let out a content sigh and slid back in his chair. “Oh, that’s good.”

      “Don’t talk with your mouth full,” Bella admonished – through a mouthful of her own food.

      None of them pointed out the hypocrisy of that statement. They ate for several minutes, and Chance was more than happy to sit in silence and soak in the ambiance. This area of Gleam was so vibrant and energetic – it was hard to believe it was only a short walk from the drab streets of Graywall.

      “You know, something just doesn’t sit quite right with me,” Bella said, wiping her mouth with a napkin. Somehow, she’d managed to finish before both of the boys, despite starting well after them.

      “With the Lesser Imp? It does seem a bit strange,” Yeo agreed. “But I don’t know what. I don’t know much about them.”

      “I wouldn’t call myself an expert in them either,” Bella said. “But… it just doesn’t make sense. Why wouldn’t the Imp attack a boy when it went after a monster?”

      “Maybe because the kid wasn’t a threat?” Chance asked. “Are monsters smart enough to care about that?”

      “Some are,” Bella said pensively. “But I don’t think Imps were all that clever. Not Lesser ones anyway. Also, don’t you think Maria seemed a little off?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She said she was doing something time sensitive, but she was waiting for us at the door,” Bella said. “Not to mention her time-sensitive thing was kneading dough. I don’t think it matters if you wait a little longer before kneading something.”

      “Huh. That’s a good point. I didn’t think about that,” Yeo said. “I think we just don’t have enough information to work with. We need to know more about our target.”

      “Is there a library or something we could visit?” Chance asked, setting the remains of his meal down. “Or maybe someone who knows a lot about monsters?”

      “There are Hunter Archives,” Bella mused. “We could go to one of those, but they usually only have basic information about most monsters. That’s still better than nothing, though. Good idea, Chance.”

      “Do you know where the nearest one is?” Yeo asked. “I’ve heard of them, but I’ve never been to one myself.”

      “I’m not sure if it’s the nearest, but I know where one is,” Bella, rising from the table. “Don’t get your hopes too high, though. They’re a lot less impressive than what you’re probably picturing.”

      Chance took one last bite of his meal, stuffing the rest of it into his mouth and doing his best chipmunk impression as he balled up the napkin that had been holding it and threw it into a trash bin.

      “Lead on,” Yeo said with a grandiose gesture. “Our castle awaits.”
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      The Hunter Archives was a building not much larger than three port-a-potties put together. It was nestled in the corner of an intersection between two streets that were both borderline abandoned.

      It wasn’t quite dilapidated, but it was only a few steps away from reaching it. A thin layer of dust covered the gray building, and weeds were sprouting at its edges.

      “Wow. My expectations were low, and I’m still disappointed,” Yeo said as Bella opened the small, creaky door and stepped inside.

      “Told you,” she replied.

      Chance and Yeo followed her in. The inside of the building didn’t look much better than the outside. It was essentially little more than a short hallway that ended before a tiny counter. Behind the counter, a dusty old blue orb rested on a pedestal.

      Bella pressed her hand to the orb. With a faint hum, dull blue light bloomed across its surface. The orb tottered into the air, its light growing slightly brighter and more stable. It bobbed, letting out a distant chime.

      “Please present your Ward, Shikari. It is required to–”

      Before the orb could finish its robotic speech, Bella pressed her Ward against it. The light turned from blue to green for an instant, then the orb let out another chime.

      “Shikari Foundling recognized. How can I help you today?” Its voice had gained some semblance of emotion, although it still sounded more like a voice-to-speech bot more than anything sentient.

      “We’re looking for information about Lesser Imps,” Bella said.

      “Acknowledged. A Lesser Imp is a humanoid monster. They are born in a manner traditional to mammals. They are commonly around four feet tall and weigh approximately eighty pounds. Lesser Imps have poor long term memory, but are considered fairly clever. They possess the ability to cultivate, and can evolve into a Greater Imp if left unchecked.”

      “Stop,” Bella said, raising a hand. “We need to get more specific, or we’ll be here all day. Archive, how aggressive are Lesser Imps?”

      “Due to their low intelligence, they tend to attack anything that enters their territory – which they appear to believe is anything within their sight.”

      “Do they typically work alone?” Yeo asked.

      “Lesser Imps have been only known to work together when under the direction of a Greater Imp. Without one, they will attack each other.”

      “So there could be a Greater Imp involved if it isn’t just attacking people randomly,” Yeo mused. “Is it guarding something?”

      “In a park?” Bella’s eyebrows furrowed. “It’s possible, I guess, but I can’t imagine there would be much worth that level of effort in the middle of Gleam. Not with all the cultivators walking around here. Archive, what goals does a Greater Imp typically have?”

      “Unknown. There have not been sufficient data about Greater Imps provided to the archive to answer this question.”

      “Guess we should stick to trying to figure out what the Lesser one is doing and deal with the Greater if we run into it.” Yeo leaned against the wall and scratched his chin. “Say, what powers does a Lesser Imp typically have?”

      “Lesser Imps typically have Fire Essence and are considered nimble. Many also have basic illusory abilities. Their main method of hunting in the wild involves changing their appearance into the young of another creature, then slowly draining their target of Essence when the parents are not present. They have been known to drain Essence for weeks before their target is dead.”

      “They’re like giant mosquitoes,” Chance said, shuddering. “What about Greater Imps?”

      “Greater Imps tend to require more food than Lesser ones, but they employ a similar method of hunting. Upon evolution, Greater Imps gain a significant amount of intelligence, which allows them to better mimic their prey. They also become able to gain surface level knowledge of any creature they drain. Greater Imps often kill or incapacitate the parents of their prey, then drain their young for weeks on end.”

      They were silent for a moment. Then Yeo’s face paled. “Oh, shit.”

      “Chance, did you check Maria’s Karma?” Bella asked, spinning toward him.

      “No! I was only looking at the kid. I didn’t get a chance to look at hers.”

      “We need to go,” Bella said, slamming the door open and rushing out. Chance and Yeo ran after her.

      “The kid isn’t in any immediate danger, is he?” Chance asked as they ran, darting past people on the walkways and drawing no shortage of irritated glances.

      “Probably not, but we have no way to know for sure. If Maria was really replaced by a Greater Imp, it might know we’re on the case and accelerate whatever it’s doing,” Bella replied. They sprinted around a corner, nearly bowling an old woman over in the process. Yeo yelled an apology without stopping.

      “We’re sure she’s an Imp, right?” Yeo asked.

      “Chance will check when we get there,” Bella replied. Ice crept along her fists and rose up her arms. “Our main priority is making sure the kid is safe. We’ll try to save the mother afterward. If we were speaking with a Greater Imp, it probably still has her around somewhere.”

      “If it is a Greater Imp, it might have a way to tell we’re here,” Yeo said. “Maria did greet us really early when we last arrived. Might be best not to knock politely.”

      They reached the Graywall district and ran up to Maria’s house. The lights in the kitchen were still on, but the curtains were drawn shut and he couldn’t see in through any of the windows.

      Bella took Yeo’s warning literally as she threw her shoulder into the door, knocking it off its hinges with a loud crash. Chance opened his third eye as they stepped into the house, scanning for any trace of Karma threads.

      “Maria?” Yeo called, spinning his kusarigama at his side as his eyes swept the room. “We need to talk with you. Are you here?”

      There was no response. Chance didn’t blame her. If she wasn’t actually a Greater Imp, he was pretty sure he wouldn’t have responded to people breaking into his house either. They advanced into the kitchen.

      The dough rested on the counter, where Maria had left it when they were leaving. Chance’s eyes narrowed. A tiny blur at the edge of his vision caught his attention, but Bella moved faster than he could react.

      A loud clang echoed through the kitchen as she batted a knife out of the air with an ice-covered fist. It had come from somewhere in the direction of what Chance suspected to be the living room, but he couldn’t tell for sure because the curtains were drawn and the lights were off. Somehow, the light from the kitchen lanterns couldn’t pierce into the shadows.

      “Magical darkness,” Yeo warned. “I’ve seen this before, and unless Maria is some sort of shadow cultivator, we’ve got a monster on our hands.”

      Another kitchen knife launched from the shadows. Yeo snapped his fingers and it froze midair. It vibrated, then launched into his free hand.

      “Oopsie. Not much aura control,” Yeo observed, dropping the blade on the ground. He shifted, trying to get a better look into the darkness, but Chance couldn’t see anything beyond the doorway. “Another point in the favor of a monster.”

      “You talk as if your aura control is much better,” Bella said tersely. “Where’s the child, Imp?”

      “Why are you attacking me? I haven’t done anything wrong,” Maria called from somewhere within the other room.

      “You suck at this,” Yeo said. “That was the fakest plea I’ve ever heard. Don’t you think you should have tried doing that before slinging a knife at us?”

      “You broke into my house!”

      Yeo flicked his kusarigama and it shot into the darkness. It clanged against something, and he yanked it back, his eyes narrow. “You’ve got awful fast reflexes, Miss Smit. Are you a cultivator?”

      Chance focused on his third eye, pouring more Essence into it. If his real eyes couldn’t see through the shadows, maybe he could spot the threads of Karma connected to the woman.

      “You’re attacking a helpless woman. I’ll make sure your leaders are informed of this!” Maria yelled.

      “If you were really scared for your life, you’d be screaming a lot louder,” Bella growled. “I’d know. You’d better switch to the offensive, Imp. We aren’t buying it.”

      Silence was their only response, but that was more than enough confirmation than any of them needed.

      Tiny threads appeared in the shadows near the back corner of the room, growing brighter the more Chance focused on them. He couldn’t make out any images from the distance they were at, but the rough outline they formed in the shadows was absolutely not Maria.

      It was a little taller than Chance and nearly twice his width, with a potbelly and bulbous head. Strands of karmic debt hung off the creature like a robe, extending in hundreds of directions. He gritted his teeth in anger.

      Why didn’t I actually watch the image of her in Abe’s bond? I would have found out immediately. They had a big connection – I’m such a damn idiot.

      Among all the other connections the Imp had, Chance couldn’t tell which one led to Abe. There were several dozen thick ones, and any of them could have been the child’s.

      “We need to try not to kill it,” Chance whispered. “In case Abe is missing, I can use the karmic debt to figure out where he is.”

      Bella gave him a slight nod, not taking her eyes off the doorway. “Agreed. But we need to find a way to see it first. If we go into those shadows, we’ll have our throats ripped out in seconds. I can’t fight something I can’t see.”

      While they spoke, Chance could see the Imp edging toward the edge of the room. He couldn’t see anything there, but something told him there was either a window or a door. If the monster slipped out, he got the feeling they might never find Abe.

      “On it!” Chance said, darting into the shadows.

      “Chance, no!” Bella yelled, but he’d already entered the room. He flicked his wrist and the urumi shot out. Even though he couldn’t see what he was doing, Chance had been using the weapon for long enough that the more basic attacks were starting to become natural.

      The blade curved around and cut into the Greater Imp, drawing a pained hiss from the creature. Threads of karma moving was Chance’s only warning as the creature lunged at him. He dove back, feeling the rush of wind pass over his head as what he suspected to be jagged claws whipped past him.

      “I can see it,” Chance yelled back, retracting his urumi and thrusting it at the monster’s chest. It jumped back, and the lack of reaction told Chance he hadn’t connected. The Greater Imp was a fair bit faster than most of the Soothounds he’d fought – but not the fully grown one.

      He lunged, taking the creature by surprise as his hand wrapped around one of the larger karmic threads. Chance had selected one that was smaller than Abe’s, just to make sure he didn’t mistakenly lose their connection to the boy.

      Golden light glittered, pushing the shadows back as the form of a thin, rake-like man came into being. In the glow, Chance caught his first glimpse of the Greater Imp. The monster had ruddy red skin and a face like a pug mixed with an ugly child, complete with gristle and two jutting fangs.

      The man lunged at the Imp, driving a glowing fist into its cheek. The blow snapped the Imp’s head back and it hissed, swiping at him. Its short claws passed harmlessly through the smoke, but the spell dissipated shortly after, casting the room back into darkness.

      “Do that again!” Yeo yelled.

      The Greater Imp lunged at Chance again, forcing him to scramble back on all fours. He rolled to the side and lashed out with his urumi. The blade cut across the monster’s potbelly and it screamed in fury.

      “I’ll kill you, boy!” The Imp abandoned all attempts of mimicking Maria, letting the cry come out in a ragged, raspy voice. It leapt at him and Chance rolled forward, snagging another one of the karmic threads as he came up and pulling on it.

      Energy flared and the room flashed once more. Before the form of a young woman could even fully take shape, Yeo’s kusarigama flickered through the darkness. It carved a deep groove into the Imp’s side and black blood spilled out, splashing across the ground.

      A gold fist crashed down on the monster’s head, but this time, it was ready. It ignored the blow and lashed out at Chance, who was still well within striking range. He tried to twist out of the way, but it was too fast.

      An instant before the jagged claws bit into his skin, the light from his spell gave out and the room plunged back into darkness. Wind rushed past him and a chime rang out. An instant later, the Imp grunted in pain and, through the karmic threads connected to it, Chance saw its head snap back.

      “Doesn’t matter if I can’t see you when I’m holding your arm,” Bella snarled. Her words were punctuated by a crunch, and Chance winced as he realized the monster’s forehead had caved in. She drove two more brutal blows into the creature, sending it crumpling to the ground with a strangled cry.
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      The shadows in the room vanished as it fell and Yeo darted in, his eyes flicking about for any more sign of enemies. Chance’s heart thundered in his chest as he rose to his feet, vividly aware of how close he’d come to spilling his guts out across the floor.

      Bella held one of the Imp’s hands with one hand, and ice had traveled down it, freezing the two together. Her other hand was encased in a sphere of ice that dripped with the Imp’s black ichor.

      “Do whatever you were doing, Chance,” Bella ground out.

      He scrambled into motion, squinting at the strings. He started with the ones that he recalled being approximately Abe’s size and was relieved to quickly spot the proper one. It went straight up through the roof, presumably onto the second floor of the house.

      “I think he’s above us,” Chance said. “There aren’t any other strands going in that direction, so I don’t think there are enemies there. None associated with this thing, at least.”

      “Good. We can kill it, then,” Bella said.

      “Wait,” Chance said, squinting at the largest of the karmic strands and bringing the images out. He wasn’t about to miss important information – not again.

      Through the golden light, Chance caught flashes of several other Imps – at least, he was fairly sure they were different. They all looked pretty similar. Before the visions ended, they came to a stop on a large, purple-skinned Imp that was nearly twice the size of the one on the ground before them.

      The Imp lurched, lunging and reaching out for Chance. Bella’s hand swung down, striking it with such force that its head rebounded off the ground. The monster went still. She ripped her hand away, shattering the ice connecting them.

      “Thanks,” Chance said, his voice trembling slightly. Even though it wasn’t his first time in a fight with a monster, this one had actually talked. Also, as unsettling as Yamish was, his presence was comforting. At least, if he told himself that, the Old City felt a bit less terrifying. “I wish I got a chance to look at more of those threads. This is bigger than we think it is.”

      “I gathered that much considering there was a Greater Imp in someone’s house,” Bella growled. The ice covering her arms melted away. “That wasn’t bad, though – even if you did charge into the darkness like an idiot.”

      “I could see it,” Chance protested.

      “But we couldn’t,” Yeo said, taking one of the gray marbles from a pouch and flicking it onto the monster’s body. The Greater Imp disappeared into a streamer of light, flooding into the marble, which Yeo picked up. “You were basically fighting on your own. It’s a good thing you managed to get some light for a few seconds, or things might have gone really badly. We didn’t even get a Ward down!”

      “Oh shit,” Chance said. “I forgot about Wards.”

      He glanced around the living room. His urumi had made several cuts through the wooden walls and carpet. “Oops.”

      Bella grimaced. “I forgot about it too, actually. We need to go find the kid and see if he’s okay. That’s priority number one. Chance, did you manage to see if the real Maria was anywhere?”

      “No,” Chance said, shaking his head. “I was trying to sift through the karmic threads when the stupid thing attacked again.”

      “Hopefully she’s still alive,” Yeo said. “If the boy is still in this house, there’s a good chance that she is too. Maybe you can try to track the Karma between him and his mom?”

      Chance frowned. “I’d think that, but I apparently didn’t even notice it the last time I looked. There are some weird karmic rules that I think I might not understand that might stop them from being linked.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Bella said. She extended her hand to help Chance off the ground. “Let’s find the kid and search the house for Maria.”

      The movement revealed several gouges in her arm, where the Imp’s claws had broken through her ice shield and carved into her skin.

      “Holy shit, you’re hurt!” Chance exclaimed.

      Bella glanced down at her arm. Ice crept over the wound, sealing it shut. “I’ll be fine. It got me when I blocked its first attack. My ice wasn’t thick enough. If I’d been using water, I would have been fine.”

      Chance pressed his lips together and rose to his feet on his own. “I’m sorry. Those are my fault.”

      “Yep,” Bella agreed. “But don’t let that bother you. Injuries happen in battle, and you’ll probably end up getting hurt protecting me at some point. This was far from perfect, but we didn’t exactly have the luxury of what we thought would be a much simpler fight. Trust me, compared to how I normally came back from my solo jobs, this is nothing.”

      Chance clenched his hands. His actions had directly resulted in a friend getting hurt. That was the exact thing he was trying to avoid. Still, Bella’s words rang true in his head and he gave her a curt nod.

      “I won’t let that happen again because of a stupid mistake. I’ll be more careful in the future.”

      “Good,” Bella replied. “Now let’s go find Abe. No child should have to live through something like this.”

      "There's another thing," Chance said as they headed up. "I checked this thing's Karma, and there was an even bigger Imp ordering things around. It was like a Greater-greater Imp or something."

      "We'll report it to the Shikari and see what they think," Bella said. "For now, it's more important to find the kid. He’s probably scared shitless in a closet somewhere."

      Her prediction proved correct. After only a few minutes of searching upstairs, Yeo located Abe lying unconscious in his bed. Chance swept the boy with his third eye, checking back over every thread of karmic debt, but the connection to the Imp was gone and none of the rest roused any suspicion.

      Yeo gently tapped the boy on the face, but Abe didn’t react.

      “Magically induced sleep,” Bella said. “The Imp probably put him out after we left and didn’t get a chance to come up and grab him to use as a bargaining tool when we barged into the house.”

      “Is that bad?” Chance asked. “How do we break him out of it?”

      “I’m not sure,” Bella admitted as Yeo gently picked Abe up and slung him over a shoulder. “We should bring him to a Shikari base. Someone there should know what to do. I didn’t really deal with jobs like this when I was working on my own.”

      They searched the rest of the house, but there were no traces of Maria.

      “We should get Abe to safety before we do anything else,” Bella said. Chance nodded his agreement.

      “What kind of jobs did you do?” Yeo asked as they left the house, moving at a brisk pace. Chance cringed as they stepped over the destroyed doorway. He was starting to see why Pete couldn’t make any profit on his jobs. That door looked expensive.

      “Ones that didn’t involve anyone else,” Bella replied flatly.

      Chance expected curious glances at the minimum as they walked through the streets, but he was surprised to find that not a single person even glanced twice in their direction. When he voiced his surprise, Bella just laughed.

      “This is far from the strangest thing anyone has seen in Gleam, Chance. You get used to it and start ignoring everything that isn’t involved with you that looks strange. That’s the best way to keep yourself from getting killed.”

      “That’s… kind of depressing,” Chance said. “What if someone needs help?”

      “Well, I’m sure people occasionally step in,” Bella corrected. “But it’s not safe. That’s what Shikari patrols are for. That’s why they – we – get paid so well. So the people living normally in Gleam don’t have to worry about it.”

      Chance scrunched his nose in distaste. “I guess. I still feel like you should help someone if you can. It’s not like the Shikari can be everywhere.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Yeo said, shifting Abe on his shoulder. “They can. Especially for anything major. Situations like this, where only a few people are involved, are a lot slower. But for serious stuff? Believe me. The Shikari will be there. Especially the powerful ones.”

      Chance let the matter drop. It wasn’t worth pressing any further, even though he still strongly disagreed with the idea of not stepping in to help when it was possible.

      They drew up to a large, stone tower on a street corner a few minutes later. Chance craned his head back, counting off the floors in his head – there were ten. Each one was separated by a jutting balcony that ringed the square building.

      Loud conversation came from inside, and the clink of utensils on silverware marked the building as some sort of tavern. Through one of many large windows ringing the building, Chance could see dozens of men and women sitting around wooden tables.

      “Shikari base?” Chance guessed.

      “Most of them look like this,” Bella said with a nod she pushed the door open and golden light spilled out, washing over them as they walked inside.

      A large man wearing nothing but a leather apron and short cloth pants that were far too tight for him smiled as they approached him behind a counter. Muscles rippled over his chest, glistening with oil.

      He made most of the greatest bodybuilders on Earth look like they’d been slacking off, but somehow managed to look proportionally large. When they arrived before him, Chance realized why – the man was easily eight feet tall. A single strand of black hair stuck out of the top of his head, curled over lazily.

      “New faces. You can call me Joe,” the man said, his voice a low purr and about as far from what Chance had expected to him to sound like as possible. He sniffed the air, then smiled. “Oh, you’re really new. Foundlings for sure. What’s with the child?”

      “I think he’s under some sort of magically induced sleep,” Bella said. “We defeated the Greater Imp that was taking the form of his mother, but we weren’t able to find her.”

      Joe took Abe from Yeo and laid him down on the counter. He gently pulled one of the boy’s eyelids back with a single finger and peered down at him, then let it close and leaned back.

      “Kid should be fine. Greater Imps don’t usually kill their targets. If you didn’t find the woman’s body, she’s still out there somewhere. Greater Imps aren’t all that strong anyway, but from your smell, you’re really green. You only just got your Wards. Why are you going after a Greater Imp for your first or second job? You should start smaller.”

      They all relaxed at the news.

      “It was supposed to be a Lesser Imp,” Yeo said. “And that one is still running around. We realized the kid’s mom was replaced because she was acting strange when we interviewed her. Chance’s powers also showed him that there’s a really big Greater Imp milling around somewhere too.”

      “That’s concerning,” Joe said, pursing his large lips. “I don’t like this at all. Multiple Imps working together usually doesn’t bode well for anyone. Damn little nuisances. Janet, take over the counter for me. I’m heading out.”

      A woman wearing a frilly maid outfit bounded out from a door behind him, an excited grin on her face. She pulled herself up and swung her legs over the counter, kicking them in excitement. “Okay! I love counter duty.”

      Chance did his best not to stare, but he couldn’t help but notice she had a long, wicked looking machete strapped to one of her legs. Joe patted her on the head, his enormous hand nearly completely engulfing her face for a moment before he let go.

      “Don’t worry,” Joe said. “She’s small, but she can handle any problems that rise up. Finding our missing mother is the most important thing to do right now, and I’ve got a good sniffer.”

      Chance was pretty sure not a single one of them had been worried about Janet’s chances of controlling the Shikari. As far as he could tell, everyone in the room was more than content to just sit around and eat peacefully.

      “You’re coming with us?” Yeo asked.

      “No. You’re coming with me,” Joe corrected. He extended a hand and a ring on one of his fingers lit with a dull glow. Energy poured out of it, forming into a large metal disk akin to a sewer cover. “You know what the lady looks like, and some visual confirmation will be nice when we find her. Makes the paperwork easier. After that, we’ll be reporting this to a higher-up. You’re in over your heads with this job.”

      Joe sat down on the center of the metal disk. “Come on. Sit. And hold on. I don’t drive slow.”
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      They awkwardly crowded in around him. Chance barely had a chance to ask what Joe meant by that before the disk lurched into the air. He yelped, grabbing on to the large man’s arm as they rocketed away.

      Wind struck Chance like a hammer, nearly launching him off instantly. He managed to cling on to Joe as the howling air yanked away his surprised cry. Gleam blurred past them – for all of a second. Then it was over, and they were on the ground again.

      Chance, who had been fluttering in the air like a flag, flopped down with a thud. He groaned and sat back up. They were in the Graywall district – no more than a few minutes’ walk from the Shikari base. Joe had set them down a bit farther than they’d gone before, just in front of a small park. “What was that?”

      “Air travel,” Joe said, rising to his feet. The metal plate turned into a beam of energy and shot back into his ring. “You’ll probably find a way to do it yourself soon enough. It’s very convenient.”

      “Agree to disagree,” Bella said. Chance glanced at her and suppressed a choking laugh. Her curly hair stuck out in every direction and was completely frazzled. She ran her hands through it, trying to detangle the mess, but that only managed to make it worse.

      Yeo, whose hair was tied back in a ponytail, had no such difficulties. He also didn’t attempt to suppress his laugh. Bella glared at him.

      “Save it. We need to find Maria,” Bella said, giving up on attempting to control her hair.

      “Right you are.” Joe smoothed his single hair down. It sprang back into its proper place as soon as he released it. The large man tilted his head back and sniffed the air. “I smell her. She doesn’t smell dead, so no need to worry.”

      “Where?” Chance asked, glancing around.

      Joe pointed at the park. “In there. I smell an Imp as well. Probably the lesser one you three were supposed to be hunting.”

      He ambled toward it, and the three of them trailed after him. Unlike the park that Bella had taken him to, this one was actually green. Small, bushy trees lined its sides and a tiny creek ran through the center of it. At the far end, there were several larger trees in a cluster. A small lake sat in their shade, with a bench overlooking it.

      They drew up to the cluster of trees and Joe cocked his head to the side. Then he was gone. Wind buffeted Chance as it rushed past him to fill the void where the muscular man had been standing.

      Leaves rustled in the cluster of trees and a blobby red body flew out from them. It slammed into the ground, its limbs windmilling around it as it bounced and skidded until it came to a stop at their feet.

      About a second ago, it had been an Imp. Now, calling it a corpse might have been exaggerating how much was left. The monster’s body had caved in and was partially flattened, like it had been caught under a steamroller.

      Ichor leaked from its body, bubbling up through every spot it could. Joe strode out of the forest, Maria’s body slung over his shoulder.

      “I located the Imp,” Joe proclaimed. “It, unfortunately, did not survive.”

      “You don’t say,” Yeo said. “Don’t you think this was overkill?”

      Joe rubbed his head and gave them a sheepish smile. “That was the weakest punch I could muster, I’m afraid.”

      “Forget that,” Bella said. “Is the woman okay? How’d she get to the forest? She should have been near her house for the Greater Imp to be copying her, right?”

      “It looks like she was transported here recently,” Joe replied. “I scanned the area, but I didn’t find any trace of other monsters. We’ll have to fill in a request for a higher level Shikari to take a look around. This is her, right?”

      “Yeah, that looks like Maria,” Chance said, still in awe at how fast Joe had moved. He logically knew that cultivators could become powerful, and by all rights, Yamish and Vex were examples of that, but this was the first time he’d really seen just how much power they really had – and something told him that Yamish was leagues more powerful than Joe.

      “Fantastic,” Joe said. He glanced at the Imp and grimaced. “I don’t want to waste a Collector on that. One of you is welcome to take it yourselves. I’ll take this young lady back to the Shikari base and make sure she and her son are properly treated. You’ve all done very well.”

      “What about the other Imps involved?” Yeo asked. “It feels like there was more to this than what we saw.”

      “That won’t be your concern, lad,” Joe said with a chuckle. “You’ve done more than your part already, and I’ll be sure to make note of that. This isn’t a Foundling level job. Let the stronger Shikari handle it.”

      Yeo pursed his lips but nodded. “If you’re sure.”

      “Of course. I’m always happy to take a little trip with my beloved juniors,” Joe said with a wide smile. He extended a hand and his ring lit once more, creating the metal disk beneath his feet. “Care to travel back with me?”

      “I think we’re good,” Bella said. “We’ll just swing by the base on the way back to confirm the job is done and turn in the Greater Imp we defeated.”

      “Whatever you want,” Joe said with a shrug. “Take care, kids. Make sure you put some jackets on too. It’s getting cold.”

      Then he was gone, little more than a streaking blur fading into the evening sky. Chance shuddered.

      “I hope we never do that again.”

      “Not as much as me,” Bella grumbled, still trying to tame her hair to no success. “At least that turned out fairly well overall.”

      “Is this kind of thing common?” Chance asked. “Getting stronger monsters than we were supposed to during jobs?”

      “Not at all,” Bella replied, giving up on her hair and letting out an irritated sigh. “I think it happened to me once when I was working alone, and I did dozens of jobs.”

      “Lucky us,” Chance said.

      Bella and Yeo both stared at him.

      “What? You think this was because of me?”

      “No,” Bella said, studying him closely. “Probably not. But you do cultivate Karma. You’ll have to be really careful with anything that just seems like luck or happenstance, Chance.”

      “Especially now that you aren’t on Earth,” Yeo added. “When you become a more powerful cultivator, it’s really possible that things might just start… happening around you. That feels like something that could realistically happen to a Karma cultivator.”

      “I think I’ll worry about that when I get there,” Chance decided. “Let’s go turn that orb thing in and see if we managed to make any profit after breaking down Maria’s door.”

      The trio did just that, arriving at the Shikari base after a few minutes of walking. They stepped inside and Chance froze in the doorway.

      In the short time that they’d been gone, it looked like a tornado had been set off in the center of the room. Tables were strewn across the ground. Cultivators were scattered across the ground and draped over smashed tables.

      Even stranger, the people that were still conscious didn’t seem to care in the slightest. They’d just moved away from the wreckage or – in the case of one group – continued sitting at their upside-down table, eating as if nothing had changed.

      Chance stepped over an unconscious man in their way and glanced at his friends to see if either of them were as confused as he was. He was relieved to find that they both looked equally as stupefied.

      “Uh… what happened?” Chance asked.

      Janet, the maid that Joe had tasked with looking after the base before he’d left, hopped down from the counter and strutted up to them.

      “We got a bit rowdy,” Janet said with an embarrassed giggle. She tapped a fist against her head and cocked it to the side. “Oopsie.”

      “Is, uh, Joe back yet?”

      “Mr. Joe is taking the civilians to an apothecary,” Janet replied. “I’m managing the base right now.”

      “I see,” Chance said diplomatically. “We’ve got a Greater Imp to turn in. A Lesser one too. Is this the place to do that?”

      “Sure is,” Janet said cheerfully. She knelt beside a large, unconscious man. He had a bushy black beard and a tattered hide jacket. The maid gently prodded him in the side. He didn’t budge, which earned him a second, slightly harder prod.

      “Burget, wakey-wakey,” Janet said cheerfully. “You’ve got some orbs to collect!”

      Burget snorted and mumbled something under his breath. His eyes fluttered and he rolled over, fast asleep.

      “Wake up, you lazy piece of shit!” Janet screamed, her face contorting in fury as she grabbed him by the hair. She yanked the man upright and slapped him hard across the face with the other hand.

      Burget let out a strangled gasp and his eyes shot open. He raised a hand to his cheek, which was quickly turning red. “Whu- huh? I was sleeping. What do you want?”

      “Burget, dearest, we’ve got some young impressionable Shikari who’d like to turn in their orbs,” Janet said, instantly reverting to her polite smile. She fluttered her eyelashes at the large man. “Please take their orbs so they can get on with their night. I’m sure they have a lot of things to kill, like all responsible children do.”

      “Right, sure,” Burget muttered. He thrust his hand out. “Give ‘em here.”

      “Burget,” Janet warned, her voice dropping an octave. “Be a good example for the kids.”

      Burget grimaced. He straightened up and adjusted his jacket, then cleared his throat. “I’ll take your orbs, young Shikari. You’ll receive payment to your house once the analysis of your job has been completed and any damage to the city has been repaired.”

      They handed Burget the two orbs, who slipped them into his pockets. He glanced at Janet, who gave him an approving nod before punching him hard in the chin, sending the man spinning. He collapsed back to the ground, snoring before he even hit it.

      “There we go,” Janet said, brushing her hands off. “Is there anything else I can help you with? Some food, perhaps?”

      “I think we’re quite alright,” Chance said. “Thank you, Miss Janet.”

      “Oh, Miss! Nobody calls me Miss,” Janet said, her eyes lighting up. “I like that. You’re so polite. Please come again soon. It’s a welcome change.”

      Chance nodded empathetically as he slowly backed out of the Shikari base. Yeo and Bella slipped out the door with him. As soon as they were out of line of sight, all three accelerated.

      “She’s got more than a few screws loose,” Yeo said. “Kinda cool, though.”

      “She might need some professional help,” Chance said carefully. “What do you think the chances are that Janet caused all that destruction we saw?”

      “I don’t bet on things, but I’d bet on that,” Bella said.

      “Are Shikari bases always this crazy?” Yeo asked. “I’ve never been to one outside of my town.”

      “Not sure,” Bella admitted. “I know where they are, but I’ve never really used them much. I always reported directly to Pete because of the whole solo Fledgling situation.”

      “Weird,” Yeo said. “I hope we didn’t lose too much money for mowing that lady’s door down.”

      Even with the sun setting, the streets of Gleam were still largely lit by glowing signs and the floating islands above. They reached the Whiteheart house several hours later, after a long walk back through the streets of Gleam.

      Chance was relieved when they finally made it back, having half expected to get pulled into someone else’s Ward on the way back. The sun had long since set, and weariness had quickly set into all three of them.

      They headed up to their rooms and collapsed into bed, allowing sleep to beckon them into its arms.
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      Grant’s breath came out in puffs of white vapor as he staggered through the tight alleys. The axe in his hand grew heavier with every step and his body groaned with every movement. Blood trickled from dozens of cuts that lined his body, soaking into his clothes and turning them stiff in the cold.

      He pressed his back to a cracked gray wall. A Soothound skittered, its body slamming into the wall opposite to him. Grant’s axe flashed as the monster leapt at him. More blood splattered across him as the two halves of the monster thumped to the ground beside him.

      “There’s no goddamn end to these creatures.” Grant spat on the monster’s corpse, pushing away from the wall and staggering deeper into the alleys. He’d killed hundreds of the monsters at this point, but there was just no end to them. “Never should have taken this damn job.”

      Three more of the creatures sprinted out of the alley in front of him. Grant thrust his hand forward, spending more of his dwindling energy to send three lances of light through the creatures. They tumbled across each other, and he stepped over their bodies.

      He desperately needed to find somewhere to rest, but the alleyways were like an endless maze. Backtracking his steps was impossible. No matter what he did, all that greeted him were alleys. Alleys and Soothounds.

      Grant bent over, resting a palm on his knees as he drew ragged breaths. Another Soothound leaped at him as soon as his gaze was averted. He growled, batting the monster out of the air with the back of his hand and bringing his axe down on top of it, silencing the dog’s yelp of pain.

      “Hello?” Grant called. “Is anyone here?”

      The alleys didn’t respond, but the skittering behind him was getting louder. He’d stopped to try and see what it was a few hours ago – and promptly regretted the decision as what must have been hundreds of Soothounds poured into the alley like a black wave.

      He’d nearly been buried beneath them, and had to waste several expensive items and the vast majority of his energy to escape. Soothounds weren’t particularly powerful on their own, but there were just too damn many of the little pests.

      It was pathetic. A Knight rank Shikari brought low by Soothounds. Grant gritted his teeth. “If I ever get out of this shithole, I’m coming back with an army. If the Shikari knew how many of you little nippy shits were here, they’d have a heart attack.”

      The response was several new monsters leaping from the shadows. Grant cut them down, but one caught his arm with its jaws even as his axe split it in two. Even in death, its teeth scraped against his hardened skin, ripping flesh.

      Grant snarled, kicking the creature’s corpse. It didn’t even make him feel any better. He was slowing down. There were only so many of the monsters he could handle – but he couldn’t give up. Not yet.

      He staggered onward, pressing through the alleys in search of escape. Shadowy smoke twisted above, but he didn’t dare try to climb out again – the first time he’d tried, an invisible force had slammed him back to the ground with enough force to shatter his spine. He’d wasted an incredibly expensive pill on fixing that.

      Turning the corner into yet another alley, Grant froze. A man floated upside-down in the air before him, his purple robes draped around him.

      “Thank the heavens,” Grant said, even as unease bloomed in his chest. “A cultivator. Do you know how to get out of this infernal maze? Please, help me.”

      The man uncrossed his legs and walked across the air until his feet were properly situated below him. Grant’s skin prickled and he drew on what little remained of his Essence, empowering his eyes to peer at the man’s aura.

      A black wave of Essence slammed down on Grant, and he screamed as he was slammed to the ground by the sheer pressure of the man’s presence. He forced his Essence away before his retinas were crushed by the overwhelming force.

      “Y-you’re a God,” Grant stammered. He pressed his forehead to the ground, not daring to look back up. “I was just on a job to find a missing Imp. I swear, I meant no offense. I must have somehow stumbled into your domain.”

      “So many ties,” the man murmured, as if Grant’s words hadn’t even reached his ears. “So much debt.”

      Grant swallowed, his cracked and dry throat aching. He didn’t dare speak unless the man addressed him. The Soothounds in pursuit of him had stopped, but Grant didn’t blame them. He would have taken his chances in the alleys had he possessed the sense to check the man’s strength before approaching.

      “You will suffice,” the man said. Grant felt the last vestiges of his strength vanish as what felt like a string attached to his head and dragged him upright. His limbs dangled helplessly at his sides and he stared into the two pitch-black voids of the God’s eyes. “The Old City accepts your offering as payment for the karmic debt that you accumulated within it. Approach the afterlife with the knowledge that your meaningless life now has worth.”

      The God ran a long, slender finger across Grant’s jawline, tracing a line down to his chest. Darkness encroached on the edges of Grant’s vision. His body creaked as it started to bend and warp.

      Grant couldn’t even scream. His vision turned to a pinpoint. The last thing he saw was his axe – its black, gnarled wood handle and polished metal head glimmering as gold light poured off his body. Then he was no more.
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      Two weeks went by, and the pay for their first job arrived in the form of a bulky letter that was slipped through a slot in their front door. As it turned out, the monsters they’d brought into the Shikari base had netted them a total of fifty gold – forty for the Greater Imp and ten for the Lesser. Maria’s door cost thirty gold, but she had refused to accept payment from the Shikari Guild, so they had not been docked for their damages.

      Yeo had suggested they spend all money on gear upgrades, while Bella said it would be better if they put it into a bank. Chance was more interested in figuring out how much money it would cost to track his parents down.

      They all decided to cultivate first, then deal with what to do with their money later, and so they retreated to their rooms. Several days in, what Chance could only describe as a wave of energy washed over him, ripping him out of his meditation.

      He’d rushed out of the room, only to find Bella’s door completely iced over. Black tendrils of frost stretched out along the floor and into the hall like winter had staked claim over a portion of the Whiteheart house.

      Pete had ushered him away, saying it was of vital importance not to bother Bella until she emerged. Just a day later, Yeo’s room followed the same path. Spikes of ferrous metal erupted from his door and down into the kitchen below, nearly stabbing Pete while he was making breakfast.

      By that point, he already had a sneaking suspicion of what was happening, and Pete confirmed it. Both of them were advancing to the Squire rank. Chance had returned to his room, redoubling his focus on meditating, but such things could not be forced.

      If anything, his extra effort only seemed to slow his progress down. Compared to his initial bursts of advancement, all Chance was met with now was frustration. Still, he plugged away, contemplating the meaning of Karma and how he could finagle his way into getting to Squire as well.

      He didn’t consider himself a particularly prideful person, but he didn’t want to be the only one in his team that was a lower rank.

      When his eyes opened and he found himself sitting in the Old City across from Yamish, Chance was almost grateful. They were in the ruined town square once more.

      “You are troubled,” Yamish observed.

      “Yeah. I’m pretty sure that my teammates both advanced to the Squire rank, and I’m still a Foundling.”

      “And you are jealous.”

      “I wouldn’t say I’m jealous. I just don’t want to be left behind.”

      Yamish cocked an eyebrow. “You are lying to yourself.”

      Chance opened his mouth, then closed it with a click. “I – well, maybe. I want to get stronger. Magi – uh, Essence is incredible. There was nothing like this on Earth, and it’s like a dream come true to be able to do all the things I can now. And that makes me want to be able to do more. I guess that’s pretty selfish, isn’t it?”

      And if I can’t get stronger, I can’t stop whatever it is that you’re planning for me.

      “It is the path of cultivation. It is why we all seek the truth,” Yamish replied. “There is nothing wrong with desiring strength. Strength begets happiness. But attempting to force it will lead nowhere.”

      “I was starting to gather that myself. Also, I guess they’ve been cultivating for far longer than I have. It wouldn’t make sense for me to progress as quickly as them.”

      Yamish cocked his head to the side. “Have they?”

      “I mean, I only got here a month ago.”

      Yamish let out a noncommittal grunt. “Curious. The girl’s advancement was long in the waiting. Her ties to Vex delayed her by years. Now that she walks her own path, she will find her progress quick until she reaches her proper strength.”

      “I can’t imagine Vex is very happy about that,” Chance said nervously. “Is he going to cause her trouble?”

      “Yes,” Yamish replied. “Almost certainly.”

      “Can you–”

      “No.”

      “Right. karmic ties.”

      “Correct,” Yamish said. “I have already done more than you know. If I had not, the girl would be dead. Vex already plans to break our promise, but in a way that he believes I will not notice.”

      “That’s… concerning. Thank you for what you’ve already done to help, though. Oh, what about Yeo? He’s advancing as well, isn’t he?”

      “He is competitive. The drive will serve him well.”

      “I can’t help but notice he advanced right after Bella. Do you think…”

      “She drove him to advance? It is possible. I hold no great interest in either of your companions. We have no karmic ties.”

      “That’s probably for the best,” Chance muttered. He glanced around the square. “So, why am I here this time? I don’t see any monsters.”

      “It will arrive.”

      That wasn’t ominous at all. Chance couldn’t help but notice that there was a very distinct lack of an urumi in his general vicinity. “I don’t have my weapon. Did you forget to bring it over?”

      “No. The Old City will aid you in solving your troubles. Thus, you will not need a weapon.”

      “Wait, it’s helping me?” Chance asked. “But I thought I was the one that owed it karmic debt! Isn’t this going to make it worse?”

      Yamish shook his head. “Gifts that are paid for cannot establish debt. The Old City judges your cleansing of its streets to be equal pay for its assistance in your advancement.”

      Chance swallowed. “Okay. So, what do I do?”

      “You cultivate,” Yamish replied. Chance blinked, then sat down and crossed his legs, preparing to start meditating. It certainly wouldn’t have been the strangest thing Yamish had made him do.

      Heavy footfalls echoed from the darkness, accompanied by the heavy scrape of metal on stone. A bulbous purple Imp tottered out of an alleyway, two curled horns jutting out of its forehead. The creature’s beady black eyes fell on Chance and it stepped further into the square, dragging a gnarled black axe along the stone behind it.

      Chance leapt to his feet. “Yamish, how am I supposed to cultivate while there’s a monster here?”

      “There are many ways to cultivate,” Yamish replied. “I suggest you start by dodging.”

      The Imp let out a warbling cry and loped toward Chance. The hideous screech of metal on the cobbled stone filled the alley. It wasn’t nearly as fast as the Soothound, but the monster was nimble for its warped body.

      Chance’s third eye opened, and strands of karma shimmered into being around the Imp. There were dozens, and many were thick. He darted back as the Imp blurred into motion, bringing its axe crashing down on the ground where he’d been seconds before.

      It swung again, not giving him a chance to get close enough to one of the strands. Chance cursed, dipping back while wishing he still had his urumi. The Imp screeched and raced after him, forcing Chance to turn tail and run.

      They ran around the arena, Chance just barely able to keep his lead over the Imp. He did his best to contemplate Karma and cultivate like Yamish had suggested, but it wasn’t particularly easy when he could feel the Imp’s rancid breath on his neck.

      Chance threw himself into a diagonal roll, narrowly avoiding an axe swing, and plucked one of the karmic strands near the Imp’s feet. A glowing fist slammed into its stomach, knocking the air out of it, but faded before the rest of the body could form.

      The attack only served to make his opponent angrier. The Imp screamed in fury and leapt at him. Chance dove, just barely passing under the monster’s swing. He shot back to his feet and took off before it could land a lucky blow.

      Karma, Luck, Essence – gah. I can’t focus on this. There’s a monster trying to kill me. How are you supposed to be relaxed and contemplative when your head is one good chop from being removed from its rightful position?

      The Imp screeched, rudely interrupting Chance’s thoughts. He spun, twisting his body to the side as the weapon just barely missed him once more, then grabbed another karmic strand. A golden claw raked across the Imp’s chest and blood poured out, staining the stone beneath it red.

      Chance ran away again. Snarling, the monster bounded after him, hatred burning in its eyes. It was getting faster. The blows were growing closer to Chance every swing, leaving him with literally no time to think about anything other than the fight.

      Every fiber of his being had to be focused. The slightest distraction would spell an axe in his head and the end of his excursion on Centurion. Unbeknownst to him, the thoughts that had been bouncing around in the back of his head were banished as well.

      The longing to find his parents. His awe of Yeo’s abilities and of Bella’s sacrifices. His appreciation for Pete’s kindness and his desire to grow stronger. All of it faded. And, in that absence of thought, warmth bloomed.

      Searing heat wrapped around Chance’s heart in a feeling he knew all too well. It spread into his veins, spiderwebbing throughout his body and rising in temperature steadily. Chance grimaced, trying to push it back, but it would not be denied.

      The Imp spotted Chance’s weakness and leapt at him, bringing the axe down for his neck. Then it was gone, splattered into the ground by a massive golden hand that appeared from the air above its head. Even its axe had been crushed flat.

      “Do not resist it,” Yamish said. “Do not let anything slip past you.”

      Chance barely registered his words. The heat was so intense that he felt like his blood was boiling. He slumped to the ground, gasping for air as golden light bloomed in his vision. It slowly enveloped the Old City, and he saw no more.

      The burning in his chest faded into the background and awareness nudged its way back. Chance groaned as shapes started to appear in the gold, tracing themselves in line by line. He wiped his eyes with the back of a hand and tried to squint through the light.

      He wasn’t in the Old City anymore. Chance sat on a soft red rug in what could be described only as an enormous auditorium. It stretched out in every direction as far as the eye could see, eventually reaching massive, mural-covered walls.

      The building was so big that clouds had gathered on the ceiling, but he could still make out faint flickers of artwork behind them. Hundreds of thousands of other rugs were laid across the ground in even rows, but they were all empty.

      But none of that was what caught his attention. They were simply mere flickers of information before every fiber of his mind abruptly became aware of the being in the center of the room.

      A massive, featureless man with glowing golden skin sat cross-legged on a mat the size of a small stadium. He towered above the room, his head nearly brushing the clouds. Eight arms extending from his back formed a circle behind him, framing the enormous figure.

      Dull roaring filled Chance’s ears. A massive, invisible ocean of energy filled the room, pressing down in on him from every side. Somehow, Chance knew that the only thing keeping his consciousness from being snuffed out like a candle was the rug he sat on.

      The Essence in the room spiraled around the seated man, forming a whirlpool of glittering light near his chest. Chance stared, enraptured. He couldn’t have torn his eyes away from the scene if he wanted to.

      His eyes were drawn to the center of the vortex, where a mote of dark Essence was growing in man’s chest. He realized that there were actually six more of the dots, in a straight line starting at the top of the man’s head and ending just below his hips.

      The world shuddered. Pieces of the ground snapped and were sucked into the vortex of light, revealing a sea of stars surrounding them. They glittered like the eyes of an eldritch god, watching as the auditorium was torn apart, piece by piece.

      Chance’s teeth vibrated as the rumbling grew louder. The light faded as features started to grow more defined on the man’s enormous body. His smooth skin gained definition even as the vortex at his chest churned even faster.

      A nose and lips formed, followed by wrinkles formed through years of joyful laughter. Long, gray hair sprouted from the man’s head as two brilliant blue eyes slowly opened. For the merest instant, he and Chance made eye contact.

      The man smiled.

      The world shattered.
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      Chance’s eyes snapped open, and he shot to his feet with a gasp, his heart thundering. He was in the Old City once again. Bands of heat wrapped around his chest, constricting his heart. The vision of the glowing man rose to his mind unbidden.

      Golden energy swirled around Chance, gathering around his chest in a small vortex. The heat instantly abated, shifting and mirroring the shape of the energy circling him. Then, with a final wave of warmth, something shifted.

      A core formed within Chance’s chest, just below his heart. The Essence swirling around his body rushed into it and the heat abated, releasing him from its grip. A powerful sense of peace settled over Chance.

      He savored it, closing his eyes and allowing the feeling to wrap around him like a comforting blanket. It slowly faded away over the next few minutes and he let his eyes drift back open.

      Yamish sat across from him, in the same yogi position that the glowing man had used. “You saw it.”

      “I saw… something,” Chance said, his words sounding strange to his ears. “What was that?”

      “A vision of another who has walked the same path as you,” Yamish replied. His words sounded hungry. “The greatest – and only – guidance the universe will ever give you. What was it? Describe the vision.”

      Chance opened his mouth, then slowly closed it. He couldn’t place why, but discussing the content of his vison seemed… wrong. It was like stripping in a room of people he’d never met before.

      “Forgive me, but I don’t think I should,” Chance said carefully. The words once again came to his lips, sounding as if someone else spoke, but they felt right. “If I did, I think that might establish karmic debt between us.”

      Yamish’s eyes widened. “Your understanding of Karma has grown quickly. Very well. I will not press. If this is your belief, then it should not be challenged. We already have debt enough between us.”

      “Does that mean you didn’t have the same vision as me?” Chance asked.

      “No two ever have the same vision,” Yamish replied. “And not all visions are equal. Yours has granted you great insight. When you cultivate in the future, ponder upon it. You will reap great benefits from your senior’s understanding of Karma.”

      “You mean the person I saw – he was real?”

      “He was,” Yamish confirmed. “The universe cannot lie. You witnessed a scene that happened at some point in history, though it may have been countless millennia ago.”

      “You mean this was just like a memory of sorts?”

      “Yes. There are some who claim that their visions interacted with them, but even I cannot imagine the power of a creature who can stretch through time in such a manner.”

      Chance thought back to the smile the golden man had given him. Something deep in his soul knew that it had been meant for him, not somebody else. Something even louder screamed that he was absolutely not to share that particular piece of information.

      “You have given me great help once again,” Chance said, inclining his head. “I don’t know how long I would have been sitting around trying to meditate had you not helped.”

      “Not me. The Old City,” Yamish corrected. “This was its will.”

      Chance glanced down at the squashed Imp. “Uh… will I have to eat again?”

      “Not today,” Yamish said. “This one was not of the Old City.”

      Chance did his best to hide his relief. “I see. Yamish, I had another question, but please don’t answer it if it establishes any more debt. Why would a mother and her child not have any karmic debt?”

      Yamish chuckled. “Ponder that question yourself. When the Old City helps you and you help it, who has debt?”

      “I suppose neither of us, provided we’ve done equal parts for each other.”

      “Then you have answered your own question,” Yamish said, interlacing his fingers.

      Chance frowned, but he realized Yamish was right. He did know the answer. There was more than one way to build and pay karmic debt. Abe’s mother did just as much for him as he did for her – just in their own ways.

      “Thank you. I see now.”

      “Good,” Yamish said. “We will not meet again for some time. I have gained a spark of enlightenment from watching you advance, and I must ponder on it. Your debt to the Old City is not yet paid. You will have to come on your own. Do not fear – it knows you now. The streets will give you no threat, so long as you do not venture too deep.”

      Chance hid his excitement at those words as best as he could. Yamish had done a lot for him, but every single fiber of his being screamed that the man was dangerous. He needed to find a way to protect himself, and every step he took to separate from Yamish would likely be vital in saving his life later.

      “How will I know when I need to come? And when will I see you again?”

      “You will know. And it will be months of your time. Be wary – Vex will take this time to act. I will be disappointed if you fall before providing me with more insight into our path.”

      With that, the Old City was gone. Chance sat on his bed, his legs crossed and hands resting on his knees, palms raised to the sky. He blinked, the momentary disorientation already fading away.

      Light filtered in through his window, warming the side of his face. Chance cast his senses inward. The tiny ball of energy still rested below his heart. It grew warmer at the attention, but not unbearably so.

      He slid to his feet and stepped out into the hallway. Both Yeo and Bella’s rooms had returned to normal, but there were still scars in the wood from their advancements. He approached Yeo’s door and rapped on it.

      There was no response, so Chance tried Bella’s room. A few moments after knocking, he heard a shuffle from behind it. A moment later, the door opened to reveal Bella.

      “Chance! How’d it go?”

      “Well, I think,” Chance replied. “It was intense, that’s for sure.”

      “Yeah,” Bella said, her eyes glazing over. She shook her head and smiled. “But… wow. What business do you have advancing already? I could see Yeo, but you’ve only been cultivating for what, a month? What did they feed you on Earth?”

      If we’re talking food, it was either the stale Cheeto or a bunch of dead monsters. Not sure which is worse.

      Chance laughed and rubbed the back of his head. “Sorry. It just kind of happened.”

      “Don’t apologize for getting stronger,” Bella said. “I didn’t realize how much I’d been holding myself back with – ah, a lot of things. And I’d probably still be stuck if you hadn’t stumbled into me and Vex. Thank you.”

      “It was just lucky. I’m glad to have helped, even if inadvertently,” Chance said, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “What happened to Yeo? He was also advancing, right?”

      Bella snorted. “Yeah. He found out that I advanced a few hours before him and has been training ever since. He’s out with Pete right now.”

      “I probably should have seen that coming.”

      They headed downstairs. A plate of sandwiches sat on the center of the dining table. Bella snagged one and offered another to Chance, who took it with a grateful smile. They sat down and ate, letting a few minutes pass in silence.

      “Bella, after you ranked up, did you feel something in your chest?” Chance asked, tapping the spot just below his heart where the warm orb of energy rested.

      “Yeah. You made it longer than I did before asking someone – I asked Pete almost as soon as I woke up. He called it the Gate. It’s where–”

      “Essence is somehow stored?” Chance guessed.

      “Yeah, kind of. He said it was more like where Essence was compressed and refined, though it’s stored there too.”

      “To get rid of impurities?”

      “Yeah, that’s a big part of it,” Bella said. “The Essence we draw into ourselves when we cultivate is really thin and ineffective. By passing it through the Gate, we can get rid of most of the impurities while also getting it into a state in which we can get more use out of it.”

      “Interesting,” Chance said. “Why didn’t he tell us about this before we advanced?”

      “Some people try to force the advancement to get stronger, but if you try to force it, it’ll just be slower or – if you’re really unlucky – you might not have sufficient connection with your Essence and you could permanently damage your Gate with too many impurities.”

      “Oh yeah, Yeo totally would have rushed it,” Chance muttered. “Makes sense, but that does make me wonder if every stage is going to be like this. Are we going to have a bunch of marbles rattling around in us by the time we get to the highest rank?”

      Bella laughed. “I asked the exact same question. Pete said there are stages where similar bursts of power occur, but he isn’t going to tell us what they are and suggests we don’t try to find out either. Cultivation is a journey, not a goal.”

      “That last bit sounds like a quote.”

      “I stole it from Pete, who stole it from someone else.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Oh, there’s another thing – now that we’ve got a Gate, we can use a lot of cultivation resources that would have previously been poisonous to us. Since you’re from Earth, it might be a good idea for you to look into them and see if you can find any in your budget that can help get rid of impurities.”

      I’m pretty sure that’s the last thing I need.

      “Where are they?”

      “Apothecaries around the city should sell pills and elixirs,” Bella replied. “Make sure they’re Shikari certified, though. There are a lot of scammers. I woke up a few days ago and spent some time wandering around their shops. I wasn’t allowed in before, since only Squire ranks and above can enter – it’s unbelievable what they claim to do. And expensive. Really expensive.”

      “Nothing good comes for free,” Chance grumbled. “I’ll look around after I get a moment to talk with Pete. Do you happen to know when they’ll be back?”

      “Probably not for a little while,” Bella replied, polishing off the last of her sandwich. “I’d guess after dinner. They’ve been pretty busy. For that matter, I should really get back to cultivating myself. Be careful with using any of your abilities right now. Advancing seems to have made mine a little unstable.”

      “Noted,” Chance said. “I guess I’ll go check out an apothecary, then. Do you know where the nearest one is?”

      “Down Shikari Lane and take a right on Main Plaza Road. There’s one on the corner of the street.”

      “What’s Main Plaza? I can’t read the signs.”

      “Oh, sorry. I forgot. It’s the one with all the restaurants on it.”

      “Gotcha. Thanks.” Chance rose, waving to Bella. He went back upstairs to grab his urumi before heading out of the Whiteheart house and starting down the road. His split of the money sat heavy in the pouch at his hip. Anything he spent now would be less he could put toward finding his parents.

      I’ll just look around for now. I don’t want to spend anything until Pete tells me how much finding people is going to cost.

      Chance reached the end of Shikari Lane and turned onto the busy street. He did his best not to marvel at all the people walking past him in the streets. It had been weeks since he’d arrived in Gleam, but Chance had yet to get used to seeing all the differences amongst the people.

      In particular, his eyes kept getting drawn to the varying types of wings that some passersby had. They ranged in size and shape – many of which looked far too small to actually lift anything, but the idea of flying around still tickled his fancy. A shudder ran down Chance’s spine.

      Okay, flying around when the vehicle isn’t a giant metal disk hurtling through the sky. Nice, comfortable wings. Those would be fun.

      Chance’s distraction nearly caused him to bump into a tall, scaled man walking in front of him. He caught himself at the last second and, realizing that he’d already made it to a corner in the street, darted out of the flowing river of people to take a look around the nearby shops.

      Even without the ability to actually read any of the signs, it didn’t take Chance too long to spot the apothecary that Bella was talking about. A tall, slender four-story building rose between what he suspected to be a spa and an armory.

      It vaguely resembled the Shikari base, but it was considerably smaller and painted a vibrant forest green. Chance pushed the wooden door open and a bell on it jingled, announcing his presence as he stepped into the shop.

      A faint, earthy smell washed over him. Hints of moss and dirt mixed together with freshly cut grass and equal hints of honey and cinnamon. The shop was dark, with plain wooden shelves lining the walls and forming small aisles.

      At the back, an old woman sat hunched over a desk beside a stairwell. Her face was partially covered by a wide-brimmed, pointed hat that sat askew on her head. A lantern hung from a hook just beside her head, rocking to and fro gently.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirty-Three

        

      

    

    
      The door creaked shut behind Chance and he walked inside, careful to keep his arms close as he studied the shelves. Vial upon vial full of pills sat within them. Some shelves were arranged in an orderly fashion, while others looked like they’d been stuffed full of everything they could hold, and the slightest nudge would send everything within them crashing down.

      There must have been hundreds of pills on the first floor. Fortunately, all of them were labeled by a scrawl of black ink across faded parchment that was pinned beneath almost all the pill vials.

      Unfortunately, Chance couldn’t read a single one of them. He suppressed a curse and approached the old woman, stopping several feet away from her desk. She didn’t look up. Glass tubing and containers covered the desk before her.

      A golden flame flickered beneath several beakers, causing the multicolored liquids within them to bubble and hiss. Plumes of colored smoke rose from some of them and was sucked into the flared ends of the glass tubing. It ran along the desk and up the wall until it vanished through the window.

      Chance stared, enraptured, as the woman picked up a vial of boiling purple liquid. She attached it to one of the tubes and twisted a small metal valve. Droplets separated from the surface, flying through the glassware and depositing themselves in another vial that was already full of a shimmering blue substance.

      It didn’t look like the woman was going to finish anytime soon. He looked around the shop, but there weren’t any chairs or spots to sit where he was confident a small movement wouldn’t mistakenly bring the entire shop crashing down on top of him.

      Chance considered clearing his throat to get her attention, but he dismissed the idea. She was clearly busy, and distracting her would be rude. He carefully crossed his legs and sat down in front of the shop.

      The angle was considerably worse, but the desk was so short that he could still see some of the work the woman was doing. That was better than just sitting bored, so he settled in to wait. It was pretty interesting, and it wouldn’t hurt to sit around for a few minutes.

      Time ticked by. The woman’s wrinkled fingers moved deftly as she shifted vials around, continuing to extract just a few drops of liquid at a time from them to add to her mix. Chance wasn’t sure how long he sat around, but it was around fifteen minutes when the lady finally glanced up at him.

      “What are you still doing here?”

      “Sitting. I didn’t want to bother you while you were working. I hope my presence wasn’t obtrusive.”

      “I didn’t think you’d stick around this long. Don’t you see the sign?” She pointed over his shoulder, where a sheet of parchment was pinned to the wall. Below it was a small wooden box. “The prices are on the labels. Just take what you want and put the pay in the box.”

      “Ah. I can’t read,” Chance said. His face reddened and he cleared his throat. “I can’t read the language here, that is.”

      “Ah. A new arrival that couldn’t be bothered studying,” the old woman said, her back straightening slightly so she could peer at him from beneath the brim of her hat. “And you have nothing better to do than sit on my floor?”

      “It would have been rude to disturb you while you were working.” Chance rose to his feet and brushed the dust off his pants. “And it was only a few minutes. I was enjoying watching you work. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      The woman’s dry lips split into a grin, revealing yellowed teeth as a short chortle slipped out of her mouth. “I’m glad my work is appreciated. Well, you’ve waited here long enough. What can I do for you?”

      “I’m mostly just here to browse,” Chance admitted. “But I didn’t think about the fact that I wouldn’t be able to tell what anything cost or what it did.”

      “So you need old Madam Baba to read for you? To be your eyes? Do you even plan to buy anything?”

      Chance cleared his throat. “Uh… probably not yet. I guess it depends on what it is and the costs, though.”

      “Figures,” Baba grumbled. She grabbed a cane from the ground and pushed herself upright with a grimace. Chance couldn’t help but notice that she wasn’t any taller standing up than she was when seated. If possible, she might have actually lost some height.

      The old woman tapped her staff on the ground, pointing at several shelves. Vials lifted into the air and floated over to her. There was a loud creak as a piece of wood peeled itself off the ceiling and bent itself into a table, dropping down between them just before the vials settled on top of it.

      “I might as well show you the basics, then,” Baba said, tapping the leftmost vial with a wrinkled finger. It was full of small, green pills, akin to–

      “These are healing pills,” Baba said, just before Chance could announce he suspected he knew what they were. “They’ll heal most flesh wounds you get. One gold for the bottle. They’re filthy easy to make.”

      Her finger moved down the line, settling on a vial of pills that were a mixture of green and blue. “These are antidote pills. They’ll cure any low-grade poisons. They aren’t going to do shit for anything stronger. One gold.”

      “Low grade?” Chance asked. “How do you know if something is low grade or not?”

      “Depends. If you do your research on a monster, you’ll know what it can do,” Baba replied. “And if you don’t, you’ll find out when it kills you.”

      She cackled, then moved along to the next vial. This one only contained a small handful of them, rather than being filled to the brim. “These are popular. They’re full of a bunch of stuff you don’t want to know about. All that matters is they help you cultivate.”

      “Now that you’ve said that, I want to know what’s in them.”

      “No, you don’t,” Baba replied. “These are fifty gold per bottle.”

      Chance’s eyes widened. “Fifty gold? That’s quite the jump.”

      “Anything that makes you permanently stronger isn’t going to be cheap,” Baba said with a cackle. “Just don’t take too many. What rank are you, boy?”

      “Squire, but not officially.”

      Baba snorted. “Like I give a shit what the Shikari want to approve and what they don’t. Outside the walls of Gleam, nobody cares about if you’re an official Shikari or not. What does matter is that you’ve got a Gate, so these won’t kill you. Still, it’s not possible to completely purify Essence through anything other than your Gate. Take too many of these and they’ll stick to your impurities, building up and eventually making it impossible for you to improve.”

      She went over several more pills, each more expensive than the last. Their effects ranged from stamina and Essence recovery to temporarily granting someone the ability to fly. Chance wasn’t sure how a pill was supposed to do that, but considering Essence was a thing, he decided not to question it.

      All of them were well out of his budget at the moment. Even if he did have the gold, he wasn’t going to be buying anything until Pete let him know how much money it would cost to locate his parents, if they were even on Centurion.

      Chance thanked Baba for her time and promised to return when he had enough money to buy some of the more interesting pills. He was particularly interested in the cultivation enhancers, but he wanted to consult Pete and Yamish before buying them.

      The street was still busy when he stepped back outside. He took a turn down a less busy side road and glanced up at the sky as he strolled. There were still several hours left in the day, but he wasn’t in any mood to meditate.

      A thought struck him, and Chance glanced at one of the small alleys lining the side of the road. He wasn’t even close to where he’d first entered the Old City, but it clearly didn’t follow any of the normal rules.

      He strode up to one of the dark pathways, drumming his fingers on the hilt of his urumi. Peering into the pathway revealed several crates leading up to a dead end. Chance pursed his lips and stepped into the shadows.

      “I’d like to hunt,” he whispered, feeling like some of the crazed people he’d seen on the Boston’s streets back when he was on Earth. “Old City? Can you hear me?”

      The wall rippled. Chance cursed, nearly tripping over his own feet as stone melted, giving way to cracked bricks. A thin alleyway formed before him, turning off into the darkness after just a few feet.

      “Shit, I didn’t think that would work,” Chance muttered. He glanced over his shoulder, then stepped into the alley. He wasn’t sure if it was safer or more dangerous to enter the Old City without Yamish, but there was only one way to get stronger, and he couldn’t take jobs on his own. Not yet.

      Chance drew his urumi and held it before him as he walked into the alleyways of the Old City. His footsteps echoed eerily through the thin paths, but he was surprised to find that he didn’t feel nearly as uncomfortable as he probably should have.

      The Old City still felt off, but it didn’t feel… malicious. It simply was. At least, Chance hoped that was the case. It would have been really embarrassing if the stupid thing just killed him after all of this.

      Shadows flickered in the corner of his vision and Chance moved instinctively, sending his urumi flying out. It punched into a young Soothound just as it leapt at him, pinning the monster into a wall.

      He ripped the blade free and the Soothound flopped harmlessly to the ground. Grimacing, Chance flicked the blood from his urumi and continued deeper.

      “I’d like to fight something that would challenge me, but preferably not so strong that I’ll die in the process,” Chance said aloud. After all, why not? The Old City was clearly capable of understanding him. He’d use it for training, and it would use him to get rid of monsters. Win-win.

      The alleys changed again, forming a new pathway for him. Chance grinned and headed into it. Several more Soothounds attacked him on his way, but he cut them down. None of them were fully grown, and he was starting to get used to how they moved. The monsters weren’t as much of a threat as they once had been.
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      His trek deposited him in a small square, but not the one he’d met with Yamish in. This square only had one other entrance – across from him. It was empty, boxed in on all sides by cracked walls.

      One small corner looked like it might have been a garden at one point, but now it was just a depressing patch of stale dirt.

      Chance adjusted his grip on the urumi and opened his third eye, scanning his surroundings for any sign of a monster. A flicker of golden thread appeared in the pathway in front of him.

      Several more followed it as a figure bound in dozens of thick karmic threads emerged from the darkness. Chance took a step back as what he could only describe as a tall, gangly ape dragged its feet into the square.

      The monster’s arms were grotesquely long and dragged along the ground behind it, bumping against the gravel and debris. Its fingers ended in pointed claws the size of small bananas, and the entire thing was covered in a thick layer of bristly red fur.

      Its large, black eyes locked onto Chance, and it bared its teeth, revealing a mouth full of jagged fangs. A low growl slipped from between its thin, cracked lips. Chance didn’t wait for it to make the first move.

      He flicked his urumi out and the segmented blade expanded, slicing through the air toward the ape. The monster hollered and bounded forward, loping across the ground on its knuckles and barely avoiding the strike. It dashed at Chance, screaming the entire time.

      Essence gathered at Chance’s fingertips and a thin bolt of golden light shot out, striking the ape in the chest. One of its hands landed on a large piece of loose debris that slid out from under it, and the monster crashed to the ground in a ball of gangly limbs.

      The urumi whistled through the air and raked across the ape’s back as it tried to stand. Blood sprayed across the ground as he retracted the blade, sending his will into it and cutting through one of the karmic threads in the process.

      Energy rushed through Chance’s body in a deluge of ice through his veins. The ape lunged at him, lashing out with one of its deadly hands. Chance bounded back, his legs carrying him farther than he had expected. He flew several feet through the air and slammed into a building.

      Instinctively, his fingers found purchase in the cracks along the wall and he swung himself like – well, a monkey. A stone crashed into the wall where he’d been, but Chance had already twisted around and launched himself toward the ape.

      He hit the ground in a roll, rising to his feet and spinning the urumi around him. The blade coiled around the ape and he yanked it with all the force he could muster. That turned out to be a lot.

      The segmented blades surrounding the ape tightened with a snick, carving clean through the monster as the urumi reassembled itself and a dozen chunks of carved monkey plopped down to the ground.

      Chance stared at his blood-covered urumi, then looked down at the monkey’s body. He shuddered, repressing a gag. Now that the threat was gone, it was a little too close for human for his tastes. The energy flowing through his body slowly faded, returning him to his normal state.

      Despite his distaste, he felt stronger. His abilities were faster and more responsive, and his luck control had affected the ape when it hadn’t worked on some large Soothounds. Once he could get his hands on some techniques and really get more into cultivation… Chance couldn’t suppress the flicker of excitement that filled him.

      He flicked the blood from his weapon, then shook it off in annoyance when most of it wouldn’t come off. Chance sighed and stared at the corpse. “How do monsters even show up anyway? Yeo said it was some big source of contention, but that means there have to be theories. And why does the Old City not like them?”

      The walls rippled, and a new pathway formed. Chance blinked. He hadn’t been expecting an answer to that particular question. After a moment of hesitation, he walked down the provided pathway.

      It continued farther than most of the other alleys had, which didn’t make much sense to Chance. The Old City clearly had some level of control over space and where things were. If it could show up anywhere in Gleam, then did it really matter how long an alleyway was? Perhaps it just had a penchant for dramatic flair.

      The alleyway came to a stop before a tall, black iron fence. Chance blinked. He hadn’t seen anything like that before in the Old City. He approached the fence and peered through the bars. Realization struck him.

      It wasn’t a fence. It was the railing of a makeshift balcony. It overlooked an alleyway where a man lay on the ground, a sword several paces from his hands. Chance’s eyes widened. He opened his mouth to call out to the man, but paused. Something was off.

      The man was hairier than he should have been – almost like fur. It wasn’t easy to see details from where he stood, but the black hair was bristlier than any human’s. It always could have been one of the modifications that some people in Centurion had, but Chance dismissed the notion when the body twitched.

      His limbs were shrinking, growing sinewy and taut. Over the next few seconds, the man’s body shrank into his clothes. They twitched around for a moment before a Soothound slipped out from beneath them, glancing in either direction before padding down the alley and disappearing around a corner.

      Chance’s stomach clenched and he braced himself against the wall. He felt sick to his core. Bile bit at the back of his throat and he stepped away from the railing.

      “They’re human? All the monsters? I’ve been eating humans?”

      The ground beneath his feet rippled abruptly, making him stagger. Chance got the impression that the Old City did not like his previous statement.

      “Well, it’s not like there are many other ways for me to see this,” Chance said. “You just showed me a man that turned into a Soothound. How else am I supposed to read into this? Can’t you just draw something? You can control the shape of things, so surely you could make a mural in a wall.”

      A few seconds passed. Then the wall beside Chance rippled, lines forming in the cracked brick. In seconds, an incredibly graphic and detailed drawing of two Soothounds going at it formed on the wall. Then they started moving. Chance held his hand up.

      “Okay, right. Got it. Don’t need to see you animate that. They produce normally too, but I’m not going to lie, that just seems even worse. You’re telling me that humans turn into monsters and then–”

      The mural changed once more, this time forming into two different Soothounds. One looked pretty similar to a normal dog, though it still had all its monster-like features. The other was gaunt and starved, with hungry eyes. It looked sick. A line formed on the wall between the two drawings, clearly separating them.

      “The human ones are the sickly-looking ones?” Chance guessed.

      A big ‘x’ appeared on the wall.

      “They’re the normal-looking ones?” Chance asked, relieved when the x changed to a circle. At least he hadn’t been eating humans. “But… why? Wouldn’t naturally occurring monsters be stronger?”

      The wall rippled, forming into a new mural that depicted the thin, ragged Soothounds sitting with their legs crossed in what Chance presumed to be meditation. They steadily grew in size until they were massive and looked far more deadly than any Soothound he had ever seen. The wall then rippled, changing to the human form of the Soothound. Instead of growing stronger, they grew twisted, their limbs jutting out at odd angles. By the end, it looked similar to the creature that Chance had killed before Yamish found him.

      “The monsters made from humans are… wrong, I guess? They’re somehow twisted, which is why you’re trying to get rid of them?”

      A circle appeared on the wall. Chance wasn’t sure if he was happy to be communicating so well with the Old City or concerned at how intelligent it was.

      “If you don’t mind me asking… have I fought any human monsters? Other than the one that I killed before meeting Yamish?”

      The circle remained. Chance swallowed.

      “Have I eaten any of them?”

      The circle changed to an ‘x’. Chance let out a relieved sigh.

      “It was the Imp, wasn’t it? It’s the only monster that had a weapon.”

      The circle returned. Chance pressed his lips together, the sickness in his stomach still twisting it into knots.

      “Why? What’s the point of making me fight them? I mean, you’ve been having me kill the ‘normal’ monsters too, haven’t you? I don’t know what you are, but aren’t you on the monsters’ side?”

      The mural changed, forming into a disturbingly accurate image of Chance. It depicted him growing more and more muscular until he practically looked like a bodybuilder.

      “You’re using the normal monsters to get me strong enough to fight the human ones?”

      A circle. Chance couldn’t help but notice that the Old City hadn’t answered his other questions.

      “Could you at least tell me why humans are turning into monsters?”

      The wall changed once more, this time forming into dozens of threads hanging off a nondescript person.

      “Karma? They’re doing something that ends up turning them into a monster?”

      The wall didn’t respond. Chance took that as an approval. He ran his hands through his hair, trying to push the feelings of disgust away. Anyone who turned into a monster was probably suffering. The best thing he could do for them was put them out of their misery.

      “I think I understand. I… might be done hunting for today, though. I’ll be back. I agree with you on one thing. I need to get stronger. If there’s a way to save the people turning into monsters, I want to find it.”

      The mural turned to a circle, then faded away. Rock melted back, forming into an alleyway that led into the square that he’d killed the ape monster in. The pieces of the monster’s body still lay on the ground. Chance’s face crumpled.

      “Seriously?”

      There was no response. Suppressing a groan, Chance walked up to the monster and took a small piece, throwing it into his mouth and gritting his teeth as he swallowed. A shudder racked his body and his Gate grew hot as Essence churned around it.

      Another alleyway formed in the walls – the same one Chance had been standing in before he’d entered the Old City.

      “Thank you,” Chance said, gagging and wiping his mouth with the back of his sleeve. “I’ll be back soon.”

      He stepped out of the Old City and the rock rippled behind him, sealing shut. Chance dry-heaved, trying to get the taste out of his mouth. Unlike his tastebuds, his Gate felt pleased. When the heat slowly settled down, he could feel that the Essence within it had grown – and not by an insignificant amount.

      Chance spat onto the ground, trying to get the taste out of his mouth. A man walking by the alley glanced at him.

      “Had too much to drink,” Chance said, straightening up and giving the man an awkward grin.

      The passerby shook his head and strode off without a response. Chance let the smile fall from his face and sighed, walking out into the main street. The sun was starting to set in the sky. He’d been in the Old City for longer than he’d thought.

      Perhaps it has some control over the passage of time as well? Travelling all that distance must have some sort of drawback.

      Chance shook his head. He reached Main Plaza Road and followed it back to Shikari Lane, the knowledge he’d gained haunting him the entire way.
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      When Chance got back to the Whiteheart house, Pete and Yeo had already returned. Yeo was locked up in his room, cultivating, but Pete stood behind the kitchen counter, preparing dinner for all of them. He smiled at Chance as he walked into the building, setting aside his knife and wiping his hands off on the stained apron he wore.

      “Chance. You completed your advancement to Squire?”

      “Yeah. It’s seriously something else,” Chance said, shaking his head in awe.

      “Just wait until you get some practice in,” Pete said with a knowing chuckle. “That’s when you’ll really start getting dividends. When you focus on the vision you had during the advancement, your cultivation will be much faster, and you’ll gain more Essence.”

      “I’ll try it out tonight,” Chance said. “I wanted to ask, though. Were you able to find any leads on a way to locate people?”

      Pete nodded. “I was. There’s an Investigator in Gleam that takes cases specifically for people from Earth, trying to locate relatives or family members. It’s apparently more common than you would think. Unfortunately, it isn’t cheap.”

      “I didn’t think it would be,” Chance said. “How much?”

      “Well, I suppose cheap is relative,” Pete said. “It’s one hundred gold an hour, and he estimates about a week until he can locate someone – if they’re on Centurion. If they’re somewhere else in the universe, then no promises at all.”

      Chance did some quick mental math, then frowned. “That’s around seventeen thousand gold. God, that’s a lot.”

      “It’s not impossible to earn as a Shikari. Fairly realistic, actually. Some of the best Shikari earn far more than that, and if you can place high in tournaments or other competitions, you’ll get pretty sizable bonuses.”

      Chance nodded, but his mind was already drifting elsewhere. Tournaments and competitions were great, but he suspected nothing around their level would be paying anything too crazy.

      But if he hunted monsters in the Old City and turned them in on his own… that would pay quite well. He’d have to find a way to conceal his identity, but that was better than waiting around forever and not getting to spend any of his money while saving up.

      Chance felt slightly guilty for working behind Bella and Yeo’s backs, but there was no way he was going to risk their lives by bringing them into the Old City. Not with Yamish’s threat hanging over him – he had no doubt the man was strong enough to kill any of them if they went against his orders.

      “It’s not all bad news, though,” Pete said, walking over to the dining table and picking up a dense leatherbound book. The words on its cover were faded – not that it mattered; Chance couldn’t have read them either way. “I got a technique manual for you. It was difficult to find. There really isn’t much in the way of information on Karma cultivation. Luckily, that meant there wasn’t a lot of demand for things like this in the library.”

      “Thank you,” Chance said, tucking it under his arm. “I don’t suppose you have a book that’ll teach me the written language as well? I’m afraid I can’t read anything here.”

      Pete chuckled, revealing a second, considerably smaller book. It was only a little larger than his palm. “English-to-Common. This one is yours to keep. You’ll have to return the technique manual if anyone requests it, but since the demand is so low, I doubt you’ll have much difficulty there.”

      Chance took the second book with a relieved grin. “Thank you again, Pete. This is fantastic.”

      “It’s the least I can do. I’m supposed to be teaching all of you, after all,” the old man chuckled. “All three of you are clearly taking this very seriously. I want to support that, while you still have someone to lean on.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Chance asked, cocking his head to the side. “Sounds ominous.”

      “I didn’t mean it to.” Pete adjusted his grip on his staff and sighed. “As you know, the Shikari teams are initially established to make sure young cultivators survive long enough to become really useful to Gleam. But, once you reach Knight rank, you’ll be eligible to branch out on your own. And, inevitably, you will. Cultivation does not lend itself well to remaining on the same path with people for long. Cultivation is a path that leads you to strive for the heavens, and there is little safety along it. I’d like to think that I’m doing enough to make sure your chances of survival are high, but there’s always something I could have done better.”

      “I see where you’re coming from, but that doesn’t seem like the right mindset to have,” Chance said. “You’re looking at it like you’re responsible for us, aren’t you? In the end, it feels like you’re trying your best to make sure we’re prepared for the future. That’s more than most would do.”

      “I’m glad you feel that way,” Pete said, walking back over to the kitchen countertop and picking his knife up. “Perhaps I’m just getting sentimental. This isn’t the first team I’ve overseen. I’ve been at it for a while.”

      “Well, reaching Knight rank is considerably harder than getting to Squire, right? We’ve got a good bit of time left.”

      “Quite so,” Pete said with a nod.

      Chance started up the stairs to his room, then paused and glanced back at the older man. “Forgive me if this is prying too much, but how many teams did you oversee before us?”

      “Eight,” Pete replied. “And I was on one.”

      “Of those teams, how many survived?”

      Pete’s eyes darkened. “Two of them, Chance. There’s a reason this world brings in new cultivators and draws them to the scholar-cities. There are only so many people that are capable of becoming cultivators on Centurion, and there are always more threats.”

      Chance swallowed. “I see. Thank you.”

      Pete just nodded, returning to his work while Chance walked up to his room. Once the door was shut behind him, he sat at his desk and set the books down before him. He pushed the technique manual to the side and picked up the small dictionary, leafing through it. There was a lot of memorizing to do, and Pete was right. Cultivation wasn’t safe, and he needed every single advantage he could get.

      He spent the rest of the night reading and memorizing. Chance had never taken himself for a particularly apt student, but something about cultivation had fundamentally changed him. If he’d been given this task on Earth, he doubted he would have been able to accomplish much within a month.

      On Centurion, Chance found that his focus had grown several times, as had his comprehension. By the time the sun shone through his window the following morning, he’d already started to recognize some of the more common words in the dictionary and was well on his way to memorizing the language.

      He set the book down, blinking furiously. His Gate was warm, almost as if he had been cultivating. It faded back to normal quickly and Chance shook his head, rising to his feet and walking out of his room.

      Yeo stood about an inch away from his door. Chance cursed, jumping back and nearly tripping over his own feet. “God, Yeo. What are you doing?”

      “Sorry. I heard you walking over and I was about to knock,” Yeo said, not sounding sorry in the slightest. “You want to go do another job? I want better armor, and the set I’ve got my eye on costs fifty gold.”

      Chance glanced down at his clothes. Now that Yeo mentioned it, an upgrade wouldn’t be remiss in the slightest. Then again, he would have preferred to spend the money on something more useful like a cultivation aid.

      “Ah, shit.”

      “What?” Yeo asked.

      “I was going to ask Pete if he knew anything about cultivation aid pills,” Chance said. “I visited an apothecary and they had some for sale, but I wasn’t sure how good they were.”

      “Oh, yeah. I know about those. They’re not bad,” Yeo said. “You just have to take them in moderation. Like… one a week at most. If you take more, your body won’t be able to get rid of the impurities fast enough and you’ll end up hurting yourself in the long run.”

      “The lady selling them said something similar. But what if you don’t have any impurities?” Chance asked.

      “Ah, like if you managed to purge everything? Some really powerful cultivators or rich families try to do that for their kids,” Yeo said thoughtfully. “If you’ve got no impurities, then you could technically take as many pills as you wanted. But, the more Essence you’ve gathered within you, the more potent pills you’ll need to get stronger. It would be worth it if you could get completely pure, though. It’s just really difficult to get to that level of purity.”

      “Let me guess, the more potent ones are stupid expensive?”

      “You got it,” Yeo said with a grin. “So… how about that job?”

      “Let’s go get Bella.”

      Yeo grinned and darted over to Bella’s room. Chance followed him out as the dark-haired boy eagerly rapped on the door. It swung open a minute later, and Bella emerged.

      “Ready for another job?” she asked.

      “Do you want to go do – oh.” Yeo trailed off. “Well, great. I was kind of expecting to have to argue for it. I’m not sure why.”

      Bella rolled her eyes. “While you and Pete were off practicing, some more job offers rolled in. I’ve been sorting through them to try and find the best ones. We’re Squires, but since we haven’t gotten our ranks confirmed by the Shikari, they still see us as Foundlings. Because of that, our offers were pretty crap.”

      “Nothing interesting at all?” Yeo asked, scrunching his nose. “Nothing at all?”

      “I didn’t say that. I just said they weren’t very good,” Bella corrected. “I found one that I think could pay pretty well, actually. It’s just going to be a bit of a slog. There’s apparently been a weird increase in the number of Soothounds wandering around the city. There’s a job to kill as many of them as possible, and they’re paying ten gold per monster.”

      Chance kept his features plain, but he couldn’t help but feel a flicker of unease.

      What is it with Soothounds? Why is it always them? Shit, I hope they’re not the human versions.

      “Soothounds? Really?” Yeo asked. “Those were never a problem for us outside of Gleam. I didn’t realize there were so many here.”

      “There usually aren’t,” Bella replied, frowning. “Not from what I knew, at least. That’s why we’ve got a job for this, though. Soothounds usually aren’t too dangerous, especially if they aren’t fully grown, so it’s a good task for Foundlings.”

      “Let’s do it,” Yeo said. “Did the job say where they were?”

      “Most of the attacks and sightings have been in the Rose district,” Bella said. “It’s not far from here. Maybe ten minutes.”

      “Are they on the main road?” Chance asked carefully. The last thing he wanted to do was go anywhere near something that resembled alleyways. The Old City would probably end up sucking all of them into it.

      “The main street and in the parks,” Bella said. She took a scroll of parchment out and handed it to Yeo, who scanned over it. Chance peered over his shoulder, pleased to find that he recognized enough of it to get a vague understanding of what it said.

      Granted, he already had an idea of what its contents said because of their conversation, so he had a bit of an unfair advantage deciphering it, but it was still progress.

      “Let’s do this, then,” Chance said. “This looks like a great way to make a good amount of money in a pretty short amount of time.”
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      Bella was right. The Rose district was only a few minutes away from Shikari Lane, and Chance could see where it had gotten its name. He’d originally thought it was some sort of sly reference to red lighting or the like, but he couldn’t have been farther from the truth.

      The Rose district had been named very literally. The buildings were covered with bushy green foliage, all carefully trimmed and properly cared for so that large, beautiful flowers bloomed all the way down the streets. There was almost no traffic in the area, but Chance wasn’t sure if that was normally how things were or if it was because of all the Soothound sightings.

      A faint sweet smell filled the air, and there was just enough of a breeze through the street to carry the scent to Chance’s nostrils. He let out a content sigh.

      “I think I just found my favorite street on Gleam. It smells incredible.”

      “You think I can eat the flowers?” Yeo asked. “They look magical. I bet they’d have some benefits.”

      “You’d probably blow your Gate up,” Bella said, rubbing her chin. “Either that or get the Shikari called on us for stealing. They do look magical, though. Don’t tempt me.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be the voice of reason?” Chance asked.

      Bella cocked an eyebrow. “Reason? No. I’m self-aware enough to know that I make some pretty stupid decisions. I’m just not as completely brainless as Yeo.”

      “Hey!” Yeo snapped. “I am not brainless. I simply follow my primal instincts, like our ancestors did before us.”

      “Right,” Bella said. “Well, why don’t you use those primal instincts of yours to find some of the Soothounds while they chew on the flowers?”

      Yeo pursed his lips. Then he pointed at the absolute last place Chance wanted him to – an alley branching off the road. It was nestled between two large bushes trimming the edges of houses.

      “As good a place as any,” Bella said. Chance couldn’t argue with that. It wasn’t like the Soothounds were just going to be sitting around in the middle of the road, so the three of them walked toward the alley.

      I’m overreacting. It’s not like the Old City is going to be in every single alleyway we come across. There’s nothing to worry-

      Chance choked on his own saliva as they drew up between the bushes, where a cracked stone street led into the darkness.

      “Not this one,” Chance snapped, grabbing Bella and Yeo’s shoulders and turning them away from it.

      “What? Why! It looked like a perfect place for Soothounds to hide,” Yeo protested.

      “I used my Karma powers. There was nothing in there,” Chance lied, his mind racing furiously. He couldn’t tell them about the Old City. That would put them in Yamish’s sights. But there was no way he could just keep them from walking into every single alleyway.

      “Right, then,” Bella said slowly. She pointed at an alley on the opposite side of the street. “What about that one?”

      From what Chance could tell, it just looked like a normal alley. He repressed the relieved sigh and nodded. “Yeah. Let’s check that one out.”

      Yeo gave him a strange glance, but they walked over to it and stepped through the bushes, Chance at the lead. No sooner than they had taken a few paces in, one of the walls rippled. A pathway into the Old City appeared and Chance repressed a curse.

      “Damn, how big are the alleys here?” Yeo asked, peering over Chance’s shoulder. “You detect any Soothounds down there?”

      Chance didn’t even the chance to say no. A low growl echoed through the alley as a Soothound just a little shorter than him stalked out of the shadows, saliva dripping from its mouth as its cherry-red eyes focused on them.

      “Yes,” Chance said, heaving a sigh. The monster bounded toward them, but he’d fought so many of them that his hand moved of its own accord. His urumi whipped out, slicing through the air and extending like a striking snake.

      It punched clean through the Soothound’s chest with a snick. Even as Chance ripped the blade free, the light in the monster’s eyes winked out and its body slammed to the ground, rolling over to stop at his feet.

      “Shit,” Yeo said, whistling. “When did you get so fast with the urumi, Chance? That was actually really solid.”

      “It was,” Bella said, studying him. “That was quite impressive.”

      “Thanks,” Chance said with an awkward chuckle. “Let’s get these and–”

      Two more Soothounds padded out of the alley, their hackles raised. Chance groaned.

      “Don’t worry, I got this!” Yeo said, darting past Chance and into the Old City. His kusarigama whirled around him and flew out as the monsters lunged at him. Blood sprayed across the alley and Yeo danced past them, a second kusarigama joining the first.

      One of the Soothounds pitched forward, a leg severed at the limb. The sickle cut through its neck next, putting it down. The second met the same fate a second later.

      “Man, this really is easy money,” Yeo said. “Come on! This place is huge.”

      “Hold on,” Chance said. “Why don’t we just stay here? If they’re coming to us, there’s no reason to push further.”

      “There could be a whole pack of them,” Bella said, nodding. “It’s unwise to get too deep, I think. We could get surrounded. And we need the ears – five gold each.”

      Yeo harrumphed. He knelt, drawing the monsters into two metal orbs. “We forgot to use the Ward again.”

      Bella tossed one of her own spheres onto the Soothound that Chance had killed, absorbing it with a flash of blue light. She knelt, grabbing it and handing it to Chance.

      “Thanks,” Chance said.

      “No problem. And there’s no point using a Ward on something as weak as these,” Bella said. “It’s meant for monsters that can damage the city when they fight, not juvenile Soothounds.”

      “Good point. If the city isn’t at risk of getting damaged, there’s no point dropping a Ward. I think hear more Soothounds,” Yeo said, nodding down the alley. “Doesn’t sound like that many.”

      “Let’s stay here,” Chance said firmly, glancing over his shoulder. The Rose district still stretched out behind him, but he got the feeling that the second they turned any sort of corner, it would be gone.

      “Fine with me, but I get the next set that show up,” Bella said, walking to join Yeo deeper in the alley.

      “That’s fine with me,” Chance said. “I’ll, uh, stay back here and make sure we don’t get flanked.”

      “Sure.” Yeo chuckled. “I’m sure we’re about to get jumped by the one Soothound that trotted straight through the streets in broad daylight.”

      “Just don’t go any deeper,” Chance said, biting his lower lip. “And stay in my sight. Don’t leave this alley, or we could get separated.”

      “Whatever you want,” Yeo said. “Don’t stay back there too long, or Bella and I are going to get to do all the fun stuff.”

      Chance nodded absentmindedly. He leaned against the wall casually, then turned his head so that Yeo and Bella wouldn’t be able to see his lips move.

      “Old City, what’s this about?” he hissed. “I’m meant to be keeping other people out! You know I can’t tell them anything. Stop trying to lure us deeper! If you keep sending weak Soothounds our way, they’re going to want to go farther in.”

      The wall rippled, and a tiny circle traced itself into the cracked stone. Chance let out a relieved, muted sigh. “Thank you.”

      A loud crash filled the alley. Chance spun as an enormous, fully grown Soothound staggered to its feet on the far end of the alley, stone raining down from the wall where it had landed.

      “Gods, did anyone else see that?” Yeo asked, taking several steps back and readying his weapons. “That thing came flying out of nowhere!”

      “Get your Ward ready,” Bella said, ice reaching out to cover her body. “We aren’t going to be able to take care of this one as easily as the last few.”

      “Goddamn it,” Chance muttered, running to join them as the huge Soothound loped toward his friends.

      Yeo’s sickles flashed out, but the large monster leapt over the weapons and landed atop the chains, slamming them to the ground. It lashed out with a huge paw, forcing Yeo to release the kusarigama and vault backward.

      Bella lunged at the monster and thrust her hand into its leg. Ice wrapped around it in bands, crackling against the Soothound’s fur. It snarled and bit at her. Ice surged to form a shield in front of the girl, but it shattered under the monster’s huge jaws.

      She dove back, narrowly avoiding its jagged teeth as they tore through the air where she’d just been. Chance flicked his urumi and the weapon whipped out. The Soothound ducked and the blades scored across its back, screeching against its fur but failing to cut through it.

      “Why is this one so dang big?” Yeo yelled. His kusarigama shattered beneath the Soothound, the fragments flying back to his hands and reforming.

      “It’s got really strong defenses. We’re going to need a lot of Essence to damage it,” Chance warned, jogging to join Yeo. “I’ve got a way to wound it. Activate the Ward once I get it, okay?”

      Yeo nodded. “I was just about to tell you the same thing, but go wild.”

      Chance darted forward, throwing himself into a roll as the Soothound swept at him with a huge paw. It whistled over his back and he came back up, his third eye snapping open as he poured Essence into it.

      Strands of karmic debt shimmered into view all over the huge monster, and Chance grabbed the closest one. It tore away with a twang. For an instant, a faint outline of the threat remained behind. Chance didn’t have the time to wonder what it was. He threw himself out of the way as the Soothound’s jaws snapped shut, narrowly missing him.

      Golden mist bloomed behind the monster, and a shaggy Soothound made of light leapt at its dark counterpart. Its claws scored through the bigger monster’s flesh and it bit into the monster’s neck, tearing fur and spraying hot blood across the alley.

      A powerful thrum set Chance’s hair on end as an electric current flashed through the alley. A blue dome bloomed above them, tracing down and encapsulating them in the alleyway.

      “Good job, Chance,” Yeo called. “It didn’t resist at all! You’re getting it good. Keep it up.”

      The golden Soothound faded into particles, blowing away in nonexistent wind. The wounded monster caught Chance in the chest with a paw, slamming him into the wall and tearing several deep furrows through his chest with its jagged claws.

      He cried out in pain and surprise and slid to the ground, the urumi falling from his hand beside him. Bella leapt forward, driving her fists into the monster’s chest in a series of brutal strikes. Each one sent a wave of Essence rippling outward and spread a growing blanket of ice across the monster.

      Chance fumbled with his bag, pulling out one of the healing potions that Jagg had given him with rapidly numbing hands. He popped the top of it off and raised a shaking hand, nearly spilling the lifesaving liquid as he tried to bring it to his mouth.

      Yeo joined the fight, his kusarigama flashing in the dim light. He and Bella circled the large monster, slowly but steadily whittling its defenses down. They both kept their space, only striking when its attention was on the other.

      Chance managed to drink the potion and staggered to his feet as the wounds on his chest bubbled and lurched, knitting themselves back together. He grabbed the urumi from the ground and sent it whistling out. Some of the wounds that his karmic punishment had inflicted on the Soothound were pretty large, and that meant they didn’t have the enhanced defense of its fur.

      Sure enough, his blade bit deep, burrowing into the Soothound’s unprotected flesh. It screamed in fury, which earned it a violent blow to the face from Bella’s Essence-empowered fists.

      Teeth clattered across the ground and blood dripped from its mouth. It snarled, staggering backward. Yeo’s twin kusarigama sailed through the air, spinning around the monster’s neck like a lasso. He yanked them taut and sickles whipped around, both carving deep furrows through the monster’s hide.

      Chance sent his urumi out once more and it sank deep into the Soothound’s neck, just below its skull. With one final snarl, the Soothound collapsed to the ground with a crash. The alley fell silent, save the panting of the three Shikari.

      Fishing an orb from his bag, Chance tossed it onto the large monster’s body. It vanished in a flash of blue light and he picked the filled orb up, tucking it into a pouch.

      “Okay,” Yeo said, wiping his forehead as the blue dome faded above them and the Ward fell. “I think I might see what you mean. If there had been more than a few of those, we could have been in a lot of trouble.”

      “You think?” Bella asked dryly. “Chance, are you okay? It looked like you got cut up pretty badly.”

      “Yeah,” Chance said. “It was a pretty rough hit, but I’m fine. Thank God for those healing potions.”

      “I hope that Soothound sells for more than just ten gold,” Yeo muttered, kicking a pebble across the ground. “Uh… maybe we should retreat to the entrance of the alley.”

      “Good idea,” Chance said, not even bothering to hide his relief. They hadn’t actually gone down any turns in the alley, so the Rose district was still behind them. The three quickly headed back toward the entrance.

      “Should we just wait here for more Soothounds, then?” Yeo asked.

      “Are both of you still up to fighting?” Bella asked. “I’m good myself.”

      “I am too,” Yeo said. “Chance?”

      “I’m fine as well. We just run if we see more than one fully grown Soothound,” Chance said. As long as they were at the entrance of the alley, they’d be safe. It was better than wandering around any further and somehow getting dragged deeper into the Old City.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Chance spotted the wall rippling. An image of another large Soothound appeared in the stone. He suppressed a curse and shook his head urgently. Luckily, he was standing behind Bella and Yeo, so neither of them saw the motion.

      The image changed to a group of smaller Soothounds. Chance gave a curt nod. A moment later, a dozen Soothound corpses catapulted out of the alley, forcing all of them to dive to the side. The bodies sailed over their heads and thudded to the street behind them.

      “What in the hells?” Yeo asked, staring at them. “Okay. You all saw that. I’m not hallucinating. Right?”

      “Seriously?” Chance hissed under his breath. “Stop!”

      The alley rippled. Rosebushes erupted around the entrance, launching all three of them the last few feet out of the alley. Yeo leapt to his feet and darted over to the bush, squinting through the leaves.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. It’s gone. There’s just a wall. It’s like the alley was never there.”

      “I am thoroughly confused,” Bella said, looking from the Soothound bodies to the bush. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

      “Yeah,” Chance lied, wondering if the Old City was intentionally trying to blow his cover. “Me neither. I, uh, think this one might be a bit out of our paygrade.”

      And I’m coming back to hunt Soothounds as soon as I’m alone. The Old City and I need to have a nice, long talk that makes sure it doesn’t lob any more corpses at me in the near future.

      “But hey, free loot!” Yeo said cheerfully, spinning and collecting the Soothound’s bodies. He paused at the aghast expressions on Bella and Chance’s faces. “What? No point passing it up. It’s a gift!”

      “I don’t know if a monster can be cursed, but if it can, those are definitely cursed,” Bella said, crossing her arms.

      “Not my problem,” Yeo replied. “The Shikari Guild can figure that one out themselves. I’m just going to make some bank off them in the process. I mean, look at this! One hundred and twenty gold, just lying around.”

      “He’s got a point,” Chance admitted. “Someone else will just take them if we don’t.”

      “Are we just going to gloss over the fact that the city literally changed right in front of us?”

      “Meh. I’ve seen weirder shit. We’ll report it to the Shikari and move on,” Yeo replied. He gathered the last of the bodies and sauntered back over to them. “Shall we go turn this in? If you want, Chance and I can just split these between ourselves.”

      “No way,” Bella said, narrowing her eyes. “I want in too.”

      “Thought so,” Yeo said. “Let’s go, then. I might not be about to question the gift, but I think I understand when I’ve been told to get lost pretty well.”

      “You probably get it a lot,” Bella grumbled.

      “Yup.”

      Chance shook his head as he fell in behind his friends. Evidently, accepting strangeness was natural once you lived in a world full of magic for long enough. But that wasn’t enough for him to completely brush off the Old City’s actions.

      Something was seriously wrong, and he needed to find out what before anyone else got dragged into it. Bella had already met Yamish once, and he didn’t want the karmic bonds between any of them and the strange man to grow stronger.

      If they did… a shiver ran down Chance’s back. He was learning very quickly that there were worse things than death, and somehow, he suspected his unsettling mentor might have been connected to more of them than he hoped.
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      They stopped by a Shikari Base on the way back to the Whiteheart house. Even though it was in a completely different part of the city as the previous one, the towering, ten-story stone tower loomed over the surrounding houses. As Chance drew up to the door, he glanced through a window and paused.

      “Uh… is that Janet?”

      “She was in a different base, Chance,” Yeo said, pushing the door open with a chuckle. “Sounds like someone has a crush.”

      He froze as Joe ambled past the door bearing a plate piled high with food. The large man deposited the plate at a table and turned to them, waggling his fingers in a small wave.

      “Good to see you kids again. How’s life treating you?”

      “Okay, I’m hallucinating,” Yeo said. He closed the door, then opened it again. Joe raised a bemused eyebrow.

      “Not to be rude,” Chance said slowly. “But how are you here? The last Shikari Base we went into was way down in the Graywall district.”

      Joe chuckled. “There’s only one Shikari Base. There are just a lot of entrances. Powerful piece of Dimensional Essence that one of the city founders put in when Gleam was being established.”

      “Does that mean we could technically traverse the city by walking into a Shikari base in one area and leaving it in another?” Bella asked as they walked inside.

      “Only once you’re Knight ranked,” Joe replied. “Think of it as a reward for surviving that long. It’s quite convenient. But what brings you here today? Business or pleasure?”

      “We’re here to drop off some Soothounds for a job,” Chance said, stepping past a waitress and over a man passed out on the ground. “There was an open-ended request to take care of them.”

      “Ah, that one. We’ve had a fair number of new Shikari swing by to complete that. You manage to find one or two of the buggers?”

      Chance cleared his throat. “No. More like… what, fifteen or so, if we count the big one?”

      Joe’s eyes widened. “You found fifteen Soothounds?”

      “Yeah,” Yeo said. “They were everywhere. We were practically tripping over them in the Rose district. Why do you look so surprised about that? You’d have to be blind to miss them.”

      “Most other Shikari have had a lot of difficulty spotting the Soothounds. We’ll have to point more people toward the Rose district, I suppose,” Joe said, leading them over to a small counter built into the wall. Burget, the man that taken the Imp from the last time they’d been in the Shikari base, sat behind it, leaning his chin on his palm.

      “G’day, Joe. Can I have a beer?” Burget asked.

      “No,” Joe replied. “You’re still on the job. Look lively, lad.”

      Burget let out a weary sigh. “Fine. The kids this time? What you have to turn in?”

      “A bunch of Soothounds,” Chance replied, digging the orbs out of his bag. Yeo and Bella did the same and deposited the small pile of captured Soothounds on the table. There were sixteen orbs total, with one of them being the larger monster.

      Letting out an annoyed grunt, Burget pulled out a silver box the size of a toddler and set it on the table. It was plain, with a small latch that Burget popped open. He dumped all the orbs into the box and closed it again, giving them a nod.

      “Your payment will arrive shortly, once processing is complete,” Burget said, sliding the box off the table.

      Joe cleared his throat. Burget sighed again.

      “Would you like to peruse any of our offers at this moment? You can exchange gold for goods and services. As you are currently all Foundlings, the stores available to you are limited. You can expand them by ranking up.”

      “The gold for goods and services part is not meant to be in the pitch,” Joe said. He clapped Burget on the shoulder, making the smaller man flinch. “But it was a good attempt. Well done.”

      Burget grunted and slumped back down over his desk, not even waiting to see if any of them wanted to use his store before closing his eyes in a clear dismissal.

      “Did you have any difficulty with the Soothounds?” Joe asked.

      “We had a bit of trouble with a larger one, but the small ones are easy to deal with,” Chance said.

      “Sounds like you lot should probably be taking the next exam to get ranked up to Squire rank Shikari. It’s pretty clear that you’re already there as cultivators anyway.”

      “How can you tell?” Chance asked.

      “Your observational abilities will grow as you get stronger,” Joe replied, snagging a drink from a counter as they passed it. He drained the entire thing with one swig, then tossed it in a high arc through the air and into a sink at the far side of the room, behind the bartender’s counter. “It won’t be long now.”

      They all came to a stop at the door.

      “We only just became Foundlings a few weeks ago,” Bella said, her hand on the handle. “Isn’t it too fast to try to test again?”

      “Bah. Everyone moves at their own pace.” Joe shrugged. “And there always tests for rank-ups. Individual ranking is different – you’ve got to wait for a tournament to get that moving anywhere.”

      “We could get some more interesting jobs if we ranked up,” Yeo mused. “It would be nice to fight something other than a Soothound.”

      “We fought Imps pretty recently,” Bella pointed out.

      Yeo grimaced. “That job doesn’t count. Something was messed up with it.”

      “Like something wasn’t messed up with this one,” Chance grumbled.

      “Fair enough. We did get a bunch of corpses lobbed at us.” Yeo laughed. “But hey, free money. I’m not complaining. Thanks for the help, Joe.”

      “Anytime, kids,” Joe replied. He leaned against the counter and rooted around behind it for another drink. “Take care of yourselves. Ranking up will get you better jobs, but make sure you’re ready for it. I’ve seen too many Shikari get overconfident.”

      He ended the sentence as if he was still going to speak, causing them all to send a confused glance his way.

      “Get overconfident and then what?” Yeo asked.

      “That’s it,” Joe replied. “Get overconfident and you’ll die. This isn’t a safe career. You need to know exactly what you can handle, and be aware of what you’re capable of doing. Be confident in that. But don’t overestimate your abilities, or you might not ever get a chance to correct that. Especially not once you get past the baby jobs.”

      “Thanks for the advice,” Chance said.

      “And don’t worry,” Yeo added. “We’re good at this.”

      I’m pretty sure that you were the one he was warning the most out of all of us.

      Bella looked like she was thinking the exact same thing. Joe just chuckled and bid them farewell as they headed out of the building and started back toward the Whiteheart house.

      “Should we go kill more Soothounds?” Yeo asked, rubbing his hands together eagerly. “I mean, that was practically free money. We could buy so many things if we just sat around in the Rose district for a day.”

      “And probably get killed in the process,” Bella said. “Come on, Yeo. There was something going on there, and it wasn’t safe.”

      “And?” Yeo asked.

      “I forgot you’re fairly new to Gleam. If there’s ever something that feels off, you should trust your gut – especially when you’re alone. A lot of people think Gleam is alive. I’m not sure if I’d go that far, but the city is more than just brick and stone, that’s for sure. When you’re around for long enough, you’ll see it. And you’ll also stop seeing the people that stuck their noses where they didn’t belong.”

      “What, you think the city is killing people?”

      “I don’t know,” Bella replied with a shrug. “But I know that I’m not dumb enough to stick my neck somewhere where a knife can conveniently find it. There’s so much Essence in Gleam that I wouldn’t be surprised in the slightest if it had some form of awareness.”

      Yeah, if only you knew.

      Yeo let out a sigh and ran his hands through his hair. “I guess you might have a point. Generally, when someone throws a corpse in my direction, I don’t take it as a welcoming sign.”

      Chance missed a step. “Does that happen often?”

      They all laughed. The trio reached the Whiteheart house a short while later. Pete was nowhere to be found when they headed inside, but there were several new jobs on the table already. Bella scanned through them while Yeo rooted through the icebox for food.

      “The Soothound quest again, plus some missing item requests,” Bella said, tossing them back onto the table. “Nothing too interesting. Maybe we really should look at trying to rank up. I was getting better jobs than this when I was working alone. Much better ones.”

      “Probably because you had special privileges,” Yeo pointed out. He pulled a sausage out of the fridge and stuck it in his mouth like a cigarette. “Weren’t you way stronger when you used the water anyway?”

      Bella pressed her lips together. “I was. But it wasn’t the right way for me, and it’s becoming clear the more I use my Essence in the way I do now. I was just strong because of what Vex gave me. In the long run, this is much better. And you might be right about the special treatment. Gibson really was getting me jobs for higher ranked people. I thought we had an understanding, but he hasn’t spoken to me once since you two joined the team.”

      “Maybe he really hates us?” Yeo said through a mouthful of food. “Doesn’t matter in the end. I’m going to go check the library out and see if I can learn a cool technique. You guys want to come?”

      “I’m going to cultivate,” Chance said, shaking his head. “Thanks for the invite, though. I’ve just got too much to catch up on. I also can’t read the books here yet.”

      “Fair ‘nuf.” Yeo shrugged. “What about you, Bella?”

      “That might not be a bad idea, actually. I’ll join you. Good luck, Chance. We’ll be back in time for dinner.”

      “Sounds good,” Chance said, waving to them as he headed up the stairs to his room. He heard the door shut behind them as he sat down on his bed, his smile slipping from his face as soon as they left.

      He waited for a minute, then darted back downstairs. Chance cracked the front door open, peering out of it to check if anyone was there. The street was empty, so he slid out and closed it behind him.

      Bella dropped from the roof above him, landing lightly in front of Chance. He yelped, leaping a foot into the air. By the time he landed, his urumi was in his hands. Bella raised an eyebrow.

      “You look a little antsy, Chance.”

      “I…uh–”

      “Don’t,” Bella said, raising a hand. “I know this is presumptuous of me, but I know that look you had in your eyes. You’re about to do something dangerous, and you plan to keep Yeo and me out of it.”

      “What? That’s not–”

      “Chance, don’t waste our time. You’re a terrible liar. Your cheeks turn red.”

      “What? They do?” Chance touched his face.

      “No, but that did basically just confirm it,” Bella said, suppressing a laugh. The smile quickly fell away. “Look, I know what it feels like to do something alone because you don’t think you can trust anyone else with it. I’ve been there, and I’ll daresay probably more than you have.”

      Chance cleared his throat, then let his shoulders slump as he let out a sigh. “Yeah. Okay.”

      “Are you sure you need to do this alone?” Bella asked. “Because if there’s any way I can help, I want to. You tossed me a line when I was in the same situation. Let me repay the favor.”

      Chance chewed his lower lip. Then he shook his head. Yamish might have tolerated Bella once because of Vex’s interference, but he highly doubted the strange cultivator would let any more information pass.

      “I can’t bring you into this,” Chance said. “You remember the guy that stopped Vex, right? He’s involved. If you come with me, I’m almost certain you’ll die.”

      Bella pressed her lips together. “Okay. I won’t push. If you’re sure, then nobody is going to change your mind. Just be careful. Don’t forget what Joe said – he was right. You’ve got Essence now, but you aren’t immortal. Not yet.”

      “I will,” Chance promised. “Thanks for worrying, though. I’ll be back soon.”

      Bella nodded reluctantly. She turned and headed off down Shikari Lane at a light jog. Chance set off in the other direction. He had some words to share with the Old City.
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      Turning down the first alleyway he came across, Chance cast a quick glance over his shoulder to make sure nobody was in the area before he rapped on the stone. “Hey, it’s me. Open up.”

      For a moment, it looked like the stone wouldn’t respond. Then it rippled, peeling back to reveal a cracked pathway. Chance strode into it and, this time, the Old City didn’t even try to hide the exit sealing in behind him.

      “Okay, we’ve got a problem,” Chance said. “I’m sorry if this is rude or anything, but what the hell was that? I know you could have killed me when I first arrived or whatever, but I’ve already agreed to help you. Why would you try to lure my friends in? You know as well as I do that Yamish will kill them.”

      A question mark carved itself into the wall. Chance sighed.

      “Yamish literally said that everything in the Old City wanted to kill me, and he was very firm about not sharing anything about you – and him – with anybody. It doesn’t take a genius to connect the dots. I don’t know how strong he is, but I know he’s strong enough to kill to protect whatever he wants.”

      The Old City didn’t respond for a moment. Then the stone rippled and an old, cracked sign pushed itself out of the wall. Tiny flickers of essence hissed and popped off of it, but it was mostly unlit.

      It wasn’t a word familiar to Chance, so he reached for his dictionary. “Ah, damn it. Didn’t bring the book.”

      The ground rippled and a book slipped out from it, coming to a stop at his feet. Chance squinted, then knelt and picked it up. It was a dictionary. A quick glance through a random page revealed it was one written in English too.

      “Seriously? Okay, we’re going to need to have a conversation about just what you’re capable of,” Chance muttered, leafing through the dictionary and trying to match the word on the sign to something in the book. He spotted it after a few moments and rolled his eyes. “Therapist. Seriously? You’re telling me to get a therapist? This is your fault!”

      The question mark transformed into a circle. Chance’s eye twitched. The Old City didn’t have an ounce of shame, but it evidently did seem to have a sense of humor. He just wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.

      “Right, you aren’t getting rid of me that easily,” Chance said, tucking the dictionary into his waistband. “Seriously. If you want me to work with you, I expect a little more of an equal relationship. That might be weird to you, since I’m sure you’re some all-powerful living city or whatever and you’ve never had to debase yourself to work with a weakling such as I, but I’m not your slave. If you’ve been listening to literally anything I’ve said, you should know that.”

      The question mark returned. Chance sighed.

      “You’re going to make me repeat it?”

      A circle.

      “You are such an asshole,” Chance said, a tiny grin creeping across his face before he could banish it. He was not about to start bantering with a city. Especially not a murderous one. “I’m doing this my way. No more jokes. This is my second life, and I’m not wasting it for a bunch of musty old alleyways with a terrible sense of humor. Deal with me evenly or just try to kill me and move on.”

      There was a long pause before the Old City responded. The circle faded away, and a pathway formed. It led up to a large, open town square. Chance didn’t think it was possible, but the square actually looked even more dilapidated than the rest of what he’d seen.

      Purple, thorny ivy covered the walls and large patches of the ground. It was withered, just barely clinging on to its last semblances of life. Huge portions of the buildings making up the walls had fallen apart, and debris was strewn throughout the square.

      Lining the ground leading up to the square was a series of skulls. The walls of the alley around Chance shifted, forming into an image of a bowlegged, twisted Soothound with several heads.

      “There’s a human monster beyond this?” Chance guessed, tightening his grip on the urumi. “Seriously? You’re just going to brush me off and sic me on another monster?”

      The image faded, replaced with an ‘x.’ That was then washed away as a new symbol took its place – a scale. Chance’s eyes narrowed.

      “A trade. You’re saying that if I want respect, I have to earn it, huh?”

      The circle returned. Chance spun the urumi in his hand. “Fine. Let’s do this, then.”

      He strode into the circle, calling on his Essence. His third eye snapped open and warmth tingled at his fingertips. Adrenaline started to pump through his veins as he stepped out into the square and his eyes scanned the surroundings for any sight of the monster.

      Chance never would have admitted it, but a growing portion of him was excited. The chance to prove his convictions in a concrete way wasn’t an opportunity he’d had before arriving in Gleam, and he was starting to relish it more with every fight. His Gate warmed, the bands of heat wrapping around his heart and stretching out through his body.

      The ground in the center of the square rumbled and started to rise, tearing through vines and pushing debris out of the way. Chance nearly lost his balance as the quake shook the entire area violently enough to send stones tumbling from the rooftops.

      As the earth sloughed away, a statue of a staggeringly large Soothound poked its way out from the ground. It rose until it was nearly twice Chance’s height. The beast had six legs, with the two extra ones protruding from its back at odd angles.

      Four heads lined its body, and not a single one of them was in the right place. Two were just behind the front legs, while the other two were placed on its back. The creature’s legs were thin and slender, but its paws were the size of dinner plates and with claws to match.

      Heavy stone chains hung from the monster at half a dozen different locations. But the thing that caught Chance’s eye the most was the thick threads of karmic debt connected to the statue.

      “Statues don’t have debt,” Chance said, his eyes narrow. One of the stone chains snapped, falling to the ground with a thundering crash. Tremors ran through the statue and dirt cascaded down from it.

      Another chain snapped. More dirt fell, and the features of the monster started to grow more defined. As the next chain followed the previous ones to the ground, Chance whipped the urumi.

      The weapon expanded, its segmented blades whistling through the air and reaching for the spreading patches of dark flesh appearing beneath the stone. His strike scraped off the edge of some of the stone and rang against the fur harmlessly.

      Chance cursed, retracting the blade. “I really need to get a technique before I try to do this again. Aura is completely unfair.”

      He sent it whistling out once more, but this time aimed for one of the threads of Karma connected to the twisted Soothound. He inspected it briefly as his blade cut through it – the debt belonged to another large Soothound, but not one that had been formed from a human. The blade carved through the light and energy coursed back down it, flooding into his body like a river of ice.

      To his surprise, a faint outline of the karmic strand remained, even though he’d drawn the power from it. That wasn’t the first time it had happened to him, but this wasn’t the time to look more into it.

      Hair stood on end all over Chance’s body and he involuntarily bared his teeth in a snarl as the power poured through his system. The last of the chains thundered down and the four heads of the Soothound reared back in a haunting, synchronized howl.

      Eight glowing red eyes focused on Chance and the monster took a shaky step forward, finding its footing on the ground after its imprisonment. Then it charged.

      If Chance hadn’t drawn power from the karmic thread, he would have died there. Instead, he bounded out of the way, flying through the air and catching on to the lip of the first story of a building.

      The wall behind where he’d been standing vanished in a plume of dust and stone as an explosion rocked the town square. Snarling, the Soothound pulled itself from the huge hole it had just formed in the wall and charged toward him with blinding speed.

      Chance spun, his urumi whipping out and ringing against his opponent’s fur. He leaned back, avoiding a snarling head as it snapped at him, and continued the flip, driving a knee into the monster’s nose.

      A massive paw nearly caught Chance in the head, but he dropped to the ground instants before it connected. Wind rustled his hair and he vaulted upright, thrusting his blade into the monster’s stomach.

      Again, it rang against hard fur and failed to penetrate. Chance leapt, grabbing a fistful of the Soothound’s fur and using it to swing himself to safety. As he released it, he let his fingers brush across another one of the karmic strands connected to the creature.

      His jump carried him through the air and across the square. He slammed into a two-story building, digging his fingers in and catching himself on a windowsill with inhuman grace and strength. He glanced over his shoulder as golden light materialized into a large, armored creature.

      It roughly resembled an armadillo that had been mashed with a porcupine. Jagged spikes stuck out of the hunched creature’s back, interspersed between plates of thick, shimmering chitin.

      He couldn’t see the monster’s face from where he stood, but it leapt at the Soothound, curling into a ball and literally rolling into the other monster. The spikes on the creature’s back ripped through the hard fur.

      Blood splashed across Chance’s glowing monster and the ground, sizzling as it melted through both. The mist dissipated and he dropped back to the ground, spinning the urumi in his hand. The landing sent a slight jolt through his legs. The energy he’d drawn from the karmic thread was starting to fade.

      The Soothound loped toward him and lunged, snapping at his neck with several salivating, jagged-toothed maws. He used the last of his borrowed ability to drop to the ground in a slide.

      As he slipped beneath the monster, he raised a hand toward another strand of karmic debt. An instant before his hands brushed the glowing energy, he saw several images flicker through it at the speed of thought.

      A woman, only a few years older than him, smiling at an altar. The same woman, sitting at a table as someone handed her a plate of steaming soup. Then she was standing in the doorway of a house, her hand raised in farewell and the smile on her face failing to hide the fear in her eyes.

      Chance yanked his hand back at the last second, electing to grab a smaller strand of Karma, one that belonged to another Soothound. His fingers wrapped around it and a clear chime rang out as he rose back to his feet behind the monster, his urumi darting out even as the monster turned toward him.

      Sickness built in Chance’s chest as the sword-whip bit into the wound his previous misty summon had inflicted. The Soothound screamed in pain and he ripped the blade free, severing another karmic thread on the way back and filling himself with energy once more.

      A golden paw swiped through the air, jagged claws ripping deep into the Soothound and widening the growing wound on its back. One of the monsters’ heads lolled to the side, nearly completely severed from the rest of its body. Blood sizzled against its fur and its guts sloshed around with every movement.

      But, even with the power coursing through his veins once more, the excitement for the fight was gone. All that was left was sadness and disgust.

      This isn’t a monster. This is a man. Who was that woman? His wife? His daughter? He had hopes and goals, just like me. And now… he’s this thing.

      The Soothound didn’t sit around aimlessly while Chance went through his inner conflict. Its many heads screamed and it leapt at him, blood spraying from its wounds and melting through the ground as it lunged at him.

      Chance was saved for the second time by his stolen abilities, vaulting backward with inhuman agility. Instinctively, he sent the urumi whistling out once more. The blade struck home, digging deep into the open wound on the monster’s back.

      He leapt into the air, clearing a powerful blow that smashed the front of the building behind him, and retracted the urumi. Chance’s feet slammed down on either side of the wound and he drove the blade deeper, pushing it through the back of the monster’s main neck.

      The Soothound pitched forward and Chance leapt, snagging a protruding signpost that hung at an angle and swinging himself to safety. A claw scraped across his back as he landed, screeching as it met bone. The monster crashed to the ground behind him, a plume of dust rising up around it as its blood seeped into the cracked stone.

      Chance staggered, drawing in a sharp breath as pain flooded through his body. He grabbed the bottle of healing pills from his waist and popped one into his mouth before the agony could cripple him.

      The burning faded away and he let out a sigh as the wound pulled itself shut. A sizzling pop from his urumi drew Chance’s attention. He grimaced. The blade was covered with severe pockmarks and the thin metal ropes that allowed it to expand and contract hung open, partially eaten away by the monster’s acid. The weapon was completely ruined.

      Foul-smelling matter poured out of the massive wound in the monster’s back. Constrictions racked its body and it bucked, bones popping and twisting as it started to change. Fur receded as more and more of the foul matter poured onto the ground, surrounding it in a pool of black liquid.

      For an instant, a man’s body appeared suspended within the muck. He had a strong jawline and thin blonde hair. He was probably in his mid-forties, with several scars across his cheeks and chin.

      Then he was gone, melted to slag. The black liquid sank into the ground of the Old City, slipping between the cracks in the stone. Within seconds, there was no trace of the man or monster.

      Chance drew a shaking breath. He knelt, laying his useless weapon on the ground as well. It wasn’t going to give him any more help now – not in its current shape. Maybe someone would stumble across it in the future and it would provide them with some aid.

      “Well?” Chance demanded, clenching his hands. “I killed the guy. Probably did him a favor, but I'm still not happy about it. Time for some answers, Old City."
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      The ground shuddered. Chance steadied himself against a crumbling wall as a stone mound rose from the earth. It was completely covered with heavy chains – there must have been hundreds.

      They shifted back like the petals of a blooming flower, revealing a rough, humanoid statue made of stone. It completely lacked any features or defining characteristics. It slowly stepped out from the bundle of chains, though its arms and legs were both still connected to them.

      A jagged mouth carved itself into the figure’s face, sending tiny pebbles clattering down its body to the ground below. Chance glanced at his ruined urumi.

      Damn, really wish that had lasted one more fight.

      “Chance,” the stone said, its voice raspy. It was slightly higher pitched than he had expected a rock would sound like, but considering he’d never heard a rock talk before, there wasn’t much to compare it to.

      “You – you’re the Old City,” Chance realized. “You can talk?”

      “Not usually,” the rock replied, the chains rattling as it approached him. “I have taken measures to improve our communication temporarily. It was of grave importance.”

      “So you can actually give me some real answers?”

      “Some,” the Old City said with a jerky nod that came just a little too long after it finished speaking. “But you must understand more about cultivation to properly comprehend what I need to share with you.”

      Chance’s eyes narrowed. “Is this going to put me in karmic debt? I’m still not really sure about the rules of that yet.”

      The stone made a grating noise, and it took him a moment to realize that it was laughing. At least, he hoped it was laughing. “I do not cultivate Karma, but I know that lies do not establish a tie. If anything, I am in your debt.”

      “Lies? What lie–” Chance paused. Then his brows knit. “Yamish. So we weren’t establishing debt between ourselves when he answered my questions?”

      “There are too many interactions that happen on the daily to truly establish Karma through mere explanations. If he had given you information that would allow you to launch your cultivation base up by a massive degree, then perhaps there would be debt. But mere instruction like you were given would establish nothing.”

      “What does he want, then?” Chance asked. “I know he wants something.”

      “Astute,” the Old City said.

      Great. It’s sarcastic.

      “Please, tell me then,” Chance said. “Why did I arrive here? What’s up with the Soothounds? What does Yamish care about me for?”

      “You arrived on Centurion because you were chosen, just as all the other new arrivals were,” the Old City said. Stone rippled beneath it, forming into two chairs. It sat down in one and Chance slowly lowered himself into the other. The stone was cold against his back through the torn shirt.

      “That’s not what I meant. Why did I arrive here? In the Old City.”

      “Because I willed it.”

      Chance raised an eyebrow. “You are not going to finish that sentence like that and expect me not to ask more.”

      “I wasn’t done speaking,” the Old City said, adjusting itself in its seat. “I am unused to conversing like this. It is… strange. To answer this question, I must give you some of my own background.”

      “Well, I’m not going anywhere until I get some of the answers I just fought for. Go on.”

      “When a high amount of Essence is present in an area, the people within it will become… more.”

      “Right. Cultivation.”

      “This is also true for objects, though they require considerably more Essence to gain sentience.”

      “You?” Chance guessed. “There are so many cultivators in Gleam, so there’s got to be a huge amount of Essence just floating around.”

      “Correct. There would be, if I were not consuming it. You call me the Old City, but I am truly just the awakened portion of Gleam. I have been gathering stray Essence for hundreds of years. Involuntarily at first, then consciously as my awareness grew.”

      “So anything can cultivate?”

      “Under the right conditions, though my cultivation is vastly different than yours. I do not pursue a specific path of Essence. I seek to understand the greater whole.”

      “Is that even possible?” Chance asked, blinking.

      “Not for a mortal. If you grow strong enough to break past your body’s limits, then perhaps. That is not anything that you will reach soon, though.”

      “Okay, understood. But what does this have to do with me?”

      “When mortals are taken from realms such as Earth, they do not have the capability to cultivate. Their bodies have so many impurities that it’s simply impossible to cultivate there – or here. Thus, when they arrive, the Giver removes a portion of their impurities and helps them see their path.”

      “Someone I know mentioned the Giver as well,” Chance said. “What exactly is it?”

      “A powerful entity, stronger than any cultivator here. I am uncertain of why it exists, but it does. But, the important part is not the Giver. It is that, when the Giver grants a mortal the power to cultivate by removing their impurities, it takes away part of them as well. They are lesser, weaker than they should be. And, because of this, it is much more difficult for them to reach the higher levels of cultivation.”

      “Does he wipe our memory or something?” Chance asked. “I don’t recall ever meeting someone like that.”

      “That’s because you didn’t, and that is why I brought you to me. You have potential. Somehow, when you arrived, you had already been cultivating. It has been countless years since such a thing has happened, and the power that you may possess in the future is why I drew you to me.”

      “I think you might have gotten something mixed up. I only learned about cultivation here,” Chance said. “I certainly never did anything like it on Earth.”

      “I am not here to argue semantics. This is what happened, regardless of whether you wish to believe it is true or not. Somehow, you had established a cultivation base before arriving here. It was weak, but it existed and, as such, the Giver had no reason to modify you.”

      “I – okay. Let’s assume that’s correct for now,” Chance allowed. “Is that small difference really that significant?”

      “More than you could ever imagine,” the Old City said. “Especially with the type of Essence you cultivate. Karma is terrifyingly powerful.”

      “Yeah. I’ve seen Yamish. He’s also a Karma cultivator, isn’t he?”

      “He is. And that leads us to problem that I seek to treat. The reason I need your power. There are many ways to cultivate Karma. Your current path is firmly treading along cultivating good Karma.”

      “Is there such a thing as good or bad Karma? They’re two sides of the same coin.”

      “More wisdom than I would expect from someone of your age. But yes, there is. The difference is subtle, but makes leagues of difference when applied. Your karmic path consumes debt that someone already has. You are manifesting a way to force them to pay for what they have already bought.”

      “And Yamish?”

      “He twists. Enslaves.”

      A chill prickled Chance’s spine. “The Soothounds? The human ones? And the Imp! They were him? He did that?”

      “It is his path. He feeds on the Karma of others, drawing their strength and forcing them to pay the debts that he accrues.”

      “Holy shit. He’s a monster.”

      “His path pursues perfect balance. He justifies his misdeeds by balancing them out, but that does not make it so that his crimes do not exist. Yamish is likely one of the most powerful cultivators Centurion has ever seen. He is not a monster. He is Yamish – and that is much worse.”

      “And he just happened to be waiting in a bunch of alleyways for me?”

      “No. That was not Yamish’s true body. His true form is in the cosmos, seeking greater strength. The Yamish you have interacted with is nothing more than an Essence Clone – a tiny fragment of his will. Be thankful. If the true Yamish knew of your existence and desired anything from you, you would be no more.”

      Chance swallowed. “The clone hasn’t told him? And why does he care about me at all? I can’t be that unique.”

      “It will, when they next meet. But they do not meet often, and you are correct. In an infinite cosmos, incredibly rare opportunities are no longer quite so rare. That is why Yamish has thousands of fragments scattered throughout the worlds, all seeking power. You are but one of many.”

      Assuming you’re telling me the truth, that is. People here seem to have a habit of lying about their true intentions, myself included. I guess Yamish is technically the reason I can’t be honest with Bella and Yeo, but that doesn’t excuse the fact that I’m lying to them. Yamish obviously wasn’t a great person, but I’m not sure I’m going to blindly trust the city here either. I need more information.

      Chance’s hands tightened. “Okay. So I need to find a way to get rid of the clone before it meets with the real guy.”

      “Correct. That will not be an easy task, but if you wish to live, it is the one you must take.”

      “I don’t suppose I’ve got any chance against him right now?”

      “You will die a thousand times before you even scratch him at your current strength. You must grow more powerful.”

      “Right, gathered that much,” Chance said with a nervous laugh. “Get stronger than a god. That can’t be too difficult. But why are you telling me this? You were working with him.”

      “I was not working for anyone,” the Old City said, a hint of anger rising in its monotone voice. The chains connected to it rattled. “Why do you think Yamish was within my alleyways when you arrived? He sought my power. When I brought you here, it was as a way to seek freedom from him, not aid him.”

      “You expect me to be able to save you from Yamish? Why not just ask the city? There are a ton of powerful cultivators here, aren’t there?”

      “There are. And some have the strength to stand against Yamish’s clone. But none would do it without forcing me into a situation where I would lose as much as I gain. There is great power in controlling the manifestation of a city as large as Gleam.”

      “So… you come to me? A kid that started cultivating a few months ago? Why? Because I’m not going to rake you over the coals with some terrible business deal?”

      “Yes.”

      “I – wow, that was blunt. Aren’t you betting a lot on me succeeding?”

      “No. If I believe you will fail, I will reach out to the other cultivators on Centurion. They will fight Yamish, and they will win. The cost will be great, but preferrable to the alternative.”

      “Gee, so you’ve literally only gone with me as your first choice since you think I’m a sucker that will help you for free.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’d punch you if I didn’t think I’d break my hand in the process.”

      “Your Path leads you to help others,” the Old City said, placing its hands on its knees. “And, as such, you are my greatest chance for surviving this as myself. If other cultivators step in, they will tear me apart fighting for my power. What remains will not truly be me, but many fragments of my former self.”

      “That’s seriously screwed up,” Chance said, grimacing in distaste. “I thought Gleam was a fairly nice place. Are you sure they won’t just help?”

      “You are fodder raised to fight the weak monsters that spawn within the Gleam from the worst parts of humanity. The Essence of every sin and mistake that every mortal unknowingly contributes to, all mashed together and given form. This peace is a beautiful dream that will shatter once you grow strong enough to see the truth. Weak Shikari are not a policing force. You are the food which the darkness in this city feeds itself and, in such, leaves the important mortals alone.”

      Chance swallowed. “You can’t be serious. You mean they want us to die?”

      “No. They simply don’t care. You keep the monsters off the streets and give the powerful cultivators a place to rest in when they are not fighting for more power. It is a trade. I do not think I am a bad city, but nothing in this world – or any world – comes for free.”

      “Except for my help, apparently.”

      “Apparently.”

      “You know, I haven’t agreed to help you yet. And, technically, you could be lying. Yamish has warned and helped me several times.”

      “Yamish grows you like a fruit, waiting until the time is right to pluck you.”

      “Says you,” Chance said. “Although he did make me eat monsters. That’s pretty screwed up.”

      The Old City cleared its throat in a remarkably human motion. “Actually, that was beneficial.”

      “Wh– seriously? How?”

      “Monsters are condensed Essence. Normally, they would react very poorly when ingested, as they would mutate within you upon coming into contact with your impurities. However, you seem to have no impurities whatsoever. This allows you to safely draw the Essence straight out of them in small portions.”

      Chance rose to his feet and started to pace around the chair. “So you’re telling me that Yamish has helped me there too. He also seemed to imply that I owe you some debt, and everything I do was just paying that back. I don’t trust Yamish at all, but why should I trust you?”

      “You don’t have to,” the Old City said. “But do not tell him of my awareness under any circumstances. He knows Gleam has power, but does not realize that I have awakened. If he does, he will likely seek out his main body immediately. Then we will both be dead.”

      Chance studied the Old City’s rocky features, but it was impossible to read a literal statue. He sighed.

      “Okay. I won’t say anything, but I do feel like you’ve said a lot of things that add up. I still don’t trust you, though. We’ll call it a working partnership until I know more.”
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      Chance raised a finger in the air. “That said, I’m not helping you for free. I want to, but if I’m in as much danger as it looks like, I literally can’t afford to.”

      The Old City was silent for several seconds. Chance took that as an invitation to continue.

      “If I help you, I want something in return. I mean, you did just tell me that the strong cultivators in Gleam could defeat Yamish. I don’t need to kill him myself. It’s extraordinarily stupid to even try.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “But… if you aren’t lying, I do want to help you. You just can’t expect me to do this on my own, can you?”

      “No. I suppose not,” the Old City said. “What do you seek?”

      “How much do you know about cultivation? Can you make things go faster for me?”

      “My methods of cultivation are different than yours. If your path were a little more common, I might be able to provide information, but I know little about Karma. It is possible for me to instruct you in general powers, but you would not gain anything that a book could not offer you.”

      “What about coin or resources? Those would help me grow stronger.”

      “All things lost in Gleam are mine, but they become one with the city. I absorb them and they become one with me. I cannot give them to you any more than you could give me an arm.”

      “Can you just guide me or something, then? You’re really old, so you’ve got to know some useful information.”

      “We will not be able to readily speak like this until I have broken enough of the seal restraining me.” The Old City nodded back at the chains binding it. “That is why I have been preparing you to fight the monsters that Yamish created. He has used five of them as lynchpins. My strength is limited until they fall.”

      “I don’t suppose this was one of them?”

      “No. Once one falls, Yamish will know. You will have to defeat them all in rapid succession, and you are not yet prepared for that.”

      “Well, damn. You’re completely useless,” Chance said, crossing his arms. “You literally can’t give me anything. On top of that, I’m leaving today weaker than when I arrive. You ruined my urumi!”

      “The monster did that.”

      “Don’t play semantics with me,” Chance said, rolling his eyes. “Seriously. I want to help people, but you’re asking for a bit much, don’t you think? You literally have nothing to offer.”

      “…what about a firm handshake?”

      “Absolutely not. I’d almost rather get nothing. For some ancient city-spirit, you’re pretty lame.”

      The Old City cleared its throat. “I’m not ancient. Gleam is ancient. I – ah, might have exaggerated my strength a little. Awareness only came to me in recent years.”

      Chance’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Exactly what it sounds like.”

      “How old are you?” Chance asked. “Fifty?”

      The Old City didn’t respond.

      “Thirty?”

      Still, there was no response.

      “Five?” Chance exclaimed.

      “What? No! I am not a child,” the Old City said, crossing its arms. “I am the embodiment of the great Scholar-City Gleam, unjustly restrained by a foul cultivator. I am twenty.”

      “You’re two years older than me.”

      “Two years makes a huge difference. You wouldn’t know until you’re twenty.”

      “I was going to excuse your slightly murder-y habits, but not anymore. What the hell is wrong with you?” Chance demanded. “You lobbed corpses at me! I thought you were some ancient monstrous creature, not a year or two older than me!”

      “Two. Two years. That’s a big difference,” the Old City said. “And I still eclipse you in power completely.”

      “Except you’re bound and completely useless.”

      “Well, yes. That’s the problem.”

      Chance ran his hands through his hair and groaned. “Is there literally anything you can give me?”

      “I suppose a hug is–”

      “Don’t even offer that. I do not want a hug from a sentient rock.”

      They stared at each other for a few seconds. Then the Old City heaved a sigh. “I – I’ll replace your weapon with something good. An Urumi that actually has some power to it, not a dead hunk of metal.”

      Chance’s eyes lit up. “Like a magic sword?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you offer that before?” he asked. “I would have said yes on the spot!”

      “Because it doesn’t come for free,” the Old City said sullenly. “It takes a considerable amount of the power I’ve cultivated. Permanently.”

      Chance raised an eyebrow. “More significant than what the other cultivators would ask of you?”

      “No,” the Old City admitted. “Not even close. Can you at least make me a promise?”

      “Depends on what the promise is.”

      “If we both survive this, you’ll be powerful. No reneging on your deal and trying to establish some contract with me.”

      Chance shrugged. “Sure. That’s a big if, as I’m probably going to get killed doing this, but it’s not like I’ve got much of a choice. If you aren’t lying, Yamish is going to kill both of us. I won’t try to take advantage of you after he’s dealt with.”

      The Old City nodded. It reached into its chest, a hand sinking deep into the stone. A rumble shook the ground beneath them. Cracks spread through the statue and rocks tumbled down it as it slowly pulled a blade from within its chest.

      Its hilt was made of tarnished bronze, wrapped in jagged purple leather. The links of the whip-sword were smooth, but tarnished streaks ran through the metal like a bolt of lightning had been frozen within it.

      “Don’t betray me,” the Old City said, its body crumbling apart. The sword clattered to the ground and the rest of the statue followed after it.

      Chance knelt, picking the blade up. The wrapping bit into his hand slightly and he grimaced, studying the new urumi. His old one certainly looked better, but the blade felt light in his hands.

      He flicked his hand and the links extended without a sound, whipping through the air and sinking deep into a stone wall. Blinking in surprise, Chance retracted the blade and examined it in a new light.

      The weapon wasn’t the prettiest, but it was sharp and responsive. He was far from a sword expert, but he was willing to bet that this blade was of far higher quality than his last one. Where the magic in it was, he wasn’t sure.

      “I won’t,” Chance promised. “Assuming I don’t die, I’ll help you.”

      He turned and the wall behind him rippled, forming into an alleyway that led back into Gleam proper. As Chance walked into it, the blade writhed in his hand, shrinking and turning into a purple blur and wrapping around his wrist before he could react.

      There was no more trace of the weapon. Instead, a thorny purple bracelet hung just below his hand. Chance blinked. “Huh. That’s convenient. I was thinking that I needed to get a sheath, but I guess this’ll save me the money.”

      Chance brushed himself off as best as he could, all too aware that it wouldn’t do much when he had several giant tears in the back of his shirt, and walked out into Gleam. He’d spent more time in the Old City than he’d thought.

      The sun was already low in the sky. Chance winced. Hopefully, nobody asked too many questions. It wouldn’t be too easy to explain his shirt. Luckily, when he got back, nobody was in the bottom floor.

      Breathing a small sigh of relief, Chance padded inside and up the stairs to his room. He pulled his ruined shirt off and tossed it onto the floor. Then he froze.

      “Shit. I don’t have a change of clothes.”

      Chance looked around the room, hoping he’d somehow missed a dresser. He hadn’t. And, even if he had, it would have been empty. Groaning, Chance tugged at his hair and knelt, picking his ruined shirt back up.

      I can’t afford to save my money right now. Sorry, Mom, Dad. I’ll have to wait to find you for a little longer, or I might be the one that ends up dead this time around. Guess buying a new shirt fits under vital supplies.

      Chance pulled his shirt back on and headed into the hall. He didn’t make it two steps before Bella’s door swung open and she poked her head out, making Chance look like a deer in the headlights.

      “I – uh…”

      “You’re alive,” Bella said, stepping into the hall. “That’s always a good start. Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Chance glanced down at himself. The front of his shirt looked fairly normal. It was only the back that was ruined.

      “No particular reason,” he said, clearing his throat.

      Bella rolled her eyes. “Chance, it doesn’t take a genius to know that you were hunting monsters. I’ve gone out to do it more times than you have, I reckon. You can’t sell their bodies to the Shikari base, though. Not on your own. You’re still part of the team, so they’ll ask what you were doing.”

      Chance rubbed the back of his head. He’d completely forgotten that half his goal in heading out to the Old City was to kill some Soothounds for coin. Things had kind of just… happened. “I don’t have any monsters.”

      “You didn’t succeed? I thought you were heading back to where we found all the Soothounds. Are they gone? You handled one on your own no problem when we were last there.”

      “Am I that obvious?” Chance asked.

      “Do you want me to lie?”

      “No.”

      “Then, yeah, you are. You still look like you got caught with your hand in the cookie jar. I’m surprised you weren’t able to beat any Soothounds, though. Maybe they really did move.”

      “No, I wasn’t looking for Soothounds,” Chance said. “I mean, I need the money, but that wasn’t what I was doing this time.”

      Bella’s gaze darkened. “Was it something to do with the man that stopped Vex?”

      “I think it might be in both of our best interests if I don’t answer that.”

      “That’s a yes, then,” Bella said. “Well, just be extra careful. You aren’t as strong as a Knight yet, and you don’t have the artificial advantages I had when I was using Vex’s power. At least, I don’t think you do.”

      “What advantages even were those?” Chance asked, snagging on to the opportunity to change the subject.”

      “The water itself,” Bella replied. “Vex gave me water that he’d infused with his Essence, and I infused myself with it. That also gave him a considerable hold over me, since if I ever tried to remove it, he could have used it to kill me. After your friend got rid of him, I continued using the water for a while since a large portion of my own cultivation efforts had gone into making it powerful.”

      “So when you got rid of it…”

      “I lost a considerable portion of the Essence I’d gathered over the years,” Bella said with a nod. “And, ironically enough, that turned out to be what was holding me back from ranking up. I guess you can’t truly grow stronger when you’re leaning on someone else’s strength as a crutch.”

      “Yeah. That means Vex doesn’t have any real hold over you anymore, right?”

      “He shouldn’t,” Bella said with a small nod. “And he already got rid of the thing that made me work for him in the first place. He did that a long time ago. Don’t think I can’t tell that you’re changing the subject, though.”

      Chance cleared his throat again. “Yeah, yeah. I can’t say this is the exact same scenario as you had with Vex, but I think you should understand more than anyone why I can’t bring other people into this.”

      Bella inclined her head. Her eyes flicked to the bracelet on his wrist. “I know. That’s why I haven’t told Pete. You can’t hide it forever, though. People that care will notice things are changing.”

      “You’re telling me.” Chance laughed, moving his arm slightly to put the bracelet out of view. “And hopefully, I won’t have to. This is just something I’ll be working toward on the side. No big risk at all.”

      “If you’re sure,” Bella said with a shrug. “Just tell me if you need anything. I’m still in your debt, you know.”

      “I will,” Chance promised. He edged toward the edge of the hallway, hoping to keep her from seeing his shredded shirt. Judging by the bemused expression on her face, it didn’t work. Bella’s eyes dropped to the pouch at his side.

      “How many healing pills do you have left? Looks like you’ve been using them.”

      Chance sighed. “Could you stop being so perceptive? Like, come on. It’s not fair. At least let me feel like I’m being sneaky.”

      “It’s hard to do that when half of your shirt is covered with blood and flapping behind you.”

      Chance glanced over his shoulder. He cursed. It would have been better if he’d just walked out without the thing – at least Bella would have just wondered why he was being strange rather than gotten proof of what he was doing. He pulled the shirt off and balled it up with a grumble.

      “Here,” Bella said, disappearing into her room and coming back with a plain cloth shirt. She tossed it to him, and Chance pulled it on. To his surprise, it actually fit him pretty well.

      “Why do you have a men’s shirt?”

      “Yeo took to wandering around half naked in the mornings. He seems to think that it’ll help him passively absorb Essence, but the only thing it’s doing is scarring my eyes. I invested in a solution.”

      Chance let out a chuckle. “Thank you, then. I’ll be sure to find a replacement shirt to lend you. Speaking of Yeo, where is he?”

      “Still out practicing with Pete. He found a new technique in the library and didn’t want to leave until he had it under wraps.”

      “Ah. I should really get on learning some techniques myself,” Chance said. He patted the dictionary tucked into his waistband. “I’ve just got to get through this thing first. Thanks again for the shirt, Bella. Now that I’ve got it, I guess I’ll just go back to cultivating. Are we taking a job tomorrow?”

      “Might as well. We all need money, and they’re good training,” Bella replied. “You aren’t going to be too busy?”

      “Nah. I’ll be fine,” Chance promised. “See you then.”

      Bella nodded as he headed back to his room. “See you then.”
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        * * *

      

      Yamish let out a slow breath. Black smoke curled around his lips, rising up past his chin and into the shadowed sky above. His eyes slowly slid open and he uncrossed his legs, walking through the air to place his feet on solid ground once more.

      Strands of Karma extended from him in every direction. There were thousands upon thousands, all so thin that a spider’s web would have looked like a river in comparison. Exactly half shimmered with gold light, while the other half were pitch black.

      “So eager,” Yamish mused. “And so fresh. I have not seen enlightenment such as yours in millennia. What a vision indeed. You must be refined.”

      Around him, the Old City trembled. Two strands of black mist extended from Yamish’s hand and slipped into the darkness. They returned, dragging the bodies of two Soothounds. He drew the Essence from them, twisting it into a knot as their bodies shriveled into husks at his feet.

      Yamish extended a slender hand, his fingers running along one of the golden strands that extended far into the sky, piercing through Gleam’s heavens and into the cosmos beyond. The Essence he had gathered turned into a trilling note that echoed along the strand, vanishing into the night.

      He let his hand fall and a smile slipped across his face and headed deeper into the Old City, the cracked stone parting like water before him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Forty-One

        

      

    

    
      Essence constricted around Chance’s chest. Every breath he drew felt like it was a battle that he only just won, and every exhale let the bands tighten even further around him. He’d been trying to cultivate the entire night, but picturing the massive golden being he had seen in his vision made it feel as if the entire world were pressing down on him.

      Still, even as labored as his meditation was, Chance could feel the incredible changes that his visualization were doing to his cultivation. As weak as his breaths were, they pushed Essence into his Gate like the bellows of a forge.

      The familiar, slightly uncomfortable heat of Essence warmed his body, but it had started to spread from just his chest to his entire chest. As the night passed and he stilled his mind, trying to contemplate Karma and keep the other thoughts from intruding, even that feeling faded into the background.

      Throughout the night, he only got a few scarce minutes where he could truly slip into his own mind and contemplate. The rest of the time was spent in discomfort, struggling against the constrictive energy his vison surrounded him with.

      When the sun finally arose in the morning, Chance was conflicted. He sat on his bed for nearly an hour longer, his eyes shut and his breathing light. He couldn’t tell if he felt well rested or exhausted.

      Slowly, he lit his eyes open. The vision vanished, blown away in an invisible wind, and the heat that had been building within him subsided. He slipped out of bed, stretching his arms above his head.

      Covering a yawn, he headed out of his room and downstairs. Several sandwiches already sat on the kitchen counter, and Pete was in his large chair, his feet kicked up on a small bench. Chance snagged one of the sandwiches and sat down across from the old man, pulling his dictionary out and scanning through it as he ate.

      The two of them sat in silence until Chance had finished his meal. He flicked through a few more pages of the dictionary, then lowered it.

      “You look like you’ve been cultivating,” Pete said with a wry smile. “I’d recognize that look of mild drowsiness anywhere.”

      “Yeah,” Chance said with a chuckle. His body felt lighter than he was used to. Not by much, but just by enough that he noticed it. “It’s really different, that’s for sure.”

      “You’ll have more than enough time to get used to it,” Pete said. “The changes in most of your future advancements won’t be quite as profound, and you’ll get used to the increased pressure on you when you cultivate. You won’t like it, but you’ll get used to it.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what rank are you?” Chance asked. He paused for a moment then grinned. “Your real rank, not the one you have with the Shikari.”

      Pete raised an eyebrow. “Earl. The Shikari have me as a Baron, though. What makes you ask that?”

      “Mostly just curiosity,” Chance admitted. “Where would you stand in comparison to the strongest Shikari in the city?”

      “Oh, that’s quite the tough question,” Pete said. “The original founders of Gleam are long gone. Their power is probably far beyond anything that anyone on Centurion has access to. They’re beyond gods. But the current ones? Mostly Lords and Saints. Once you hit god rank, there really isn’t much reason to stick around Centurion anymore. And, as an answer – I wouldn’t stand at all. A Lord could snuff my life out with a single move.”

      “Ah,” Chance said, grimacing slightly.

      Guess I’m not getting his help, then. I don’t want Pete getting killed by Yamish.

      “You sure there’s no underlying reason for that question?” Pete asked.

      Chance shook his head, shaking off some crumbs that had fallen from his sandwich and onto his shirt. He reddened and brushed them off the couch, moving to throw them out in a trash can.

      “Just personal curiosity, really,” Chance said, turning back to Pete. “What rank is Gibson?”

      “A Duke.”

      “But he’s younger than you, isn’t he?”

      Pete chuckled. “Chance, don’t take how old someone looks as how strong they are – especially if they look young. When you reach a certain level of power, you can control your physical appearance and your ageing slows down. Gibson is indeed younger than me, but that doesn’t mean he’s weaker.”

      “Ah,” Chance said. “Sorry. But… if this isn’t too personal, why is he stronger? Like, if you’re older, doesn’t that mean you have more time to cultivate?”

      “A good question. The unfortunate answer is that I did not stop. I just have not been able to grow stronger. We grow stronger by comprehending our Essence, and I have been stuck at a bottleneck in my understanding for a long time. One day, I hope to surpass these limits. Until then, I’ll remain as I am.”

      “There’s nothing you can do?”

      “With enough money, perhaps,” Pete said with a shrug. “But I can’t afford anything like that. Not yet, at least. Perhaps in the coming years, or if I ever manage to win a tournament…”

      “They pay well?”

      “Extraordinarily so,” Pete said with a nod. “Even at your level. The city funnels money toward cultivators with potential.”

      “I see. Thank you,” Chance said, snapping his dictionary closed. “When’s the closest tournament?”

      “There’s a mixed Foundling and Squire ranked one coming in about a month. I was going to suggest you three try your hand at it, since they’re great practice.”

      A month, huh? I guess I’ll have to settle for that. I hope I’ve got the time to waste.

      “I see. Care to spar, then?” Chance asked, rolling his neck. “I want to get some movement in before we do our job today.”

      “Of course,” Pete replied. The two rose from their chairs. The older man paused for a moment, embarrassment crossing over his features. “Oh, did you want to use the backyard? It’s not very large, but I don’t know if we want to practice in the front.”

      “Why?” Chance asked. “Because other houses can afford a better ring? Why would I care what somebody else thinks about us? They’re the ones wasting their time instead of practicing.”

      Pete looked taken aback for a moment. Then a small smile crossed his lips and he inclined his head. “Very well. I was simply trying to make sure your own reputation wouldn’t be too poorly impacted by my lack of funding.”

      “Why would that matter? If someone’s going to look down on us because we aren’t rich, I don’t think that’s the type of person I’d like to be friends with.”

      “Kind. And inexperienced,” Pete said, shaking his head as they walked outside. “You should take any opportunity to grow stronger that you can, Chance. That includes playing by the rules that others expect you to. If you don’t, you won’t have people to back you up when you need their help.”

      They took their spots on either end of the lawn in front of the house and turned to face each other.

      “If someone judges me by my wealth, then I don’t think they’re going to be the one sticking around to help me out when I need them,” Chance replied, golden mist gathering around his palms as he started to pull on the Essence stored within his Gate. “I’d rather get strong under my own power.”

      “Admirable.” Pete’s staff expanded, forming a hammer head at the top. He spun it, then drove the butt of the weapon into the ground. “If that’s the path you wish to walk, then I will not stop you. I just hope it works better for you than it did for me.”

      The two dashed at each other. Chance, his instincts honed by weeks of battle against Soothounds, twitched out of the way as Pete’s hammer whistled past his head. The old man was moving far slower than he had been when fighting Bella – he was probably holding back until he could gauge Chance’s strength.

      “Where’s your urumi?” Pete asked as Chance bounced to his feet, driving an elbow toward his gut. Pete batted the blow away with the hilt of his hammer and swept it protectively in front of him, forcing Chance to skip to the side.

      “I might have gotten in a little bit of a fight,” Chance replied. He didn’t add that he wasn’t sure revealing his new weapon was a great idea.

      Actually, I didn’t think this through much at all. Can I even draw on Pete’s Karma? I guess I’m just paying debts for him. That’s a good thing, right?

      His third eye snapped open. Golden threads appeared in his vision, binding Pete’s body tightly. Chance yelped and dove forward. In the second that it had taken him to activate the ability, Pete had already moved to swing his hammer again.

      Chance dropped to the ground, taking an instant to glance at the nearest strand. The images within it were of a large, gorilla-like monster. The debt was weak at best, and while Chance had never seen the creature before, it didn’t take a genius to guess what it might do. He grabbed the strand.

      A furry fist materialized in a shower of gold sparks above Chance’s shoulder. Pete’s eyes widened and he raised his hammer defensively an instant before it crashed into him, sending the Shikari skidding across the grass.

      He recovered quickly, darting for Chance before he even had a chance to finish standing up. Pete’s strike was faster this time, and the only thing that kept it from connecting was Chance’s involuntary practice over the past weeks.

      Twisting to the side, Chance just barely managed to throw himself to safety. He spun, instinctively reaching for an urumi that wasn’t there. His bracelet whipped out from around his wrist, the leather-wrapped hilt digging into his palm as the blade materialized in his hand.

      Ringing like the note of a tuning fork, the urumi expanded and whistled through the air. Pete raised his hammer, but the segmented weapon wasn’t aimed at him. It was aimed at another golden strand – this one belonging to a heavyset Imp. Chance wasn’t sure if it was a Greater or Lesser one, but it looked big.

      The urumi shimmered with faint golden light as it retracted, snapping back into position in Chance’s arm. Even as cold energy flooded through his body, the glow around the weapon remained.

      “That’s new,” Pete observed, hopping back and readying his hammer. “You already bought a magical weapon? Smart lad.”

      “Something like that,” Chance said. He darted forward, power pumping through his body. Imps weren’t nearly as fast as Soothounds were, nor did they seem to be as strong as the gorilla monster whose debt Chance had just cut. But, from the energy pumping through his body and the speed that he reached Pete at, Chance decided that they were a pretty good middle ground.

      He whipped the hilt of the urumi at Pete’s side, but his only reward was the ringing of metal as Pete blocked the strike. The old man accelerated to match Chance’s newfound speed, pressing him back across the lawn. Their blows rang out in the early morning, and it didn’t take long for his stolen power to start to fade.

      Chance severed another thread, drawing strength from a Soothound’s Karma. He instantly increased in speed, almost landing a strike on Pete, but it met the same result as all his other attacks – knocked aside.

      Pain shot through Chance’s hand and the urumi spun from his hand. It fell to the grass several feet away from them and Pete slammed his hammer to a halt in the ground beside them, ending the fight.
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      “That last attack was faster than your other ones,” Pete observed, straightening back up. “But it was a fair bit weaker too.”

      “Yeah. I miscalculated a bit,” Chance said, shaking his wrist off with a disappointed frown. He couldn’t help but notice that the lines of Karma he’d utilized were still connected to Pete, just slightly dimmer than they had been before. Was he not using all of their power? Or perhaps there was just too much to use at once?

      “You put up a good fight,” Pete said approvingly. He clapped Chance on the shoulder as his weapon shifted back to a staff. “Truly, lad. You’re improving at an incredible speed. I’ve never seen someone from Earth grow like you do.”

      “Thanks.” Chance knelt and picked up his urumi. It morphed back into a bracelet, slipping around his wrist before he could even start to wonder how to make it transform.

      “Interesting weapon you got there,” Pete said. “I would have thought you’d go for a magic weapon that enhanced your abilities, not made itself more portable. I can see the benefit, though. Mine is quite similar. Couldn’t have been cheap, though. Magical weapons run quite a bit of coin. Where’d you get it?”

      “It kind of just happened,” Chance said with a shrug. “I got lucky and got a gift from someone.”

      “Lucky, huh?”

      Chance chuckled. They returned to the house, ignoring the curious gazes of the few spectators that had gathered during their session. At least nobody had said anything this time. Yeo and Bella were both in the kitchen when they returned.

      “Did Chance win?” Yeo asked through a sandwich.

      “Of course not,” Pete grumbled. “What kind of mentor would I be if I lost to a Squire ranked student that hasn’t even been cultivating for two months yet? He put up a great fight, though.”

      “Got time for another?” Yeo asked, shoving the rest of the sandwich into his mouth and swallowing without chewing. He brushed his hands off and grinned. “I’m raring for a fight.”

      “Just work it off on a monster,” Bella said. “We’re all out of our rooms now, so we might as well get to a job, not to mention that you’ve sparred with Pete constantly these past few days.”

      “I do like money,” Yeo said, tapping his chin with a finger. “Right. What are we doing? Stomping Soothounds again?”

      Both Chance and Bella grimaced.

      “Yeah, it’s not really all that fun,” Yeo said, answering for them. “But they did pay really well.”

      “If we could just get acknowledged as Squires by the Shikari, we’d be able to take jobs that made so much more money than this,” Bella said, taking a scroll from the countertop and waving it. “The Soothounds did seem like good money, but something was also clearly going on over there. I’m not sure it’s a good idea for us to get involved anymore.”

      “I agree,” Chance said, nodding quickly. The less Bella and Yeo were near the Old City, the better. He trusted it a little more than he had before, but not nearly enough to risk their lives. There was no way to know for sure that it was telling the truth. “Did we get any new jobs maybe? Something that pays a bit better?”

      “Not as a Foundling,” Bella said.

      “Kids, I feel like there’s a very obvious path to getting some better jobs,” Pete drawled from his chair. “I wish I could figure out what it was, though. Truly confounding.”

      “We could just try ranking up again?” Chance offered. “There’s no actual special test or the like this time, right? We can just go talk to Gibson and get a proctor assigned.”

      “Not Gibson,” Bella said, tossing the scroll back onto the counter. “He hates getting bothered with small things, and this counts as small. We can head to the training grounds where we took our previous test and there should probably be someone there that can oversee the test. If not, we could check the Shikari base.”

      “Works for me,” Yeo said, rolling his neck and grinning. “Let’s go, then. If it’s anything like the last exam, it’ll be done real quick and we can go make some money after.”

      Pete bid them farewell as the three headed out of the house and headed to the training grounds. The ringing of metal and flash of Essence clashing filled the air as they stepped through the iron gate and headed toward the center, passing dozens of sparring Shikari.

      Passing by several people sitting on the benches, Chance paused. He glanced over his shoulder. The grey hair of one of the men had caught his eye, and the bow resting against his side confirmed the man’s identity. He sat beside a heavyset man wearing cloth robes.

      “That’s the guy that we ran into at Hound’s,” Chance said after they’d passed him.

      “Oh, it is,” Yeo said, glancing back to confirm. “You think he’s a proctor?”

      “He doesn’t look all that much older than us, though,” Chance said. He recalled Pete’s words about the correlation between age and power, then cleared his throat. “Guess that doesn’t mean much, though. Do proctors also hunt monsters?”

      “All the Shikari do. Proctoring is just an extra bit,” Bella said. “If you know him, we might as well ask.”

      “I’m not so sure I’d go as far as to say we know him,” Chance hedged, but it was too late. Bella and Yeo were already walking toward the man. He glanced up at them, his hair covering a large portion of his face, as they arrived.

      “You don’t happen to be a proctor, do you?” Bella asked.

      “I am not,” the man said. He glanced from Yeo to Chance, then a small grin played across his face. “Ah. The kids that tried to steal my hunt.”

      “What?” Bella glanced at Yeo, her eyes going narrow. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing,” Yeo defended. “We just happened to get pulled into his Ward after dinner one time.”

      “All in the past, I’m sure,” the man said, waving a hand dismissively. “At least, I hope you’re smart enough to leave it there. I see you’ve become Squires now. Not bad.”

      “Thanks,” Chance said. “But we’re Squires in all but name, I’m afraid. That’s why we’re looking for a proctor. Would you happen know where we can find one? We’re hoping to get approved so we can get some jobs that pay a little better.”

      “The lazy bastard sitting next to me is a proctor, but he was desperately hoping that I wouldn’t point that out so he wouldn’t have to work.” He slapped the heavy man beside him on the shoulder, earning himself a half-lidded, irate sigh.

      “I hate you, Jorgin,” the large man said, bracing his hands against his knees as he rose to his feet with a grunt. A loud grinding noise emanated from his joints as he moved to ponderously approach one of the empty training areas. He glanced over his shoulder at them. “Get over here. If you want to get tested, at least make it fast.”

      “Good luck,” Jorgin said, not moving from his seat as they ran to the field.

      “I’m Derren,” the large Shikari said, covering a yawn with a meaty hand. “What house are you in?”

      “Whiteheart,” Yeo supplied.

      “Noted. This exam will be another team-based one. I trust you remember how the first worked?”

      They all nodded.

      “Good,” Derren said. “Same rules apply. You may attack me however you like. The battle ends once all three of you have been either rendered unconscious or thrown out of bounds. If you are able to push me out of the arena, it will count as a win for you, but it is not necessary to pass.”

      “What is?” Bella asked.

      “You’ll find out once the test is done,” Derren replied. He yawned again, then ran a hand through his thinning hair and scrunched his nose. “Right, then. Come on. I’ve got a nap to get to.”

      Chance’s urumi leapt to his hand and Yeo drew his kusarigama from his side, immediately duplicating it so he had one spinning weapon in each hand. Ice crept over Bella’s arms, traveling up to her shoulders and solidifying in jagged spikes.

      “What are you waiting for?” Derren asked.

      “I kind of thought you’d say start or something,” Yeo said. “Can we start?”

      Derren sighed. “Start.”

      A sickle whipped through the air. Derren didn’t even flinch as it struck him on the head, rebounding with a resounding clang. Yeo yanked the weapon back, his eyes wide. It hadn’t even scratched Derren.

      Chance flicked his wrist to the side and the urumi shot out, scraping across Derren’s side. Just like Yeo, the attack didn’t even damage the man’s body – in fact, it didn’t even cut through his clothes.

      “Oh, that is just not fair,” Yeo complained. “He’s using aura. Could you at least look a little excited? You look bored out of your mind.”

      “No,” Derren replied flatly. “I am bored.”

      Bella darted at him. Once again, Derren didn’t budge. She struck him in the chest and ice crept along his body, trying to find purchase on the Shikari’s clothes. It failed, evaporating without leaving a single trace on him.

      Narrowing her eyes, Bella extended her hands. The air chilled between them, an icy axe slowly taking form in her grip. Its edge rippled with faint white and blue Essence. Bella brought the blade down on Derren’s shoulder hard.

      She pulled the axe back, cold mist rising up from her white-knuckled hands. The strike had left a tiny nick in his clothes.

      “Okay, that’s pretty lame,” Bella muttered. “Your aura is incredible.”

      Yeo spun his kusarigama and sent them flying out, binding one of Derren’s legs tightly. He pulled back, his muscles straining as he desperately tried to move the man or knock him off balance. Derren didn’t budge.

      “One more try,” Yeo growled, yanking the weapons back. They traced glimmering arcs through the air as he started to pour Essence into the sickles. Yeo spun, releasing his grip on one of the weapons and catching it in his other hand. “Metal Dragon Art: Executioner!”

      The metal chains merged together, growing thicker and heavier. At the same time, the two sickles melded into a single, larger blade. With a cry, Yeo brought the enlarged weapon down on Derren as hard as he could.

      It struck him on the neck and rebounded with a loud clang, splitting back off into two weapons. A thin cut along Derren’s neck was all that Yeo’s efforts were rewarded with.

      “I hate to say it, but I don’t think any of my attacks are going to get through this Essence,” Yeo growled. “Chance? I don’t suppose you’ve learned any techniques?”

      “Not yet,” Chance admitted, opening his third eye and scanning Derren. He was covered with strings of Karma, most of them corresponding to monsters that Chance had never seen. If this had been a real fight, he never would have had time to look at all of them. But, since Derren wasn’t even moving, he flicked through the scenes within the golden threads in search of the perfect target. “Give me a second.”

      Derren yawned again.

      “This is the lamest fight I’ve ever been in,” Yeo muttered. “Bella, want to try to drag him out of the ring together? Ice the ground.”

      “Good idea,” Bella said, pointing a palm at the matted grass by Derren’s feet. Frost formed over the ground, but a large circle around Derren’s feet remained completely unaffected. “Gods, I can’t get through his aura at all. This is ridiculous. He’s even shielding the ground!”

      Chance finally spotted a thick thread that would suit his purposes perfectly. It was larger than most, and depicted a massive, hulking humanoid monster. It was covered in bulging muscles and carried a wicked war axe in a single hand, holding it like a child’s toy.

      Grinning, he flicked his urumi. The blade carved through the thread of karmic debt, drawing ice cold power through its links and into his body. Chance stiffened as it spread through his veins.

      “You missed,” Yeo observed.

      Chance tried to run at Derren, but he underestimated just how powerful the monster whose power he had stolen had been. His enhanced legs threw him straight into Derren’s chest and he staggered back with a grunt.

      A tiny flicker of surprise passed through Derren’s eyes. Chance shook himself off and took several steps back before lowering his body and charging into Derren, driving his shoulder into the man’s gut.

      His teeth rattled from the force of the strike, but Derren grunted and took a single step back.

      “Damn, have you been doing weight training?” Yeo asked.

      Derren reared back and Chance’s eyes widened. So much for not fighting back. Chains whistled past Chance, wrapping around him and yanking him back. Derren’s fist whistled past his face, just barely missing.

      “Thanks,” Chance said as Yeo freed him with a flick.

      “Just do that again,” Yeo said, nodding to Derren.

      Chance nodded. Bella extended her hands, narrowing her eyes. The ice on the ground grew thicker, slowly creeping closer to Derren’s feet. He glanced at her, and Chance took the opportunity to charge him again.

      There was no point swinging his urumi – the blade wasn’t suited for powerful blows, and he doubted it would do much to actually injure their proctor anyway. Instead, he threw himself into Derren once more.

      The two staggered, but Chance more than Derren.

      “How are you doing that?” Derren demanded, taking a step toward him. “No Squire has that much physical strength.”

      Chance’s eyes flicked over the lines of Karma. Yeo’s kusarigama flashed again, this time binding around Derren’s head and blocking his sight for an instant. Chance dove forward, throwing himself into the Shikari’s legs.

      He grunted in pain. It was like tackling a brick wall. Derren cursed above him, staggering. There was a crunch, and he threw the crumpled remains of Yeo’s sickles to the ground beside Chance.

      As Derren knelt to grab him, Chance snagged a line of Karma with his finger. Essence lit around him as golden light poured out, forming into the jagged claw of some reptilian monster. It raked across Derren’s chest with a screech.

      The monster’s claws only left a thin line in the cloth, but it distracted him for long enough for Bella to swing her axe into his head as hard as she could. The icy weapon shattered with a loud crash, but Derren tripped over Chance’s body. He pitched back, crashing to the ground with such force that Chance was tossed into the air.

      Yeo caught him before he could fall on his head. The last of the power he had stolen faded away as Derren slowly rose back to his feet.

      “That’s terrifying,” Yeo muttered, his eyes wide. “I want to do that!”

      “Train more,” Derren growled. He raised a foot and drove it into the ground. Chance, along with his team, were catapulted several feet into the air. Derren thrust a palm into the air and the earth beneath them erupted. Three tendrils shot out, splitting to target them.

      One caught Chance in the chest, blasting him from the air and slamming him to the ground outside the arena. Several cracks rang out as his bones broke and he cried out in pain. Dimly, he registered two thuds as Yeo and Bella smashed down near him.

      Numbness raced up Chance’s back. He tried to move, but his legs wouldn’t budge. Gritting his teeth, he forced his arm to laboriously move down to his vial of healing pills. There were only a few left, but he didn’t hesitate in forcing one into his mouth. As soon as it hit his tongue, the damage started to repair itself.

      He sat up with a groan. Bella was already seated, icy armor falling off her in sheets. She’d managed to encase herself in it before she hit the ground, and it didn’t look like she’d been injured.

      To Chance’s surprise, Yeo was still in the arena. He’d managed to wrap one of his broken kusarigama chains around Derren’s arm and had pulled himself through the strike so that he was still technically in the test.

      Yeo snapped his fingers and the particles of his broken weapons leapt into the air, shooting for Derren’s nose and mouth. They clattered against an invisible wall in the air. Derren raised an eyebrow. Clearing his throat, Yeo stepped over the line and took himself out of the exam before Derren could reach him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Forty-Three

        

      

    

    
      “Are you okay?” Chance asked as he walked over to Bella.

      “I’ve been hit worse,” Bella replied, brushing herself off with a grimace.

      “I’m fine too,” Yeo put in, limping slightly as he walked to join them. “By the way, I’ll have it known that I did better than both of you.”

      “None of us could even hurt him,” Bella pointed out.

      “You weren’t supposed to,” Jorgin said, rising from his spot on the bench and applauding quietly. “If you had, it would have been quite embarrassing for Derren.”

      He pulled a pill from a vial at his side and tossed it to Yeo, who ate it without an instant of hesitation. His leg popped as something slid back into place and he let out a relieved sigh.

      “Thanks.”

      “How did we do?” Bella asked.

      “More than acceptable,” Derren replied, yawning again. “I wasn’t expecting any of you to actually be able to move me, and you had some decent ideas for teamwork, even if none of them really worked.”

      They all let out a relieved sigh.

      “I think you can say more than that,” Jorgin drawled. “When’s the last time you got knocked off your feet, Derren?”

      “Been a while,” the proctor said, his lips turning down. He nodded to Chance. “What path do you cultivate, boy?”

      “Karma.”

      Derren grunted. He pulled a metal disk out of a pocket and pressed his thumb into it. He fiddled with it for a few moments, then returned it to his pocket. “Noted. Well, you all pass. I’ll put in word with the Shikari and you should be all set. Good job. Now, unless you’re going to make me test you for Knight rank–”

      “We aren’t,” Chance said hurriedly. He was pretty sure the Knight ranked exam would probably involve actually fighting Derren, and they were nowhere near strong enough for that. Not yet. “Out of curiosity, what rank are you?”

      “Duke.” Derren ambled back over to his bench and flopped down. Chance winced, expecting the man to crash straight through it, but the Shikari landed so silently that he didn’t even hear it. “I’m taking my nap now. Don’t bother me again, Jorgin.”

      Derren closed his eyes and let his head loll back over the edge of the bench. Jorgin snorted.

      “Well, congratulations on your promotion. You all actually did a pretty fair job of surprising him. He normally doesn’t show much emotion at all.”

      “Are you sure we should be talking? We don’t want to wake him up,” Chance said.

      “Don’t worry, he can sleep through anything he wants to. He already sent the information about your rank up to the base, so congratulations. You’re all officially Squires.”

      “Awesome!” Yeo exclaimed, pumping a hand in the air. “Let’s go get a job! An expensive one.”

      “We’ve still got to wait for them to show up at our house,” Bella pointed out.

      Yeo’s face fell. Jorgin rolled his eyes and reached into a pocket, pulling out a slip of paper. “I’ve got a Squire ranked job here, if you want it. I picked it up, but I decided I couldn’t be bothered to actually take care of it.”

      “Really? Why do you have something so low level? You’ve got to be around Derren’s rank, right?” Chance asked.

      Bella took the paper from Jorgin and unfolded it, scanning through its contents. Jorgin gave them a half-hearted shrug.

      “Nah, I’m nowhere near his rank. And sometimes you just want to try doing something easy. Trust me, unless you’re really shooting for the stars, money isn’t going to be an issue for much longer. Especially after you hit Knight rank.”

      “I don’t like the implication that we aren’t going for the top,” Yeo said, narrowing his eyes.

      “Ah,” Jorgin said, scrunching his nose in distaste. “You’re one of those. I should have known, I guess. Nobody in their right mind would call out their technique names. That’s just telling your opponent what you’re doing, you know. Oh well, no skin off my back. Enjoy being poor, kid.”

      Yeo stuck his tongue out and turned to Bella. “Well? What’s the job?”

      “Elimination request for an aggressive Ramdent not too far from here,” Bella replied, peeling her eyes from the paper. “It pays five hundred gold.”

      Chance and Yeo froze.

      “Five hundred gold?” Chance asked in awe. “That’s so much more than the Foundling quests!”

      “Where is it? I don’t know what a Ramdent is, but I’m going to kick its teeth in.”

      “Rose district, apparently. Again,” Bella replied. “Not too far.”

      “Let’s go, then!”

      Yeo snatched the paper from Bella’s hands and darted for the exit. Chance waved to Jorgin as he and Bella rushed to follow after Yeo.

      “Thanks for the help and the job!”

      “Any time,” Jorgin replied, raising a hand in farewell and giving them a sly smile. “I wish you the best of luck.”
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        * * *

      

      Jorgin watched the three rush out of the training area, waiting several seconds before rising to his feet. Derren’s hand shot out, grabbing him by the wrist before he could take more than one step away.

      Jorgin turned, looking down at Derren. The man’s round face was red and he trembled with exertion. Cocking his head to the side, Jorgin reached into a pouch at his waist. He pulled a Ward out and activated it.

      A small blue dome bloomed just above the two of them, not much larger than the bench Derren sat on. Energy rippled through the air and their surroundings changed, dirt turning to cold black marble.

      The bench warped, wood melting away as jagged obsidian forked out to replace it, jutting at odd angles as if it were in italics.

      “I did not expect you to be able to move,” Jorgin said.

      “I’ve got strong aura,” Derren growled, spitting each word through clenched teeth as he laboriously rose from the bench. His shoulders shook, but he managed to keep his feet out under him.

      “So you do,” Jorgin said. “Your part is done. You have performed admirably. It would have been wiser to pretend to still be asleep.”

      “D-don’t make fun of me. You knew. As soon as I broke your control over my body, you knew.”

      “Also true. I had just hoped we might take this up at a more opportune location.”

      “Who are you? What do those kids have to do with this?” Derren ground out. “Why force me to give them a test like that?”

      “Everything must be perfect,” Jorgin replied in a lilting tone. “It is important that he sees the true strength of the world. The normal test would have given him false belief of his strength.”

      Derren lunged, but it was like he was moving underwater. Jorgin shifted to the side and the Shikari’s sluggish attack passed by him harmlessly.

      “You forced me to fight with that much power just to make the test more difficult? You’re insane.”

      “You speak as if it was a troublesome task for me to do such,” Jorgin said, raising a hand. “Fear not. You will still be of use.”

      Several seconds later, the Ward faded. Jorgin reappeared in the training grounds. Of Derren, there was no trace.
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        * * *

      

      “That is the ugliest thing I have ever seen in my entire life,” Yeo said, his kusarigama at the ready.

      Chance couldn’t help but agree. It had taken them about an hour of searching around the alleyways in the Rose district to locate the Ramdent. Luckily, the Old City hadn’t given him any trouble. But, now that the creature stood in front of them, he almost wished it had.

      The Ramdent was some idiot’s idea of a joke. It was a little shorter than him, with a large, bulbous body and a scab-covered tail that was twice as long as it was tall. It looked like how he pictured a rat from New York, except for one grotesque difference. Its head was that of a ram – if someone had beaten it black and blue and slapped it on without bothering to clean anything up.

      Horns stuck out of the monster’s head at odd angles, and one of its eyes was swollen shut. The other, square-pupiled and dilated with blood, darted between the three of them at a breakneck speed.

      “Gods, we need to put this thing out of its misery,” Bella said, ice covering her body. The Ramdent let out a baritone squeak and backed up against the wall of the alley, pulling its bloody lips back to reveal rows of sharp rodent fangs. Blood dripped from its mouth and splattered to the ground.

      “Agreed,” Yeo said. “This alley isn’t the best for me, though. Can we get it out into the street?”

      “Not until we get a Ward up,” Bella replied, an axe forming in her hands. “We can’t let it injure anyone, and this thing looks like it snapped three years ago.”

      The Ramdent let out a chittering screech. Evidently tired of waiting, it blurred at Yeo, who let out a mixture of a yelp and a curse before vaulting backward, narrowly avoiding getting bitten.

      Chance slipped forward, his third eye already open, and cut a karmic thread connected to the frothing monster. He elected to cut one connected to a Soothound, largely because he was already familiar with the benefits it would give. There were several other monsters tied to the Ramdent, but he didn’t want to risk anything new in the middle of a fight.

      Cold energy slipped into his veins and a strand of gold mist leapt from his palm. It struck the Ramdent, sinking into its matted fur without any resistance.

      “It doesn’t have much of an aura,” Chance said, flicking his urumi to keep the monster at bay. It hissed at him, trying to bite at the sword but failing miserably.

      Bella reared back and lobbed her axe. It spun once before embedding itself square in the Ramdent’s head, splattering blood across the alleyway. Staggering, the creature crashed to the ground and went still.

      “Wait, seriously?” Yeo asked, lowering his kusarigama. “That’s it? I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but…”

      Chance started to nod in agreement, but he paused. There were still karmic threads connected to the Ramdent. His eyes narrowed. “I don’t think it’s dead. It’s doing something.”

      Neither of them questioned him. Bella reached into her bag and pulled her Ward out, activating it without a second of hesitation. With a thrum of energy, a blue dome bloomed in the air above them. It lowered, sealing off a large portion of the alley.

      Bella suddenly doubled over, groaning in pain. She staggered, leaning a hand against the wall.

      “Bella?” Chance asked, rushing to her side. “Are you okay?”

      Vines erupted around the Ramdent, rapidly blanketing the walls and floor of the alley around it. Thick foliage erupted from the grass, and the walls fell away as they quickly spread throughout the alley.

      “It’s taking control of the Ward,” Yeo warned. “Bella, snap out of it!”

      Bella gritted her teeth, leaning on Chance as she straightened back up. The rapid growth slowed. Bricks started to appear once more, but at a slow rate. The shimmering walls of the Ward descended around them, making contact with the ground.

      The Ramdent staggered back to its feet, the axe still sprouting from its head. It shook itself off, then let out a low growl and slipped into the twisting vines, vanishing from view.

      “Shit. I wasn’t prepared for that level of mental assault,” Bella said. “It managed to modify the Ward.”

      “Whatever,” Yeo replied, spinning his sickle and grinning. “It widened our fighting area. This is good for me. Now we just need to find it.”

      Chance scanned the thick foliage covering roughly half of the Ward, searching for any signs of the Ramdent. The heavy vines were large and loose enough that it was impossible to tell exactly where it had gone. He grimaced.

      “That might be a bit hard. Can it wait us out?”

      “No. The Ward won’t drop until it’s dead or we are,” Bella replied. “And it’s on more of a timer than we are. I can’t imagine it can sit around bleeding forever.”

      “I don’t suppose you can detect your axe?” Yeo asked.

      “Nope. It’s just ice. No clue what happened to it.”

      “Figures,” Yeo grumbled. “Chance?”

      Chance’s third eye wasn’t doing much either. Evidently, there was only so much he could look through before he lost sight of the karmic threads. “I can’t see it either. It had a pretty weak aura, though, so I might be able to find it in a different way. Hold on.”

      Chance gathered golden mist in his free hand while he raised his urumi with the other. He was already lucky – whether that was good or bad luck, he wasn’t entirely sure. But he still had luck – and it was time to share a little bit of it with their opponent.

      The golden mist poured from his palm, slithering across the stone and slipping into the vines. Several seconds passed. A small patch of vines to their right rustled. As one, Yeo and Chance both sent attacks in its direction.

      Yeo’s sickle sliced through several of the vines but failed to penetrate deep enough – but Chance’s urumi bit into flesh.

      “I’ve got it!” Chance yelled, yanking the blade back. Blood splattered across the ground and a furious roar echoed through the Ward. A large, battered monster staggered out from within the vines. It was the Ramdent, but there wasn’t much left of the latter half of its name.

      The monster had completely turned into a ram that stood nearly twice the height of what it had before. Thick, ropey muscles covered its body and two new jagged horns sprouted from either side of its head. A large, gaping wound seeped blood right between its eyes. There was no sight of Bella’s axe.

      “Well, now I wish you hadn’t,” Bella muttered, forming a new axe in her hands. “Be careful. It looks more dangerous now.”

      “We attack as one when it makes its move,” Yeo said, the Ramdent approaching them with bared teeth. They all nodded.

      It attacked, and they leapt into action.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Forty-Four

        

      

    

    
      The alley – if it could even still be called that – was in tatters. Between the three of them and the Ramdent, their surroundings had been torn to bits. Vines piled in ragged heaps on the ground and scores covered the stones within the Warded dome.

      Yeo’s weapons were in hundreds of pieces, and patches of ice had whitened the walls and turned foliage grey. He, Chance, and Bella were all covered in cuts and small wounds. Before them, the corpse of the Ramdent lay still.

      It had come back to life a total of five times, each time returning angrier and more battered. Chance retraced his urumi and leaned against a wall, catching his breath.

      “You think it’s actually dead?” Yeo asked. Pieces of metal rattled across the ground, congregating around him as his kusarigama reformed.

      “I think we got it this time,” Chance said, pushing away from the wall and pulling an orb from his pouch. He still didn’t actually know if they had an official name, but he was so used to just thinking of them as orbs that he doubted he’d change anytime soon.

      He approached the dead monster’s body carefully, flicking the orb onto it once he was close enough. It struck the Ramdent on the head, swallowing the entire thing with a blue flash. He knelt, pocketing the orb as he straightened back up.

      Bella released the ward and the blue dome fell. Around them, the alley reformed. Chance was pushed several feet to the side abruptly, and a wall appeared where he’d been standing. He caught his balance, then let out a slow breath.

      “I am really glad I didn’t reappear inside that wall.”

      “That would a pretty glaring design flaw,” Yeo agreed, brushing himself off. “But damn, we beat that thing’s ass. Are we cool or what?”

      “I didn’t play that as well as I should have.” Bella pressed her lips together. “I got caught off guard. I wasn’t expecting that thing to come back, so it managed to get some control over the Ward.”

      “It’s fine. It worked out in the end.” Chance waved his hand dismissively. “And that was clearly a pretty strong monster. You managed to keep most of the Ward the way it should be. That’s probably better than I could have done. What’s the Ward based off? Cultivation?”

      “Aura,” Bella replied.

      “Then you definitely did better than Yeo or I could have.”

      “Hey! You might be completely right, but I have a very fragile ego,” Yeo said, jabbing his chest with a thumb. “I only accept compliments, and I tore that thing up.”

      He really had. Once the field had opened up, Yeo had been a menace. With the Ramdent’s weak aura and the room to really get his kusarigama swinging, Yeo had been responsible for three of the five monsters’ deaths.

      “Aside from the Ward mistake, I think we all did pretty well. And we didn’t even damage the city, so we should get all five hundred coins.”

      “I’m going to spend all of it on cultivation aid pills. The less I have to cultivate, the better.”

      Bella rolled her eyes. “Just don’t use too many and stack up on impurities, or you’ll end up looking like someone from Earth.”

      She paused, then glanced at Chance. “Sorry. I didn’t mean–”

      “It’s fine,” Chance said with a chuckle. His stomach twisted slightly at his continued deception of his team, but the only thing he wanted less than somehow getting them in trouble with Yamish was getting Bob in trouble somehow. He’d find a way to tell them. Eventually. “Shall we go turn this in?”
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, you’re already Squires?” Janet asked, clapping her hands in delight. She sat on Burget’s counter, kicking her legs lazily.

      “Please get off my window,” Burget said with a heavy sigh. “You’re blocking my view of the Shikari.”

      Janet slowly turned to look at him. “Are you calling me fat? I’m sure you can see past me. There’s so much room.”

      There was not. Chance decided that it would be best that he not point that out.

      “Yes,” Burget said. “I am. Now move.”

      Janet harrumphed and jumped down. Several yells came from a table at the far end of the room, followed by a crash. Janet strode toward it, cracking her knuckles in preparation. She looked uncomfortably eager.

      “That was bold,” Yeo said as Chance put the orb on the desk.

      Burget took it, sliding it into his silver box. “Janet’s only problems are sleeping on the job or fighting inside the base. As long as you don’t do either of those, you can do what you want.”

      A loud thud echoed out, and the yelling abruptly stopped. Burget slid his box back beneath the counter and gave them a grunt.

      “You’re all set. Pay will arrive in a day or two. Need anything else?”

      “That’s it,” Bella said. “Thanks.”

      Burget grunted again. He leaned down, resting his forehead on his forearms, and started to snore. Chance cast a nervous glance at Janet, who was heading in their direction. The three of them quickly made for the exit of the base.

      “Bye, kids!” Janet called, grabbing a bottle from a table as she passed it. “Make sure to come back again soon!”

      She brought the bottle crashing down on Burget’s head right as the three slipped out the door.

      “She’s insane,” Yeo said. “Kinda pretty, though.”

      Both Chance and Bella side-eyed him.

      “She’d kill you within the first day,” Chance said.

      “I think you might be overestimating his tenacity,” Bella said. “I’d give it half that. Yeo doesn’t have nearly enough aura to survive Janet, even if she did like him.”

      Yeo slicked his hair back and arched an eyebrow, making a face that he probably thought was handsome. “You’re telling me anyone wouldn’t instantly fall for this beautiful mug of mine?”

      “Yes,” Chance and Bella said at the same time.

      “Neither of you have any taste,” Yeo declared.

      They all laughed, heading back toward the Whiteheart house. As they walked down the busy streets of Main Plaza Road, a thrum ran over all three of them. The traffic vanished and a dome bloomed in the sky above them.

      “Seriously?” Bella asked, coming to a stop.

      “I blame Chance,” Yeo said quickly. “This is his fault. He’s the only one that gets attacked every single time he goes into the city.”

      “Not every time,” Chance said, readying his urumi and glancing around. The dome fell around them, then vanished an instant later. The foot traffic snapped back all around them, and a large man nearly bowled all three of them over before he shuffled to the side, muttering under his breath as he disappeared into the crowd.

      Chance hurriedly put his weapon away and started walking again to avoid turning into a roadblock.

      “Well, they handled that fast,” Bella said. “Let’s get back before Chance gets us pulled into another one, though.”

      “Hey! You can’t join in on that too. This isn’t my fault!”

      “Nobody gets pulled into crap as much as you do,” Bella said. “In all my years of working alone, I only got dragged into a Ward once. This is, what, your third time in a few months?”

      “I plead the fifth.”

      “Fifth?” Bella asked.

      “It’s a law on Earth,” Yeo explained. “Means they don’t have to say something that’ll obviously hurt their case in a court.”

      Bella just shook her head. Luckily, the rest of their trip back to the Whiteheart house went entirely unmolested. When they got back, the three returned to their rooms to cultivate.

      Chance wasted no time in bringing the vision of the enormous golden being to his mind, welcoming the increasingly familiar feeling of tightness and heat that wove around his chest as he contemplated Karma.

      Three weeks passed in a similar manner. They did a job every few days, spending the rest of their time either in combat training or in cultivation. At night, Chance often slipped away to the Old City, working his way through the growing ranks of monsters that it threw at him.

      His skill – and luck – with the urumi reached the point where his sparring sessions with Yeo were no longer one-sided, and he even started to win some of them. Chance also finished reading the dictionary and managed to get a decent grasp of Centurion’s written language.

      The technique book Pete had gotten him still rested on his counter. As soon as he’d gotten a grasp on Centurion’s language, the first thing he’d done was read through the manual.

      However, what he found didn’t interest him as much as he had hoped. The manual detailed a way to imbue a weapon with Karma, which would enhance its attacks significantly. Unfortunately, the ability was cited to take at least a year to just start using properly. The grasp over Essence that was required to properly imbue a weapon was so high that there were over a dozen prior steps that he had to go through before even considering using the technique. On top of all that, it just felt… wrong. When he tried testing it out, even with his limited understanding, the flow of Essence felt oily to him.

      As such, Chance had temporarily set it aside. There were other ways he could grow stronger faster, and the technique could wait until he survived Yamish and the Old City. However, it did make him wonder just how Yeo and Bella had both gotten techniques for themselves.

      But, to his immense delight and with the benefits of his vision, Chance could feel himself palpably growing stronger. He was less winded after every fight, and his urumi often unexpectedly landed strikes that he was certain he’d missed.

      All three of them spent a large portion of the money they earned on supplies and pills, but Chance had one key advantage that the other two didn’t. While Bella and Yeo only dared to take a single cultivation aid pill a day, Chance spent every single coin he earned on them.

      With no impurities to worry about, he often used four or five pills a day, and the results were becoming apparent. The power gap between them and Chance quickly closed. Between the extra pills he took and his late-night training sessions with the Old City, his skills were growing at an incredible pace.

      Unfortunately, Chance could see an end in sight to his current boost of growth. With every pill he took, he could feel their effectiveness decreasing. His body was building a resistance to them, which meant he’d have to start buying more expensive ones if he wanted them to have any effect at all.

      He’d taken to gathering the bodies of the monsters the Old City threw at him, storing them within orbs. He wasn’t quite sure if he wanted to sell them yet, so he’d had to spend some money on extra orbs, but they were fortunately rather cheap.

      Of Yamish, there was still no sign. That, more than anything, wore heavily on Chance’s mind. The Old City didn’t show itself again either, though it still interacted with him through symbols on the walls whenever he went.

      Even though the tournament was just a week away, the only thing Chance could think about was getting strong enough to defeat Yamish.

      Emerging from his room, Chance passed by Yeo and Bella’s rooms – both of them were still cultivating – and headed downstairs. He headed out of the Whiteheart house and down Shikari Lane, seeking out the Old City.

      He stepped into an alleyway, where the walls were already warping to provide him passage. They closed behind him, leaving Chance alone in the cracked, empty streets.

      Chance’s bracelet expanded into an urumi and he flicked the sword instinctively, cutting down a Soothound as it leapt from the shadows. The monster’s body thumped to the ground and he put it into an orb.

      The orb joined his collection and he sighed, turning to the walls.

      “Do you know how long I’ve got? I’m not going to get strong enough to beat a Knight, much less someone of Yamish’s power anytime soon.”

      A question mark carved itself into the wall. Chance rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “Is there a reason you don’t just… write? Wouldn’t that make communication a little easier?”

      There was no response. Chance shook his head and shrugged.

      “You do you, I guess. It’s pretty unlikely I’m going to be able to handle Yamish anytime soon, though. Our best bet might be playing along for as long as possible, because I’m pretty sure that he’s going to be back long before I get strong enough to annoy him, much less beat him.”

      The question mark turned to a circle. Evidently, the Old City wasn’t feeling particularly conversational today. Beneath Chance’s feet, cracked stone rippled in a tiny wave, making him stumble deeper into the alleys.

      “Alright, alright. I’m coming. What do you have for me to fight this time?” Chance asked, heading into the darkness. Another Soothound leapt at him and his blade flashed, sending the monster crumpling to the ground. He collected it as well.

      The Old City didn’t respond to Chance’s question, but he hadn’t particularly expected it to either. In its own way, it was trying to prepare him for what was coming. At least, he hoped it was. Training was training, though, and he needed everything he could get.
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      Chance’s footfalls echoed through the cracked alleys of the Old City. Several jagged tears ran through one of the new shirts he’d bought, from where a warped Soothound had managed to catch him.

      The Old City had run him ragged this time, sending several dozen of the larger Soothounds for him at once. If the square they’d been fighting in had been a little larger, they probably would have just swarmed him. But, due to the tight quarters, the monsters were practically tripping over each other as they tried to get to him.

      Even though he was walking away victorious, Chance couldn’t shake the dissatisfaction hanging over him.

      If I can barely handle a bunch of Soothounds, how am I supposed to do anything against Yamish?

      He shook his head, lost in his own thoughts. A passageway opened up before him, leading into Gleam proper, and he started down it. Chance was so distracted that he didn’t spot the person standing at the end of the path until he was nearly upon her.

      Chance nearly leapt a foot into the air as he finally spotted an older woman leaning against a wall, a large wooden tankard full of frothy beer in her hands. Tangled gray hair hung low over her shoulders and her clothes were stained.

      She cast a lazy glance in Chance’s direction, and the two locked eyes for a few moments. Chance swallowed. The last thing he needed was for someone to start wondering why he was walking through walls.

      Maybe she’s too drunk to notice?

      The woman raised the tankard to her lips and took a long swig from it. She belched, lowering it and wiping her mouth with the back of a sleeve.

      “What are ya staring at, kid?”

      “Nothing, sorry,” Chance said, rubbing the back of his head with an awkward laugh. “I was just walking, I guess. Didn’t mean to bother you.”

      The woman hiccupped, then took another drink from her tankard. “Convenient. Mind helping me to the tavern? I got lost.”

      “Sure, if you can tell me where it is. Are you sure you should have any more to drink, though? You might get sick,” Chance said, taking a step toward her. If she hadn’t seen what had happened, there was no reason not to help out.

      Chance paused, his eyes catching on the tankard. It was still full. The woman’s head lolled to the side.

      “What are you waiting for? Help me out here; it’s probably just around the corner. I just need a bit of support getting there.”

      “I’d love to help,” Chance said carefully. “Could you just tell me why you need to go to the tavern first?”

      “To get drunk, you blithering idiot. Why else?”

      “Why would you need to go to a tavern to get drunk when your tankard doesn’t seem to run out?”

      The woman stopped moving. A small grin tugged at the corners of her lips and she straightened up, pushing away from the wall with no effort.

      “Keen eye you got there, kid.”

      “Let’s just call it lucky,” Chance replied. “Is there something you want with me?”

      The woman let out a bark of laughter. “Want with you? That’s one way to put it. I can’t be the first to make it, can I? The trip here took so long.”

      “The first? Of what?” Chance watched her for the slightest sign of aggression, but the woman seemed content to just stand. Unfortunately, she was also standing directly in his path back to Gleam. He could always retreat back into the Old City if things got hairy.

      The woman cocked an eyebrow. “Maybe I am. Huh. That’s a first. I try to make it a point not to be timely.”

      “I’m afraid you’ve lost me.”

      Chance discreetly sent Essence into his third eye. He paused. There wasn’t a single thread of Karma attached to her. As far as he knew, it was impossible to be completely free of any debt – unless she wasn’t free at all.

      “You’re a Karma cultivator.”

      “What did I tell you? Astute,” the woman praised, raising her tankard to him in approval before upending it down her gullet. She let out a satisfied sigh, lowering it to reveal that it was still filled to the brim. “You figure that out on your own?”

      If I’m telling someone else about Yamish, it definitely isn’t a random woman I ran into in an alleyway.

      “Does it matter much?” Chance asked, deflecting the question. “Why would you seek me out, though? Just curiosity?”

      The woman snorted. “Haven’t you noticed, kid? Things are drawn to you. Well, not you in particular – all Karma cultivators have a pull. Call it luck or whatever you want, but we’ve got a pull. When a new cultivator of our path shows up, the peanut gallery pops up to take a look at them.”

      Chance couldn’t see any real aggression in her posture, and he allowed himself to relax slightly as well.

      “If you don’t mind me asking – why? Something tells me you’ve come from farther than just the neighborhood. That can’t just be to satisfy your curiosity.”

      He was graced with a wide smile for his question. “If you don’t have a teacher, then I’ll be happy to pass along a little nugget of my own wisdom. Nothing in this universe is free. For every great boon, there is a great payment. For every victory, you must sacrifice. You get the picture, yeah?”

      “If nothing is free, why are you giving me advice?”

      Her grin grew wider. “Because it’s a lot easier to pay the prices of the universe when you’ve got a whole bunch of expert manipulators of it standing at your side. Karma cultivators seek each other out to establish Karma. We command incredible power, but the cost is that we have to tear it from the universe’s unwilling hands. That tends to lead to pretty big payments, if you get my picture.”

      “So… you’re here to form an alliance with me?”

      This time, the woman burst into laughter. “Not in a hundred years, kid. Your power is a fart in a hurricane. But – maybe after a hundred years – you might be useful. Then, when the universe decides it’s my time to pay up, I’ll come knocking on your door.”

      “That’s… an interesting way to do things. So all the Karma cultivators help each other out?”

      Her smile fell. “No, not all of them. But hey, you’re still around, so evidently your power wasn’t a big enough pull to get any of the real nasty bastards around. No need to worry about them now.”

      “Right,” Chance said slowly. He glanced around, then sat down on an old wooden crate. It didn’t look like this conversation would be ending anytime soon. “I think I follow, then. I’m not sure I’ll be alive long enough to help you, but if I am, and you haven’t done anything reprehensible, then I’ll try to help pay you back. I assume things have to be in balance, though, so am I just supposed to answer one of your questions in return?”

      “If I only showed up to get a question answered, you wouldn’t be much help at all when the time came,” the woman said with a chuckle. “You don’t have a teacher, right? I’ll step in. For a bit, at least. Teaching is a lot of effort, you know.”

      “I don’t doubt that. Does that mean there are a bunch of other Karma cultivators headed toward Gleam as well?”

      “It’s possible, but probably not. Especially not if I was the first to find you,” she said with a shrug. “As I said, I’m usually really late at these things. If nobody popped up before me, your arrival on Centurion wasn’t powerful enough to draw anyone too significant. Don’t let it get you down. It’s for the best.”

      Chance nearly told her about Yamish on the spot, but he held his tongue. The woman seemed nice, but Yamish had too. For that matter, he still wasn’t even certain that the Old City wasn’t lying to him. He resisted the urge to tug at his hair in annoyance.

      Why can’t everything just be easy?

      “I’m Chance, by the way. We haven’t introduced ourselves yet.”

      “Lucy. Pleasure, Chance. You’ll have to forgive me, but I’m going to forget your name. When you get to my age, you meet too many people to keep track of them all – especially when most of ‘em will be dead in a few years anyway.”

      “That’s a bleak way to look at things, but I get the feeling you’re a lot older than you look.”

      Lucy narrowed her eyes. “You got a lady friend, kid?”

      “What? No.”

      “I couldn’t have guessed. You have such a way with words,” Lucy drawled. She took another long swig from her tankard, then let out an impressive, five-second-long belch. “Right, boy. As much as I’d like to sit around here and talk, I can’t stick around for too long.”

      Chance blinked. “What? I thought you came here specifically just to do that.”

      “I came here to offer you a bit of training,” Lucy corrected. “Not to become your permanent mentor. A mentor relationship is much more work than teaching you a few tricks. No offense, but I can’t afford to take a weak Karma cultivator under my wing indefinitely. There’s too much risk.”

      “I see. So you’re just going to teach me something and leave?”

      “Exactly. If it saves your life down the road, I’d say that’s a pretty big boon, wouldn’t you?”

      “That’s clever. Yeah, I see that. I can’t object either; I need all the strength I can get.”

      “Very good,” Lucy said. “I can tell you’re already a Rank Two.”

      “You mean a Squire? Yeah. I reached it pretty recently.”

      “How’s your grasp over your Essence?”

      “I think it’s decent enough,” Chance replied. “I don’t really have anyone to properly compare myself to, but I think my cultivation is going well.”

      “What about techniques and physical combat?”

      “I’m lacking there, and more than a bit,” Chance admitted. “I’ve got a technique book, but I haven’t read it yet. Didn’t feel right.”

      “Oh? You’re already reading currents?”

      “What?”

      “Never mind,” Lucy said, shaking her head. “Listen to your instincts. If you don’t think it’s time yet, then it isn’t time. There could be a whole slew of reasons why, but they don’t matter. Physical combat, then. I can tell from the way you carry yourself that you’ve got no real training.”

      “I’ve fought a bunch of monsters.”

      Lucy cocked an eyebrow. She took a swig from her tankard, then flung it at his head. It struck him in the chest, sending him staggering backward as he tried to catch it – but the tankard was nowhere to be found. When he glanced up, the woman was holding it once more.

      “Pathetic,” Lucy said, shaking her head. “You’ve got some instinct, and you’ve managed to survive against some weak enemies, but that’s not the same as real training, boy.”

      “I can’t argue with that. But we don’t have much time, you said it yourself. Time is one thing we can’t exactly account for.”

      “Free lesson number two – anything in this universe is possible if you can pay for it,” Lucy drawled.

      “Your first lesson was that nothing comes for free.”

      “Good. You’re learning. Now tell me – what are you willing to pay?”

      Chance dug through his pockets. “Uh, I’ve got about fifty gold and some pills. Healing, cultivation aid, and a bunch of monsters in orbs.”

      “I don’t want your garbage, boy. Are you going to offer me your underwear next?”

      Chance hid a grin. “Is that going to help?”

      Lucy paused, then burst into laughter. “I didn’t expect that from you. I took you for a shy prude.”

      “Being polite doesn’t make you shy.”

      “Well, no matter how politely you offer them, I don’t want your underwear. Maybe we can talk again in two hundred years, if you’re still kicking around. But when I ask for payment, there’s no amount of coin you could cover this with.”

      “What is it, then? Time? I’m not particularly rich there, I’m afraid. And neither are you.”

      “Wrong. I’ve got time. There’s just no good reason for me to waste a lot of it on you. But your time – I’m more than happy to spend that.”

      “I’m not sure I can afford to. There are things happening in the near future that could put me and my friends in a lot of danger,” Chance said carefully. “I don’t think I can afford to disappear or anything like that. They’d also worry about what happened to me.”

      Lucy put a hand on her hip and cocked her head to the side. “Statistically, they’ll be dead in a hundred years. You’d be better off sacrificing a few years now to get a chance to survive. You can always find new friends.”

      Chance shook his head. “No thank you. That’s not how I want to live. I don’t care what might happen. I’m going to do my best to live how I want to. If that ends with me dead, then so be it.”

      “The bold words of a child, but I won’t be the one to crush you. How much weight do you put behind that dream of yours?”

      “It’s this or nothing. I won’t let this world change me. I’ll change it.”

      Lucy snorted. “Everyone wants to think that they matter. Sure, kid. You won’t make it long with an attitude like that, but if you’re confident in your words, I’ve got something that might help you out. You won’t lose a wink of time either.”

      Chance paused. He’d fully expected Lucy to leave after that last statement.

      “And what does it cost?”

      She smiled. “Willpower, mostly. If you screw up, it’ll be pretty bad. You won’t die, but there are fates worse than death. But, if you’re going to get anywhere as a cultivator, you can’t shy away from risk.”

      “I’ve learned that,” Chance said, trying to read her face and failing miserably. Despite her apparent age, there was something off in the woman’s eyes. They were flat and distant, like she was talking to a mildly amusing animal rather than another human. “Can you tell me what it is?”

      “A fighting style. It’ll treat you well if you can master it, and it’ll break you if you can’t. Pretty simple. This is my last offer, though. You aren’t worth any more, kid.”

      Chance chewed his inner cheeks. Sure, the offer was tempting. But Lucy had told him herself – nothing came for free. The stronger something was, the more it would cost. This opportunity sounded pretty convenient, and that probably meant it would be anything but.

      “It won’t take any time?”

      “You’ll leave this alley right after I leave, whether you pass or fail.”

      Chance’s lips pressed together and he gave her a curt nod. “I’ll do it, then. I need the power.”

      “I thought as much,” Lucy said. She reached into a sleeve and pulled out a small gold stone. She flicked it through the air and it struck Chance in the forehead. There was a brilliant flash, and the world peeled away like petals of a blooming rose.
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      Warmth washed over Chance, and he realized his eyes were closed. He opened them as a gentle breeze brushed past him – so light that he could barely feel it. All around him, an endless sea of knee-high wheat rustled in a field lit in a golden glow.

      The sun hung in the sky overhead, unburdened by clouds. Even the sky had taken on its hue, changing from blue to a warm, pinkish-orange. Chance blinked as drowsiness threatened to set in.

      “Again? Seriously?”

      “I guarantee that this hasn’t happened to you before.”

      Chance turned to find Lucy standing behind him. He blinked, upon closer inspection realizing that while she strongly resembled the cultivator, her hair was black instead of graying and the lines of age on her face were nowhere to be found. This woman looked to be roughly thirty, and could have been Lucy’s daughter.

      Pete’s warning about the nature of a cultivator’s age ran through Chance’s head and he inclined his head respectfully before quickly raising it again. Showing respect was one thing, but he wasn’t going to let his guard down either.

      To his relief, his purple thorny bracelet still sat on his wrist. Whatever Lucy had done, she’d allowed him to keep the weapon.

      “I meant appearing somewhere I don’t recognize,” Chance said. “Could I ask your name? I’m Chance. Lucy sent me here.”

      “I gathered,” the woman replied, rolling her neck and yawning. “And I’m Lucy. A part of her, at least. You know what a fragment of will is?”

      “A clone?”

      “It’s a tiny portion of Essence. It exists to execute the will of its owner at the time of its creation.”

      Chance’s mouth formed into an ‘o.’ Despite not technically being Lucy, he decided to keep thinking of the fragment as her just to make things easier for himself.

      “Lucy made you specifically to train me?”

      Lucy snorted. “No. She made me to train. I’d imagine she looks a little different than I do, right?”

      “A bit older.”

      “What, does her hair have streaks in it or something now?”

      “It was pretty much all gray and white.”

      Lucy’s eyes widened and she let out a whistle. “Oh wow. It’s been a while. Few hundred years at the minimum, since I – she’s never been a big fan of any appearance changing items.”

      “You mean she isn’t immortal?” Chance asked in surprise. A swaying stalk of wheat tickled his arm and he yanked it back before he realized it was just a plant.

      “No, she is,” Lucy replied with a shake of her head. “But the kind of Karma we cultivate ages us. She’s been spending a bit too much and paying too little, but I don’t blame her. I’d do the same.”

      “That was kind of a given, I think.” Chance chuckled. “So… you’re here to train anyone that she sends?”

      “Well, I was originally here to train myself,” Lucy replied. “I – we – were working on developing a fighting style. After spending years learning different forms of martial arts, Lucy got herself really set on a particular style, but it didn’t match her personality very well. Thus, I was created. My job was to constantly practice and try to evolve the style into something that worked.”

      Chance’s eyes widened at the implications of what Lucy had said. People who were strong enough to make fragments of themselves could literally just set them on a task and forget about it.

      How many fragments can someone make at once? This is ridiculous. Even if it’s just a few, there are so many things I need to do in a day. I could have an insane amount of free time to practice or cultivate if I just made clones of myself do all the other work.

      “Cultivation is a path to power,” Lucy said, reading Chance’s eyes. “But making fragments is not easy. It’s not what I’m here to teach you either.”

      “Right,” Chance said. He brought himself back on topic and cleared his throat. “So… did you succeed?”

      Lucy gave him a bitter smile. “No. I did get a very solid grasp over a fighting technique, but by the time I did, Lucy had advanced so much that she’d developed her own independently of me, and my new technique was worthless.”

      Chance winced. “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      “I was too. Unfortunately, Lucy is a little scatterbrained. She completely forgot about me for a few hundred years. I–” Lucy cut herself off and drew in a slow breath. She let it out through her mouth and shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. My purpose was to learn this fighting style, and I did. She hasn’t trained with me since then, nor has anyone else. You’re the first.”

      Chance’s eyes widened. “Me? Why?”

      “Probably because she felt you’d be a fit,” Lucy replied, giving him a one-shouldered shrug. “Or you were dispensable enough to sacrifice. One of the two. Honestly, I thought she’d just gotten bored and forgot me.”

      “For my mental health, I’m going to hope it was the first one,” Chance decided. “And time doesn’t pass here?”

      “It does not,” Lucy confirmed. “This isn’t really happening. Your body isn’t here – just your mind. You won’t gain any muscle in this place, nor will you be able to cultivate. But you’ll remember what happens.”

      “That seems like a good tradeoff.”

      Lucy grunted. “Only if you don’t break.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind that,” Lucy replied. “I’m going to attempt to teach you the fighting style that I developed. Learn it. Maybe then my work will at least be of some use.”

      Chance gave her a terse nod. “Okay. I’ll gratefully accept your tutelage, then. How do we start?”

      “A demonstration,” Lucy replied, lowering her stance. Her shoulders hunched and she took a step forward, swaying like one of the wheat reeds in the field surrounding them. It almost looked like she was stumbling instead of walking, but she crossed the distance between them with surprising speed, throwing her shoulder into Chance’s chest.

      He rolled with the blow, shooting up to his feet, watching in disbelief as Lucy essentially lurched and tripped around the clearing like a drunkard. Every move she made looked like an accident at first, but as she repeated them, Chance realized that they were deliberate.

      Wheat brushed against Chance’s back as he backed up, not letting Lucy get too close to him. She hadn’t tried to attack him again, but he preferred a little distance to observe her movements before they fought any more.

      Another realization stuck Chance. The wheat around her wasn’t moving at all. As Lucy stumbled and tripped around, her body twisted and bounded past every single stalk without so much as brushing them.

      His eyes widened. “I’ve read about this. It’s drunken martial arts.”

      “That’s the basis,” Lucy said, coming to a stop and straightening back up. “And this will be the first thing you learn. The true form of this technique is far more than what you see here, but staring at the peak of the mountain too early will only cause you to trip on a pebble.”

      “Alright. Let’s do it.” Chance tried to copy the stance that Lucy had taken to start with. She walked over to him, adjusting the positioning of his legs with her foot.

      “You need to flow,” Lucy instructed. “Every movement must lead into the other. Don’t overcommit yourself to anything, and be light like the wind. Heels off the ground, stand on the balls of your feet. It doesn’t have to be much, but just enough that you can move faster.”

      Chance adjusted his weight and felt an almost instantaneous improvement in his posture and reaction speed. Lucy adjusted his arms and shoulders as well, then moved him into the next position.

      Over the course of the next several hours, Lucy walked in a circle around Chance, modifying every single move he made. What she had made look effortless turned out to be anything but.

      Hours stretched into, well, time. Chance had absolutely no idea how long they spent training the basic steps of the form. The sun hanging in the sky above them never moved an inch, and the rest of the world remained equally static.

      Even the wheat that he mistakenly crushed underfoot sprang back up as if he’d never been there. It was as if nothing he did in this world had any influence on it. And, strangely, that same rule seemed to apply in the other direction as well.

      No matter how long they trained, Chance didn’t get tired. He didn’t get hungry or thirsty, and there was precious little to distract him. On the occasions when his mind did drift, Lucy immediately smacked him on the back of the head, bringing him back into training without a word.

      At some point, the choppy movements started to grow smoother. They still weren’t anywhere near what Lucy could do, but Chance could feel himself shifting from one stance to another with only a little friction between each step.

      “Good,” Lucy said, stopping Chance midway through a move. He lowered his arms and straightened back up as she appraised him.

      “That’s it?”

      “You’ve barely even started,” Lucy replied. “But you understand the concept enough that you’ll be able to practice it in real once you leave this world. That’s all that matters. Now we can move onto the next step. You’re doing good so far. Keep it up.”

      Chance nodded. Lucy showed him a series of new movements, though they didn’t look all that different from what he’d already done, he mirrored her anyway. After correcting a few mistakes, Lucy allowed him to continue.

      And so they trained. Time became a strange, foreign concept, and Lucy didn’t give him a single break – not that he needed them. Every instant was spent training. Every time Chance grasped the basics of the specific movements she was training him on, Lucy transitioned into a new one.

      As their practice went on, she explained the purpose of certain steps and stumbles, with Chance as the punching bag. She showed him how to redirect an attacker’s force and how to keep his balance when under attack.

      Aside from their initial conversation, Lucy didn’t allow him to speak of anything other than training again. Every time he went to ask her a more general question, it was dismissed and she intensified the difficulty of their exercises until he couldn’t concentrate on anything else.

      Even though injuries didn’t seem to exist in this world, Chance could still feel pain. It just faded almost instantly, leaving him with nothing but its memory. That let Lucy show him every strike and blow exactly how they were meant to be, rather than held back to protect him.

      It wasn’t comfortable, but it worked. At least, Chance felt like it did. It was hard to tell. Despite his growing, if basic, understanding of the combat style, once he conceptually understood how it worked, he stopped improving and Lucy moved on.

      Eventually, the endless training came to a pause. Lucy stopped Chance and gave him a slight nod.

      “You have learned the physical movements that I need to teach you,” Lucy said. “Now we can begin working on the true manifestation of this style. If it fits you, you will be able to understand it. If not, then hopefully, the lessons you have already learned will be of use.”

      Chance nodded, his mind too focused on training to ask any more.

      “You must incorporate your Essence into your movements. Not by physically moving Essence from your Gate into your body – that will probably kill you if you do it properly, and that would be a technique. This is not a technique, it is a fighting style. And, as such, your goal is to embody your Essence, not utilize it.”

      “You mean I have to fight in a way that fits Karma? I’m not quite sure I understand,” Chance admitted.

      Lucy lowered her stance again, a smile stretching across her lips. “Not yet. But if you can, you will. Defend yourself.”

      Then she attacked.
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      Chance quickly discovered that, no matter how hypothetically well he understood the moves, it was nothing on Lucy. His body simply couldn’t move as fast as hers, and that meant he spent the majority of his time either flying through the air or on the ground.

      Lucy didn’t let up, even when he was thrown down. The sun continued to simmer overhead. The sparring turned to a blur, but if Lucy was doing anything new, Chance never discovered it. It just felt like she was fighting as she always had.

      She continued to press him, not even giving enough time for him to ask questions. Frustration built within Chance, his inability to improve gnawing at him more and more. He could see Lucy doing the very moves she’d taught him, and he knew exactly what she was about to do – but he just wasn’t fast or strong enough to do anything about it.

      He crushed the anger, refusing to let it take hold or affect him. Instead, he put every fiber of his being into trying to find a way to overcome Lucy. As always, he had no idea how long they had been fighting when an idea sprang to his mind – or rather, his hand.

      The urumi leapt forth for the first time since he’d arrived in the field, and he found himself swinging it before he even realized what his hands were doing. Lucy responded instantly, stumbling out of the way and catching him on the chin with a flailing palm.

      Chance rolled back, staggering to his feet and continuing the strike. The blade whistled past Lucy’s nose, nearly catching her. It bought him just enough time to step in. He faked a stumble, redirecting his motion into a spinning kick.

      It caught nothing but air, but he continued the spin, translating the motion into his urumi. Lucy leaned backward, dropping into an arch as his weapon passed over her. She then vaulted up, striking him in the chin with her foot.

      Chance rolled with the blow and flicked his urumi as he fell. Lucy let out a curse, but by the time he was standing again, the attack had passed. His weapon retracted, a tiny splotch of blood on one of the links.

      It faded away and he looked at Lucy in surprise.

      “I hit you?”

      “So you did,” Lucy said, rolling her shoulders.

      “Does that mean I figured it out?”

      Lucy pursed her lips. “I’m afraid not. You still don’t have any Essence in your moves, but you’ve got a great conceptual understanding of this fighting style. You’ve even managed to incorporate your weapon, but it’s still empty. How do you feel when fighting?”

      “Feel?” Chance asked, lowering his blade slightly. “I’m not sure. Like I’m fighting. I’m not certain I feel any way in particular. We’re just training.”

      “I see. I’m afraid I have nothing more to teach you, then. The style I developed does not fit you.”

      “What? Why? I feel like I’m learning a lot.”

      “You are,” Lucy said. “But I am no longer able to guide you. You’ve learned all the parts of my style that I can teach. Unfortunately, it doesn’t look like you’re a match. You have to discover what is missing and fill it in on your own.”

      “To make myself embody my Essence when I’m fighting?”

      “Precisely. You will know when you have achieved it because fighting will become like cultivation. No matter what you are actually fighting against, your mind should be at peace. Once you have achieved that, then you have discovered your true fighting style. Only then will you begin to be able to begin along the road to a master.”

      Chance bit back a laugh. “That’s only the beginning?”

      “Of course,” Lucy replied. “After all, physical combat is just one part of the whole. There’s also your aura, techniques, and cultivation abilities. A true master can weave them all together perfectly.”

      “I understand,” Chance said. He bowed to Lucy. “Thank you. I’m not sure how long you’ve been training me, but I’ve learned a lot.”

      Lucy just laughed. “It’s just my purpose. You have a truly impressive amount of willpower, though. I don’t have much reference, but I didn’t think you would have lasted as long as you did.”

      “Why?”

      “Permanent or not, constant injuries take a great toll on your mind. Lucy has to be at least a little annoyed, as she probably didn’t think you would have leeched this much power from her.”

      “Wait, she’s still powering this?” Chance asked.

      “As long as someone is in here, she has to give it Essence. Only when you leave will the passage of time resume. Don’t fret, boy. You did well. Even though we’ve spoken little, our fists and feet have said all they need to. You’ll develop your style, and I don’t think it’ll be a long time waiting.”

      “Thank you. You were a fantastic teacher.”

      Lucy snorted. “Get out of here. We’re done.”

      Before the last word had even left her mouth, the field started to fall away. The last thing Chance saw was the warm sun, its rays washing across the golden wheat like a lover’s caress. Then it was gone, and the world was in darkness.

      The dark stone alleys of Gleam emerged, putting themselves together at the edges of Chance’s vision like dozens of tiny puzzle pieces. A wave of dizziness washed over him and, when it passed, the world was whole once more.

      Lucy was gone, and he stood alone in the alley that she’d left him in. Chance blinked, rubbing his eyes. A heavy fuzz filled his mind. Drawing in a slow breath, he felt a crisp breeze for the first time in what seemed like forever.

      His memories of the training with Lucy weren’t fuzzy, but they were compressed. It was as if they’d all happened years ago, but they rose up to the surface like an old skill. Even though it had been years since Chance had last had the opportunity, it felt as natural as riding a bike.

      Chance slipped into one of the forms, letting himself stagger through the alley like a drunkard. The strain of the movements hit him almost immediately, and he quickly realized just how different the wheat field was from the real world.

      Without the ability to grow tired in it, he’d never realized just how much work the movements took. Even though he knew what to do conceptually, he could tell it would take practice to be able to properly execute the movements with the level of control he’d gained in the mindscape.

      Chance muttered another thank you to Lucy, just in case she was still somewhere in the area and could hear him, then made his way back to the Whiteheart house.

      Seeing Gleam again felt strange. Logically, he could tell that no time had passed. The new memories bouncing around in his head made everything feel just slightly out of place. Before he knew it, Chance was standing at the doors to the Whiteheart house again.

      To his surprise, all three of the others were already downstairs, sitting on the couches. Pete and Bella both had half-eaten sandwiches, and the front of Yeo’s shirt was covered with crumbs.

      “Training going well, Chance?” Yeo asked. “Pete swung around to give us a break from practicing, but you were already gone when he checked your room.”

      “Yeah. I’m feeling good about it,” Chance replied. He wondered how he was supposed to explain his encounter with Lucy for a moment, but quickly realized that it had absolutely nothing to do with the Old City or Yamish, which meant he was free to say what he wanted. “I had something of a fortuitous encounter.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Bella asked.

      “I met a Karma cultivator, and they trained me,” Chance replied.

      To his surprise, none of them looked particularly surprised.

      “I kinda figured you had someone teaching you,” Yeo said, laughing at the expression on Chance’s face. “I mean, come on. You were constantly leaving and growing at a crazy rate. That doesn’t happen unless you’re a complete genius or you’ve got someone helping out. What rank are they?”

      “I’m not sure,” Chance admitted. He didn’t know how to rank either the Old City or Lucy. “But whatever they are, I just got a pretty big boost.”

      “A Technique?” Yeo asked eagerly.

      “No. Just physical combat training,” Chance replied.

      “Really? That’s odd,” Bella said. “It takes a really long time to learn a fighting style, and your build looks about the same.”

      “That’s not true,” Pete said. “He’s put on some muscle, and Chance is carrying himself differently than how he used to. I’m not sure how I managed to miss that before. Were you hiding it on purpose? Or have my eyes really started to fail me?”

      “No, you’re fine. I learned all of it today,” Chance replied. He quickly realized how that sounded and cleared his throat. “My teacher sent me somewhere where time didn’t flow and I kind of trained my mind, not my body.”

      They stared at him mutely.

      “What?” Bella asked, breaking the silence after several seconds. “You’re serious?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t gain any physical training from it, but the theory is all up here.” He tapped his head.

      “I hate you,” Yeo declared. “The worst part is I know you well enough to know you wouldn’t lie about this, which means you actually managed to get lucky enough to stumble into something this rare. Does the universe just love you or something?”

      “Luck is kind of my thing,” Chance said with a sheepish grin. “But it’s not all sunshine. I owe the lady that taught me a favor if I survive long enough to pay it back, and I don’t think it’ll come cheap.”

      Pete’s eyes narrowed. “A dangerous bargain, but one I would have taken as well. Not one I would have ever been offered, though. Yeo is right. Your luck is something else, Chance.”

      “Forget that,” Bella said, setting her sandwich aside and jumping to her feet. “Can you show me? I want to see. If they taught you some secret combat style, maybe I can learn something if we spar.”

      “Sure. I need to get my body into shape to actually use this properly, so that sounds like a good idea to me.”

      “Only if I get to go next,” Yeo said. “Are you going to fight at the Shikari training grounds or on the front lawn?”

      “Let’s use the training grounds,” Chance said. “We’ve earned the right. Might as well use ‘em until we have the money to spare getting an upgrade for the Whiteheart house.”

      “I’ll join you,” Pete said, his eyes sparkling. “Something from a cultivator powerful enough to pause time anywhere is sure to be enlightening. Perhaps I’ll be able to push through my bottleneck with what I pick up.”
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      Chance and Bella stood across from each other in one of the many sectioned-off arenas in the Shikari training ground. Yeo and Pete both stood just outside the drawn lines, watching them with keen eyes.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Bella said, lowering into a fighting stance. Ice sprawled over her arms and wound into the ground, covering the dirt in a silvery sheen.

      Memories sprang to Chance’s mind as soon as he took a step forward, and he easily sank into a swaying, loose-limbed resting pose. He could feel Yeo and Pete’s confused gazes burning into him as he took an unsteady step toward Bella.

      “Uh… Chance?” Bella asked, blinking. “Are you okay?”

      He didn’t respond – the fight was on, and it was taking more concentration than he’d expected to make his body move the way his mind wanted it to. Even though he conceptually knew the moves, there was still a little delay in getting himself to do them.

      Chance staggered forward. He tripped over his own feet, catching himself at the last moment and driving a palm into Bella’s shoulder in an attempt to stabilize himself. She stumbled back, her eyes going wide as Chance slipped on the ice.

      His urumi whipped out, whistling past her nose as she barely managed to duck out of the way. Chance’s drunken stumble took him toward her again and understanding set in on her face. She darted forward, throwing a punch at his stomach.

      Chance took a small step to the side and slipped on the ice again. His foot came up as he fell, catching Bella in the chin. Her head snapped back and Chance transferred his momentum into a roll. He came back up to his feet, snapping his urumi upward like a striking snake.

      Bella blocked the attack with an icy fist. Tendrils of chill wrapped down the urumi and it gave off a loud scraping noise as her magic sank into some of the links, restricting their motion. With a loud crack, the urumi retracted itself, snapping back into Chance’s hands.

      Surprise washed over Bella’s face again, but Chance didn’t give her any time to speak. He lurched forward once more, throwing his entire body in her direction with his arms outstretched.

      Bella stepped into him, aiming a strike toward his gut. Once more, Chance managed to fumble his way past the strike, this time interlocking one of his legs between hers. They both crashed to the ground, with Bella taking the majority of the force from the fall.

      As soon as they hit, Chance was moving again, already stumbling away. Bella threw herself forward, grabbing one of his legs before he could get away. Freezing energy wrapped up his body and his Gate lit up with a furious burning sensation.

      Bella yanked him back toward her as she started to rise. Instead of resisting, Chance let her pull him, twisting to bring his knee up in the process. It connected with Bella’s face, but she didn’t budge. It was like he’d struck a brick wall.

      Unwilling to give up the advantage, Chance slashed at her shoulder with his urumi. Ice bloomed from her back, forming a dome around Bella and knocking the blade away. It melted as quickly as it had arrived and she darted at him.

      Her crisp, intentional movements were a stark contrast to Chance’s drunken style. The two of them traded blows for several minutes. Not a single one of Chance’s attacks managed to damage Bella again, but she was equally unable to land anything more than glancing blows on him.

      Unfortunately, the biggest drawback of the way he’d learned his fighting style reared its head – Chance was exhausted. He’d never realized quite how difficult it was to toss his body around like a ragdoll, and it took a lot more muscle than he had.

      His movements started to slow down, and Bella’s attacks landed more and more. Before five minutes had passed, she managed to catch him in a tackle. She wrapped her arms around his neck before he could wiggle free.

      “You win,” Chance said, panting.

      Bella released him and flopped back onto the ground. She let out a slow whistle as Yeo and Pete started to clap. “That was incredible. I’ve never seen someone fight like that.”

      “Thanks. You beat me, though.”

      “Only because I used the technique I’ve been practicing,” Bella replied. “And if you hadn’t run out of energy at the end, I think you probably would have had me. I couldn’t have held that up for much longer. If we’d been using any cultivation… honestly, I think you might have won. For someone who’s been practicing for just a few months, your rate of growth is incredible.”

      “I’ll get you next time, then,” Chance said, pushing himself upright and grinning. The chill of the ice on the ground surrounding them was now incredibly convenient, as it was doing a great job at cooling him down from the fight.

      And it’s probably best not to go around severing any of Yeo or Bella’s Karma, now that I think about it. I’ll save that for people I’m actually fighting.

      “Bella is right,” Pete said. “I’ve never seen someone fight like that, Chance, but it was truly quite impressive. I don’t think that style would work well for my old bones, but I saw a few moves that looked very promising. I’ll have to look into seeing if I can incorporate them in a way that fits my style.”

      “I can’t use this stuff at all, but I get dibs on fighting you next,” Yeo declared. “I can tell your style is way too different from mine to work, but that looks really fun to fight against.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing how you perform in the tournament,” Pete said. “I’d imagine that the unique nature of your style will give you a significant advantage in the early rounds.”

      “I suppose we’ll see,” Chance said. He sat up, brushing himself off. One thing was certain – he needed to find time to fit physical training into his regimen.

      I’ll bet the apothecary has something that should help with soreness and muscle recovery. That should let me accelerate my progress pretty significantly.

      “Should we head back, then?” Bella asked. She stood and held a hand out, pulling Chance to his feet.

      “Sure,” Yeo replied. “You left some of your sandwich. Dibs.”

      Bella narrowed her eyes. “No. That’s mine. Get your own.”

      “I already did. Ate it too. That’s why I want yours.”

      “Have you figured out that new technique you’ve been working on?”

      Yeo glowered at her. “No. Not yet. But I’m almost there.”

      “Then you won’t be able to stop me from wiping the floor with you, like I did the last few times we sparred. You better figure it out before the tournament.”

      “Oh, I will,” Yeo promised, crossing his arms. “And when I do, you better be ready for it. I’ll be claiming any unsupervised sandwiches that you’re foolish enough to leave in my vicinity, whether you like it or not.”

      “I’ve got one made for you as well,” Pete said, putting a hand on Chance’s shoulder. “It’s safe from Yeo. He’s nowhere near being able to handle me, so you don’t have to worry about it going missing.”

      “Yet,” Yeo added. “Just you wait.”

      They all laughed and left the training area, heading back to the Whiteheart house.
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        * * *

      

      Golden strands of karmic debt extended before Yamish like the strings of an enormous harp. His long fingers played along them, sending faint tremors through their lines. He idly stared into the starry night sky above, enjoying the gentle breeze as it caressed his skin.

      The air around him was so thick with Essence that it would have forced its way into the body of any normal cultivator, popping it like an overripe berry. For Yamish, it didn’t even tickle anymore.

      Towering trees creaked around him, desperately trying to uproot themselves and move away from him. The threads of karmic energy he’d attached to them prevented that, of course. It was difficult to find a world that he could tolerate for long, and its natural beauty was one of the greatest things about it.

      It had taken Yamish nearly a thousand years to set everything up just how he liked it. Under no circumstance would he allow even a single leaf of it to change without his permission – even if much of the world had gained sentience from the enormous amount of Essence surrounding him.

      And there, in the beautiful, crisp clearing, standing behind him, was an imperfection. Yamish’s fingers stilled, and he lowered his hand, turning slowly toward it.

      A tiny pocket of churning golden energy enveloped a woman leaning against one of his trees. It had bent all the way down and rested nearly parallel to the ground to try to escape her, but Yamish’s own bindings had kept it from moving any further.

      “Nice place you’ve got going here,” the woman said, raising a wooden tankard in greeting. “Haven’t seen something like it in a while. Real pristine.”

      She took a long swig from it, then smacked her lips and let out a contented sigh. Her aura, while small, was intense. Golden energy enveloped her body in a thin layer, but it was so reinforced that even Yamish would have had some difficulty breaking through it.

      More importantly, a faint thread of Karma connected him to the woman. His eyes narrowed. She was a Karma cultivator, but he had very good record of everyone he interacted with – and she was not one of them.

      “We have Karma,” Yamish said. “Why?”

      “Oh, do we?” the woman asked, cocking her head to the side. “That’s weird. I didn’t even notice. I was just kind of wandering around in this corner of the universe. I didn’t stumble into something important, did I? Silly me.”

      Yamish cocked his head to the side. “You did not stumble into anything. You are led by Karma.”

      “Bah. You’re one of the types that has no sense of humor, aren’t you? Boring. Don’t you feel a bit melodramatic, playing with people’s lives like a musical instrument?”

      “If a job must be done, why not make it an art?”

      “Well, since you’ve been so kind as to bring it up, what kind of job are you doing?” the woman asked, taking another swig from her tankard. The liquid within it burned with an aura that was nearly as powerful as she was, marking it as a magical artifact of some sort.

      “Herding souls,” Yamish replied. “Why have you come here? Not even a fool would have attempted the journey, and an enemy would have died. You hold no ill will toward me, but do not assume that means I assume the same of you.”

      “I’m just poking around a bit. A new Karma cultivator popped up in one of the worlds. Barely felt his arrival, actually. He isn’t too far from here. You notice him?”

      “No,” Yamish replied. “I do not have time to seek out every new cultivator that arrives.”

      “Interesting,” the woman said. “See, I thought he was weak. But, when I met him, he’d already established fairly powerful karmic threads with some strong beings – including you. And, get this: I poked around a bit, and I realized his arrival had been suppressed.”

      Yamish’s expression didn’t change. He reached up to the thread connecting him to the woman and pinched it. The golden energy withered and snapped with a twang. “I have no karmic connection with a new arrival. I have no connections with anyone – not for long. It is possible one of my clones found interest in him, but it has not met back up with me, so I know nothing of this.”

      “Sure, sure. Just wanted to check to make sure you remembered that it’s against our accords to block off new arrivals from potential teachers. That’s some really big interfering.”

      “I am not beholden to your rules,” Yamish said flatly. “I do not see why my clone would have any interest in the arrival of a child. I seek enlightenment, not a mortal.”

      “Just wanted to check,” the woman said with a shrug. She turned, gathering energy to leave.

      “What world was the boy on?” Yamish asked.

      The woman glanced back at him. “Figure it out yourself, chucklehead.”

      With a pop, she vanished. A flicker of curiosity danced through Yamish. What exactly had his clone stumbled into? Perhaps it was time to rendezvous. But, first, he had a far more important task to deal with. The boy could wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Forty-Nine

        

      

    

    
      Lucy flopped down on a straw chair and let out a long-suffering sigh. She looked up at the dingy stone ceiling above her, then grimaced at the bristly straw digging into her butt and back. She shifted around, trying to find a more comfortable spot and failing miserably.

      “Remind me why we have to live in the world’s ugliest and most uncomfortable hovel?” Lucy complained, reaching for her mug.

      It wasn’t there. She pressed her lips together. It was never with her when she came home. For that reason alone, she would have done everything in her power to come back – if it weren’t for one small detail, that is.

      “Because humility is a valuable trait that has been lost to most cultivators,” a kindly voice replied.

      A young man walked out from behind her, his blonde hair glistening in the dim light. His eyes were a brilliant blue and he wore plain cloth robes that would have looked like rags on anyone else, but somehow managed to look fit for a king on his body.

      The straw covering the ground shifted and rose up, forming a smooth chair beneath him as he sat across from Lucy.

      “Could my chairs at least be as comfortable as yours? I know for a fact you aren’t getting poked in the ass by yours.”

      “You lack respect for the world,” the man replied with an easygoing laugh. “Soon, Lucy. You aren’t too far now. Maybe a few hundred more years, if you continue as you have been.”

      Lucy grunted. “Sure thing, Rilu. How about giving me my mug back, then?”

      “Absolutely not. Your liver might be immortal for all intents and purposes, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t give it the respect it deserves. Your body is part of the world. You should treat it better.”

      “Bah. Don’t push your crap on everyone else,” Lucy said, rolling her eyes. “This is why everyone hates you.”

      “As far as I am aware, the only person that hates me is you. But, I suppose that is to be expected from a student. It is difficult to raise someone to be a powerful cultivator without building up a little bit of resentment. Was it the time I suspended you above the sea of lava?”

      “We are not playing therapist today,” Lucy said, crossing her arms. The movement caused her chair to prick her hard, and she cursed, swatting it. “You know why I’m here.”

      “I do,” Rilu admitted. “How did it go?”

      “At first, I thought you were full of it,” Lucy said, rubbing her forehead. “The boy’s arrival was so faint that it really did feel like he wouldn’t be of any real importance.”

      “Everyone is of importance.”

      “Oh, shut it. You know what I meant.” Lucy waved a hand dismissively and glared at Rilu. “But the boy – he’s already a Rank Two, and on his way to reaching Three. He actually managed to learn my old fighting style as well, even though it didn’t fit him perfectly.”

      “I don’t care about any of that,” Rilu said. “What of his personality? What kind of person is he?”

      “Kind. Naïve and desperate to keep others from learning too much about him, but kind. He’s also a terrible liar.”

      Rilu nodded thoughtfully. “This is good. Were you the first to reach him? I would not imagine so, as the seal placed on Centurion means another cultivator had already been meddling.”

      “I wasn’t. I made the boy think I had no idea to avoid stressing him, but he’s wrapped up with a very powerful cultivator. Yamish.”

      “Yamish is involved?” Rilu’s eyes widened and he leaned forward in his chair. “You jest.”

      “Dead serious, you sober prick. And I think he’s more than just involved. The kid’s got a thick thread of Karma between him and Yamish’s clone.”

      “I never thought I’d see the day,” Rilu said, shaking his head in disbelief and leaning back. “This is an omen indeed.”

      “A good one or a bad one?”

      “Of that, I am unsure. Yamish is one of the few cultivators in this portion of the universe that I am loath to deal with. He is unpredictable and it has been hundreds of years since I have last seen him fight, so his strength is unknown to me.”

      Despite herself, Lucy felt a tiny trickle of worry for Chance. Her hands tightened around the straw of the chair. “Is the boy in danger?”

      “Life is danger,” Rilu replied. “Yamish’s pursuit of power is odd, considering the method in which he cultivates Karma. And, worse, he is a schemer. I cannot match up to him in the department of the mind.”

      “You couldn’t match up to a hamster there either, you philosophical brat,” Lucy muttered. “What should we do?”

      “Do? Nothing. The universe is ever in motion, and it is not our place to interfere any further.”

      “Isn’t the boy in danger? Yamish wouldn’t do something selflessly.”

      “He would not,” Rilu agreed. “However, Yamish would have very little to gain from killing a fledgling cultivator, and the Karma he would reap for killing something so much weaker than him would be very significant. For a man who has been incredibly careful to maintain a perfect karmic balance, that does not strike me as something he would do.”

      “What is he doing, then?” Lucy asked. “You can’t actually be implying that Yamish has decided to take on a student. When has he ever cared in the slightest for anyone other than himself?”

      “Never. But there is always time to start.”

      Lucy pierced Rilu with a withering glare. He returned it with a small smile and half a shrug.

      “For now, we will watch. If Yamish truly plans to kill a child, it may be grounds for us to intervene. I do not believe my Essence would permit me to stand aside. But, until we know Yamish is not just attempting to teach a young cultivator, we do nothing.”

      “That’s it? Nothing?”

      “Nothing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The week leading up to the tournament passed quickly. Chance and his team spent most of it training with everything they had – which, for Chance, mostly meant focusing on physical practice so he could hold up his fighting style for as long as possible.

      Bella and Yeo both mostly focused on cultivation, keeping to themselves for most of the week. Before any of them knew it, the day was upon them. Pete gathered them all early in the morning and led them through the streets of Gleam, down through Main Plaza Road and onto a large street that Chance hadn’t had a chance to use yet.

      As usual, a large and diverse crowd joined them in their path. In the horizon, floating above them, was one of the islands that floated above Gleam. Atop it was an enormous colosseum, much like the one in Rome back on Earth.

      The towering circular building rose far into the sky, almost like a tower. Chance couldn’t recall any of the islands ever being so close to the ground, so it must have lowered for the tournament.

      A glimmering golden pathway extended from the front of the colosseum and alighted on the side of the road, in a large space between buildings that had clearly been prepared for this. A steady crowd of people were heading up the path, though it wasn’t nearly as crowded as the main road.

      With Pete in the lead, they pushed through the crowd and up to the pathway. Chance put a foot on the golden bridge, surprised to find that it felt just like standing on the ground.

      “What? You expected it to be squishy or something?” Bella asked, noticing the look on his face. “I suppose I could see where that would come from, but Gleam’s islands are all part of some huge magical artifact.”

      “The Golden Bridge,” Pete provided as they continued up toward the colosseum, unable to stop without causing a huge traffic jam. “It’s what keeps the islands in the air above Gleam and connects everything with Essence. It also powers Gleam’s defenses. Without it, the city wouldn’t be nearly as successful as it is now.”

      “Wow,” Chance said. “How much Essence does it take to keep so many things running? That seems like a really powerful artifact, but I don’t really have much reference for how strong artifacts are.”

      “Nobody does,” Pete said. “They range, and most of them are naturally occurring. They’re usually objects that have been around a large concentration of Essence for a long period of time. That awakens them, granting the objects powers. Eventually, they can even grow personalities. That’s pretty rare, though.”

      Chance nearly mentioned the Old City, but he kept his mouth shut. If Pete and his friends were dragged into his possible confrontation with Yamish, he’d never forgive himself.

      “Don’t look so worried,” Yeo said, slapping Chance on the shoulder. “Artifacts don’t matter right now. We aren’t going to see anything that powerful until we either leave the city or get really, really rich.”

      “I doubt it’s the artifact he’s thinking about,” Bella said. “Don’t fret over the tournament either, Chance. In the long run, it doesn’t matter.”

      “Scratch that,” Yeo said. “We’re going for the top. No losing allowed.”

      Bella glared at him. “That is not reassuring.”

      “Chance doesn’t need reassuring,” Yeo replied. “He’s got that new fighting style and can hold his own against both of us. We’re going to do fantastic – and I’m going to win.”

      “Keep telling yourself that,” Bella said, shaking her head.

      They reached the top of the golden pathway and walked through a several-story-tall archway. The foot traffic split off into two directions, with the majority of the people heading off to the right.

      Several attendants stood along the entrance of the colosseum, directing everyone that passed by them. They wore sharp blue suits trimmed with gold and had badges with an embossing of Gleam’s skyline on them pinned to their lapels. As Chance’s group grew closer to the split, a woman nodded to them.

      “Participants?”

      “These three are,” Pete replied. “I’m just watching.”

      “Kids to the left, you’re to the right,” the woman said.

      “Good luck. I’ll be cheering you all on,” Pete said, raising a hand and heading off with the majority of the crowd.

      “Thanks!” Chance called after him as they split off to follow the woman’s directions. They headed down a stairwell and through a long hallway. More Gleam employees stood along the doors, motioning the competitors on.

      They passed dozens of doors until an employee caught their attention and gestured to an open room.

      “You three are a group, right? In here. You’ll find some numbers in the room. Press your thumb into the button beneath them to choose one. When that number is called, that’s when you’ll be going up.”

      “Understood,” Bella said.

      They headed inside and the man closed the door behind them. The room had four chairs lined up before a long window that provided a good view into the large arena floor just outside. It was just elevated enough to let them see everything that was happening without risking getting hit by any crossfire.

      Like the employee had said, there were four metal plates along the wall, numbered ninety-two through ninety-five. Each plate had a small embossing beneath the numbers. Without hesitation, Yeo strode up to ninety-two and pressed his thumb into the hole. He yanked it back with a curse, revealing a tiny droplet of blood where it had been.

      “Little thing poked me,” Yeo said, glaring at it.

      “It’s probably how they know someone’s here,” Bella said. “You care which number you get, Chance?”

      “Nah. They’re all the same.”

      Chance took ninety-three, and Bella took ninety-four. They all glanced around the room, but nobody had given them any more instructions, so they just sat down in their chairs to wait. Chance fidgeted in his chair, but not for the reasons Bella and Yeo probably suspected.

      Sure, he wanted to win the tournament. But it wasn’t for the fame or feeling of success anymore – he needed the money. It was the only way to get stronger fast enough to have even an inkling of a chance against whatever Yamish or the Old City might throw at him. The others were fighting for a rank, but he might very well have been fighting for his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fifty

        

      

    

    
      Over the course of the next hour or so, Chance watched the crowd grow in the stands across from them. He couldn’t see the entire thing since about half of them were probably somewhere above him, but a little over a quarter of the seats looked to be full.

      That didn’t sound like much, but with the size of the colosseum, that was probably several thousand people. He wasn’t particularly surprised that the turnout wasn’t higher – people probably found more entertainment attending the tournaments for higher level Shikari.

      Still, even with only a fourth of the arena full, Chance could feel the buzz of adrenaline pumping in his veins. He’d never really gotten much of a chance to compete with anyone in a meaningful way before – the first, preliminary tournament notwithstanding. This time, he wasn’t going to get disqualified.

      “Ready?” Yeo asked, rubbing his hands together. “I can’t wait. This is my debut.”

      “Why are you treating this like it’s a popularity contest?” Bella asked. “It’s a competition. You’re about to do your best to beat the life out of somebody. You might be a little too excited for it.”

      “Bah. This is all a performance,” Yeo replied. “If you win every fight but nobody likes you, it doesn’t matter. In the end, the coolest fighter is the true winner. Getting first place sure helps, though.”

      A small metal disk ringed by a flowing fence lowered from the sky, suspended in a golden cloud. Within it, Chance could just barely make out a woman with long, white hair. She was too far away to make out any details on her face or appearance beyond that.

      “Welcome to the quarterly tournament for Squire ranked Shikari!” the woman called, her voice echoing through the entire arena – clearly empowered by some sort of magic. “I’m sure all the contestants are absolutely thrilled to have you here. As always, we’ve got a lot of promising talent looking to prove themselves. Make sure to keep a keen eye out.”

      The platform raised, moving her in a slow circle around the crowd as she continued to address them. Shadows passed over the arena, but the angle of the window prevented Chance from seeing what had happened.

      It was evidently intentional, as a large spotlight shimmered to life, highlighting the woman as she flew back to the middle of the ring.

      “My name is Analise, and I’ll be your announcer today. We’ll be getting started very shortly – but first, a word from our sponsor. Dayed’s Raid Shop has kindly provided funding for all the healing pills and emergency devices that may be used during this tournament to ensure that none of our talented trainees are injured seriously. If you like raiding outside of Gleam, make sure to check out his shop. He’s got some great deals. Just use our promotional code, Gleam-Official. That’s one word, ladies and gents.”

      Chance gave Yeo a side eye. “Seriously? They’ve got ads?”

      “After every fight, according to my dad,” Yeo replied, not taking his eyes off Analise. “He said they were supposed to be a bit of a problem back on Earth.”

      “That’s an understatement. Wait, did you say every fight?”

      “Now, it looks like the doors to the colosseum have been shut,” Analise continued. “That means it’s time to get started.”

      The golden lights flicked off her and lit up the arena, illuminating the painted stone ground with a gentle glow that wouldn’t blind the fighters but would enable the crowd to see what was happening.

      “Numbers One and Eighteen, please come out onto the stage! The window at the front of your room will slide open and a pathway will form for you. Make sure to watch your step. We don’t want any premature injuries, after all. Those should be saved for the actual fight.”

      Analise tittered as if she’d just said an incredibly witty joke. Chance’s nose wrinkled slightly in distaste.

      Just as she had said, two golden paths appeared at the base of the arena, building themselves up to rooms that were out of Chance’s field of view. Two competitors descended the pathways to the arena below.

      A gold line traced through the air above the arena, drawing out an enormous cube. Colors bloomed through it like a paintbrush dipped into water, and the scene in the arena came into view on all the sides of the cube.

      Magnified, Chance could now see the competitors. They were both girls, and looked a little younger than he was. There wasn’t anything particularly eye-catching about either of them. Both carried a sword and looked nervous, their eyes shifting about the arena.

      “That’s a little closer up than I thought this would be,” Bella said. “We can basically see everything they’re thinking.”

      “I still can’t believe you’ve been in Gleam this long and  haven’t gone to a tournament. I would have gone to the first one I could,” Yeo said, shaking his head.

      “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. Don’t forget that I technically wasn’t even ranked as a Squire yet. My only power came from the water Vex gave me.” Bella crossed her arms and looked down at the arena.

      In the sky above it, Analise raised her hands into the air. The screens shifted to show her face, which was far younger than Chance had thought. She was probably in her early thirties, but that really didn’t mean much in a world like Centurion. She could have been hundreds of years old.

      “Alright. Let’s get this started! Eighteen, One, I wish you an enjoyable fight! This battle is until your opponent either surrenders or is unable to continue fighting. Remember, feel free to go all out – we'll intercede if we believe someone is about to take a killing blow. Do keep in mind that, if an opponent surrenders, any further attacks on them are grounds for immediate disqualification at best. Now, let’s get to it!”

      The screen redrew itself into the arena, and the two girls dashed at each other. Chance watched them fight for a few moments, but his heart wasn’t in it, and he quickly found himself distracted and lost in thought.

      It probably would have been wise to study his potential opponents’ abilities, but his nerves were so taut that he could barely focus on what the smart move was. He drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, using one of the calming techniques his father had taught him back on Earth.

      Chance enveloped himself in an imaginary golden circle, taking solace in the fact that, within his domain, everything was as he wanted it to be. He relaxed in his chair, slipping into a state that was between meditation and simply sitting. Even if it was just a trick in the mind, it immediately helped some of the stress leave his body.

      He didn’t know how much time passed, but he snapped out of it as Yeo put a hand on his shoulder. Chance blinked and glanced around.

      “You’re up!” Yeo said, pulling Chance to his feet. “Get moving!”

      “What? Seriously?” Chance glanced at the window, where a golden path was already forming down to the arena below.

      “I think you fell asleep,” Bella said with a laugh. “You’ve got this, Chance. Good luck!”

      Chance cursed under his breath and hopped onto the golden bridge. He headed down, still half expecting it to squish or give beneath his feet. Luckily, it remained solid the whole way. He hopped to the stone, rolling his shoulders to warm them up.

      Tingles of anticipation arced through his legs and arms. He shook his head, extending a hand. His bracelet leapt into it, transforming into an urumi along the way. On the other side of the arena, a large boy stepped down from his own path.

      He wore a metal breastplate and bore lighter armor on his arms and legs. The boy grabbed a large axe that was slung over his shoulder and brought it to bear before him. He inclined his head slightly to Chance, who returned the gesture.

      “Let’s get this on with!” Analise called. “Number Ninety-three versus One Hundred and Fifty-two! We all know the rules. Get to fighting!”

      The larger boy pitched into a charge, and the head of his axe glimmered with Essence. Chance shifted his weight to the balls of his feet and swayed, waiting for the charge instead of rushing to meet it.

      He wasn’t sure what kind of Essence his opponent was using, but it wasn’t hard to deduce that getting hit by his axe would be bad news. Chance staggered forward just as the other boy reached him, twisting his body.

      The axe whistled past him and slammed into the sand, missing Chance as he shoved his shoulder into the other boy’s chest, then stuck his leg between his feet. Even though his opponent was significantly larger than him, Chance didn’t need strength to push him over. He just needed leverage.

      As the boy shoved Chance back, he transferred the weight to his other leg and swept his opponent’s legs out from under him. The boy crashed to the ground with a grunt, but quickly rolled to the side.

      He grabbed his axe and lunged for Chance, who swayed out of the way and brought the hilt of his urumi down on his head as he passed. The boy grunted, hitting the ground and coming up in a roll instead of dropping like Chance had expected.

      He’s sturdier than he should be. It must be something to do with his Essence, or maybe his aura is just really strong.

      Chance narrowed his eyes and flicked his urumi, shifting the offensive. It whipped out, screeching as it scraped across his opponent’s armor but failed to bite through it. As Chance drew the blade back, the boy charged him again.

      He met the dash headlong, leaning out of the way of a slash and using all of his bodyweight to slam into the other boy’s shoulder. The metal of his breastplate stung to hit, but the sudden redirection of motion threw him to the ground like a sack of potatoes.

      As he fell, Chance’s knee caught him in the head. The boy hit the ground with a crash, but the axe didn’t leave his hands. Chance flicked his urumi and the blade coiled around his opponent’s armored arm, constricting with a loud screech.

      “Surrender,” Chance said, driving a foot down into his opponent’s chest and slamming him back into the ground as he tried to rise. He pulled on the urumi, tightening the razor-sharp links around the creaking armor.

      “I give,” the boy spat, letting the axe fall from his hand. Chance flicked his wrist and the urumi unraveled, snapping back to its blade form before reforming into a wristband. Chance offered his fallen opponent a hand, but the boy pushed himself upright on his own.

      “Number Ninety-three takes the win!” Analise called. “And now, a quick word from our sponsors before the next two fighters join us on stage.”

      Chance mentally tuned her out. Golden pathways arched down, arriving on either side of the arena. Once they’d formed, Chance headed back up to where Yeo and Bella were waiting.

      “That was fantastic!” Yeo exclaimed. “You made that other guy look like a complete klutz.”

      “It was impressive,” Bella agreed. “He didn’t even land a single blow on you.”

      “Well, this was just the first round,” Chance said, rubbing the back of his head. “I’m sure future opponents are going to be a lot stronger. Thank you, though.”

      The golden bridge disappeared behind him, and the window slid back shut. Chance flopped down into his chair, his heart still beating fast, and repressed a grin. Now that the fight was over, he realized that it had actually been fairly fun. He was looking forward to the next one.
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      Several more fights passed, but Chance didn’t watch any of them any more than sending cursory glances to the fighters whenever someone used a particularly flashy ability or technique. It wasn’t that he was uninterested – his thoughts were just bound up elsewhere.

      Bella was the next among them to be called, much to Yeo’s disappointment. Her fight was one of the fastest thus far. As soon as it had started, the boy fighting Bella charged her. She clocked him in the chin with an ice-infused punch, and that was that.

      Yeo howled with laughter during her entire trip back up the golden path, and while Chance couldn’t help but feel bad for the boy she’d crushed, he was still thrilled she’d won.

      The next few fights were equally uninteresting, as was Yeo’s first performance. He’d gone out, practically shaking in excitement, and summarily crushed his opponent just as easily as Bella had.

      He looked almost disappointed as he headed back up to join them. Nearly half an hour passed before Chance’s number was called again. Yeo and Bella wished him luck as he hopped out of the window and onto the golden path, heading down to the arena again.

      This time, his opponent was a girl with long black hair. She held a bow and had a dagger sheathed at her side. They exchanged a nod as the announcer started to advertise yet another shop. Chance tuned her out, just waiting for the instruction to start. His urumi leapt to his hand, its hilt comforting despite the jagged leather wrapping.

      “…begin!” Analise called.

      Chance’s mind was almost blank as he slipped forward, his urumi lashing out as he leaned back, letting an arrow made of shimmering green energy sail past his nose harmlessly. He came back up, tripping and stumbling his way toward the girl and forcing her back with every flick of his urumi.

      Her face, which had originally been confident, quickly turned worried. As the fight continued, Chance felt the rhythm of his moves start to take over more of his attention. He didn’t fall into a trance, but it felt as if his body was almost acting of its own accord.

      But – something was missing. His moves felt… empty. Chance was certain he was making the exact motions that Lucy had, but they still didn’t feel right. On her, they were smooth. Now, they felt like the flair was missing.

      He tweaked a motion, springing upright to avoid a shot instead of stumbling out of the way. If his opponent reacted, he didn’t notice. She was a distant thought now, simply a method to training.

      The new move didn’t feel quite right either, but it was better than the alternative. He changed another step, moving more naturally and spinning in a wide circle, twirling his urumi around him like he was trying to turn into a tornado.

      That one felt better, but it still wasn’t there. Something was missing. Irritation built in Chance as he pressed harder, modifying his movements and searching to see what was missing. Then, abruptly, reality snapped back.

      Chance slammed the hilt of his urumi down on the girl’s hand, knocking the dagger that he hadn’t even realized she’d drawn from her grip. She staggered, tripping over her own feet and falling to the ground his blade continued, thunking into the ground just beside her neck.

      “I surrender!” she exclaimed, her eyes wide as she scrambled away from him. Chance retracted his urumi, baffled.

      When did the fight end?

      Analise was talking something again, but Chance barely heard her words. A cultivator hopped down to the platform, handing both of them healing pills. Chance accepted his with an appreciative nod and popped it into his mouth, even though he’d barely been hurt. He waited until the golden bridge had reformed before heading back up to his room with Bella and Yeo.

      “What was that, Chance?” Yeo asked, grabbing him by the shoulders once he’d stepped through the window. “You were just playing with her!”

      “I didn’t mean to. I just zoned out a little. While I was fighting, I felt like there was something wrong with my technique, so I was trying to figure out what it was. Honestly, I thought I was getting kind of close, but then the fight ended.”

      “You were trying to improve your fighting style… while you fought?” Yeo whistled. “That’s bold. Even I don’t have anything that cool planned. Damn, now I feel like I need to modify my strategy. If people find out that’s what you’re doing, you’re going to look way cooler than me.”

      “He’s still stumbling around like he got drunk before the fight,” Bella reminded Yeo. “I don’t think Chance is going to get too many drooling admirers for that particular moveset.”

      “Bella is right,” Chance said. “I look like a doofus. It works, though.”

      “That it does,” Bella agreed.

      Chance sat down, still running through the fight in his head to determine what he was lacking. Bella and Yeo must have picked up on his mood, because neither of them bothered him. They both fought again, each making it through to the next round of the competition. Chance paused his thoughts long enough to watch their fights. Both of them won, though it looked to take them considerably more effort the second time than the first.

      Before long, Chance’s name was called again. He would have missed it had Yeo not prodded him in the back and nodded toward the open window. Bella gave him a worried glance as he started down, to which Chance returned what he hoped was a reassuring grin.

      The desire to figure out what was holding him back was almost compulsive now, but the start of the fight was enough to bring him back down to earth. His opponent was a thin, bald boy. He didn’t carry any weapons, but the wrappings around his fists implied he knew hand-to-hand combat.

      “I’ve watched your fights,” the boy said, raising a hand in greeting. “I’m Jericho. Your style is really interesting, but things end here for you.”

      “Hi. I’m Chance.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Yup. I’m a little busy right now.”

      Jericho gave Chance a baffled look. He shook his head, muttering under his breath as he lowered into a fighting stance and extended an open palm toward Chance.

      “Ninety-three versus Twenty-seven! Let’s get this moving. Begin!” Analise crowed.

      Jericho exploded into motion, thrusting his palm toward Chance’s chest. Chance shifted his weight, snapping his wrist up and sending his urumi flying toward the other boy. To his surprise, instead of trying to dodge, Jericho knocked the blade away with his free hand.

      He drove his palm into Chance’s chest, knocking the air from his lungs. Chance rolled with the blow and rose back to his feet, dipping out of the way of another blow and striking Jericho in the shoulder with the hilt of his urumi.

      Jericho winced at the blow and tried to hit Chance’s ear with an open hand. His blow sailed wide as Chance fell back, landing on his hands and snapping a leg up into Jericho’s chin as he vaulted back to his feet.

      They both threw themselves into the battle. As they fought, once more, Chance found himself forgetting about Jericho and focusing entirely on his own motions and that niggling feeling that something was missing.

      With every slash, every blow dodged and attack thrown, he made more changes to his style. It was still the same, but it was growing closer to what he felt like it could be. His staggering movements remained, but they were interspersed with sudden jumps and abrupt freezes that made him even harder to predict.

      Sweat trickled down Jericho’s face as Chance’s assault intensified on him. He desperately tried to match Chance’s chaotic attacks, but the urumi spinning around them in addition to his haphazard movement was too much.

      A fist slipped through the boy’s defenses, cracking his nose and sending blood splattering across his face. He staggered back, catching himself quickly – but not quickly enough. Chance’s foot came up and Jericho shifted his hands to block the blow, only to find that Chance had abandoned the move and was already throwing an elbow at his head.

      The strike connected, and the urumi scored across his chest an instant later as Chance danced back before he could retaliate. By now, Jericho was covered in dozens of weeping cuts, and all he’d managed to land on Chance were a few bruising blows.

      Jericho lunged for Chance in a final, desperate attempt to sway the battle in his favor. He ducked under a flailing arm, but the hilt of Chance’s urumi caught him in the temple. He went limp midflight, crumpling to the ground behind Chance like a ragdoll.

      “Ninety-three wins!” Analise’s voice boomed through the air. A cultivator jumped down, landing on the platform and pushing a pill into Jericho’s mouth. The boy’s wounds quickly sealed up and faded, and the cultivator offered another one of the pills to Chance.

      He stared at the man’s hand for a moment before he brought himself back into the real world, taking the pill and tossing it into his mouth. Jericho hadn’t done much damage, but there was no point inconveniencing himself before the next fight.

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem,” the man replied, slinging Jericho over his back. Golden pathways descended leading back to their rooms, and Chance walked up his, his mind still churning with thoughts.

      I’m so close. I can feel it. What am I missing?

      “I’m convinced of it now,” Yeo said once Chance had returned to his seat. “You were holding back on us. I’ve never seen you fight like that.”

      “It’s natural,” Chance said, digging for the right words. “But it’s still wrong. I can’t tell what it is, but I’m lacking something key.”

      “Maybe it’s just experience?” Bella offered. “You’re doing incredible. I’ve never seen someone with your level of experience fight the way you do. You haven’t even used any of your actual Karma powers. You’re just blowing through people with the urumi and your fighting style.”

      Chance blinked. Somehow, he’d completely forgotten to interweave his Essence abilities with his physical ones.

      Is that it? Maybe it’s empty because I haven’t combined it with my Essence. I’ll try tossing some abilities in there next time and see how that feels.

      “I still can’t believe you’re using a tournament to train,” Yeo muttered, running a hand through his hair. “I mean, we’ve all been practicing really hard, but even Bella and I are struggling a bit to stay in the running. Sure, I haven’t showed off my new secret ability, but you’ve got stuff in the bag too.”

      “I’m sorry,” Chance said sheepishly. “It just feels right.”

      Yeo grunted. “Sure it does. Earthling, my ass. You were made for this.”

      They all fell silent as the next fight started. They each fought several more times, but Chance’s advancements had started to slow. He still felt like he was improving, but not at the rate he had been at the start of the tournament. A few fights after he’d gone, as Chance sat contemplating what he was doing wrong, Bella was called down once more. Her opponent was a woman that used fire Essence, which looked like a perfect counter for the girl’s abilities.

      Despite Bella’s disadvantage, she held her own well. Her icy armor protected her body from the heat, and she was able to trade blow for blow with her opponent. However, as the fight went on, it became clear that she was starting to lose.

      Both Chance and Yeo sat at the edges of their seats. Bella narrowly avoided a gout of flame that scored over her head and, seeing a brief window of opportunity, lunged at the other girl.

      Her opponent grinned, revealing a blade that had been hidden in her other hand. She thrust it at Bella’s chest – and it shattered. Bella’s fist caught the other girl hard in the chin, and her eyes blinked out like snuffed candles as she collapsed.

      “That’s the skill she used against me!” Chance exclaimed.

      “Her strongest ability right now,” Yeo said. “I don’t get how it works. She won’t tell me, but I’ve never been able to break through it when she’s really been trying to keep it up. It’s not aura, though. I asked Pete.”

      Bella let out a heavy breath and straightened up, accepting her healing pill and heading up the golden bridge to rejoin them.

      “Great job, Bella,” Chance said. “That was a really close fight. You earned that win.”

      “You were watching?” Bella asked, raising her eyebrows. “I thought you’d still be zoned out. Thanks, though.”

      “I took a break from zoning out,” Chance replied with a grin. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like that was probably the last fight I’m going to win in this tournament without doing something I don’t want to,” Bella replied, flopping into her chair. “I’m happy with it, though. And, who knows. Maybe I’ll pull off something interesting in the next round. We’ve got to be getting close to the finals now.”

      “Don’t they tell us?” Chance asked.

      “Nah, not for smaller tournaments like this. They aren’t really important enough. It just kind of goes until there’s a victor,” Bella replied. “But there couldn’t have been all that many Squire Shikari in the area, even with Gleam being as large as it is. We’re probably in the last few rounds.”

      “Ninety-two versus Three!” Analise called.

      “My turn!” Yeo leapt to his feet and vaulted out of the window onto the golden bridge forming beneath it.

      Bella frowned slightly. “Wait. Three?”

      “What about Three?” Chance asked.

      Yeo’s opponent slid down to the ground, his heavy armor clanking. The noise was amplified through the floating screens, making it echo through the colosseum. Jake looked up at them from the arena, raising an armored fist to point at Yeo as he descended.

      “Oh,” Chance said.
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      Yeo landed across the arena from Jake. If he was perturbed by having to go up against the other boy, he showed no signs of it. He just raised his hands, egging on the crowd as he turned in a slow circle before he returned to face Jake, drawing his kusarigama from its place at his side.

      Jake tapped the butt of his hammer against the ground, unwilling to make any more movement than necessary. If anything, he looked bored.

      “For what it’s worth, I don’t get any sick sense of pleasure out of doing this,” Jake said. “You could have been so much more. Instead, you chose to be a disappointment. Just remember that.”

      “Shut up,” Yeo replied. “This is who I am.”

      “People change, Yeo,” Jake replied, grabbing his hammer with both hands and hoisting it into the air. “And, to quell your curiosity before it starts, there was a special request for me to go against you. This isn’t some freak coincidence.”

      Yeo faltered, his confident expression flickering for just an instant before he plastered it back across his face. “All the better, then. There’s more than one way to the Essence of Metal, and I’ll prove it.”

      “There are other ways,” Jake agreed. “But not yours.”

      “It looks like these two fighters have some personal history!” Analise called, interrupting them. “That should make this fight all the more interesting. Let’s get to it without any further delays, then. Begin!”

      “Metal Dragon Art: Twin Heads!” Links of metal erupted from within Yeo’s bag, trailing up his kusarigama and splitting off into a second one. Jake shook his head in disgust as the other boy pulled the two weapons apart, spinning them on either side.

      “So damn flashy. So pointless,” Jake spat, twirling his hammer above his head. “Come on, then. I want this over with. It makes me sick.”

      Yeo charged, his kusarigama whistling in the air around him. He leapt as he grew close to Jake and whipped his kusarigama forward, scoring their blades across the other boy’s armor. They screeched as they ran along the metal, but the strike did little more than scratch Jake’s defenses.

      Jake extended a hand, thrusting it into the path of the spinning chains. One of Yeo’s weapons snapped around his hand, entangled. He yanked, pulling Yeo off balance and driving his fist into his face.

      Yeo rolled with the blow, flicking his weapon to free it from Jake’s body as he came back up. Blood trickled down his nose, but it didn’t look like he’d even noticed. He unleashed a flurry of rapid-fire blows against Jake, each one leaving a new scar on the other boy’s armor.

      Still, not a single one of them got through. In retaliation, Jake took precise, calculated strikes, only moving when he needed to. If Yeo was a determined termite, Jake was a mighty tree.

      A hammer blow caught Yeo in the chest, throwing him across the ground and knocking one of the kusarigama from his hands. He staggered to his feet, clutching his side as he rose, then gritted his teeth.

      The kusarigama flew back into his hand, and he spun them both to get momentum back before charging Jake again. The other boy reared back, allowing Yeo to strike him several times before his hammer flashed.

      Yeo managed to avoid the blow, but Jake spun and unleashed a second one, nearly catching him in the head. The nimble boy managed to lean back, but Jake followed the motion and clipped him in the arm with the continued attack.

      The force of the blow tossed Yeo again. This time, Jake stamped on the kusarigama’s chain as it rattled through the air, slamming it to the ground. Yeo jerked to a halt on the ground, refusing to release his grip on the weapon.

      “Learn already!” Jake brought his hammer down on the chain, shattering it. “This damn obsession is why Father gave up on you, Yeo. Give. It. Up.”

      Yeo staggered to his feet, one of his arms hanging out of the socket. He grabbed it and shoved back into its place with a pop, not breaking eye contact the entire time.

      “He’ll come around.”

      “No, Yeo. He won’t,” Jake replied, grinding the chain beneath his metal-clad boot. “You’re a failure. He gave you everything he could afford to become a powerful cultivator. You chose to be this instead. Look at yourself.”

      “I followed my Essence,” Yeo snarled.

      “You followed a delusion. That’s why Father gave up on you. You’re a failed cultivator and a failed son. Imagine what I could have done if I had half of what Father gave you. Luckily, my talent makes up for your shortcomings. He still got the cultivator he always wanted, and I got left to pick up the scraps that you left behind.”

      “You don’t understand what you’re talking about.” Yeo spun his kusarigama and charged Jake. “And he hasn’t abandoned me. I’m just seeking my own path for a little.”

      The other boy swung his hammer and Yeo vaulted, stepping off of it and flipping over Jake’s head. He hooked his kusarigama beneath Jake’s helmet and yanked, ripping it off and throwing it to the sand.

      He landed, spinning to capitalize on the attack, but a blur of metal flashed through the air, carving a line of blood across Yeo’s head as he threw himself back at the last second. Yeo scrambled across the ground and back to his feet as Jake turned to face him.

      The head of Jake’s hammer had split to reveal a long, jagged point that had been nestled within it. Faint glimmers of light ran along the hilt of the weapon, curling around Jake’s hands and hissing as it touched the air.

      Yeo’s eyes went wide, and his grip on his kusarigama loosened. “Dad’s spear.”

      “That’s right,” Jake said, pointing the spear at Yeo. “He gave it to me, Yeo. And do you want to know what he said when he did? ‘Make something of yourself. At least I can have one son to be proud of.’ He’s done with you, Yeo. No more wasted time. No more dreams. It’s time to face reality.”

      Yeo’s hands trembled and his lips pressed together. Then his eyes narrowed, and he rose to his feet, pulling the kusarigama up with him. Jake shook his head.

      “Father will be proud, at least. At least one of us turned out to be something. Since it’s the last time you’ll ever see it, how about I show you the technique that he taught me?”

      Jake changed his stance, aiming the spear at Yeo. Then he blurred, a line of light tracing through the air. Yeo leapt back, but Jake followed after him with surprising speed. Several flashes lit the arena and blood sprayed across the ground as half a dozen lines carved across Yeo, cutting through his leather armor.

      Yeo stumbled, several gaping wounds seeping blood all over him. They were all deep enough to be fatal if left untreated for more than a few minutes. Jake spat on the ground and spun away as Yeo’s kusarigama slipped from his fingers and coiled to the ground.

      “This fight is over,” Jake said. “He can’t continue.”

      Yeo’s trembling lips opened. “Blood Demon Art: Stitching.”

      Jake paused, not even looking back at Yeo. “Are you just making shit up now, Yeo? If all you’re ever going to do is lose, you could at least do it with some dignity.”

      The blood pouring from Yeo’s body started to slow. A faint hum emanated from his body as tiny tendrils shot through him, pulling the wounds covering him shut. They hadn’t been healed – they’d simply been stitched shut. Yeo drew a shuddering breath, then let it out.

      He reached down, wrapping his fingers around the hilt of his kusarigama, and started to spin it slowly in the air beside him.

      “Turn around, Jake,” Yeo said.

      Jake turned, surprise washing over his face when he saw the other boy whole, the wounds closed. The surprise quickly faded, and he pointed the spear at him again.

      “Idiot. Giving fancy names to basic techniques. That won’t stop you from bleeding out internally. It’s just a surface fix. You might actually die if the healers don’t get to you.”

      “They can get to me when I’m done here,” Yeo replied, spinning his kusarigama faster. “But I won’t have my debut ruined. It’s just gotten exciting.”

      “If you want me to break you so badly, I will.” Jake charged Yeo with a roar.

      Yeo flicked a blade at Jake, who deflected it. It spun off, thunking into the wall of the arena with surprising force.

      “Metal Dragon Art: Executioner!” Metal poured down Yeo’s kusarigama and the blade at its head grew larger and heavier. He swung it toward Jake, putting all the force he could behind the blow.

      Jake raised one hand as the tip of his spear shimmered with a silvery light. Yeo’s kusarigama struck his hand and, with a loud crash, shattered into thousands of fragments that rained across him.

      At the same time, Jake’s spear punched into Yeo’s chest. Bands of light ballooned out of it, erupting from Yeo’s back as half a dozen new wounds opened up, these ones even deeper than the last. Jake ripped his spear free. He took a step back, then paused.

      The screen zoomed in on Yeo’s wounds. Countless strands of metal shot out within his body and the wounds pulled themselves shut again. This time, it was abundantly clear that every single part of his body was being reconnected, not just his skin.

      “That isn’t possible. You’re stitching your organs back together?” Jake asked. “There’s no way you can do that. It’s too precise. Metal Essence can’t–”

      “Not yours,” Yeo agreed, pulling his arm down.

      Jake’s arms were yanked into the air as dozens of tiny metal threads materialized around them, running up to the blade stuck in the arena wall and then back down to Yeo’s hand.

      “Oops,” Yeo said. “Did I say Executioner? I meant Puppetmaster.”

      Jake’s hands lifted higher into the air. The other boy struggled, trying to pull himself free, but the dozens of scratches that Yeo had carved into his armor made great grips for the thin strands. The spear slipped from his grip as it was forced open, and Yeo grabbed the weapon before it could hit the ground.

      For a moment, Yeo studied the spear. Then his eyes narrowed. He tossed it to the ground and extended his hand. Links of chain flew from his pouch, forming into a kusarigama. The metal threads holding Jake’s hands up tightened, starting to cut into his armor from his repeated struggling.

      “That’s the thing,” Yeo said, raising the kusarigama. “With enough time and effort, your impenetrable defense really isn’t all that impenetrable. You can keep Father’s spear. I don’t need it.”

      He whipped his hand forward, bringing the hilt of the kusarigama down on Jake’s head with all the force he could muster. The strike snapped the boy’s head back, and his body went limp, still suspended in the air by the metal threads. Yeo stared at him, his chest rising and falling with heavy breaths as seconds ticked by.

      The arena had gone silent for the last part of their fight, as if everyone were holding their breath to see which of the two would come out victorious. Evidently, the proctors had too. But, after several more seconds passed, Analise’s voice crackled to life.

      “Three is incapacitated and unable to continue the fight! Ninety-two takes the victory over Three in a complete upset! What an incredible fight, folks!”

      A roar filled the arena, louder than it had been for any of the previous fights. Yeo’s strands unraveled, turning back to tiny fragments of metal and plinking to the ground as he staggered, dozens of wounds carving themselves back across his body.

      Two cultivators flashed down to the stage, each forcing a healing pill into one of the boys’ mouths. Yeo swallowed his, blood still trickling down his lips, and raised a closed fist in victory. Then, wounds weeping even as the pill worked to heal them, he pitched backward and fell unconscious.
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      A cultivator carried Yeo back up to their room, resting him in his chair. After assuring Chance and Bella that the boy would be safe and instructing them not to bother him until he woke up, he slipped away.

      Several more fights came and went, but even though it was getting closer to the end of the tournament, they all felt flat compared to what had gone down between Yeo and Jake. Chance’s contemplation of his fighting style had come to a complete halt for the first time in the tournament at the revelation that Yeo and Jake were related, not to mention what they’d learned about his father.

      Bella’s expression had been unreadable ever since Jake had revealed his relationship to Yeo. She just sat, her hands pressed against the armrests of her chair, and watched the fights go by.

      If the cultivator hadn’t told them not to wake Yeo, Chance would have already shaken his teammate awake to bombard him with questions. Instead, he took control of his emotions and sighed.

      If Yeo didn’t want to talk about it, then he didn’t have to. And Bella clearly didn’t want to address it either, so all he could do for the time being was leave the subject to lie until Yeo woke up.

      Nearly thirty minutes passed before their window slid open again and Analise’s voice echoed through the colosseum.

      “Ninety-four, Fifty-two. You’re up!”

      Bella practically leapt from her chair as she darted to head down to the arena floor. She hopped off the golden pathway near the bottom, shaking her arms off to get the blood flowing. Her opponent was a lanky boy carrying a wicked-looking polearm, its smooth bronze surface covered with flowing engravings.

      He raised the weapon in slight acknowledgement, then lowered into a fighting stance. Bella did the same. Above them Analise was still going off on a tangent about some shop that had sponsored the tournament, but she soon came to a conclusion and started the fight.

      Ice wound around Bella, covering her body in a thin, translucent layer of protection. It seeped into the ground, expanding in a small ring around her. Her opponent waited, watching her evenly until the ice had finished its expansion.

      “Are your preparations done?” he asked.

      “Yes, but that doesn’t seem like the kind of thing you should be waiting for in a fight,” Bella said, an icy axe materializing in her hands.

      “A fight is not worth my time if it is not fought when you are at your best,” the boy replied. He lowered his spear. Then he vanished.

      A clean ringing note rang out through the arena as the polearm scraped across Bella’s armor. The lanky boy had appeared behind her and attacked with such speed that Chance hadn’t even seen him move.

      He squinted, watching the fight closer as it started in earnest. The boy kept at a distance from Bella, sending glancing blows toward her whenever an opening arose. In a way, it resembled Yeo’s fight with Jake.

      Bella was far slower than he was, but the boy’s attacks did little to scratch her defenses. She’d still yet to land a single attack on him, and he didn’t look to be getting tired. Still, as far as Chance could tell, the boy didn’t have anything special in the way of defense.

      One slip-up was all that Bella needed to take the lead and the match. Despite that, though, Chance couldn’t shake the feeling that she was the one at the disadvantage. It went against everything he could see, but that didn’t change his gut feeling.

      He watched closer as the boy twirled, spinning his polearm overhead and bringing it down on Bella’s shoulder as he slipped past a blow. It rang out against the ice, once more failing to do any damage.

      Chance paused. The note the weapon made almost sounded melodic. He listened closer, tuning out the rest of the arena as best as he could. That didn’t help enough, so he closed his eyes as well to focus on listening.

      The constant strikes the boy was hitting Bella with weren’t just random. They sounded beautiful, but more so together than alone. He was playing music. Chance’s eyes snapped back open, but he was able to keep the tune in his head now that he was aware of it.

      The harmonious strikes seemed to set a beat, and Bella’s opponent was dancing to it. He flowed from one movement to the next effortlessly, often moving so quickly that Chance lost track of him. It wasn’t that he was playing with her – this was just how he fought.

      Chance focused on his movements when they were slow enough for him to pick up, trying to see what he was doing. But, to his surprise, they didn’t seem to be anything special. They were just steps like any other. It didn’t look like he was using any techniques either. That only left a single explanation that he was aware of.

      He’s merged his fighting style with his Essence, just like how Lucy wanted to.

      “You are an apt warrior,” the boy said, leaning back to avoid Bella’s axe as it whistled over his head. “Would you tell me your name?”

      “Bella.” A spike of ice shot out from the ground, but the boy was already gone. His polearm rang off her arm and ice reached out to grab it, but he’d moved once more.

      “This is fun, Bella. I am Wren.”

      Bella dropped her axe as Wren’s polearm shot for her chest. She let it strike, then grabbed it with both hands. Ice crept over the handle, reaching for Wren’s hands. He grinned and, abruptly, the ice shattered. He bounced back as Bella’s armor reformed, surprise washing over her face.

      “So are you,” Bella said. “I’ve never fought someone that fights like this.”

      “Ah. I have fought many that fight similar to you, though,” Wren said. “Though none quite the same. Nobody is.”

      He bounded forward and brought the polearm down on Bella’s shoulder, much like he had several times before. This time, however, a deep, chiming note rang out. Cracks spiderwebbed through her armor and it shattered, raining down around her.

      Wren thrust the polearm toward Bella’s chest. It struck home – and slammed to a halt, unable to penetrate her skin. Bella whacked the weapon out of the way and slipped forward, shooting her leg between Wren’s in a remarkably similar move to what Chance had used on her, then threw him to the ground.

      He wound around Bella like a snake, slithering free of her grip and slipping out of the ice that threatened to cover him. He skipped back a step and inclined his head as Bella rose, irritation clear in her features.

      “Clever move,” Wren said. “Same style as that swordwhip user. You know him?”

      “Yeah. I stole the move,” Bella admitted, a note of respect in her voice. “How are you so slippery? Is it your Essence?”

      “Not in the way you think,” Wren replied. “But your Essence is not so plain either, is it? My Essence is that of the Endless Dance.”

      “I’ve never heard of it,” Bella said. “But I’ll be looking into it once this is done. Since you’re being so frank, I’ll do the same. I cultivate the Essence of Preservation.”

      “Did anyone ever tell you that ice doesn’t really preserve things? Salt might have been better,” Wren said, giving her a wry smile.

      Bella snorted. “Yeah. I know. Let’s end this. I’ve got one trick left. If it doesn’t get you, I’m smart enough to know that I’ve been beaten. You’re holding back, and I still haven’t landed a single meaningful blow on you.”

      “Very well. I welcome it,” Wren said, spinning his polearm once more. “Come.”

      She did.

      Wisps of white energy curled around Bella, gathering around her body and trailing along the ground. Wherever her energy touched, claws of frost traced across the ground and turned it white.

      The energy spread rapidly, reaching Wren far before she did. His eyes widened in surprise as it coiled up his feet, covering his legs in frost and locking him in place. Then a smile crossed his face, and he leveled his spear to meet her charge.

      It slammed into Bella’s chest, but she didn’t stop. With a loud crack, her fist caught the boy across the chin and snapped his head back. Wren leaned back, his legs still frozen in place, then slowly lifted himself back to a standing position.

      Chance drew a sharp breath. The noise hadn’t been from Bella’s punch. It had been from her chest. Wren’s spear was lodged firmly below her right breast, its point buried deep. He’d broken through her defenses.

      “Legs or not, my dance cannot be stopped,” Wren said. “You were a worthy opponent. If you synchronized better with your Essence, you would have defeated me.”

      “I didn’t, though, did I?” Bella asked with a laugh, allowing the ice to pull back. “I surrender.”

      Wren pulled the spear from her chest with a gentle flick of his hand as cultivators jumped down, offering both of them a healing pill. They started to return to their rooms, but one of the men put a hand on Wren’s shoulder to stop him. While they spoke, Bella stepped back through the window.

      “That was still really impressive,” Chance said optimistically. “He fights…”

      “Beautifully,” Bella finished, smiling at him as she sat down. “Don’t worry. I’m not disappointed. Really, if I don’t count the cheat that Vex gave me, I’ve got no more cultivating than you do. I’m proud to have gotten this far.”

      “You should be,” Chance said. He threw a glance down at Wren, who still stood in the arena. “I’d love to fight him. I think he’s got what I’m missing.”

      “Ninety-three, please head down to the stage! You will be fighting Fifty-two,” Analise called.

      Chance blinked. Bella let out a snort of laughter.

      “Looks like you got lucky.”

      “Always,” Chance replied, a tingle of excitement running through his body as he hopped over the edge of the window and descended the glowing bridge.

      “Ah. Just the person I was speaking of a few moments ago,” Wren said as Chance stepped to the arena floor across from him. “I was hoping we would both make it far enough to run into each other. I am lucky. I am curious as to what your Essence is. You’ve gotten so far using just physical techniques.”

      Chance chuckled. “Not on purpose. I’ve been trying to figure out my fighting style, and I think you’ve given me the inspiration I needed. If anything, I should thank you.”

      “You are training at a tournament?” Wren’s eyebrows rose. “I am negligent in my studies, but to hear that I have helped another pleases me. You have perfected your style, then?”

      “Nothing even close to that,” Chance said quickly. Above them, Analise started rambling again. “I just have an idea of what might work. I hope our fight is enjoyable for both of us.”

      “Likewise,” Wren said. “Shall we begin?”

      Chance glanced up at Analise. “She hasn’t started the match.”

      “Do we need permission?” Wren asked, flashing a gleaming grin at Chance. “Look. She’s not even listening to us talking, but the arena hears.”

      It was a pointless move, saving a few moments and possibly annoying the tournament organizers. Analise was currently in the middle of yet another advertisement, and they probably wouldn’t have looked very positively on interruptions.

      “Let’s do it,” Chance said, drawing his urumi. “Ready?”

      “A warrior is always prepared.”

      They dashed at each other, and the arena cheered, cutting off Analise’s speech. She sputtered for a few moments, trying to get control back over them before giving up and just narrating the fight.

      Wren’s fighting style was nothing like what he had used against Bella. He shifted his polearm to match Chance’s twirling urumi strikes with swift flicks, moving quickly to avoid getting entangled by the blade.

      He didn’t use anywhere near the amount of speed that he had against Bella, and he didn’t even attempt to attack. The boy just matched every move, knocking it away and forcing Chance to keep moving to maintain distance.

      Wren wasn’t even attacking him. He simply danced through the flurry of unpredictable blows and movements, grinning the entire time. Chance quickly realized why. Wren was trying to help him train.
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      If anything, that spurred Chance to try even harder. He pushed himself, reaching out to his Essence and trying to determine how to interweave it with his movements. It was imperative that he didn’t try to force anything or actually push the Essence in – that was a technique, and it was entirely different.

      This had to be natural. It was embodying Essence, not using it. Chance tried everything he could think of, ranging from politely thanking the Essence to begging it. None of it worked, and despite the flow state of the battle, he was starting to get slightly irritated.

      As they fought, Chance caught a glimpse of Wren’s face. There was no stress in his features. His eyes were relaxed and his smile gentle. He was helping his opponent train in the middle of an arena with countless people watching them, and there wasn’t a single worried bone in his body. He was just enjoying himself.

      Chance disengaged, hopping back, and retracting his urumi. Wren’s eyebrows rose as a flicker of disappointment washed over his features.

      “You have not mastered your technique yet. Have you decided to stop training?”

      “No,” Chance replied, shaking his head as certainty gripped him harder than ever. “I don’t need this training anymore.”

      “You haven’t even done anything yet. I want to fight you at your strongest. Please, continue. I do not mind doing more.”

      “Thank you for the offer.” Chance smiled at Wren, letting his body relax. He lightened his grip on the urumi, holding the hilt gently like the hand of a lover. “But you’ve already helped me. I am ready to fight properly.”

      “Are you certain? It is foolish to trust completely in something you have not tried yet. You should get a feel for it first, if you believe you have discovered something.”

      “I’ve got no need to,” Chance replied. “I already know it will work.”

      “Bold. Come, then.”

      “Not bold,” Chance corrected. “Lucky.”

      He drew in a breath and let it out slowly, allowing his body to relax as if he were in meditation. Yamish had told him what he needed to do many weeks ago, but he hadn’t truly understood what the man had said.

      There are many ways to cultivate, huh?

      And then, Chance stopped trying. Or, more accurately, he stopped trying to force himself to try. He simply gave himself into the fight. He darted forward, his urumi flicking to life as he flicked his wrist.

      Wren thrust his spear, attacking for the first time that fight. A piece of loose gravel rolled beneath Chance’s foot and he slipped back, avoiding the blow. He rolled as he hit the ground, and the tail end of his urumi whistled past Wren’s head, nearly cutting his ear.

      Chance rolled to the side and hopped up, pirouetting out of the way of another thrust, then dropping into a small bow. His urumi screamed through the air, carving past Wren and forcing him to retreat.

      A laugh slipped out of Chance’s mouth at the ridiculousness of it all. He pressed forward, golden mist wafting from his lips and skin. Wren’s eyes lit up.

      “Marvelous!”

      The two boys threw themselves into the fight, their weapons singing a song as they danced through the arena. All the while, Chance’s amusement only grew. He didn’t just feel good. He felt giddy. This was his Essence. Not just Karma. Not just Luck. It was a little bit of each and then some, with a dash of joy of life splashed in. It was complete faith that things would turn out right.

      Chance’s laughter grew at that thought, even as Wren increased the intensity of his attacks, pushing him toward the wall of the arena.

      What a simple, idealistic notion. I love it.

      The golden mist grew thicker, surrounding Chance in a faint orb. His backpedaling slowed, and his writhing urumi grew closer to actually cutting Wren with every second. Chance stumbled and slipped, avoiding every single one of his opponent’s movements and coming back up as he laughed the entire time.

      Wren took a step backward, narrowly avoiding Chance’s fist as it sailed past his head. He was forced to hop back again to avoid a stumbling bear hug. Chance hugged himself, spinning in place and extending his arms, causing the urumi’s arc to widen and nearly catch Wren across the throat.

      He continued to backpedal as the tides of the battle shifted and Chance’s momentum continued to increase. Every move Wren made was met with nothing but thin air. Despite his predicament, Wren’s grin didn’t falter.

      Then Chance’s urumi, in the midst of coiling back to its resting position, caught Wren’s polearm. Before he could react, the weapon was yanked from his grip and thrown across the arena.

      Wren’s eyes went wide, and Chance’s movement slowed to a stop as they both turned to look at the fallen weapon.

      “You disarmed me.” Wren didn’t sound like he believed the words himself.

      “It’s fine, you can go get your weapon,” Chance said, bouncing from foot to foot.

      Wren burst into laughter. “Marvelous. This trip was worth it, Chance.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “How could I not? We have been speaking throughout this entire battle. Your dance is so… open. It is a marvelous dance. Will you permit me one more thing?”

      “What is it? I wouldn’t have been able to figure this out so quickly if you hadn’t helped me, so I’d love to repay that.”

      “I would like to use a technique. I had hoped to avoid it, but I simply cannot hold myself back.”

      “Please,” Chance said. “Show me.”

      Wren extended his hand. His polearm sprang to the air and shot back to him, slapping into his palm. Spinning it around himself, Wren dropped down into a new stance. His smile faded, though a tiny grin still remained, and his features tightened in concentration.

      A faint haze rose around Wren. It warped the air around him, making his body and features shift and flow as if they were hidden under a wavy sea. Wren raised his spear to the heavens, then slowly lowered it toward Chance.

      “Prepare yourself,” Wren said.

      Chance smiled and raised his urumi, matching Wren’s stance. Golden mist swirled around him within the circle, but he could see through it as if nothing was there. “I am prepared.”

      Wren didn’t charge. He didn’t even move, as far as Chance could tell. And yet, something changed. His polearm felt… different. Foreign. Like something was vastly wrong with it, and that infliction was spreading through the world around them.

      Slowly, Wren pushed the polearm forward. His muscles trembled with exertion and Essence whipped around him in a growing storm. The tip of his spear vibrated, splitting images forming around it as it punched through the air at an incredibly slow pace.

      The images warped and peeled back like plants going through their entire life cycle within instants. They formed, bloomed, and withered away all in the blink of an eye. The hair on Chance’s neck stood on end.

      Wren flicked the spear upward. Chance spun, his instincts screaming in warning, and he launched himself to the side as hard as he could. As soon as he hit the ground, he lost his footing and stumbled forward. He carried on with the motion, scrambling and bouncing around the arena. Behind him – nothing happened.

      The images grew faster, splitting away from Wren’s spear. Chance continued to sprint, the sense of danger only growing stronger. Stones were pulled toward him by some unseen magnetic force, making him stumble and trip more than he ever had before.

      Several times, Chance felt a gust of wind just barely pass by him. And yet, on the screens above, absolutely nothing was behind him. It felt like it lasted forever, but Wren let his polearm lower after just over ten seconds.

      He staggered, sweat pouring down his face. And then, only then, did it happen. A howling wind erupted in the colosseum, screaming across the arena ground and carving it to pieces. It trailed after every movement Chance had made, shredding rock to fine dust. The Essence moved so fast that he didn’t even have a chance to respond to the delayed attack.

      Chance braced himself to defend against it, but it passed clean through him as if he wasn’t there. He blinked, staring in surprise as the churning vortex ripped the ground apart beneath and before him before continuing on, not stopping until it had traced every movement he had made. As soon as it came upon him again, it vanished. All it left behind was a faint, sweet smell.

      “Your instincts are magnificent. Marvelously done.” Wren planted his polearm in the ground and leaned on it, breathing heavily. “How did you know?”

      “I didn’t,” Chance replied. “I’m not sure what just happened, actually. I thought you got me.”

      Wren laughed. “Not even close. Who is your master? You must have been trained by one of the great cultivators of this city.”

      “Uh… Pete, I guess. Whiteheart house.”

      “Pete? I have not heard of him,” Wren said. “I will seek–”

      A powerful force enveloped Chance, slamming him to the ground and dismissing his golden mist completely. His breath caught in his chest and his eyes widened as he struggled to breathe.

      Wren sank to one knee across from him, his teeth gritted. He looked up into the crowd, the surprise on his face changing to embarrassment when he made eye contact with someone. Using a supreme force of will, Chance slowly forced himself to turn and follow where Wren was looking.

      In the lowest section of the stands sat a plain-looking man. He was bald with a gray beard that went down to his chest. His clothes were equally plain, made with unobtrusive colors and, at least as far as Chance could tell, were just rough cotton.

      And, without a doubt, the immense energy bearing down on them was coming from the man. There was so much Essence in the man that it was seeping into his surroundings. Tiny wisps of the energy floated through the air toward the arena – but all of them were directed at Wren. Just being in their presence was enough to nearly crush Chance.

      An instant later, the feeling was gone as if it had never been there. There was no more Essence around the plain man. He just looked like a kindly uncle that had come to watch the fight. A flicker of embarrassment washed over his face as he made eye contact with Chance.

      “What was that?” Chance asked, staggering back to his feet.

      “My mentor is displeased with me,” Wren said, rubbing the back of his head with a sheepish smile. “I was not meant to utilize any techniques like that in this tournament. Apologies, Master. I was too caught up in our fight.”

      The plain man waved his hand. Wren cleared his throat and straightened up.

      “I’m sorry, Chance. We’ll have to end this here. But I’ll be seeking you out again, I promise. This fight was too thrilling to just leave it like this.”

      Chance raised his weapons, prepared for Wren to finally go all out against him, but the boy did nothing of the sort. Instead, he planted his polearm in the stone ground and raised both of his hands into the air.

      “I withdraw from the tournament.”
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      Surprised mumbles ran through the crowd, and even Analise was taken aback. After a few moments, she cleared her throat and her voice crackled back to life over the arena.

      “Ninety-three wins due to withdrawal. Ninety-three, please remain on the stage. Ladies and gentlemen, I am simultaneously pleased and disappointed to announce that we are coming up on the final match of the tournament. This will be quite an interesting one. The two final competitors are already familiar with each other. In fact, they’re from the very same Shikari training house. Ninety-two, please make your way down to the stage.”

      Chance spun as a golden path materialized, leading down from the rest room that he’d been using and stopping just across from him. Yeo hopped out of the window, sliding down it and landing lightly on the ground before Chance with a huge grin.

      “Yes! This is it,” Yeo exclaimed, grabbing and pumping Chance’s hand in a furious, excited handshake. “Man, the adrenaline is killing me. You and me at the finals. Can you even imagine a better debut than that?”

      “I thought your last fight was your debut,” Chance said with a wry smile. It fell away, turning to a small frown. “Are you okay? I mean, that fight with Jake…”

      “They gave me a healing pill. And this whole tournament is my debut.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know,” Yeo replied, flashing him a grin. “But that’s the only answer you’re getting, especially when we’ve got a giant screen projecting our words everywhere. All these good people need to hear is that Chance is my rival, and this fight will be the first of our many vicious duels!”

      “Seriously? We’re teammates.”

      “Every good team has a pair of frenemies. Besides, the crowd loves it. Am I right?” Yeo turned, extending his hands. Somehow, he got a fair number of cheers and hollers. He beamed, spinning back to Chance. “This really is perfect, Chance. I’m so glad we managed to make it to the finals.”

      “I’m not entirely sure how that happened, to be honest. I am too, though. This will be really interesting.”

      “As interesting as your last one? I doubt it,” Yeo said with a chuckle. He pulled his kusarigama from his side and spun it. “That was something else to watch, but it’s time we find out how that new style of yours holds up against my secret technique.”

      “You’ve already used it. It’s no longer secret.”

      “Hush.” Yeo held a finger up to his lips and winked conspiratorially. The crowd chuckled and Chance shook his head in disbelief. Yeo really did have a talent for getting the people on his side. Maybe he really was going to get himself famous.

      “It looks like our competitors are ready,” Analise called. “One last time, let’s give them a cheer! Now, get to some blood, boys. Begin!”

      Yeo or not, Chance wasn’t going to hold back. If he had, his friend never would have forgiven him. He sank into the flow of battle, enveloping the golden mist with a smile on his face. Yeo opened the fight with a whistling blow aimed at Chance’s chest.

      Chance rolled to the side and came up, whipping his hand sharply to send the urumi biting for Yeo’s side. Yeo vaulted backward, then spun and sent the sickle nipping at the other boy’s heels.

      A second kusarigama joined the first as Yeo intensified his assault, but Chance ducked and wove between every piece of spinning metal, his urumi steadily growing closer to striking Yeo.

      First blood went to Chance as he sprang forward after stumbling out of the way of a spinning sickle, catching Yeo across the chest with his urumi. Chains whistled around Chance as Yeo tried to entangle him, but he dove into a roll, throwing himself between the links and coming out unharmed. A laugh slipped from his mouth as the joy of the fight started to intensify.

      Yeo called out the names of various moves, swapping his movements up whenever Chance grew too close. It was clear he’d been holding back when they’d sparred before the tournament, but it wasn’t enough, and Chance’s advantage started to grow.

      More attacks caught Yeo, though none were serious. If anything, that just made the kusarigama wielder more excited. The ring of metal filled the arena as they moved around in a dance that Wren would have been proud of, their weapons tearing up the ground around them.

      Chance’s urumi slipped through Yeo’s guard and pierced him in the stomach, biting deep before it was yanked back to the resting position. Yeo staggered, but his lips were already moving. “Blood Demon Art: Stitching.”

      His wounds all pulled themselves together and Yeo bared his teeth in a grin. “It’s a battle of endurance now, Chance.”

      Chance was having too much fun to respond, but from the glint in Yeo’s eye, he could tell that the other boy understood. They leaped at each other once more. Instead of trying to avoid the cutting blows of the urumi, Yeo took them head on, electing to trade strike for strike.

      His kusarigama scored across Chance’s chest for the first time that fight, leaving a deep furrow behind. The sting of the wound barely affected Chance, but it bolstered Yeo’s confidence significantly.

      He increased the speed of his attacks, swapping between one and two weapons to try and get a surprise attack in on the other boy. Yeo shattered one of his kusarigama, sending the metal fragments flying for Chance.

      None of them hit. The golden mist churned in a sphere around Chance, and while the metal easily passed into its domain, it was unable to reach him. If he had been standing in rain, then Chance likely would have been dry.

      Every single attack just flowed past him. Chance had stopped increasing in speed, but the unpredictability of his strikes put him at a huge advantage, even with Yeo’s healing abilities. A fist caught Yeo in the chin, and the urumi scored across him before he could regain his balance.

      Chance pressed his advantage, another laugh bursting forth as he spun and weaved. He was a conductor, and his urumi the orchestra. At the same time, Yeo’s feet started to land on loose pebbles and cracked stone more and more.

      He lost his footing several times, often taking a serious blow in the process. Even with his attempts to trade strikes with Chance, he was still losing ground. He managed to land a few more blows on him, but without aura to resist Chance’s golden mist, Yeo was hard pressed to accomplish anything.

      His movements started to slow as his stamina receded. Chance’s movements suffered similarly as the minutes dragged on, but Yeo was running out faster than he was because of the healing technique.

      Yeo slipped on a large rock and went down in a tumble of blades. Chance pounced on him, bringing the urumi down to end the fight. Only after his lunge did he see the smug grin cross the other boy’s face.

      Metal surged around them, wires appearing all around them, pieces of jagged metal rushing down along them toward Chance. There were so many that it was impossible to dodge completely.

      There was only one path left, and Chance took it. Metal tore into his body, constricting his neck and biting deep into his skin. At the same time, his urumi slammed into the ground just beside Yeo’s neck, penetrating several inches through the stone.

      They stared at each other for a second, making no noise beyond the pant of their breathing and the drip of blood onto the ground. Then Yeo laughed, letting his head fall back against the stone.

      “That would have been a fatal blow when I released my stitching. I concede.”

      The metal strands dropped, falling around them. Chance’s urumi returned to its bracelet form and slipped around his wrist, and he groaned, staggering as the pain of the wounds covering him finally caught up.

      Cultivators appeared beside them, forcing a healing pill into Yeo’s mouth before he could let the stitching expire. No sooner than they had did he fall limp, letting out a groan as wounds bloomed and sealed all over his body as the pills started to work.

      Chance’s wounds were mostly superficial, but the last attack had left a pretty large cut across his throat and there were several seeping cuts on his chest and arms. He took the healing pill from his cultivator gratefully, popping it into his mouth and letting the gold mist fade away.

      “What a brilliant end to the fight!” Analise called. “Two Shikari, going all out in their heartfelt fight to prove themselves. I think that might be one of the most exciting finals we’ve had in a while – for this rank, at least! Make sure to come back tomorrow for the Knight tournament! If you thought this one was exciting, tomorrow’s will burn your shorts right off. Now, before I leave you all, a quick word from our sponsors.”

      Chance rolled his eyes and knelt beside Yeo.

      “That was a fantastic fight.”

      “Damn straight,” Yeo agreed. “And, once I figure out how to use aura, you better get ready to lose. Don’t you dare get taken out by someone else until I get a chance to get around to it. Public opinion of me will plummet if you do.”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” Chance said, extending a hand and shaking his head in bemusement. Yeo grabbed it and he pulled the other boy to his feet.

      “Have you ever wanted to travel without worrying about more powerful cultivators tracking you?” Analise asked. “I know I have. And, with the Cloak of Nor-Vep, you can too. It’ll protect you from any attempts to track you or your Essence, and it can even make a projection of yourself in another location to help throw your enemies off.”

      Chance was tempted to ask if anyone actually bought any of the stuff Analise advertised, but considering his voice was probably still amplified by the huge screen above them, he decided against it.

      “When do the awards show up?” Yeo asked one of the cultivators beside them. “He just won, you know.”

      “I saw,” the man said with a chuckle. “They’ll arrive at your place of residence in a day. It can take longer for higher level tournaments, but this was still just a Squire ranked one, so we’ve got everything we need in hand. And, good fight to both of you. I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen such interesting fights between Squires, and it wasn’t even just the finals. There were all sorts of impressive fighters this time around. I shudder to think what’s coming if the universe is seeding us with such talent.”

      “Probably lots of fame and money,” Yeo said, puffing his chest out. “Want an autograph?”

      The man burst into laughter. “I love the persona, kid. I gotta ask, was the whole thing with the boy that claimed to be your brother set up as an act? I felt like I was watching a play. Really well done.”

      Yeo hesitated for a moment before pointing up at the screen and winking. “Can’t say. Ruins the mystique. If you want more, you’ll have to keep an eye out for me.”

      That elected another amused snort. “Perhaps I will.”

      A golden pathway stretched down, offering exit from the arena and return to their waiting room where Bella was sitting. The crowd started to filter out of the stands above them, even while Analise continued to go on about some other sponsor. Yeo and Chance headed up the pathway to meet with Bella.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fifty-Six

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe it. Well, I can, but still,” Bella said once they’d stepped back into the room. “Especially you, Chance. Yeo did brilliant as well, of course, but you only got to Centurion a few months ago. Winning the Squire ranked tournament this quickly has to be breaking some kind of record.”

      Yeo slapped Chance on the back. “It was our rivalry that spurred him onward.”

      “Since when did that happen? Watching the fight was the first I’d heard of it,” Bella said, narrowing her eyes.

      “In the fight. He just knew we’d become rivals, so was working harder the entire time in preparation. If I’d done the same, I would have been way better too. That’s just how smart Chance is.” Yeo’s face was completely straight, and his words so serious that if Chance hadn’t known him better, he would have wondered if the boy was actually being serious.

      Bella gave him no such benefit of the doubt and socked him in the shoulder. Yeo yelped, hopping back and cradling his arm. “You’re the one with the super defense, not me. Keep those thumpers of yours to yourself.”

      “You get the rest of the day,” Bella said. “After that, we’re sparring. I can’t believe you held so much back when we fought before. I feel like a complete idiot.”

      “It was for my dramatic reveal.” Yeo’s grin flickered and fell for a moment. “Sorry about that, though. Didn’t mean to make a fool of you.”

      “It’s fine. I probably should have seen it coming,” Bella said, shaking her head. “I’ll do better next time. I’ve been saving up quite a bit of the money we’ve earned, unlike the two of you. I’m going to get myself access to someone who can guide me out of the rut I’m currently stuck in.”

      The doors behind them slid open, and dull chatter filled the halls as other young Shikari filed out. Several groups passed by their room, and they got several waves from the tournament participants that recognized them. Chance returned them, even though he couldn’t remember if he’d gone against most of them. It was just the polite thing to do.

      “Wren was really something else, though,” Chance said. “Did you see him helping me train while we fought?”

      Bella nodded. “He’s got to be the son of some really powerful family, or his master is unbelievably strong. I felt like I was learning just from fighting him, and he wasn’t even trying to help me like he was for you.”

      “Maybe you could pay him to hang out with you,” Yeo suggested as the three headed out of their room and joined the stream of people walking to the exit of the arena. “I bet that would be really effective. He’s pretty hot, though. You might not be able to afford his time.”

      “Sounds like you’re jealous,” Bella said. “Wishing you saved up some of your own money?”

      “Me? Jealous? Never.” Yeo placed a hand above his heart and looked into the sky, nearly stumbling into the person in front of him in the process. He caught his balance and, without pausing, struck a dramatic pose. “I am a paragon of all virtues.”

      “Right,” Bella and Chance drawled in unison.

      They headed out of the colosseum and down the massive golden pathway back into Gleam proper. When they reached the bottom, they broke away from the churning crowds and sat down on a bench near the commotion.

      “You think Pete will be able to find us here?” Chance asked. “It’s really busy.”

      “It should be fine. We can wait a bit, and if he can’t, we can just head back to the Whiteheart house and meet him there,” Yeo said, rolling his neck and slinging his arms over the back of the bench with a sigh. “Man, I’m beat. That was fun. You think the next tournament will be soon?”

      Chance and Bella stared at him.

      “I certainly hope not,” Chance said. “I’ve got too much to practice to worry about yet another tournament. Then again, if it pays really well, I suppose I won’t complain too much.”

      A small shadow fell over the bench behind Chance. “Thinking about the next tournament already? Chance, you are far more ambitious than I thought.”

      He craned his neck back and Wren raised a hand slightly in greeting. Behind him, the plain man from the tournament stood, his hands crossed behind his gray beard.

      “Wren!” Chance stood, turning to fully face the boy. “I didn’t think we’d run into each other so quickly after the tournament.”

      “Why? We both live in Gleam, do we not?” Wren asked, the corner of his lips quirking in a smile. “But, to admit the truth, neither did I. My impression was that I’d be doing some private training for a while due to my actions at the tournament.”

      “What actions? You just fought normally,” Yeo said. “If anything, you held back, didn’t you?”

      “Like Chance, I was using this as an opportunity to train,” Wren said. “But, unlike Chance, I did not reap the benefits that I had hoped to. I was meant to only compete using my fighting style and no other abilities, but the match was simply too exciting for me to keep myself from doing more. Thus, I had expected to be doing solitary practice as punishment for forcing my master to dishonor himself.”

      “Dishonor?” Chance asked, surprised. “How?”

      “I mistakenly caught you in my gaze,” the man behind Wren said, speaking for the first time. His voice was, for lack of better words, smooth and syrupy. It felt like honey on a warm day. “And, though my disciple is taking credit for that mistake, its fault lies entirely on me. I did not expect you to be so perceptive. Please accept my forgiveness for interfering in your fight.”

      “Oh, at the end of the fight?” Chance asked. “That’s fine, there’s really no reason to apologize. Wren was a really strong opponent, and he definitely could have defeated me if he fought without holding back. If anything, I’m deeply within his debt for his aid in training me while we fought.”

      “There’s no point fighting someone if they can’t put out their best,” Wren said. He glanced at Yeo. “Speaking of, your name is Yeo, right? I loved your fights, both against Chance and your brother. Very inspiring. I haven’t seen Metal Essence used like that before. I’d love to spar you once I get some time.”

      “The feeling is mutual,” Yeo said.

      “Forgive me for my continued interruption,” Wren’s mentor said, raising a hand slightly. “But I cannot simply just accept your refusal of my apology. Whether you believe it a slight or not, I have still acted against you. My conscience` would not be at rest unless that mistake was corrected.”

      “Oh, do you cultivate Karma?” Chance asked.

      “Karma? No, nothing so vast,” the man replied with a small smile. “But, nonetheless, burdens upon the soul should not be kept. Do you have any unmet needs for resources or knowledge? I would rest easier if I knew that I had lightened your burden on this coil in any way.”

      “That’s really kind of you to offer,” Chance said, rubbing the back of his head. “But, to be totally honest, Wren helped me more than I can put into words.”

      “Which is your debt to him, not to me,” the man said gently. “His actions are not my own, and mine are not his.”

      “That makes sense. Huh. Honestly, I need a lot of things, but nothing that I feel appropriate to ask for. If you really do think that you owe me something, then handing me a bunch of low level cultivation aid pills probably wouldn’t make you feel much better.”

      “You speak like a true Karma cultivator. Unusual for one of your age. But, yes. Unless you truly desired those pills, I would feel as if I had still slighted you.”

      “What if you help my friend, then?” Chance asked, nodding to Bella. “She’s at a bottleneck. Is there a technique or something that you think might help her?”

      Bella choked. “What? I don’t need–”

      “Karma cultivator indeed,” the man said, his smile growing wider. “I recall her fight against Wren. An impressive defense, but still some confusion on your Essence. Preservation, was it?”

      Bella shifted uncomfortably. “Yes, it was. I don’t feel comfortable having Chance spend a favor on me, though.”

      “Ah, but you are part of his team, are you not? An increase in your strength will also aid your friend.”

      Wren gave her a thumbs-up. “Might as well give in. He’s set on it now.”

      Yeo opened his mouth, then closed it and shook his head. “They’re right. None of us want you to fall behind, and Chance keeps getting lucky with his encounters. You might as well mooch some of it. I sure will be.”

      Bella flushed and let her head fall slightly. “Okay. If you’re sure.”

      “Splendid. I will look into what I may be able to do to aid in your problem and send Wren once I have discovered a solution,” the man said. He put a hand on Wren’s shoulder and smiled. “I look forward to watching all of your progress. Gleam is in great need of powerful cultivators.”

      A gentle haze washed up from the ground around them. It coiled around their bodies and warped the air. Then it faded, taking Wren and his master with it.

      “You really didn’t have to do that,” Bella said, her cheeks still red. “I don’t want to just hang off your coattails.”

      “Make it up by getting strong,” Yeo said. “Then you can help him out when he needs it. Also, you’ll be able to withstand my unstoppable flurry of blows without crumpling like a leaf in the wind.”

      “I think you’ve gotten a slightly skewed perception of how our fights have gone,” Bella said, her eyes narrowing.

      “Oh?” Yeo cocked an eyebrow in a clear challenge. “We’ll have to repeat them when we get back, then.”

      Chance suppressed a smile. Intentionally or not, Yeo had just completely shifted Bella’s embarrassment away and gotten her to think about something else. Out of the corner of his eye, in the middle of the slowly shrinking crowd, Chance spotted Pete heading in their direction.

      He raised his hand in greeting and the older man’s eyes lit up. He slipped around the last few people in his way and hurried over to them, raising his hands as he drew up.

      “You won! And, by the gods, all of you performed incredibly. Simply marvelous. I’m very proud of all of you.”

      “You helped a lot,” Yeo said. “All those extra sparring sessions we had made a world of difference.”

      “I only did my job, and poorly at that,” Pete said, shaking his head. “None of this lies on my shoulders. It is entirely on you and your hard work. Splendid indeed. I think we shall have to get something in celebration of this occasion, my treat. I’ve got a little extra coin from my last job, as I destroyed less of the city than usual while completing it.”

      They all burst into laughter. They headed away from the bench and into the crowd, allowing Pete to lead them toward a restaurant.
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      Their celebrations went well into the night. Pete ordered them round after round of food, refusing to let any of his students spend a single coin of their own money. His last job must have paid a lot better than he’d let on, though Chance suspected he wouldn’t have much left of the coin by the time the night was over.

      He did his best not to spend too much of the older man’s money, but Pete was insistent and made sure to refill Chance’s plate whenever it was even starting to get close to empty. It became evident that he wasn’t going to give up, so Chance just surrendered and let himself relax.

      It had been so long since he’d been able to really just completely relax and let loose, and he savored every second of it. The memory carved itself into his mind as one of the most enjoyable nights of his life.

      As he and his team laughed the night away, a shift occurred in the stars dotting the purple sky above Gleam. A swathe of darkness flicked through the air, blotting out the brightest star for just an instant before it shot down, spiraling through one of Gleam’s towering buildings, and alighted on the roof of a store.

      The darkness rose, twisting up in a pillar to form into a man. His long black hair fluttered behind his head, settling over his pointed shoulders as the wind around him faded. The man’s head rose. Like a vial of ink had been spilled into the pool of his eyes, black washed over his pupils.

      Tiny bands of golden light fluttered around him, desperately trying to cling to his body. They sizzled faintly wherever they touched his skin. The man plucked them off, irritation crossing his features.

      “I hate this city,” Vex growled, stepping out into the streets. His scowl deepened as he stepped beneath a glowing lamp. It shattered, and by the time the glass had fallen to the ground, he was already gone.

      Deep within the Old City, Yamish floated in meditation. His arms made the yin-yang symbol before his chest, and strands of golden and black light intertwined between them. The serene expression on his face faded to one of slight displeasure as he shifted, rotating so that his head pointed toward the moon once more.

      He uncrossed his arms and his eyes opened, casting a brief flicker of gold through the broken alleyways before the light within them faded. Yamish uncrossed his arms and ran his tongue along his lips, wetting them.

      Hanging in the air before him was a single black strand of Karma. It was as thick as a rope, and it traveled out through a wall and into Gleam’s main streets. Yamish ran a finger along the strand, his eyes narrowing as tiny sparks of Karma sheared away and vanished into his palm.

      Then he was gone, and the Old City trembled at his passing.
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        * * *

      

      The tournament rewards arrived the following morning in the form of three brown paper-wrapped packages. By the time Chance and the others headed downstairs, the packages had all been set out on the table.

      Pete had already left, likely to try and make up some of the coin that he’d spent on them the previous night. A flicker of embarrassment passed through Chance.

      “Stop that,” Bella said, picking up the smallest of the packages.

      “Stop what?”

      “You’re feeling bad about spending Pete’s money.”

      “What? How’d you know?”

      “It was kind of obvious,” Yeo put in. “She’s right. Pete wasn’t forced to spend anything. He did it on his own, and it would be disrespectful to him to start feeling bad about it.”

      Bella set the small package down and picked up the largest one. She tossed it to Chance, who caught it with a grunt. “Your tournament rewards.”

      “Thanks,” Chance said, surprised at the weight. He set the package down and pulled the paper off to reveal a wooden box within it. “And you’re probably right. Good point. Thanks, guys.”

      “No problem,” Yeo replied. He tore the wrapping off his own, slightly smaller box and flipped it open. Yeo let out a whistle of appreciation. “Now that’s some good stuff.”

      Chance opened his own, and his eyes lit up. Vials covered the top layer of the box, all packed full of medicinal pills. He recognized a small number of them as healing pills and cultivation aids, but the rest were completely foreign to him. Beneath the pills was a large, bulging sack with the number five thousand printed across it in bold, golden letters.

      “Wow, they really did pay you well,” Bella said, peering over his shoulder. “I got five hundred gold. Not bad, honestly. I didn’t think I’d get anything at all.”

      “I guess they just want to support all the cultivators that are doing well, and you still made it pretty far into the tournament,” Yeo pointed out. “But, man. Chance really did get paid. I got half the money and pills that he did.”

      “Don’t complain too much. I think the pills are worth a lot more than the coin,” Bella said, snatching one of Yeo’s vials and holding it up to the light to study its contents. “Would it have killed them to label these? Kind of defeats the purpose if we don’t know what they do.”

      “I’m sure they’ve got some reasoning for it. We could probably ask the apothecary,” Chance said, carefully looking through his rewards. He handled each vial with care, making sure not to mistakenly damage or open them. “Wow. We should win more tournaments.”

      “We might also get some better jobs after the splash you and Yeo made,” Bella said. “With all the attention the two of you got, I wouldn’t be surprised if we get some extra attention sent our way by the Shikari or just other random cultivators. It might be a good way to increase our earnings.”

      “You just said a lot of words I like in a very short timespan,” Yeo said, closing his box of prizes and hefting it off the table. “It might be a good idea to wait around a little bit before we get back to doing jobs then, right? In a few days, we could have some better options.”

      “I can’t say for sure, but I feel like that’s probably the case.”

      “That works for me. I’d like to figure out what all of this does and get some training in to make sure I don’t lose anything I learned from the tournament,” Chance said, closing his own box and patting the top. “The training takes priority, actually. I feel like the inspiration I got while fighting Wren might slip away if I don’t go back over them soon.”

      “Perhaps we should all focus on training for a week or so, then reconvene afterward?” Bella suggested.

      “Works for me,” Yeo said. “I’m going to go figure out what this stuff does. See you lot around.”

      Chance and Bella watched him go, then glanced at each other after a moment of silence.

      “Do you think we should bring it up?” Chance asked.

      “The stuff that happened during the tournament?”

      “Yeah. The stuff with Jake. I feel like he would have told us if he wanted to, but it’s also out there now.”

      “I’m honestly not sure if I’m the right person to ask about this,” Bella hedged, adjusting the collar of her shirt and looking down. “You saw how I dealt with them.”

      Chance cleared his throat. “Yeah. I’m not exactly doing the best there either. I guess it isn’t really our business, but that didn’t exactly stop me with you either. Do you think we should push?”

      “Might be good to wait a little and feel the situation out,” Bella decided. “Let’s touch back on it after the week is over. If Yeo wants to broach the topic on his own, he will. If he doesn’t, then we can take a look at things and see if we should try to talk to him about it.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Chance said with a nod. “I’m going to go do some solo practice then. If you want to spar later, I’d be more than willing to.”

      “I’ll take you up on that.”

      Bella bid Chance farewell as he returned to his room, dropping his box of winnings off before heading out to the small yard in the back of the house to review what he’d learned at the tournament.

      That was a task easier said than done. He’d learned so much during the tournament that it took several hours for him to go through everything on a surface level, just making sure he remembered all of it.

      Luckily, the training that Lucy gave him was firmly set in his mind. He couldn’t have forgotten it if he wanted, and most of his advancements were so directly tied to it that he didn’t have to reach too far.

      Once Chance was confident he still remembered everything he’d done during the tournament, he set about practicing. He went through the forms Lucy had taught him, but modified them with all the changes and improvements he’d made to make them fit him better.

      He then moved on to embodying his Essence, bringing the golden mist forth to form a warm circle around him. While it wasn’t nearly as easy to do it while practicing as it had been during the middle of the fight, the Essence still functioned as it had.

      Chance spent the rest of the day doing much of the same. When night finally fell, he retired to his room and set about meditating to make sure his cultivation didn’t fall behind. The night came and went, and the following day went similarly.

      Even with all the improvements he’d made, there was still so much to improve and perfect that the training felt like it had no concrete end in sight. Considering he was just a Squire, and Lucy had said that cultivators could get even stronger than gods outside of Gleam, he figured that probably wasn’t too far from the truth.

      Wren dropped by the Whiteheart house on the third day, but he didn’t stay long. After greeting Chance, who was eating breakfast at the time, he found Bella and dragged her away, saying that his master had discovered the thing they were looking for.

      She shot Chance a panicked look an instant before the energetic boy dragged her out the door and let it fall shut behind them. Chance glanced from his porridge to the door, then picked his spoon back up and took another bite. Wren hadn’t even been there for an entire minute.

      He finished his food off, then collected the box of his winnings and headed out, making for Madam Baba’s apothecary. A tiny bell chimed as he stepped inside, and the old woman squinted at him from behind her counter.

      “Here to buy more cultivation pills? I have no idea where you’re putting them. With the amount you’ve gone through, I’d expect impurities to be seeping out of your skin.”

      “Not this time. Not yet, at least,” Chance said with a sheepish grin. He set the box down on the counter in front of her. “I was hoping you could identify some of the pills I’ve got here. I won them as a reward, but they weren’t labeled.”

      Baba cocked an eyebrow and gestured impatiently at the box. Chance clicked it open, and she peered inside. Her wrinkled brow rose in surprise as she studied its contents.

      “Where’d you get this?”

      “I won a tournament.”

      “Did you now? These are pretty high quality, boy. Worth a pretty coin.”

      “How do you know?” Chance asked, peering at the vials. They just looked like normal pills to him.

      “I do this for a living, among other things. Trust me, I know a good pill when I see one. It might take me a little time to go through all of these, though. You’ve got quite a few variants, and I don’t recognize all of them.”

      “That’s fine. How long?”

      “Give me three days. That should be enough to perform some tests and make sure that nothing will blow up your cultivation base by accident. What idiots didn’t label pills they gave you?”

      “The Shikari.”

      Baba snorted. “Figures. Bunch of idiots. I’ll take the pills and let you keep the coin. We both know you’ll spend it all here anyway.”

      She cackled, and Chance laughed as well. The old woman wasn’t wrong. He didn’t want to think about how many pills he’d bought from her over the last few weeks.

      “I’ll come back in a few days then. Do you need payment for this?”

      “No need. You’re already paying my rent,” Baba said, flashing a gap-toothed grin at him. “And identifying pills is fun. Not much left that is at this point, so it’ll be a nice change. Now get lost, Baba needs to work.”

      Chance pulled all the vials out of the box and put them on the counter before Baba. He raised a hand in farewell, already more than used to the woman’s abrasive personality, then slipped out of the store with the box under his arm. He wasn’t worried that she’d take anything from him. Despite her attitude, the old woman felt honest.

      Well, either that or I’m an idiot. Maybe both.

      He headed through the crowded streets, making for the Whiteheart house, entirely unaware of the pitch black eyes that trailed him from the shadows.
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      Vex trailed the boy through Gleam, stepping from one shadow to another. It was a fairly pointless exercise, but after the pain it had taken to get into the city, he couldn’t resist observing the meddling Karma cultivator’s protégé.

      Part of him wanted to end the boy there and then, but his survival instincts were strong enough to realize how much of a mistake that would be. Eliminating him would take considerable effort, and Vex would have to take extra care to ensure the Karma of the boy’s death didn’t fall on him. Karma was powerful, but it wasn’t all-seeing.

      The more he watched the boy, the more annoyed Vex grew. There was nothing special about him. Vex tripped a large, heavily muscled cultivator with a tiny tendril of dark water as the boy passed by him, curious to see how the boy would handle the conflict.

      The man cursed and spun, grabbing Chance by the shoulder. Despite his size, the movement was slow and heavy-handed. Vex could tell the boy saw it coming, but he did nothing to stop it.

      “I’m sorry, mister. Is everything okay?” Chance asked.

      “You tripped me.”

      “Did I? I’m sorry. I was caught up in my thoughts. I didn’t mean to cause you any inconvenience. Are you okay?”

      “What? I – yeah. Of course I’m fine,” the man snapped, the wind dropping from his sails. “Watch where you’re going.”

      “I’ll make sure to pay more attention. Sorry for the bother.”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore,” the man said, trudging away.

      Vex shook his head. Taking blame for something he hadn’t even done without an instant of hesitation. The kid was a coward. He just couldn’t see what the Karma cultivator saw in him. In the end, it didn’t matter. The boy would be dealt with – but not before Bella.

      A tingle ran down Vex’s spine. He bared his teeth, a tiny flicker of white in the darkness. Nobody stole from him and got away with it. Bella had already lived several stolen months. It was time for him to reclaim them.

      He dismissed his cloak of shadows and prepared to step from the alley. A cold hand fell on his shoulder, and a stillness passed over Vex. A powerful chill washed down his back, making his hair stand on end in a way that it hadn’t in hundreds of years.

      “You,” Vex snarled, batting the hand away and spinning around. He already knew who it was – nobody else had snuck up on him in recent years.

      Yamish floated in the alley before him, streamers of black and golden light twisting around his arms. The Karma cultivator cocked his head to the side.

      “I believe you were instructed to keep your distance from my student.”

      “You don’t own the city,” Vex said. “And you’re just a will fragment. If you interfere, I’ll crush you. This isn’t the same as the last time we met.”

      Yamish’s lips parted in a grin, revealing pointed teeth. “Perhaps. And then you would be struck down by my true self for the great Karma you would incur upon killing me. A true body in exchange for a clone. A fair trade, I think.”

      Black water roiled at Vex’s feet. It bubbled up around him, the watery tendrils ripping through the stone around them and leaving jagged furrows behind. Yamish watched idly, completely unperturbed by the other man’s tantrum.

      “Very well. I’ll leave the boy alone,” Vex said. “He’s worthless. But I will not be denied what I have already paid for. The girl is mine.”

      He turned, moving to walk out of the alley. The world spun around Vex, and he found himself standing to face Yamish once again.

      “We have not finished our conversation,” Yamish said, interlacing his fingers. “Sit down.”

      “I’ll do nothing–”

      Stone rose up behind Vex. It formed into a solid, straight-backed chair and slapped into the back of his legs. Bands of golden light snapped shut around his arms and legs, yanking him down into the seat.

      “That was not a request,” Yamish said, floating lower so he was still at eye-level with Vex. “You seem to misunderstand our situation.”

      “I misunderstand nothing. You are protecting your student. Intent to act is not punishable, as I haven’t done anything yet. Even your Karma agrees with that,” Vex spat. “I won’t touch the boy, so there’s nothing more for us to discuss. If you continue to restrain me, I will be well within my rights to defend myself. Your true self would then incur negative Karma if he sought me out.”

      The bands vanished, freeing Vex’s limbs. He stood, brushing himself off and smirking. “An enjoyable talk, Karma cultivator. We won’t meet again.”

      Stone lurched, wrapping around his body and slamming him back into the chair. Yamish’s eyebrows rose.

      “Stunning. You appear to be restrained, but I am afraid I lack any ability to control stone. Who could have done that?”

      Vex snarled. Black water raced up the stone, digging into it and shearing the material away. But, as fast as it cut, more stone rose to block his Essence. He narrowed his eyes and extended his senses into the rock, tracing whoever was controlling it.

      An unfathomable amount of Essence drove into his mind, throwing him back into his body with enough force to send blood spraying from his nose. Vex gasped at the unexpected attack.

      “What is that?”

      “The city,” Yamish replied. His words grew darker as the bands of black light from his left hand extended, binding around themselves in the air and attaching to Vex’s chest. “And that question did not come free, as it was of great importance. You have established debt to me.”

      Vex froze. “Only for a single question.”

      Yamish cocked an eyebrow. “An avalanche begins with a small shift. Now, I believe we were talking. The city appears to wish that you remain here and complete our conversation.”

      “You’re trying to tell me the city has an awareness?” Vex asked. He caught himself immediately and continued before Yamish could answer. “That was rhetorical, you bastard. Don’t answer that. If you want to have a conversation, drop the Karma requirements for what we discuss.”

      “Gladly. We may speak freely.”

      “Fine. What do you want?”

      Yamish splayed his fingers out. “You seem to have an interest in my student and the mortals he lives with. As such, this concerns me. Explain.”

      “Why should I tell you my personal business? I’ve already promised to keep away from your student.”

      “Which you did once before, and you already failed,” Yamish observed. He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “If you do not speak, then there is no conversation. And, if there is no conversation, then we are enemies. You do not want that.”

      Vex matched Yamish’s gaze for several seconds. Then he grunted. “My only real target is Bella. She owes me a life-debt, and she betrayed me. As such, I will be collecting it.”

      “You mean to kill your student?”

      “She is my student no longer. I will be reclaiming the power I wasted on her,” Vex replied with a shrug. “It was her who established the deal. There is no room for anyone to object. She promised her life to me. It is mine to collect.”

      Yamish crossed his hands again. “So it seems. What great power does this girl possess, so that you would come here yourself simply to reclaim it?”

      Vex grunted. Yamish cocked his head to the side.

      “She does not have one, does she? The girl is a normal cultivator. You came to kill her purely because she slighted you.”

      “And if I did? Those who dare stand against me deserve nothing more. I would show no mercy to anyone that dares disrespect my strength.”

      “I think,” Yamish said, placing a finger on his chin, “that you are a pathetic man. Any cultivator who would stoop low enough to crush out a tiny spark just because it has irked them is no cultivator in my eyes. You are a bitter, sallow sack of flesh.”

      “Is this how you typically converse?” Vex drawled. “Because I don’t believe it to be very productive. I was unaware that Karma Cultivators enjoy spending their time forcing others to listen to worthless insults.”

      “No insults. I only speak the truth,” Yamish said. “But, if the girl has a life debt, it would indeed establish bad Karma if I interfered.”

      “I’m glad we’re on the same page. Release me, then. Our business is over.”

      “Unfortunately,” Yamish continued, ignoring Vex completely, “I have taken more of a liking to my student than you seem to believe. He would be upset if you killed the girl without giving her a fair chance.”

      Vex blinked. “What? Are you asking me to spare her because you… don’t want the boy to be sad? And you think I’ll just do as you ask? How arrogant are you?”

      “Infinitely so,” Yamish replied. “But I did not say spare. I do not care nearly that much. I simply require a fighting chance.”

      “There is no universe in which she could survive a fight against me,” Vex said. “It is impossible for her to have a chance.”

      “I see,” Yamish said. “Very well. Enjoy your time in Gleam.”

      Yamish turned, floating toward the dark end of the alleyway. The stone bindings covering Vex didn’t budge.

      “You haven’t released me,” Vex said.

      “I was not the one holding you captive,” Yamish reminded. “You will have to take your complaint up with the city. Unfortunately for you, I believe it likes the boy far more than I. You might be here for a few dozen years. It has a nigh endless source of Essence.”

      Vex’s eyes widened. “Wait!”

      Yamish turned to look back at Vex. “Yes? I was under the impression you no longer wanted to speak.”

      “You’re a bastard. What do you want from me?”

      “Want? I want for nothing. The universe delivers unto me all of my desires before I know them,” Yamish said. “And you are the instrument of my next movement in this game. You will aid me in my goals. In doing so, you may find that your own are also accomplished.”

      Vex spat on the ground. “Frilly words do little to hide that you’re asking me to do your bidding. Do you truly believe you can hold me here if I do not wish to be held? Karma be damned, I am no mere pawn. Push me farther, and I’ll kill you, Karma be damned.”

      “Your words would be more intimidating if you were not bound in rock.”

      “I am allowing myself to be held for the time being,” Vex growled. “Do not confuse my desire to avoid a massive fight with complacency.”

      Yamish smiled. “I confuse nothing, even if you overestimate your abilities. For the time being, I believe our goals may line up. If this is the case, as I previously mentioned, we may both be able to achieve what we desire. Of course, you have no obligation to hear me out. Just be aware that I guard my investments very closely. Misstep, and we will have a true problem. Our cordial conversation is over. If you wish to treat with me, then say such.”

      The stone covering Vex released him. Water rushed up to catch him, righting the man before he could fall. It slipped up through his pant legs and vanished. Vex glowered at Yamish.

      “Speak,” Vex said, crossing his arms. “I will hear you out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fifty-Nine

        

      

    

    
      In the week that followed the tournament, Chance finally dedicated time to learning the technique in the book that Pete had gotten for him. It only took a grand total of two days to read through it – the technique was a series of patterns to put his Essence through that would manifest it in a precise way.

      That was the way the book described it, at least. From his testing, Chance realized that the application wasn’t exactly as cut and dry as it had appeared to be. The technique was, for lack of a better word, stiff. There was no flexibility to it, and it felt almost as if he were borrowing somebody else’s ability.

      The technique was simple. It just allowed him to imbue his urumi with Essence, empowering its attacks. But, the more Chance practiced it, the more he felt like it didn’t work properly. It wasn’t quite the feeling he’d gotten during the tournament, as that had felt like something was missing. This was more like he was trying to eat soup with a fork.

      Before the week was out, he’d already memorized the most important parts of the book. Whatever had helped him learn the language seemed to be applying here too, and he had little difficulty remembering the contents of the technique manual. Unfortunately, that did little to actually make it feel like it fit.

      Chance ran his concerns past Pete at the end of the week. He found his mentor sitting in the large, cushioned chair in the living room, where he typically took up residence when he wasn’t out on a job. The older man gave him an understanding smile when Chance had finished running through his problems.

      “That’s quite natural, I’m afraid,” Pete said. “If you recall, I mentioned that you shouldn’t make your own techniques for quite some time. That’s because it requires a very detailed understanding of your Essence and how it functions. When you use a technique, you’re following in the path of someone with a similar Essence to you, but they had enough understanding to make a technique. The benefit is a powerful skill, but the drawback is that it isn’t truly your skill.”

      “I don’t know how I didn’t realize that. It doesn’t work because the person who made this technique views Karma differently than I do, so it doesn’t feel natural to use my Essence like this,” Chance realized. “Crap. I should have asked you days ago. I just wasted so much time trying to figure out what I was doing wrong.”

      “Practice is never wasted. Getting a better understanding of how this technique works will still aid you when it comes time for you to make your own,” Pete advised. He rubbed the back of his head sheepishly. “And, typically, techniques are far more interesting than the one I was able to find for you. It’s just that there’s so little available here for Karma cultivators. Your lot are a very secretive – or rare – bunch. I’m not sure which. I’m just sorry I couldn’t find something more interesting for you.”

      “Don’t apologize. This is perfect,” Chance said. “Knowledge is a lot more valuable than some random technique, and I’ve got so much to work on right now that I don’t think it’s a huge loss. I’ll just focus on cultivating and my main skills, since the technique was basic enough that I think I’ve already got it under wraps.”

      “A wise plan,” Pete said, bidding Chance farewell as he set out.

      It had been several days beyond the time Baba had told him she’d need, so he took a break to swing by her store and pick his vials of pills back up. She’d helpfully labeled all of them, going so far as to spell everything out phonetically to help him read them.

      It wasn’t needed, as he’d already gotten a very firm grasp of the written language, but Chance appreciated it anyway. He thanked her and promised to return at a later date before returning back to his room to look through his earnings.

      To his delight, almost half of the vials were cultivation aids. From the look of them, they were better than the ones he’d been buying thus far. A vial of blue cultivation aids stuck out to him from the others. Baba had marked it with a plus, so they were probably even better than the rest. That probably meant it would be best to save those for as long as possible.

      In addition, there were several other miscellaneous vials of pills. One was labeled monster repellants, which was fairly self-explanatory. Among the others were more healing pills as well as one vial labeled Purification with just four pills in it and a vial with just a single, large white pill. The latter was marked as Enlightenment.

      Pete was cooking dinner when Chance found him to ask about the pills. His eyes nearly bugged out of his head when he saw the contents of the final vial, and he nearly dropped his kitchen knife.

      “You need to put that away immediately,” Pete said, clasping Chance’s hands back over the pill to hide it from view. He glanced around, even though they were within the safety of the Whiteheart house. “That pill is worth more than the rest of your earnings combined – and that’s understating it. When you’re at a bottleneck in your cultivation, you can take that to break through, though those words hardly do such a pill much justice.”

      Chance hurriedly put it away. “Like what you’re at now?”

      Pete’s gaze sharpened. “Yes, Chance. And don’t even consider offering it to me. I’m a failed old man. Even if I were able to push forward another rank, it would do nothing in the long run. That pill is for someone with potential. Never give it away. Do you understand?”

      Chance swallowed and nodded. He couldn’t deny that he’d been about to offer it to Pete. After all, the older man was having difficulty reaching the next stage, and he had no such problem. The impurity pills weren’t going to be of any use to him either.  “Yes. I’ll keep it for myself.”

      Pete sighed and shook his head. He patted Chance on the shoulder and picked the knife back up, returning to chopping the strange, brittle-skinned vegetable on the cutting board. “They must have really seen a lot of potential in you if that was your reward. I don’t believe it’s anywhere near common. Yeo showed me his gains a day ago, and he didn’t get one. Perhaps it was the new prize for first place, but I can’t imagine they’d waste such a rare pill every time there was a Squire tournament.”

      The Old City’s words bubbled up unbidden in Chance’s head.

      Lower rank Shikari are just fodder for the ones that truly rule the city. Why would they give a disposable soldier a useful item?

      Chance buried the questions. They would be good to address when he got strong enough to ask them. For now, the most important thing he could do was survive whatever was brewing between Yamish and the Old City.

      The next few days passed quietly. Bella returned with Wren early one morning, but she darted up to her room so quickly that Chance didn’t even get a chance to say hello. He was left standing on the porch beside Wren, staring at her disappearing back in befuddlement. Wren laughed at the quizzical look on his face.

      “She found much inspiration from studying with my master,” Wren said. “But she could not cultivate until he was done teaching, so she needed to act quickly in order to avoid losing inspiration.”

      “That makes sense. Did it go well?”

      “Only she can decide,” Wren said with a small shrug. “But she seemed to believe so. How have your own studies gone?”

      “Neither good nor bad,” Chance admitted. “I’m making progress. Learned a new technique, but it doesn’t really strike me.”

      “Essence mismatch,” Wren said with a knowing nod. “An unfortunate drawback of techniques. Some have it far more than others. The more unique your path, the harder it is to use other’s techniques.”

      “So I’ve found,” Chance said dryly. “What about your technique? The one you used when we trained.”

      “Ah.” Wren gave Chance an embarrassed grin. “My master made that specifically for me. It fits my path perfectly.”

      “Wow. I didn’t think about that being a thing, but it makes sense. Is that why your master didn’t want you to use it?”

      “Precisely,” Wren said. “It was borrowed power, so to speak. I apologize for being unable to hold myself back.”

      “We’ve already gone over this. It was a fantastic fight and there’s nothing to apologize for,” Chance said, waving his hand dismissively. “Did you want to get to that sparring session we agreed on? I’ve got some free time.”

      “Alas, I must depart. My schedule today is tight.” Wren shook his head sadly. “I was simply accompanying Bella back. We will have to have our spar another day.”

      “No worries,” Chance said. Wren extended a hand, and he reached out to take it. As they shook, Wren pressed a small square into Chance’s palm. He opened his mouth, but something in Wren’s eyes stopped him from speaking. “I’ll be seeing you, then.”

      “Yeah. I’ll be seeing you,” Wren said, holding Chance’s gaze for just a moment before turning and striding away.

      Chance stepped back inside the house, closing the door before hurrying up the stairs to his room. Only then did he allow himself to open his hand and look down at the small, folded paper that Wren had given him. He picked it apart to reveal a hastily written note.

      My friend, ill winds are blowing. The eyes of several powerful cultivators have fallen upon your team. My master discovered that Bella is at great risk due to her involvement with an exiled Shikari. Your performance at the tournament is receiving undue attention, and Yeo seems to have his own demons. It is almost as if someone assembled people that should not have gained attention into a single group intentionally.

      
        
        Regardless of the reason, Gleam is no longer safe for you. You are all in danger. I do not know how or from what, but I strongly suggest you leave for some time. Do not move immediately or suspicion may be cast onto my master.

      

        

      
        The city moves quickly, and you will soon be forgotten if you can remove yourself in time. Trust no one – not even me or my master. We may come under scrutiny and be forced to comply with the city. Time is not your friend.

      

        

      
        Hoping for better times.

        Wren

      

      

      Chance stared at the note, re-reading it several more times. Then he tore it up, crumpling the ribbons of paper into pieces. He looked around and, failing to find a good way to dispose of them, he crumpled them up and stuffed them into his mouth.

      The last thing I need is for the note to somehow get tied back to Wren. Also, still tastes better than monsters. Significantly better.

      He didn’t give himself time to think until no trace of the note remained. Chance swallowed, and it wasn’t because he was still eating.

      This is bad.

      The world cracked and shifted around him, wooden floor turning to cracked cobblestone. Chance found himself standing in the Old City once again. Floating before him, right side up for once, was Yamish, and he didn’t look happy.

      Evidently, things were about to get worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Sixty

        

      

    

    
      “Yamish,” Chance said, putting on his best poker face. It took everything he had to not jump for his urumi. Instead, he gave Yamish what he hoped was an easygoing smile and raised a hand in greeting.

      “You have been busy,” Yamish said, floating closer to him. “Your power has grown. Abnormal would not even begin to describe it. I witnessed your fights in the tournament. The abilities you show come from years of practice, and your cultivation has progressed far more than it should have.”

      “Well, I guess I kind of just got lucky.” Chance forced a laugh, and he was proud to find that it almost sounded normal. “Is that a bad thing?”

      “Strength is never bad,” Yamish said. “But even a genius would be hard-pressed to grow such as you have on their own. You are not a genius, thus you have had help. What did you pay?”

      “Nothing.”

      As far as I can tell, that isn’t even a lie. I guess the promise to Lucy is kind of a payment, but I haven’t paid it yet, so I’m pretty sure it doesn’t count.

      “Nothing? There is nothing in this universe that is free. Based on the amount of power you have gathered in a few short months, you simply do not understand the magnitude of what you have paid. And have you been abusing medicinal pills to gain a temporary boost? Foolish. The impurities will destroy your path.”

      Wait, he doesn’t know that I have no impurities? I was starting to think he knew everything about me.

      “I have done no such thing,” Chance said, hoping it was true. “And I am not sacrificing my future any more than alternative paths would.”

      Yamish tilted his head to the side. “Then you are simply more of a fool than I believed. We will need to purge your body of impurities when the time comes. I have invested too much in order to allow you to go to waste. Now, come. We hunt.”

      Chance hid his sigh of relief and followed after Yamish. It didn’t seem like the strange cultivator knew about his plans with the Old City. Everything was just going to continue as normal for the time being.

      But, as they walked through the cracked alleyways, the Essence inside Chance’s body prickled. It pressed against his skin in disapproval, filling his stomach with an uneasy churning energy. His pace slowed to a stop. Yamish paused and turned around, studying Chance curiously.

      “We have not yet arrived.”

      The prickling grew stronger, nudging and pushing at him more and more. The worst part was that Chance knew exactly what was causing it. His Essence was rebelling against the way he was choosing to handle the situation with Yamish and the Old City.

      No matter what kind of Karma Yamish cultivated, Chance had learned enough about his own to know that deceit didn’t fall under its jurisdiction. It went against his path.

      Come on. This is stupid. Yamish is probably trying to kill me. He’s basically said as much. There’s nothing wrong with lying to him. What am I supposed to do here? I don’t have a choice.

      The massive golden being that Chance had seen in his vision flickered in the back of his mind. Even though it was only his memory, the feeling washed over him like a warm blanket. Chance pressed his lips together.

      Goddamn it. This is what it means to be a cultivator, isn’t it? To follow my ideals into the end, even if it’s a bloody terrible idea. I’m totally going to get myself killed.

      “Let’s drop the act,” Chance said.

      Yamish’s expression didn’t change. He studied Chance, his features completely unreadable.

      “I think you know more than you’re letting on,” Chance continued, hoping he wasn’t digging his own grave but more than aware he might be wishing for a bit too much. “Why are you training me, Yamish? The real answer. I know you’re just a clone, and your true self has thousands of clones around the universe trying to get stronger. Is that what I am? A fancy pill?”

      Yamish said nothing. He continued to watch Chance, as still as ice.

      Chance’s urumi flew to his hand and he pressed it against his chest. “I won’t be a resource, Yamish. Answer my question. I’m done playing around – and, for that matter, what do you want with the Old City? Why are you here?”

      “What do you think your blade can do for you?” Yamish asked, finally breaking his silence. “You cannot kill me.”

      “I’m well aware,” Chance said. “But if you really are raising me just to steal my powers or whatever, I’m breaking my Gate. That means all my Essence will be wasted and you get nothing. Sure, you’ve helped me, but I have very strong suspicion to believe that every action you’ve taken has just been in your own favor.”

      “All beings act solely in their own favor.”

      “Not everyone,” Chance snapped. “Answer my questions, Yamish. What do you want with me? Because I’ll die before I become a tool. I already had one life. This one is just a bonus, and it’s not going to be used to make things worse for other people.”

      Their eyes locked, both unblinking as each tried to stare the other down. Several seconds of silence passed. A ripple passed through the ground beneath Chance and stone rose up, forming into a blobby figure.

      “The Old City sides with you,” Yamish said, his tone monotone.

      Chance hid his surprise. He hadn’t expected the Old City to act at all after their previous conversation. He was nowhere near being able to beat Yamish. He probably couldn’t even put up a fight.

      “So it has,” Chance said, swallowing. “So? What’s it going to be?”

      To his shock, a flicker of a smile passed over Yamish’s face. He uncrossed his legs and stepped down to the ground, stretching his arms behind his head.

      “You are far more than I ever expected,” Yamish said with a soft chuckle. “What resolve. It is only Karma for boldness like this to be repaid in kind. Very well. We may talk.”

      His head snapped to the side with a crack. Black and gold Essence swirled around Yamish, pouring into his lips and wreathing his body like a pyre. His limbs twisted and warped like a piece of paper, folding themselves into new positions.

      The last wisps of energy vanished down his gullet, and Yamish’s eyes opened once more. One glowed a brilliant gold, while the other was as black as the void. Time slammed to a halt and the shadowy alley shattered.

      Massive cracks spiderwebbed out from beneath Yamish, gouging the Old City. It groaned and stone rained around them as it struggled to remain in one piece. Yamish raised a single finger and a cold breeze rushed past them. The cracks snapped back shut and walls reassembled themselves. Chance wasn’t sure how he’d been spared from the destruction, but he was grateful for it.

      Yamish’s eyes glazed over for a few seconds before he finally turned his attention toward Chance. The pure force behind his eyes nearly sent him to his knees, but Chance gritted his teeth and leaned against the Old City’s shoulder, refusing to fall.

      This is him. The real Yamish. He can just take over his clone’s bodies? That’s unbelievably strong.

      “You are a curiosity.” Yamish’s words thrummed with enough power to tear the city apart, but they washed over Chance like water instead of crushing him to a paste. “I see why my will was interested in you.”

      “You said you’d answer my questions,” Chance said.

      “So I did. I will give you three. Ask. After that, we will decide your fate. My time does not come for free.”

      “What do you want with me?” Chance asked immediately.

      “You were a curiosity. My fragment of will was told to seek power, and it appears you got involved. You were never the ultimate goal of this fragment, though it seems that you started to gain priority as time went on. At the moment, I am unsure if you are a liability to be removed or a benefit to be harvested.”

      “Second question. What do you want with the Old City?”

      Yamish tilted his head to the side. “Why do you care?”

      “Because I promised I would help it,” Chance said. “And it doesn’t want to die or be enslaved any more than I do.”

      “I see. As I already stated, my fragment came here because I seek power. An awakened city is incredibly potent, even if its will has been shattered. Even for a cultivator of my strength, controlling the manifestation of Gleam would not be insignificant.”

      Chance’s hand tightened around the hilt of his urumi. It wasn’t like the blade would do him much, but it felt good in his hand.

      “Ask your final question,” Yamish said.

      “I don’t have one.”

      “Nothing? No requests for insight into Karma? You can ask any question you wish.”

      “Don’t care,” Chance said flatly. “I’m not a toy for you to play with, and you don’t have the right to harvest living beings. It’s not right. As a Karma cultivator, you should know that.”

      “There are many types of Karma.”

      “And I’ve seen yours. I know you cultivate Balance,” Chance said. “But you’re still the one choosing how to apply those principles. The universe doesn’t make you do horrible things. You chose that yourself.”

      Yamish didn’t reply. The two cultivators stood against each other, their alternate views on the same Essence clashing in the alley around them. Nearly a minute passed before Yamish spoke again.

      “I have two questions for you. Then our conversation will end. What Essence do you believe you cultivate?”

      “Good Karma,” Chance said without a second of hesitation. “I want to bring happiness to people. Screw your balance shit. There’s enough evil in the universe already. The only thing I’m going to cultivate is good.”

      Yamish interlaced his fingers and placed his hands just below his stomach. “What would your response be if I offer to spare your life in exchange for your aid in controlling the Old City?”

      “I would die trying to kill you.”

      Yamish threw his head back and laughed. It was strange, coming from the normally expressionless man. The echoes of his mirth bounced around the alley, setting Chance’s hair on end.

      “Such conviction. I trust you know the Old City only attempts to use you for its own good?”

      “I’m not a complete idiot. I know that. I’m choosing to help despite that. I can’t blame anyone for trying to survive.”

      Yamish blurred. He appeared directly in front of Chance, knocking the urumi from his hands. The blade clattered across the ground and slid to a stop against a wall. The Old City’s rocky body lurched forward, lunging for Yamish.

      He raised his other hand, not glancing away from Chance, and a band of gold light looped around its chest and yanked it back.

      “Your stupidity seems to be contagious,” Yamish said. “The city attempted to help you – well aware that it could do nothing against me.”

      “That’s the power of not being a raging asshole,” Chance muttered, his eyes darting to the urumi on the ground. He swallowed and steeled his nerves. “Make up your mind, Yamish.”

      “Oh, I already have,” Yamish said. He raised a pointed finger and pressed it against Chance’s chest. It cut clean through his clothes and drew a pinprick of blood just above his heart. “I have a final offer for you, Chance. Become my student in true.”

      Chance blinked. “What?”

      “You hold to your convictions stronger than cultivators ten times your age. It would be a waste to snuff your talent out here. I offer you my true teachings rather than the scraps you have received thus far.”

      Chance swallowed. Of all the ways he’d pictured today going, this certainly wasn’t one of them. “What about the Old City?”

      Yamish’s eyes followed his gaze. “I will free it. In exchange, it will bind to you. There will be no death. An ideal solution, yes?”

      Chance gave a shaky nod. That did sound better than the alternatives.

      “Just checking, if I say no to the teacher thing–”

      “I will leave. I do not need to use threats to find a student,” Yamish said. “But you will never get an opportunity such as this again. If you truly desire to enforce the ideals that you preach, then you need power. Can you afford to pass it up?”

      Several seconds passed. The two cultivators stared at each other, their Essence clashing through their eyes in a battle of convictions and will.

      “You drive a hard bargain,” Chance said. “I accept, provided the Old City does too.”

      They both turned to the craggy humanoid figure. It lacked facial features, but after a short pause, it gave them a jerky nod.

      Yamish ran his finger down Chance’s chest, leaving a thin cut behind. He ended it in a small circle just above his navel. Chance could feel foreign Essence burning in the marking, and it quickly healed over and formed into a pale scar.

      “I greet you as Teacher,” Yamish said, stepping back. “This fragment will not be able to hold my full will much longer. I will assign you your first task. You may not refuse.”

      I really hope this wasn’t a mistake.

      “What is it?”

      “Your teammate Bella is going to die to a Shikari soldier very shortly, and the order for the rest of your team to be taken into custody will go out within the day. Take care of the problem however you see fit.”
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      “What?” Chance exclaimed. “Send me back right now!”

      “That would be a good way to kill you,” Yamish said. He pointed a long finger at the Old City’s golem. “Bind with the boy. He would likely prefer you do it quickly.”

      The craggy humanoid lurched forward and extended a hand. Rubble rained down from it and fingers grew more defined in the rock until the hand reaching out toward Chance was nearly as detailed as his own. Repressing his impatience, Chance took the Old City’s hand in his own.

      A spike of Essence surged into his palm and shot to his Gate like a bullet. He drew in a sharp breath and staggered, but the Old City didn’t release its grip on his hand. The feeling passed a few seconds later, leaving Chance with a powerful throbbing ache in the center of his chest.

      The golem melted back into the ground, falling to rubble before it could sink fully beneath Gleam’s surface.

      “Now?” Chance asked desperately.

      “There are still a few minutes before your adversary will arrive,” Yamish said. “Do you truly think you can rush into fighting a trained Shikari with no preparation whatsoever?”

      “What preparation do I possibly have time for? I need to warn Bella!”

      “You have time for information,” Yamish said. “Do you not think I might know some of their capabilities, given that I know they are approaching?”

      “I – uh, doesn’t that go against some rule about helping me or something? Because it isn’t fair?”

      Yamish snorted. “Fair? I believe my fragment already told you of fairness. It does not exist beyond what we create ourselves. Your opponent is a Rank Three cultivator. His name is Alliet, and he follows the path of Heat. Though he hides it well, his right leg is still injured from a job he took several weeks ago. Target it. If that fails, his family lives in the Rose district. He has a three-year old daughter named Malty, and a Rank One cultivator spouse named Ashkon.”

      Chance opened his mouth, then let it snap shut. “Did you just tell me about his family? What use is that?”

      Yamish cocked his head to the side. “Threaten to kill them. Actually kill them. Do what you will. I am simply providing you information. Now, think. What else may you need? You have one minute to safely deliberate.”

      Chance pursed his lips, immediately dismissing Yamish’s suggestions. He wasn’t going to go around threatening children or people that weren’t involved in the fight. That was wrong on more levels than one.

      “What weapons does he use?”

      “Short sword.”

      “Do you happen to know how he’s going to enter the house?”

      “Likely through the girl’s window,” Yamish said, stretching his fingers out. “There is also a possibility he attempts to burn down the house after throwing it into a Ward.”

      “Okay. And I don’t suppose you could just take care of him for me?”

      Yamish smirked. “No. If I were to take direct action here, it would draw some of the other, more overzealous cultivators to intervene. Handle this on your own, or you are not worthy of being my apprentice.”

      “Okay,” Chance said, smoothing his damaged shirt out. “Right. Send me back. I’ve got a plan.”

      The world vanished, and Chance was in his room once again. The surprise only lasted for a moment before he scrambled out of his room, nearly smashing through his door in the process. He slammed his fist on Bella’s door.

      “Bella! Let me in?”

      “Chance?” Bella asked from the other side. “Give me a second.”

      “No time! Let me in now!”

      “Sheesh, I’m coming,” Bella called. Her feet scuffed across the ground and the door cracked open. “What’s going on? I was in the middle–”

      Chance shoved her to the side and dashed inside the room. “Assassin!”

      “I – what?”

      He rushed over to the window and his bracelet snapped out into its urumi form. Chance drew on his Essence, filling the air around him with golden mist. It churned throughout his body, infusing every part of him that it could. He drew it into himself, then crouched and made himself as small as possible in the corner of the room.

      “No time to explain,” Chance said, his eyes narrow as he watched the window. “Don’t stand in the middle of the room. Move to the side.”

      Bella gaped at him, then took a baffled step to the side. The movement saved her life. A thick pillar of flame melted clean through the window in an instant, jetting into the room like a laser cutter. Chance staggered back, his eyebrows singed, as the Essence screamed past his face.

      The beam of fire sputtered out and a scarred hand reached over the edge of the windowsill. A thin man pulled himself up, a smoking pipe clenched between his teeth. His eyes fell on Bella, who had fallen to her backside to avoid the spell.

      “Sorry, kid,” he said, snapping his fingers. A spark of fire bloomed above them. “Just doing my job.”

      Chance’s urumi whistled through the air. Alliet’s hand thumped to the floor. He glanced down at his stump, shock blocking the pain as his mind rushed to catch up with what had happened. He reacted with impressive speed, spinning toward Chance and bringing a flame to bear in his other hand.

      Chance was faster. The hilt of his urumi crashed down on the man’s head with a loud thunk. He staggered back, cursing. Chance swung the blade again, harder this time. It connected in the same location and Alliet’s eyes rolled back up into his head as he crumpled to the ground.

      Cursing to himself, Chance dropped to the ground beside him. He tore a strip from the man’s shirt and bound it as quickly as he could. It wasn’t much, but it wasn’t exactly easy to stop the flow of a missing limb. Bella scrambled over to join Chance and pressed a hand to the man’s wrist. Ice crept over it, sealing the wound shut.

      “Thanks,” Chance breathed. He pushed himself to his feet. “We need to get out of here. Right now.”

      “Here? The city?”

      “Yes. Wren warned me when he dropped you off, and I got another message from… someone else,” Chance said, somewhat unconvincingly. “You’re wanted by the Shikari for some reason, and the rest of us are too.”

      Bella’s eyes widened. Chance expected a few questions, but he got nothing of the sort. Instead, Bella darted over to her bed and pulled out a backpack and a robe. She threw the robe over herself, covering her face, and slung the bag over her shoulders.

      “You have a go-bag?”

      “Never know when you need to run,” Bella said grimly. “Just wasn’t expecting to have to do it so quickly. Are you sure you’re in danger too?”

      “Yes.”

      They both spun as Yamish floated through the smoking hole in the side of the building. He glanced down at the unconscious man, then clicked his tongue.

      “Sloppy. He’ll know you survived. It would have been wiser to burn the house down and pretend you all died.”

      “Pass,” Chance said.

      “Then you’ll have even less time for the next part,” Yamish said. “Leave Gleam. You will not survive if you remain, unless you hide within the Old City for many months. The Shikari will not be actively hunting you yet.”

      “What about Yeo?” Chance asked, letting his urumi snap back around his wrist in its bracelet form. “He’s in danger too, isn’t he?”

      “Another has already claimed him,” Yamish said.

      Chance’s eyes narrowed. “What does that mean?”

      “He will have guidance,” Yamish replied. “Which will be more than you have, if you fail to escape this city before the Shikari apprehend you.”

      The door slammed open behind them. Pete charged into the room and dashed between Chance and Yamish, raising his hammer. “Get back, kids! Run!”

      Yamish snapped his fingers and a band of gold energy wrapped around Pete’s waist. He was yanked back out the door and down the stairs before he could say another word.

      “The old man is not hurt,” Yamish said before Chance could say anything. “Begin the second part of your task. I will give no further aid until you escape the city.”

      Then Yamish was gone. Bella and Chance stared at the space where he had been floating instants before.

      “Who is that, Chance?” Bella asked carefully. “Because he’s very powerful. I couldn’t even feel his cultivation level.”

      “My teacher,” Chance said hesitantly. “And also my stalker and possible predator. Not entirely sure. He’s kind of helping, though. You would have been dead if he didn’t warn me.”

      Bella swallowed and gave him a curt nod. “Yeah. Thanks for that, Chance. And you as well, great cultivator. If he says we need to get out of Gleam, then we should go now. The city is huge.”

      Chance nodded. “What about Pete? We need to tell him what’s going on.”

      Right on cue, the old man charged up the stairwell and skidded into the room, breathing heavily. His eyes darted around. “Where’d the cultivator go?”

      “He’s not an enemy,” Chance said. “But we’re in trouble, Pete. The Shikari seem to think we did something that we didn’t. They sent an assassin.”

      Pete’s hands tightened around the shaft of his hammer. “After children?”

      “Don’t ask me, but we don’t have time to explain anything else. I’m sure the Shikari will put something out soon enough, and we can’t be around when that happens,” Chance said.

      Pete gave him a curt nod. “Move. I’ll cover your tracks. I won’t see another one of my teams die. I don’t know what you kids have gotten yourselves caught up in again, but be careful. Whatever that cultivator was, he’s not to be trifled with. He’s a Lord rank at the minimum. Possibly higher. I couldn’t sense the limits of his power.”

      “We’ll be as safe as we can,” Chance promised. He poked his head out of the still-smoking hole where the window had been. “Maybe we should leave this way? Someone might be watching the front door.”

      Bella nodded. “Good idea. Do you have a panic bag? If not, we’ll need to put one together before we leave the city. You won’t survive long without supplies outside of Gleam.”

      “I’ve got some in my room. We can stop by a shop somewhere on the way out,” Chance said. He dashed back to his room and grabbed the box of his winnings from the tournament. He stuffed it full of sets of clothes from his closet, then sprinted back to rejoin Bella and Pete.

      “Gibson will be here shortly to investigate what happened.” Pete’s lips pressed thin. “You need to be gone before he arrives. If anyone has access to orders of the local Shikari, it would be him. He might even know about the order. Be careful, kids. Get to one of the local villages near Gleam first. It’s your only real chance of safety outside the city’s walls.”

      “We’ll be back,” Bella promised. “Just after this is all cleared up.”

      She leaped out the hole in the window, sliding down the side of the house and dropping to the alley outside it.

      “Thank you,” Chance said. “This is the first place I’ve been able to call home in a while. Bella is right. We’ll be back, I promise. Take care of yourself.”

      He jumped after her and landed on the ground with a thud. Bella helped him up and they slipped out into the streets, walking swiftly but with purpose to avoid any suspicion. Pete watched them from the Whiteheart house, then turned back and strode away to cover as many of their tracks as he could.
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      “It’s at least twelve hours of travel to the nearest wall,” Bella said over her shoulder as they walked. “We need to find some form of transportation that isn’t through the Shikari if we want to make it out before nightfall.”

      Chance glanced into an alley at the side of the busy street. Considering Yamish had just shown himself to Bella for the second time, he was pretty sure that all bets were finally off. He grabbed Bella’s hand and pulled her into the alley. It came to a dead end just a few feet in, making it little more than a small cubby between buildings.

      “What are you doing?” Bella asked. “This doesn’t lead toward the exit.”

      “I know a shortcut,” Chance replied. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure nobody was watching them, then rapped his knuckles on the wall while Bella stared at him as if he’d gone mad.

      The stone rippled and clicked apart as a path into the Old City formed. Bella’s mouth dropped open. Chance dragged her into the shadows and kept an eye on the alley until the stone built itself back over the exit, sealing them inside.

      “Chance?” Bella asked carefully. “Where are we? What’s going on? This looks a lot like the area that the Soothounds were coming out of back in the Rose district. The really creepy one.”

      “The Old City,” Chance replied, leaning against a wall and sighing. “We’re safe here. From the Shikari, that is.”

      Bella squinted into the darkness, then looked up at the churning purple mist covering the sky above them. “I don’t think I’ve ever set foot in a place that was any less welcoming. You’re sure it’s safe here?”

      “Well, safe might be a relative term,” Chance said. His urumi slithered into his hand. “Watch out for Soothounds. There are a lot of those here.”

      “It is the same place!”

      “Yeah. It’s the Old City,” Chance said. “Come on. We need to move, right? Old City, could you take us somewhere near the edge of Gleam? We need to get out for obvious reasons. I assume you saw our conversation with Yamish.”

      The alley rippled, and a new path formed itself into one of the walls. As the damaged bricks shifted around, a Soothound yelped as it was shoved out into the alley and promptly launched into the darkness by a springboard made of shingling.

      Its howl slowly faded into the distance. The stones beneath Chance and Bella’s feet rippled slightly, pushing them forward. Bella stumbled and shot a glance down at the ground.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Deadly,” Chance replied, trying to sound more confident than he felt. “It’s helping us. Come on.”

      They set off. Bella’s head remained on a swivel as they walked, and she jumped into a fighting position at every single faint noise or echo that passed through the dark alleys. Chance couldn’t blame her. He still remembered how it felt when he’d first arrived in the Old City. A shiver ran down his spine.

      The ground rippled beneath his feet again, and he caught a glimpse of a small smiley face on a stone in front of him before it faded away again.

      Great. It’s developing a sense of humor.

      “I think my teacher has basically given me permission to tell you a little more,” Chance said as they walked. “This is the thing I’ve been keeping secret.”

      “When you say your teacher…”

      “The floating cultivator at the Whiteheart house.”

      “The one that terrified Pete and is a Lord rank at the minimum?”

      “Yeah. I don’t really know much about how strong cultivators get at those higher ranks, but I’m pretty sure he’s way beyond just Lord rank. That wasn’t his real body; it was just a fragment of his will that he was controlling.”

      “What have you gotten yourself into, Chance?” Bella asked, staring at him with wide eyes. “Do you realize how dangerous he is? You aren’t being forced to do anything against your will, are you?”

      Chance chuckled. “I know exactly how dangerous he is, and while I haven’t had a lot of choice up until now, I’m not being forced to do anything. Yamish has been helping me in one way or another since I arrived. You remember I didn’t know anything about Gleam when I got here, right?”

      “Yeah. You slept through–” Bella trailed off, then slapped herself in the forehead. “You didn’t show up in the normal summoning area, did you?”

      “I showed up here,” Chance said, patting one of the crooked building walls as they passed it. “In the Old City. I got stuck in it for weeks.”

      “And it’s all like this?”

      A Soothound leaped at them from a small crook in the alley, but a pillar of stone jutted up and sealed its path off. The monster thumped against the stone, then scraped piteously at the rock, unable to pass by it.

      “Just a bunch of dark alleys.”

      “How did you survive?”

      Chance nodded to a tiny trickle of stale water running down the edge of one of the buildings lining their path. A tiny puddle had formed in the cracks around it. “I drank that and ate Soothounds. There were a lot of them. Not very filling, though.”

      Bella stopped walking. Chance glanced back at her.

      “What?”

      “You ate Soothounds?”

      “Look, I didn’t have much of a choice,” Chance said through a grimace. “It wasn’t like I wanted to. Do you see any other food around here?”

      “Chance, that isn’t possible. The Essence inside monsters is almost completely impure. There’s no possible way any human could eat one and not die a very painful death. Especially not one from Earth. Maybe if you went through a very complicated regimen to prepare your body and remove impurities to survive the process, sure. But just… eating a monster? That’s insane.”

      Chance cleared his throat. “Right. About that. I don’t have any impurities.”

      Bella started to laugh, then stopped when she realized Chance was serious. Her face darkened and she took a small step back.

      “You’re not from Earth either, then? Who are you, Chance?”

      “What? No. I’m from Earth.”

      “Then how do you have no impurities? That’s literally impossible. Everyone has them, and people from Earth have so much that it normally cripples their cultivation.”

      “That’s an entirely different secret,” Chance muttered. “I’m starting to realize I’ve got a lot of them, and I don’t think this one is mine to share. Let’s just say I got lucky and someone helped me get rid of my impurities.”

      Bella shook her head slowly and they started walking once more. “Okay. So your impurities were gone before you arrived on Gleam. How long were you prepared to enter this place, then?”

      “I wasn’t. I died on Earth and got sent here. There was no preparation.”

      “You can’t be serious. You arrived on Gleam and had to survive for weeks on end off dead monsters and stale water?”

      “Well, the monsters weren’t dead. I had to kill them. But yes.”

      “You fought Soothounds? Right after arriving? Chance, I’m so sorry. That must have been horrible. Centurion hasn’t been kind to you at all, has it? New arrivals are supposed to be slowly eased into this world, but it sounds like you were left to drown. That isn’t how things should be.”

      “It’s fine,” Chance said with a shrug. “I survived, right? I’m lucky.”

      “Unlucky might be more accurate,” Bella muttered. “After all of that, you got thrown into a team with me. Gods, and I treated you like an outcast right after you escaped this place, didn’t I? How soon did you get to the Whiteheart house after leaving the Old City?”

      “Uh… about a day, maybe? I passed out, then Gibson brought me to the Whiteheart house.”

      Bella groaned and ran a hand through her hair. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine. There’s nothing to apologize for. We both know why you were acting like that. It wasn’t out of any mean spirit.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “It hardly matters now anyway,” Chance said. They turned a corner into yet another nearly identical alleyway and Chance let out a relieved sigh. “It feels good to finally get this off my chest, though. I don’t like keeping secrets.”

      “I can see why you did. I assume you ran into your teacher somewhere in this place?”

      “Yeah. He said that I couldn’t tell anyone about him, so I couldn’t let you or Yeo know any more than I did. I wasn’t sure how strict he’d be about enforcing that.”

      “I almost feel like I should share something in response, but you already know about Vex,” Bella muttered, rubbing her arm. “Is there anything else? Just to get all the surprises out of the way now.”

      “I think that’s the most important parts,” Chance said. “The Old City will help us, and I’m pretty sure time flows differently here. Well, it’s that or space is messed up. Either way, we can move faster through it than if we were walking outside. I think we should be able to reach the edge of the city quickly.”

      A circle appeared on one of the walls and Chance pointed at it. “See?”

      “That’s a circle.”

      “Oh, that’s how the Old City says yes,” Chance said. “It can talk.”

      “Right,” Bella said. “You’re sure you didn’t miss anything important? The city talks to you?”

      “Yeah. It’s aware,” Chance replied. He paused for a moment. “Please keep that to yourself. I think it would be bad news if information about it spread.”

      “I don’t think anyone would believe me if I told them half of what you just told me,” Bella grumbled. “But I won’t spill anything, don’t worry. Just lead the way, I guess. And don’t forget we need to stop by a store before we leave to get you some supplies. I’ve got enough food for a few days, but just for one person. It won’t last us long split between the two of us.”

      Chance nodded. “You heard that, right?”

      Another circle appeared on the wall to their side, and the path shifted slightly before them once more. There was nothing left to do but walk – so that was what they did. After all, there were only so many secrets one could share in a day before things got just a bit too overwhelming.
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      Yeo was having a particularly bad day. He’d barely made any progress in his cultivation the night before, and he woke with an annoying tweak in his side. Whenever he tried to practice any of his techniques, nothing felt like it came as smoothly or naturally as it had before.

      After several hours of fruitless practice, he threw his hands up and stuffed his weapons back into his belt. For once, he couldn’t bring himself to practice any longer, so he headed out to Hound’s.

      His favorite booth near the back was already taken, so he flopped into one of the hard chairs and covered a yawn as he scanned through the menu. The restaurant was busier than normal, and it took nearly ten minutes just for the waitress to realize that he was there. She hurried over, handing him a menu and giving him an embarrassed smile.

      “Sorry. I didn’t realize you’d sat down.”

      “It’s fine. I was distracted anyway,” Yeo replied, refusing the menu with a shake of his head. “Don’t need that, though. I’ll have the blueberry pancakes.”

      The waitress winced. “Sorry. We’re out of flour. And blueberries.”

      Yeo scrunched his nose. “Figures. Uh… the Golden Skewers, then? Those sound interesting.”

      “Of course. I’ll have those right out,” she promised. The waitress turned toward the kitchen just as another waiter passed by her carrying a pot of tea and a dozen cheese pastries on a platter. He jerked to a halt to avoid the waitress and the tea and pastries pitched off the platter, splashing Yeo. A pastry landed square on his chest and slid down, leaving a trail of cheese.

      The waiter and waitress’ eyes grew to the size of a goldfish’s and they scrambled to apologize, grabbing a napkin and wiping Yeo off as he sat there, a bemused expression on his face.

      “I’m so, so sorry,” the waitress said for what was probably the fiftieth time. She patted pointlessly at his chest with her napkin, not doing much more than smearing the cheese even more.

      “At least the tea wasn’t scalding,” Yeo replied with a grin. He gently took the napkin from her hands. “How about that food? Don’t worry about my clothes. I’ve gotten them dirtier when training.”

      The waitress swallowed and nodded, darting off to the kitchen. The rest of the restaurant, many of whom had been watching the exchange with undisguised amusement, finally turned their attention back to their own food.

      Yeo tossed the soiled napkin onto the table and drummed his fingers on the wood. He could practically feel Chance’s wordless approval. A tiny laugh slipped out of his lips before he could stop it. Only Chance would be proud of someone for getting food spilled all over them and not getting angry.

      A shadow fell over his table, and he glanced up. A white-haired Shikari stood over him.

      “Jorgin?” Yeo asked. “Funny seeing you here, but I’m not getting a good feeling from it. Whatever you think I did, I probably didn’t do it.”

      “No,” Jorgin replied, sitting down across from Yeo. A faint chill danced over Yeo’s skin and his eyes narrowed. All the sound from the diners had vanished. He glanced to the side, but he already knew what he would find. Everyone was gone. He’d gotten pulled into a Ward, but he hadn’t even felt it.

      Yeo locked eyes with Jorgin as the man’s eyes changed, turning the pale blue of cold winter ice. Yeo sighed and nodded down to his clothes. “Do you really have to do this today? I’m clearly a little busy.”

      “Now is not the time for your buffoonery. There are serious matters unfolding. Perhaps I was overzealous with your team assignment.”

      “Did you kill Jorgin?” Yeo asked, tapping a finger on the table to the beat of a silent song in his ear. “I kind of liked him. I hope you didn’t.”

      “The Shikari is perfectly fine. I am simply borrowing his body with the aid of another cultivator.”

      “I was going to ask about that. I didn’t remember you having any shapeshifting or body control abilities. He won’t remember this, then, right? If so, mind handing me a gold or two from his purse? He won’t miss them.”

      “Enough,” Jorgin growled. “There is no need to keep the act up when it’s just the two of us. It grates on my nerves.”

      Yeo’s face flattened. “I’d really rather not. What do you want? What does this have to do with my team?”

      “The Preservation cultivator was deeply involved with Vex.”

      “Yes, I’m aware. I was under the impression that we wouldn’t be having any more trouble from him.” Yeo examined his fingernails and licked a speck of cheese that had escaped his attention off them. He grimaced. It was too salty.

      “The impression was wrong. He has come to Gleam – with his true form.”

      “That’s problematic, but I hardly see how it necessitates a visit. I thought we were pretty clear about not talking until the Shikari saw me as a Knight. You’re really ruining my fun here, you know.”

      “Forget your fun. Vex has partnered with Yamish the Balancer, and Yamish is here.”

      Yeo’s eye twitched. “What? Yamish is helping Vex? That’s… bad. Even if it’s just a clone.”

      Jorgin shook his head grimly. “Not the clone. The true Yamish was in Gleam. He is aiding Vex for the sole purpose of exiling Bella and his student.”

      Yeo couldn’t stop the surprise from washing over his face. “Impossible. He was teaching Chance.”

      “He considers this teaching. Yamish cares nothing for the lives of anyone else, and you are now caught in their idiocy. The Shikari will be coming for you shortly. Yamish has assured me that the trouble will only last for several months, but it is imperative that you do not get caught. I am loath to play my hand at this point, so I would prefer to avoid aiding you if possible.”

      “Yamish has – wait. You were talking to Yamish?”

      “He was the one who aided me in temporarily taking this body.”

      “Why are you working with Yamish?” Yeo demanded. “Does he know?”

      “He knows much. I do not know how much. I do not care. He has no interest in you beyond what Chance does.” Jorgin pressed his lips together and shoved a finger into Yeo’s chest. “I trust you can see the urgency of this matter. The Shikari have sent an assassin to kill Bella and Chance. It is likely that there is one coming for you as well.”

      “Shit,” Yeo cursed, jumping to his feet and slapping his palms against the table. “When? Where?”

      “They are not your concern. Yamish has mandated that you avoid interfering with this. He sees it as training for Chance.”

      Yeo bit his lower lip and lowered back into his seat. “What a pain. Things were just starting to get exciting. You’re sure everything will be fine in a few months? If I have to start all over in another city, I’m genuinely going to be furious.”

      “I do not believe Yamish was lying,” Jorgin said with a small shrug. “Nobody can no for sure. Yamish cares for nothing but his own goals. Vex was a fool to abide by any terms he set.”

      “Says the person using one of Yamish’s techniques to puppet a body.”

      Jorgin winced. “It was a favor for Chance, from what he said. I shudder to think who had to pay the toll for that favor. I trust it will not be wasted on you.”

      Yeo sighed. “Yeah. I got the picture, Sensei. I’ll lay low and then regroup with Chance and Bella when they return. Man, this is going to be so boring.”

      “You could always take it as an opportunity to gain some solo training for your Metal path. I saw you in the tournament, by the way. Very impressive.”

      “Thanks. It’s really difficult to stick to just using metal, but I’m getting the hang of it.”

      “It will be worth it in the long run,” Jorgin promised. He rose to his feet. “I will leave. We have spent time enough. Deal with the assassin and escape. I need to return this body. I trust you will be safe?”

      Yeo snorted, not bothering to answer the question. Jorgin shook his head and strode out of Hound’s. The Ward dropped a few moments later, and sound rushed back into the diner. Yeo’s waitress glanced at him, still wearing a shameful expression on her face.

      “Sorry,” Yeo said. “Pulled into a Ward. Some Soothound was walking around in the area. Got dealt with before I could even find it.”

      “You shouldn’t be the one apologizing,” the waitress said. “I talked to my manager, and he’ll be putting your meal on the house today. I’ll go get it for you.”

      “That’s sweet. Thank you.” Yeo beamed at her, and she shuffled off to go get a plate of greasy skewers from the kitchen countertop. She brought it over to his table very carefully, taking each step with deliberate intention before she slowly lowered the food safely. “Please enjoy. Sorry.”

      She skittered away, but Yeo had already forgotten about her. He plucked one of the skewers from the plate and popped it into his mouth, pulling every piece of meat off and revealing the wooden rod.

      The food was really quite good. Not as good as blueberry pancakes, though. He’d been craving those. He spun the skewer in his fingers and picked up another one, chewing thoughtfully.

      He cocked his head to the side and a faint shudder ran through his body. A grimace passed over his lips and he polished off the last of the meat on his skewer before rising and stepping away from his table.

      An electric current thrummed through Hound’s, washing over Yeo’s body. He let it take him, and everyone vanished for the second time in a few minutes. The door shattered as a black-clad man charged into the room, a jagged blade in each of his hands.

      If he was surprised to see Yeo already standing, he didn’t show it. The man blurred toward him, black energy covering his weapons as he swung them toward Yeo’s neck, aiming to end him with a single blow.

      Yeo leaned back, allowing the blades to pass just over his nose. The wind from their passing rustled his hair. His hand slipped into his coat pocket and he pulled out a thin black handle. It unfurled, transforming into a slender blade.

      The assassin slashed at Yeo again, raising his other sword defensively to deflect Yeo’s counterattack. Yeo shifted to the side and the blade carved past his cheek, leaving a thin line of blood along it.

      No clang ever came from his sword striking his opponent’s. Instead, there was a wet squelch. The assassin stared down in disbelief at the blade protruding from his heart. The blade of his sword clattered to the ground, cut into two clean pieces.

      Yeo pulled the blade from the man with no resistance. As it left, life slipped from the assassin’s eyes. His skin dried and grew taut, and he crumpled to the ground without a single drop of moisture left in his withered corpse.

      The blade folded back into the hilt and Yeo tucked the strange weapon back into his pocket.

      “Forget Gleam. I hope Hound’s lets me back in,” Yeo muttered. “I really liked this place.”

      The Ward collapsed, its owner dead, and the door reshaped itself as people reappeared all around him. Yeo plucked another skewer from his plate. By the time someone spotted the dead Shikari and the screaming started, Yeo was already stepping out of the door.

      Hopefully, there wouldn’t be too many Shikari after him. This was going to put a serious black mark on his burgeoning fame. Then again, perhaps it was for the best. Every truly famous person had at least one massive scandal lying under the carpet somewhere.

      He vanished into the crowded streets of Gleam, whistling to himself as the screams for help coming from within Hound’s grew louder.
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      The Old City came to an abrupt stop, putting Bella and Chance out into an alley cast in shadow. Just outside of it was a small, dingy shop. Shelves sparsely stocked with traveling gear sat behind a dirty window. A small candle flickered within a broken lamp, the flame sputtering and dancing as wind threatened to put it out.

      “That’s… convenient,” Bella allowed, looking more than a little relieved as she set foot back in Gleam’s proper streets. “Not the best-looking store I’ve ever seen, but it looks like they’re open.”

      “Let’s be quick, then,” Chance said. They crossed the empty street and entered the store. The door creaked loudly as they entered, announcing their arrival.

      An old man sat behind the counter, his nose buried in a book. He barely glanced up as the two walked inside. The merchant muttered a halfhearted greeting and gestured at the shelves without turning his gaze.

      Bella and Chance couldn’t have asked for better service. They quickly went through the store, picking out old supplies from the shelves. Luckily, despite the store’s appearance, his goods seemed to be fairly decent.

      Within a few minutes, they’d managed to find a ratty leather shoulder bag and stuff it full of supplies. Chance handed it to the merchant, who finally looked up. He glanced at the bag, nose crinkled in annoyance at the interruption, and held up ten fingers.

      Chance put ten gold coins on the counter. He glanced at them, then returned his attention to the book in a clear dismissal. Chance slung the bag over his shoulder and he slipped out of the store with Bella, the door creaking once more as it closed behind them.

      “Now we just need to get out of here,” Bella said. “I’ve got no idea where we are. I don’t suppose your Old City can take us to the exit?”

      “I’m sure it can. As far as I can tell, it can get us anywhere inside the city as long as we’re in the alleyways.”

      They headed back into the alley that they’d arrived at the shop through, and the Old City swallowed them once more. This time, their walk was considerably shorter. By Chance’s guess, it was only around another hour of trudging through the musty, tight path before it spat them out into a small nook.

      The dull roar of chatter and the patter of thousands of people walking hit them like a truck the instant they stepped out of the Old City. Bella poked her head out of the alley, glancing around before ducking back inside.

      “We’re at one of the gates. That’s incredible.”

      “The Old City is pretty impressive when it’s not trying to kill you,” Chance said. “Is there anything we have to worry about at the gate? Are there guards or something?”

      “Of course there are, but not for the likes of us,” Bella replied. “The guards are for powerful cultivators that threaten the city. I can’t even comprehend how many people come in and out of Gleam every day. There’s no way they can check everyone, so they only bother with the strong ones. All we have to do is walk out.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Don’t make it more complicated than it has to be.” Bella grabbed Chance’s hand and strode confidently out of the alley, forcing him to jog for a few steps to catch up. They pushed into the crowd, not even drawing a single curious glance.

      Nobody cared what anyone else was doing in a group of this size. There were just so many converging paths and everyone was lost in their own thoughts that the other passersby turned into the background.

      Far above them, rising so high into the sky that Chance couldn’t see the end of it, was an enormous stone wall. Massive runes covered it, flowing from one to the other without stopping. The wall cast a shadow as far as he could see, and there were dozens of outcroppings along the wall with entire houses jutting from them.

      The gate was really more of a hole than anything else. Though calling it a mere hole would have been to do it a disservice. The crowd was so thick and full of things flying through the air above them that Chance couldn’t make out what was beyond the gate aside from shadows.

      Bella was right about the guards – there must have been thousands of them, mostly standing upon floating swords or platforms above the crowd. Their armor was elegant, made of a brilliant gold material that sparkled despite the lack of light.

      The guards paid no attention to the crowd flowing toward the gate. Chance and Bella blended into the horde of people. The back of Chance’s neck prickled, and he resisted the urge to glance over his shoulder every few steps.

      Even though he knew that the guards weren’t paying attention to them, he felt like every single one of them were staring straight at him. Looking around would have only brought more attention to them, though.

      He kept his head down, staring straight ahead as the crowd pushed them toward the exit. Before long, they were standing beneath the arch. Chance wasn’t sure what he’d expected to find on the other side of the gate. Giant, flowing fields could have worked. Perhaps massive, craggy mountains that stretched on as far as they eye could see.

      Anything, really. The one thing he hadn’t expected to find was nothing. He’d thought that it was just difficult to see out, but when he and Bella stepped under the arching wall far above them, there was absolutely nothing waiting for them on the other end of it.

      The archway above was several blocks thick, and the crowd split apart beneath, though a large portion of people just headed into the darkness and vanished.

      “Bella?” Chance asked, yelling to be heard over the roar of the crowd. “Where’s the way out?”

      “You can’t just walk into Gleam,” Bella called back. “I mean, you can, but not through the main gate. Come on!”

      She grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the edge of the gate. They stepped into a long line leading up to a large row of guards sitting behind booths along the wall. Chance sent Bella a confused look.

      “Why are we talking to the guards?”

      “They’re the gatekeepers,” Bella replied. “They’ll give us a two-time use token that we can use to leave and enter Gleam. One use to leave, one to enter. It’s how they keep the city’s population under control.”

      “Gleam is a lot of things, but I don’t think under control is one of them,” Chance said, stepping forward as the line shrunk. Despite the massive throng of people around them, it was shrinking at an impressive rate.

      Bella laughed. “You should see what things are like outside of it. I guess you will. Just let me do the talking.”

      “No complaints there.”

      The line continued to shrink, and before Chance thought possible, the two of them were standing before a stern man. His golden helm covered a large portion of his face, but not enough to block the annoyed scowl plastered across his features.

      “Destination?” the guard drawled, pulling two bronze disks the size of a fingernail from the air and fanning them out between his fingers. “There will be a price incurred for transfer to any named location. There is also a fee for transferring to any of the other Great Cities.”

      “Just outside Gleam, please. We’re only looking to explore.”

      The guard grunted, and a tiny flash of light spun around the coins. He flicked them to Bella and Chance. “Your destination has been set. No charges have been incurred. Please step through the gate whenever you are ready. Do not obstruct traffic.”

      Bella and Chance strode away, heading toward the wall of darkness.

      “Why didn’t we just pay and go somewhere farther?” Chance asked. He would have been worried about someone overhearing them had the crowd’s roar not been so loud. If he’d wanted to, he could have taken credit for a dozen heinous crimes and not a single soul would have heard him.

      “They’d have a record of it,” Bella replied. “I don’t know how serious Gleam is going to be about this whole business, but we do not want to have any record of leaving. Make sure to keep in contact with me when we step out. I’ve heard it can occasionally put people in different spots. The Essence that Gleam uses to move people isn’t the most accurate.”

      Gee, that’s reassuring.

      They kept their grip on each other’s hands, slowing for a moment as the massive wall of nothingness drew up before them. There was no time to stand and stare in awe, though. Thousands of people were at their backs, and nobody was slowing.

      Without anywhere near the amount of preparation that he would have liked, Chance and Bella stepped into the darkness and vanished. It was like plunging into a pool of freezing ink. Chance drew in a sharp, involuntary breath as liquid rushed into his mouth and nose, filling him before he could blink.

      Before he could even start to panic, it was gone. He stumbled, only kept from tripping by his training as his feet hit soft grass. A faint breeze rustled his hair. It carried the fresh scent of grass and some sweet fruit.

      They stood in a large field before a towering forest of thick trees. The shadow of Gleam’s massive walls still fell over them, making it just a little colder than Chance would have preferred. Surprisingly, despite all the people that had been at the gate, the area around them was nearly empty aside from a few others that milled about the edge of the forest.

      “Where is everyone?” Chance asked.

      “Most people don’t have any real reason to go right to the edge of Gleam. Everything of worth was already taken, and the Shikari have killed the strongest monsters in the area. I think some people come out here to train against anything that still lives in the woods, but that’s about it.”

      “So how do people actually get into the city if they aren’t coming through the gate?”

      “There are minor portals scattered around a lot of the smaller cities and villages,” Bella replied, setting off toward the forest. “Our tokens will let us enter through those. There’s just no point to go through one of the main gates unless you’re sitting around in the area just beside Gleam.”

      “Makes sense,” Chance said. He adjusted the pack on his shoulder. He glanced over his shoulder at Gleam. “So how dangerous is this forest, then?”

      “I’m not sure,” Bella admitted. “I’ve only been in it twice, and never for long. There shouldn’t be anything too dangerous right beside Gleam, but we’ll have to keep our guards up. It’s this or Shikari, though.”

      “I think I’ll take the forest.”

      “Likewise. Let’s go, then. The sooner we get out of here, the less likely anyone remembers us.”

      They headed off toward the forest, leaving Gleam and the Shikari behind them. As strange as it was to leave the city behind him, Chance knew that he’d be back. And, when he did return, there would be Karma in store for what Vex had done to him and his friends.
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        Damien nearly ended the world. Now, his mistake might be the only thing that can save it.
        Good things come to those who wait. Damien Vale didn’t, and he ended up bound to an Eldritch creature from beyond the reaches of space. It has lived since the dawn of time, seen the world born and destroyed countless times, and wants to be called Henry.
        Unusual companion or not, Damien was still determined to go to a mage college and study magic. He wants nothing more than to live normal life as a researcher, but if Henry’s true nature is revealed, he’ll be killed.
        To top it all off, Damien’s teacher is a madman from the front lines of war, his alcoholic dean suspects something is awry with his companion, and Blackmist might possibly be the worst school in history. Damien has to prevent the end of the world, but he isn’t even sure he’s going to make it through Year One at Blackmist.
        Blackmist is a slice-of-life mixed with LitRPG in a magic school setting. A slow build power fantasy from Actus, the bestselling author of Morcster Chef. It's perfect for fans of Cradle, Iron Prince, and Mage Errant.
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        A ruthless tactician. A pantheon of traitor gods. A quest for revenge.
        The Gods were believed to be immortal. To exist so far outside the natural laws of the universe that their crimes were unpunishable. Countless had tried to break free of their rule, but all were left broken.
        A clock hung over the head of every mortal, counting down from their birth to the inescapable day that the Goddess of Death claimed them.
        Knell Coda was never born. He came into the world outside the reaches of the gods, to a family who had committed the cardinal sin of defying their rule. Had they left him alone, perhaps the world would have remained as it was.
        Instead, their meddling wound the hands on a new clock – one that hung above the heads of the gods rather than mortals. Because of their blunder, Knell learns the one secret that they desperately wanted to keep.
        The Gods can be tricked. They can be defeated. They can die.
        To most, seeking the head of a goddess would be the actions of a madman. To Knell, it is an inevitability. Together with his loyal crew, he will use his deadly cunning and grow strong enough to claim his revenge – no matter the cost.
        Don't miss the next action-packed, strategic LitRPG Series from Actus, bestselling author of Blackmist and Cleaver's Edge, about a tactician with access to a System, his crew, and his quest for mortal revenge.
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        Adventurers seek dungeons for riches. Heroes storm great fortresses. Gods clash far above.
        Arek cooks lasagna and tops it with a dash of finely chopped basil.
        An orc who has seen more than his fair amount of fighting, Arek wants nothing more than to spend the rest of his days cooking and away from the chaos of combat.
        However, when Ming and her group of adventurers hire him as their full-time chef, his plans of avoiding violence crumble. He longs to leave his blood-soaked mistakes in his past, but old friends and foes have different ideas.
        Cleaver's Edge is the first book in a Fantasy / LitRPG lite series with a cooking element that's perfect for the Holiday Season. It contains status windows and other RPG elements, but it is not set within a videogame. It will appeal to anyone that enjoys reading a slice-of-life fantasy about a group of adventurers as well as fans of Food Wars!
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        Ancient Magic brought the world to its knees. Now, Angel is bringing it back.
        In the time that passed, society rebuilt, mixing machinery and magic to form something new. Great blimps took to the sky, belching steam and smoke as metal city-states sprouted like weeds below.
        Angel, a daring adventurer, scours the desert endlessly in search of ancient magic. When he’s given an offer he can’t refuse, he finds out that he’s not the only one seeking lost knowledge. His opponents wield magic that the world has forgotten, and their methods leave cities razed and the innocent in their wake.
        In a race against a group who has lived in the shadows since the Great War, Angel will have to determine just how far he’s willing to go to accomplish his goals.
        Experience the start of a Magitech LitRPG Series by Actus, the author of Cleaver's Edge. Set in a Steampunk Fantasy world, it's perfect for fans of Arcane, Final Fantasy, and lovers of all things Gamelit, LitRPG, & Progression Fantasy.
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      Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

      I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!
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