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Prologue: Samsara’s Lament


Have you ever heard the water?

Not the ebb and flow of a busy tide.

Not the gentle crashing of pleasant waves.

But the rushing, crashing, screaming, howling and booming sound as it comes with trees, earth and stone. The terrible cacophony as the very elements bend beneath the ceaseless press of oncoming water. The lifeblood of all, twisted to doom it instead.

Leaf.

The first lesson of any dryad, was about the leaves. How they collect the sun, to feed our roots and nurture the grove as a whole. I had barely sprouted my first, as the raging river tore through our home. Dryads, young and old, screaming in terror, pain and anger. Their bodies ripped from homes, dragged away by the ceaseless energy of mother nature.

Stem.

Those bravest souls, who raced to protect the others. With only moments to prepare, they sprung into action. Ripping new shoots from the earth. Sending the youngsters for high ground, and carrying those who could not make it on their own.

Petal.

Those at their fullest bloom. Twisted by anguish and torn from their families. Their screams echoed until drowned out by the torrents of this great flood. Even the scent of their bloom seemed to wash away leaving a rotten, fetid stench in its wake.

Root.

My sisters, so strong and brave. Anchoring themselves deep, to brave the destruction if it meant saving just one more. They, alongside their sisters, suffered the most. Screaming until their dying breaths as they clung to passing hands. Dragging countless dryads from the torrents.

And finally Seed.

My own mother. Her screams as she tried desperately to reach me. My echoing silence, unable to comprehend the horror as she vanished beneath the swirling waves of water.

Alone I found myself. Devoid of a voice, of a grove, and of a future. Perched upon our birthing stone, my roots had no choice but to grow strong and deep. Far stronger, and far deeper than any of my sisters had dared grow before. Fear that I would be unable to unearth myself, was never a thing taught in my world of silence. I grew until I could grow no more, until finally I opened my eyes.

Through the lens of my youth. A barely sprouted sprig, I expected to see horror and destruction. Instead, as my eyes beheld the world in truth once more, I found a very different world.

Water, the color of the sky. Waterfowl bathing in its aquamarine depths. Fish the color of the rainbow, swimming along the surface, plucking insects from the surface for food.

I cried out in my anguish. Everything I knew was gone. My mother. My sisters. My home. Swept away in a wave of destruction so long ago even the very earth forgot what it had done. Leaving me, alone, upon this rock. Perched at its center where none could reach and I could not leave. Worse still, my first attempts at stumbling around this rock, ended with my eventual deaths in the lake below. The endless depths of water, swallowing me, like it had my grove sisters.

Until one day, many years from then. I hauled myself from the lake, for the very first time, on the opposite bank. My world, expanded for the first time in centuries. Like a stab, in my heart, I could feel them. All of them. My sisters. My heart broke knowing they were still alive. They survived. I pushed into that feeling, sank fresh roots, and recoiled at the violent thrust of loathing and disgust that slammed into me.

The horrors they had survived. The tortures they lived. My sisters, while living, were no Longer with me. They were shallow, formless voids of suffering. Each of them I touched, filled my mind with the agony of their centuries. Their hurts and their quiet, lonesome existences. It was too much to bare, and I retreated from them all.

I returned that body to the lake, growing a new one in its place. A dim hope to forget, dashed as this form continued to recall those horrors. Again I tried, then again, and again. Until finally, with five of me, standing in a ring, I felt some semblance of normality return.

Leaf.

Stem.

Petal.

Root.

Seed.

Five bodies. Five lives. Five pathways forward. I nurtured my roots. Planted my seeds. And with the strength of my vines, tore the stone from the bottom of the lake. I worked tirelessly, desperately clinging to anything that could distract me. Until finally, I felt it.

A nudge.

Not my mother.

Not my sister.

Not my other selves.

And this time, when I reached out…

I found I wasn’t quite so alone, as I once believed.


One


Something… Was off.

That in itself wasn’t a surprise. Things were regularly off. The problem was, the usual tells weren’t there either. Call it a sixth sense, but when things felt off, they usually were. I sat up and looked around the barn. My pack was where I left it. The clothes I set out for today were where I left them. Purda, the barn cat, was looking down at me from the rafters, which meant there were no rodents nearby.

I could hear chirping from the tree outside, so the sky hadn’t fallen and grounded all the birds. It was, for all intents and purposes, a bright and sunny day. A perfect Solday, perfect for my day off. Life wasn’t much to a man like me. There simply wasn’t a lot to offer an orphan. My parents were simple farmers. During a particularly hard year, a fire tore through our home. Father perished in the blaze, and mother died from her injuries while getting me out. I was barely old enough to walk, and was raised under the care of the village elder.

He was a strict, but caring, old man. After me, he took in two more kids my age. My best friends, Leith and Prim. Life was bearable thanks to their efforts. Elder Tasson taught us our manners, then our letters, and finally a bit of work ethic. Which was how I’d ended up sleeping in this barn. The local lords cared not for some lowly orphan and sold my parents’ land to a new family. That family was understanding of my situation. After reaching my majority, I had taken to working my family’s land while sleeping in the new owner’s barn.

Leith and Prim were far luckier than I. Leith, with his massive, broad frame, had taken up guard training. While Prim, his now betrothed, took up studies under the local apothecary. There was hope for a time, as she grew and got her smarts, that she may have been selected for mage training. That day never came, though. No powers quickened, and as we got older, those dreams drifted away.

Nobody really knew what happened to the mages of the world. If they were seen, it was only sporadically. Their power was obvious, and you could feel them coming, which… No… No, I couldn’t feel that either. There were no noble visitors coming today. Nothing in the norm that would have left me feeling so uneasy…

“Areli?” called a familiar voice from outside.

“You up yet?” came another.

I let out a sigh and threw off my thin blanket. In the colder months, I’d curl up in the hay for more warmth. In the warmer months, I was happy just as I was. Climbing to my feet, I checked the tie on the front of my pants before making my way to the rain barrel. I looked down at its surface. Sitting in the sunlight, I could make out my own reflection. I looked tired. Maybe a tad thin. My dark scruffy hair could use a trim, and I had the beginnings of a beard. My blue eyes stared back at me, and I sighed as I heard the barn door creak as it started to open.

“Areli?” Prim’s voice called gently.

“Morning,” I called as I splashed my face.

“Cor! Put a shirt on man!” Leith shouted.

“I didn’t invite you in!” I snapped back. “Not sure what you’re complaining about, anyway. You’re prettier than I am!”

That earned me a burst of laughter, at least. Leith, despite his size, had always been a little thin skinned. We’d almost come to blows as children over Prim’s affections. She and I had always been close, but the bond we had was one of siblings. I’d die for her, and her for me. But the idea of kissing her made me feel gross. Not that she wasn’t an attractive woman. She was a petite thing, with blonde hair that ran into the middle of her back. Her smile lit the room and made me feel so very welcome when I earned it. Not once in my life did I ever look at her like she was marriageable material. Not for me, at least. I was happy she and Leith had found one another.

Despite Leith’s bone-headedness. He was a good man. A very good man. Tall, strong and fearless, he’d taken on the village children twice his size for speaking down to dear Prim. Had his ass kicked until he got big enough to start kicking back and now those same boys who made trouble came to him for help when they found more than they could handle.

Not that this far from the capital, there was much trouble. A thief or two. The occasional bandit, or a merchant with too much to drink and a wandering hand. More often than not, it was a pack of stray dogs, or a bear causing the problems. Life was rather peaceful this far out. Nobody bothered us, and we didn’t bother them. So long as our taxes were paid, and the Baron got his boots licked when he graced us with his presence, we lived as we wished.

“So,” Prim smiled. “I had this strange urge today.”

“You too?” I asked, as I raised an eyebrow. It wasn’t often they agreed with me when something was up, but it wasn’t unheard of either.

“Yes,” Prim beamed. “That’s why we’re here so early. I bet we could make the falls and back in a day.”

“Is this about that plant?” I asked.

Prim nodded. “I need to know.”

Yeah… Yeah, that was likely the source of my discomfort. We’d gotten lost in the woods as kids. Found our way to a waterfall. In it, Prim swore she saw an eel and screamed. That led the two of us rushing to her aid, where her so-called eel went and rose out of the water.

Leith arrived first, grabbing the fair maiden and rushing her to safety. I followed a few steps behind, but something made me turn at the edge of the tree line to look back. The image had captured my imagination—only to be broken by the sounds of the other two screaming at me to hurry up. It had haunted my dreams ever since. It was also a regret of mine. Because what I saw was no eel, but the great tentacle-like vine of some hidden, aquatic plant. When I told them what I had seen, it prompted Leith to laugh at me, while Prim had begun studying plants to find out what it was. Until here—almost twenty years later—in the pub not three days ago, Prim had suggested going back.

“I wasn’t sure you were serious,” I admitted.

“I’ve always believed you,” Prim smiled, before nudging Leith. “Even if someone else doesn’t.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Leith shook his head. “That serpent was rearing up to bite you. Never seen no plant move on its own.”

“That’s what makes this so interesting,” Prim urged. “If it is a serpent, it’s unrecorded. And if it’s a plant, I could be the one to discover it!”

“Sounds like a win-win,” I smiled, despite feeling something heavy settle in my gut.

Still, they were my best friends, and I was hardly about to let them go off on some harebrained adventure without me. Especially on my day off, when we all knew I had nothing better to do. With a reluctant smile, I slipped into my day clothing and laced up my boots. Elder Tasson always said to make sure you had a good pair of boots. You could wear a blanket if you needed to, but you wouldn’t get far without something on your feet. A nugget of wisdom I’d taken to heart all these years later.

“We gonna stop and get some breakfast first?” I asked.

“Already sorted,” Prim smiled and opened the small bag she always carried on her hip.

Plucking out a wrapped bundle, she tossed it towards me, where I caught it in one hand. I swear she was a godsend. When I opened it, I sighed a the bundle of roast beef and vegetables wrapped in rice. It was something she read in a book and had tried it out. They turned into travel sized balls of deliciousness.

I followed behind as the happy couple chatted. We were on the outskirts of town and I could see the family who owned the land. They waved, seeing us heading to the woods, and I waved back. It was a good thing that people knew we had left. If the worst happened, someone would have an idea of where we went, at the very least.

Mister Tept had done right by me; his wife always snuck a few extra meals my way when they had extra. They weren’t well off, but they made do and made sure I did as well. Life was just what it was, and I had few complaints when curled up for the night.

“So, how far do you think it is?” Prim asked.

I sighed and shook my head. “You’re the one with the map.”

“It’s old though,” she frowned. “I mean, we ran for hours when we were kids. Who knows how far away the river really is?”

That was the crux of the issue, and why we never went back. Sure, we’d tried once or twice. But Elder Tasson had never forgiven us for vanishing for three days. We’d wandered and wandered the woods, hoping to spot something familiar and only came back with blisters on our feet. Which all changed when Prim found an old stack of paperwork in a back room.

In it was a map that clearly showed a river far to the west through the forest. That river flowed from the far north in the mountains, into a great lake. As a border town, there wasn’t much known about what lay beyond that point. The nearest city was a week away by foot in the opposite direction. Even the Baron lived in a town only twice the size of our village. Finding a map at all was almost as miraculous as finding our way home after getting lost that far in the forest to begin with.

Then again… I always had a knack for this sort of thing. If there was trouble, either I found my way into it, and then back out again. Usually for the better. The reason I could afford my boots was because I returned old man Tima’s hammer when a visiting thief swiped it from his store the moment he turned his back.

I had no idea what the hammer was for, but I found it three days later, discarded on the side of the road with a light coating of rust like it had fallen out of the thief’s bag and been accidentally left behind. After returning it, Tima was gracious enough to give me a generous discount on the boots I currently wore. I could say similar stories of random happenings throughout most of my life. If there was a scrap of luck to be dug out of a situation, it was usually me to find it.

After a lifetime of it. I’d learned to trust my gut instinct. Which is why I just knew something was going to go wrong today. What it was, and where it would come from, I had no idea. I just knew that it was coming. Hopefully, I’d see it and get my friends to safety before it occurred.

“Oh look,” Prim whispered.

I turned and spotted what she was pointing at. A Stag-Father stepped out of the trees to graze on the edge of the grasslands that led towards town. It seemed to look our way, and judge us as a non-threat, before lowering its head. Which was a good thing. The beautiful and majestic creatures that they were had terrible tempers. Their shoulders stood taller than my head, and their antlers in the rut season could reach twice that. Attacks were pretty rare, but the few hunters we had in town knew to leave them alone for the most part. Still, it was a magnificent beast, and it was certainly not the source of my unease.

We left it to its meal and hurried into the trees in search of our own adventure. The day was warming already, and the shade of the trees was a small relief. A breeze would be nice as well, but the forest canopy and shrubbery stopped most of that once you got deep enough. The air was fresh and humid, but only the strongest gusts made it to the forest floor where one could feel it.

We spoke only occasionally as we walked. Prim would stop here and there. Gathering a few leaves, a mushroom, or even a handful of berries she shared with the two of us. I’d half believe she’d start singing to the birds if it crossed her mind to try. The whole time, I felt more and more uneasy.

Right up until we all heard a distant cough. Now, a cough wasn’t something to worry about. Not in our quiet little village. However, several hours from town, in the middle of a forest on the edge of our nation… That was something else entirely. The three of us froze and looked at one another. There were only so many reasons someone would be out in a place like this. It could simply be a hunter, or another forager. Those tended to be quiet, though. Hunters didn’t want to spook their prey, and foragers didn’t want to become prey. Which meant a third option was the more likely and my instincts were warning me.

“Come on,” Prim whispered and urged us to continue.

“We should head back,” I argued, as that pit of dread continued to widen.

Prim frowned and took out the map. I strained my ears as she and Leith looked over the document. I was waiting for anything. The crunch of footsteps on fallen twigs, the twang of a bow. Anything that could give away someone approaching us.

“I think we’re closer to the river than we are to town,” Prim whispered. “If we get to the river, we can use it to travel north and cut back around from a different angle.”

“That’ll take us days,” I shook my head. “We should go back now.”

Prim and Leith exchanged a look. It was a knowing look, and Prim was the first to let out a sigh. “There’s more to it than that.”

I shook my head. “Of course there is.”

Prim and Leith shifted nervously before Prim continued. “I’ve been having dreams.”

“Dreams?” I hissed in exasperation.

“I’ve been having them too,” Leith whispered. “They’re not normal, and they’re telling us to find the lake.”

“You’re crazy,” I shook my head. “Look, whatever this is, we need to get back to the village. Someone’s out here, and they could be dangerous. We need to get out of here!”

I winced as I realized I shouted that last part. Leith and Prim stared at me in shock as a dog barked in the distance.

“River,” Leith nodded. “Lose the scent.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to fight. To push them back towards home. But the two of them stepped away from me. Prim gave me a hopeful smile, while Leith looked almost sad. Whatever they were thinking, this was the moment I had to decide if I was going to go with them—or chance my way back.

“Areli?” Prim called softly.

I grit my teeth. “Let’s go.”

They both sighed in relief as more barking started up behind us. We didn’t bother waiting around. They were right. The river was our best bet. If we got in, followed downstream for a while and climbed out, they’d lose our scent. That was our only chance. The Baron’s men wouldn’t be out here. Neither would anyone related to the crown. So we ran.

That was obvious enough to set our pursuers off. We could hear shouting, and the dogs barked continuously. It was clear that we weren’t fleeing from a single person, but a group. My heart sank as my worry grew. This was dangerous and safety was only getting further away. A part of me screamed, I shouldn’t have come, but then… Would my friends have suffered this fate alone? No doubt when they didn’t come back, I’d have searched for them. Would I have ended up in this situation, anyway? Or would I have found a way to help them?

It was too little, too late. We just ran. Pushing through the trees, we spooked deer, rabbits and even a few wolves. The beasts of the forest wanted nothing to do with what was coming, and that only made me feel worse. The dogs were getting closer, and their barking only intensified. They could tell they were closing in, and we could almost make out the voices of the men hunting us.

It was then we finally received our first hint that we’d picked a familiar direction. As we ran, the trees suddenly opened into a grassy field. It was vast, open and gave us a clear view of the clouds starting to cover the blue sky. It made my heart sink. The rain would make it harder to track us with scent. But our tracks would be more obvious until the rain swept the evidence away.

“Is this where I think it is?” Prim asked.

“Looks like it!” Leith huffed as he hurried her along.

I wasn’t unfit. Working on a farm left me strong and healthy in my own right. But I was less well fed than the two of them. Prim was a slight thing and hurried on without a worry. Leith, thanks to his extra rations as a guard, had more than enough stamina to keep up with her. It was me. I was the weak link, and over the open ground, the gap between us widened.

At first it was only by a few steps. Our headlong sprint across the glade widened that to a shouting match. We were close to the river at least. I remembered this place. It was where we stopped to make sure Prim was okay before we started making our way home. It was only a short distance. Though not one, I thought I could reach at this pace.

I couldn’t help but glance back and I spotted the first dog. Way behind, its nose was down and its tail high. It had our scent and was coming this way. Behind it burst a man. His eyes were up, and I felt cold dread settle into my heart as I realized what he was.

“SLAVERS!” I screamed and doubled down.

Prim and Leith looked back at my shout, and their eyes went wide in horror. Of all the groups that could have been out here. The slavers were the worst. They roamed about the land. Taking people at random. Sometimes entire families, other times, just a babe, straight from its mother’s arms. They never asked twice and were quick to violence. The stories of their horrors ran wide, but the truth of it was lost in the rumors.

Nobody knew what happened to the slaves. If soldiers were sent after them, those soldiers never came back. Nobody ever found bodies either. They—along with their weapons, armor, equipment, horses, scouts, and servants—would just vanish shortly after setting off.

Rumors said it was the nobles. They took slaves to their quarters. Rumors suggested everything from bed servants to hidden fights and gambling. All that the people knew for sure was the slavers did as they pleased, and nobody had done anything to stop them. The feeling in my gut was obvious now. We were doomed. I was doomed. There wasn’t anything I could change. If they were here for us, or likely for me, there was only one escape, and that was in death. Was death preferable to slavery? I didn’t know. Death wasn’t easy to come by, either. How did one die in a forest without even a blade?

I swore to myself and heaved for air as I watched Prim and Leith crash back into the trees. I spotted them ahead as they hurried on without me. I didn’t think they were intentionally leaving me behind. This was a matter of survival now. Nothing more, and nothing less. Not keeping up was my problem. The barking was getting closer and shouting more direct. My chest ached and my legs burned. Tears began rolling down my eyes.

“Hurry, Areli!” Prim shouted from up ahead.

I felt a shift in my gut and knew that there was nothing I could do. Fate had its plan, and I was just a pawn. Still, I wouldn’t just roll over and submit either. I had worked far too hard for the little that I had. Elder Tasson would have boxed my ears if I just gave up on the spot. That didn’t mean I had much left in the tank to rely on. My end was coming, and my vision was already blurring.

I carried on, hearing Prim and Leith get further ahead, while the dogs and slavers closed in. I didn’t even see the low branch until I bounced off it. That made me stumble, and I stumbled over a root. I fought for balance and made it a few more steps before collapsing heavily through a bush.

I groaned in pain before picking myself up. Prim and Leith were ahead, and my eyes went wide. Before me, there was a lake. The lake. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. In the center was a small island, covered in a giant flower. It’s petals were so large it nearly covered the ruins of an old castle perched at the center. Across the surface of the water were giant lily pads. Large enough to park a horse and wagon, with enough room to walk around at the same time. Dragonflies buzzed around the surface, as frogs croaked, ducks flapped and fish jumped. If not for the horror of what followed, it would have been a perfect sight. We were upon a cliff face overlooking the water, and there were the faint signs of a trail leading below to the water’s edge.

I stood to my tallest and met Leith’s gaze. He had indecision in his eyes as he gripped Prim’s hand. I pointed towards the ruins in the middle of the lake and took a deep breath.

“RUUUUUN!!!”

As I roared, I turned and raced off perpendicular to the lake along the cliff. Prim opened her mouth to scream, but Leith grabbed her and dragged her down the path and out of sight. As he dragged his beloved to safety, I continued screaming and yelling as I led the chase in another direction. I howled, begged and even pleaded to whatever gods may be listening. The dogs were closing in, and I could hear footsteps from the slavers following behind.

I knew it was over. They were after me. I hoped my friends escaped, and this was the only way I could be certain they had a chance. That surge of dread continued to build. Perhaps in a fit of delirium and gallows humor, the idea of killing all those dogs and slavers and coming out on top filled my head. I giggled, half hysterical and partially out of breath. No, the dogs would pull me down to the ground long enough for the slavers to capture me. Like a vision from the past the waterfall from my own dreams and memories, appeared before me.

It was that close. We’d been so scared, we’d missed the lake it was connected to. The rocks looked the same, though the moss and lichens were different. The spray was cool, and I skidded to a halt at the water’s edge. I stared down into the water, wondering if I’d see those slimy green tentacles. Whatever they were, I’d prefer them to end me before…

“YOU!”

I spun as the slaver I had seen earlier stepped into view. Before him was a dog. It held still, snarling dangerously as it approached. Two more stepped out of the trees, also with dogs, and I swallowed my fear at the sight of my own doom.

“Where are they?” The closest demanded.

I trembled in fear. They weren’t after me… were they after my friends? I’d led them away, regardless. My friends might still get away. I just had to hope. The men in front of me wore strange clothing. It was a mix of travelers’ outfits and glistening armor. Glistening, because it didn’t shine like any metal I had seen before, but it sparkled with an odd blackness. Hanging from their hips were a series of collars made of a similar material. I could only imagine it closing around my neck.

One man whistled, and the dogs burst forward. I screamed in terror and flailed back. Losing my footing sent me tumbling back where I fell into the river. I felt a set of teeth clamp down on my leg and screamed. My lungs filled with water as a firm hand wrapped around my arm. I felt the bones break, and my lungs ejected the water as I vomited in pain. The world flipped, and I found myself staring into the blackest eyes I had ever seen. Which was how I spotted the reflection of the green limb rise from the water behind me.

“Too late!” a voice snapped.

I felt a punch in my chest, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe. I fell to the ground and grabbed at my chest. Only to find the hilt of a blade lodged between my ribs. I gripped it with slippery hands. I didn’t have the strength to pull it free, and every instinct told me that’s what I needed. If I pulled the knife free, I’d live.

At least, that’s what I thought, as the cool, green tentacles wrapped around my torso before slowly dragging me into the water. The same water that Prim and Leith had fled towards.


Two


Idon’t know how long it took for me to realize I wasn’t actually dead. Death was a strange fascination of mine. The great beyond. Despite what the elders and the various faiths said, I always imagined death to be more like falling asleep. Just like how I had as those tentacles dragged me into the water. The silent oblivion. To claim my thoughts and consciousness. The cessation of conscious thought. The epitome of nothingness.

And nothingness was not what I was experiencing right now.

Far from it.

I was in pain, for starters. Which would have made sense if the various faiths that believed in eternal punishment rang true. But this didn’t feel like I was being tortured. In fact, the soft, cool hands that touched my face and wiped the sweat from my brow were rather gentle. Murmured conversations came to my ears, and I swear someone spent time holding my hand. It was hard to tell, as my mind wavered back and forth between dreams and reality.

A far cry from the nothingness I expected my death to be.

So if I wasn’t dead? Where was I?

I concentrated on my body for a while. It felt heavy. Worn. Something urged me to sleep, but at the same time my mind was writhing around trying to connect dots I couldn’t see. Like one of Elder Tasson’s lessons that always seemed to escape me. Though… that was an idea.

Toes… I concentrated hard, and felt them wiggle. Check.

Legs… Well, they were attached to my toes, and if I could feel them, my legs were probably okay as well. Still, I pushed a thought down and after a moment, I felt my body shift slightly.

Which was a check on a few parts of me. I felt my torso, my shoulders and even the way my neck shifted at the movement. I gave my fingers a squeeze and felt… bedsheets. That was probably the most surprising thing. At least, beyond the fact that I wasn’t dead, unless…

“It’s good that you’re awake, but please stop moving around quite so much,” a warm, matronly voice echoed.

I froze in place. I didn’t recognize her. She sounded educated, well-spoken and entirely different from what I expected from some random healer in the employ of the slavers. Maybe I was dead?

I heard steps before that cool hand pressed to my head once more. “Your fever has broken,” she said in a gentle tone. “

That’s when I felt it. Her hand, as it brushed my cheek. Warmth, so different from her cool touch, flooded my body. It sank into my bones, pushing through my blood. It advanced with each pulse of my aching chest, down my neck, into my shoulders, before seeping into my chest. That warmth bloomed, and I let out a gasp, as the pain I could sense vanished into the oblivion I had expected.

“Well, that is interesting,” the woman mumbled to herself.

I blinked slowly. My eyes were blurry, and I saw the shape of her looming overhead. I was in a room. It was well lit, from a… I wasn’t really sure. My eyes couldn’t quite focus, and yet, it looked like a vine growing through the walls. On it sprouted yellow flowers, with a bright, glowing core to illuminate the room. The woman leaned down, and I felt the cool wash of her breath, before I smelled the slight floral scent of her hair.

“You, Areli, are a very interesting specimen,” she said, before standing to her full height once more.

“S-specimen?” I moaned, before reaching up to rub at my eyes.

“Oh, not like that. Poor choice of words, considering how you got here. You have my sincerest apologies,” she said quickly.

“What’s going on?” I blinked once more, seeing the world come into a little more focus. Which brought more questions than answers. Ignoring that I’d been stabbed, wasn’t my arm broken? Then there was the bite on my leg and… I’d been stabbed.

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” she said as she returned.

I froze in place, like a deer watching a predator. She was still blurred, but I could make out enough. High cheekbones, solid yellow eyes and pale green skin. Her hair cascaded down past her shoulders and had dozens of flowers woven in. Or… more accurately. Her hair was growing them. She had a floral scent he’d never smelled before, but it was soothing and… arousing.

“D-dryad,” I trembled.

“Hamadryad,” she corrected me as she placed a glass vial at my lips. “Drink.”

“Mmm-mm!” I pinched my lips.

The woman let out a sigh and shook her head. “It’s good for you. You’ve been unconscious for three days. I’ve been able to keep you hydrated, but you need a bit of energy if you’re going to try getting out of bed.”

“Three days?” I asked before she took the opportunity to stuff the vial between my front teeth.

I choked for a moment as the liquid poured into my mouth. It was sweet, like honey, but more floral and far more hydrating. I swallowed on reflex and closed my throat as I felt horror settle in.

“If I wanted to poison you, I’d have done it when I brought you here,” the woman sighed. “Now hurry up. Now that you’re awake, your friends are coming to see you. And I won’t let them in until you finish it all up.”

I blinked in shock before looking up into her eyes. They weren’t just solid yellow. There was a faint glow to them. Part of me wondered if she could entrance me with her eyes, but… my thoughts appeared to be my own. At least, I thought they were. If she was able to control my mind then… Well, that’d make a poison redundant, wouldn’t it?

I swallowed again. She smiled, and I swallowed a third time. The sugary syrup went down easily, and on the fourth swallow, she finally pulled it free of my mouth.

“There,” she patted my cheek. “That wasn’t so bad now, was it?”

“Where am I?” I asked as I blinked my eyes again.

“That depends,” she smiled. “Some call this place a home. Other’s a fortress.”

“And what do you call it?” I asked.

She smiled a little wider and patted my cheek. “A school.”

The sound of a door opening had me twist around and look back towards my feet. Standing in an open doorway, was Prim and Leith, who smiled widely as they noticed me.

“Areli!” Prim squealed as she rushed in.

Leith was a moment behind her. The smile on his face told me he was fine. And considering how his betrothed threw her arms around me, I could only assume they were both extremely worried about me.

“I’ll leave you three alone,” the woman stepped away. “He’s not to leave the inner circle.”

“Yes, Samsara,” Prim beamed. “Thank you for saving him.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” the woman smiled darkly. “If you’re wrong. I’ll still kill him.”

With those ominous words, the woman left, and I looked at both my friends. “So… what happened after I ran?”

Prim jumped straight into the explanation. They followed the path down the cliff towards the lake. At the bottom, they were greeted by Samsara, and had begged her to help. She was surprised at the request, not expecting a third person, and leaped into action. When she discovered the slavers heading towards the waterfall, she acted quickly. Not quickly enough to save Areli from being stabbed. But quickly enough to save his life after the fact, before bringing the trio into the center island.

“So, we’re in the middle of the lake?” Areli grunted. “And we’re safe?”

“She controls the lake.” Prim nodded. “She says they won’t risk trying to cross it. They used to, but she’s killed so many, they just try to stop people from reaching her.”

“Why would people be trying to reach her?” I asked.

Prim looked at Leith, and they both firmed their stances for a moment, before their eyes glowed. Prim’s glowed a soft pink, while Leith’s took on a pale blue. I pulled back, not sure what I was seeing. They didn’t do anything though, and I frowned.

“What is that?” I asked.

“We’re… we’re mages,” Leith frowned as his eyes faded back to normal. “Aren’t you?”

I shook my head. “How are you mages? Shouldn’t you be heading to the capital?”

Prim sighed and shook her head. “Samsara said there was something different.”

“Different?” I asked. “I followed you into the forest, was chased by slavers, was stabbed, nearly died and now you’re telling me you’re gods-damned mages?!”

They pulled back, and I realized I had yelled the last part. Which Samsara must have heard as the door opened once more. She stepped into the room and looked at the three of us.

“That could have gone a little better,” she smiled gently.

“This wasn’t easy for us to accept either,” Prim shook her head.

“It’s not your fault,” Samsara patted her arm.

“Then whose fault is it?” I grunted. “I shouldn’t even be here.”

“No,” Samsara shook her head before looking thoughtful. “Well, not no. But… Well, I suppose there’s no reason to hold back. You’ll learn it all, eventually.”

“Learn what?” I asked.

“You’ve been lied to your entire lives. Everyone has.” Samsara moved closer and sat on the bed. “Mage training isn’t what you’ve been led to believe. Those mages you hear about. They’re slaves.”

“Slaves?” I frowned.

“Slaves,” Samsara nodded. “When a young druid’s powers quicken, the slavers are sent to collect them. If I can help it, I create a summoning to bring them to me instead. Here, we are safe to learn, grow and become powerful in our own right. Nobody is forced to stay here, though… it’s rare for anyone to leave. We’re few in number, several hundred at best. The others are slaves to the crown until their death.”

“The crown outlawed slavery,” I pointed out. “The slavers are hunted for it.”

“The crown outlawed slavery, of humans,” Samsara sighed. “Long ago, I was part of a grove in this valley. We withstood attempts to capture us for our power, and as a last ditch effort, they broke an ancient dam. The flooding drew my sisters away, but I was left behind. I climbed to the highest point I could to escape the waters and set down my roots to weather the calamity.” She smiled thinly. “My grove scattered. Many were captured. Many are still alive, little more than hosts for the powers that be. Their minds no longer sing. Some of them escaped, though. They crept into villages, towns, and cities. Over time, their blood seeped into the humans, and every generation, a new wave of druids are born. Humans, with the powers of my people. Ripe for the pickings of cruel and powerful beings with little empathy.”

“And you’re saying Prim and Leith are… Mages, or druids?” I glanced at the couple.

“Druid,” Samsara nodded. “Mage is the term given to them by the humans to hide their real purpose.”

“Am I a druid?” I asked, thinking of what Prim and Leith had asked me.

For the first time, though, Samsara looked uncertain. She had come in looking confident. Professional. Even with my little outburst, she seemed certain of herself. Right now, though… she did not.

“I don’t know what you are,” she said after a few moments. “From what I can sense, you are exceptionally gifted. For what, I have no idea.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means that I would encourage you to stay.” She bent down and grasped something near the foot of the bed. When she straightened, she tossed a crumpled bundle onto the bed. It was my shirt. Bloodied, with a hole from where I had been stabbed. “The alternatives are not likely to be good.”

I looked at Prim and Leith and saw the serious look in their eyes. They were staying. No matter what kind of nonsense this hamadryad was spewing, they were convinced. I wanted to argue, to tell them they were under some kind of spell. I shook my head and let out a groan. I wanted so desperately to go back home. To my barn, and my bed and work the land my family had loved. But there was a problem with that idea. The harder I thought about it, the more I had the feeling that it was a terrible idea. Like bad things would happen if I returned. Just like I felt when I awoke in the morning, before coming here.

“Okay,” I nodded.

“Okay, you’re going?” Prim trembled.

I shook my head. “Okay, I’ll stay.”

“Wonderful,” Samsara smiled. “Now we just need to find out where to house you! First, though, I think your friends should leave, and you should get dressed.”

I blinked slowly before raising the blanket slightly. I didn’t want to think about this strange woman undressing me. That wasn’t at all something I wanted to admit to myself.

“Right,” I cleared my throat. “Should I put on my old clothes, or?”

A second Samsara opened the door and came in, holding a robe. The two ladies were identical, and they didn’t acknowledge one another as the second passed the robe to the first, before the second left just as quickly.

“A dryad is a being that occupies a plant,” Samsara smiled, knowing full well where my thoughts were heading. “A hamadryad is a plant that occupies beings. This body is a creation of my will. I have many, and they run this school and all its programs. I am very old, very powerful, and I absolutely mean no harm to you if your intentions are the same. But understand—if you threaten my school, or my students, I will end you.”

She set the robe on the bed and gestured for Prim and Leith to follow. They too, looked shocked at Samsara’s words. I didn’t need my gut instinct to tell me how truthful they were, either. She really would kill me. Of that, I had no doubt. So, with that in the back of my mind, I dressed myself in the surprisingly comfortable robe. It fit well enough, but had ties in place to make the fit perfect. It felt strange being out of a standard pants and a shirt. Clothing was clothing, though, and I wasn’t going to complain… Although a pair of underwear would have been handy. It was quite drafty beneath this robe.

I looked around for shoes, before shrugging and making my way to the door. When it opened, Prim and Leith had both left, but Samsara gave me a smile.

“That suits you,” she nodded.

I looked down at the robe. It was plain black, with a few embellishments for color on the trim. Still, I wasn’t about to argue with the woman and nodded my thanks instead. She smirked, as if understanding, and gestured for me to follow.

“That syrup I gave you should keep you going for a while,” she started talking. “I’ll give you a tour. The first few days can be a bit rough, so if you need anything, just ask. I give my students’ privacy, but I am quite literally everywhere.”

I looked at the vines on the walls and swallowed nervously. The hallway opened into a large, circular room. In the center was the largest flower I had ever seen. It glowed like the ones on the walls. Only, this was large enough that my old barn could have been built on it.

“This is the inner circle,” she waved towards the flower. “All are welcome here. The core of my very being. I don’t believe it is necessary to inform you about the risks.”

“N-no ma’am,” I shook my head.

“Samsara,” she smiled back at me. “I don’t understand the need for human titles. Here, we call things what they are. Your friend Prim is a shengren, and Leith is a bastion. Those titles are no more or less significant than calling me by my name.”

“Samsara,” I nodded. “What is a shengren?”

“A druid, whose abilities affect their own body,” she said smoothly. “She can use her power to increase her speed, strength, or physical attributes. How that is done is more unique to the individual. There is no singular way to gain an understanding of your abilities. And before you ask, a bastion uses their power to create barriers, shields and other physical protections.”

I nodded as I followed her through a doorway on the far side of the room. It led to a circular hall that ran around the inner circle.

“This is just a hallway. It leads to the various houses, the classrooms and the Gathering Hall.” She pointed to the doorway ahead of us.

“What are the houses?” I asked as she led me forward.

“That, we shall see,” she smiled. “It’s no great secret. But rather than giving you a history of the entire school in one sitting, I think it’s best to find out where you sit and work from there.”

“Right,” I nodded. “So what house will I be in?”

“What indeed,” she chuckled.

The hallway turned about on itself, and came to a flight of stairs. That led up to a second level, before opening up into a massive open space. It was larger even than the inner circle with the massive flower—by several orders of magnitude. There were long tables on one side of the room, where dozens of people sat and ate. Across from them were more tables, but these were dominated by students who were working. Some had books and were reading, others were drawing. One young man even had an easel and was painting a young woman sitting across from him, who looked equally happy and embarrassed about being the center of his attention.

Speaking of books, though, the outer wall had a raised balcony. In a large ring going right around the room, there were books and shelves stacked with all manner of things. Students milled about, in an orderly fashion, collecting, depositing and moving things about. They all looked human too. No dryads in sight.

“The kitchens are over there,” Samsara pointed to a window cut into the side of the Gathering Hall near the tables. “You can order special meals by bartering your skills or services. Or you can join the communal meals at the appropriate times. You are too late for the evening meal, but I can prepare you something to hold you over until morning.”

My stomach rumbled slightly, and I nodded. “That would be nice.”

“Do you eat fish?” She asked.

“I’ve tried it,” I nodded. “Where I lived, fish wasn’t readily available.”

“Fresh water fish is a staple here,” Samsara smiled. “This is a lake, after all.”

I nodded and followed her to the far side of the room. This looked like a space used for several purposes. The first, I swore it looked like a ring. There were marks on the floor. Scorches, cracks, scrapes and other signs of damage, all within a large circle. Before it, on a raised section of floor, was a pedestal. Upon that pedestal was a gnarled and twisted vine.

“Here we are,” she smiled as she led me up to the pedestal. “While I can tell a lot about a person. This allows me to understand so much more.”

“What is it?” I asked as I looked it over.

The vine was twisted and looked like the bark of a tree. It curled in on itself with an opening at the center where I assumed a person placed their hand. There was a green vine like a handle to grip within. Which was exactly what Samsara wanted, as she demonstrated.

“Just reach in and take a hold. It just takes a moment, and then I’ll know where to house you,” she smiled widely.

I looked at the gnarled root and let out a soft sigh. There was nothing for it, so I reached in. The bark was a little scratchy, and I felt my way around to the vine I was supposed to grab. I closed my fingers around it and looked back at Samsara as the vine curled around my wrist and tightened. I gasped as I felt something stab into my wrist, and I tried to pull away.

“What?!” I snarled as I yanked with all my might.

Only for the vine to suddenly release, causing me to overbalance and fall flat on my back. I stared at my wrist, where a small dot was all that remained of the wound. I turned my eyes on Samsara and glared as she gave me an apologetic smile.

“If I told people what would happen, most would refuse immediately,” she admitted.

A few laughs rang out, and when I looked, several people were watching on with amusement. I shook my head and stood up before turning back to the woman in question.

“Well?”

“Well?” She smiled sweetly.

I growled. “What class am I? And why did you need to take more blood? Didn’t I bleed enough when I got here?”

“I’ve no idea,” she grinned. “This was about your house, not your class. Orientation will help with that tomorrow. As for why I hadn’t tested you before, consider it a right of passage.”

“Great,” I sighed. “So what house am I in, then?”

Samsara opened her mouth, then closed it again. She looked at me for a moment and started to chew her lip.

“Well?” I tried again.

“I don’t know,” she said calmly.

I stared at her and closed my eyes. “What do you mean, you don’t know? Wasn’t the stab in the wrist supposed to tell you this?”

“Yes,” she nodded. “But… It doesn’t seem to have worked.”

I glared at her. “If you think–”

“No, no,” she held up her hand. “I got what I needed, it just… didn’t work.”

“Why not?” I growled, wanting something more substantial from her.

She gave me a pointed stare for a moment, as if weighing up my attitude. In the end, she signed. “You’re exceptionally powerful. I have druids here who have trained for decades, who lack your strength.”

“So…” I frowned. “What does that mean?”

“As far as I can tell,” she paused, her expression one of both excitement and confusion, “your blood doesn’t like giving up its secrets.” Her glowing golden eyes never left me and I felt a little exposed under her sight, even if she admitted she couldn’t determine what I was. Flowers bloomed in her hair and that floral scent wafted over me. The colors of the petals were something I wasn’t sure would appear in nature, but they were stunning on her. Hues of orange, pinks and blues bloomed at the base of the petals to transition into a pure white at the tips. “Your power keeps washing away the faint tells I rely on to determine your house,” she huffed. “This has never happened before.”

“So… I’m homeless?” I asked.

“N-no,” Samsara jerked. “No, at the very least, for helping bring your friends here, I owe you that much. No, until we can determine a suitable place for you, I suppose you can just come back to the inner circle. That room I kept you in is usually for medical observation. It’s not often I need it, so you are welcome to it for the time being.”

“Okay–”

“It also keeps you close, where I can keep an eye on you. Somebody with your power shouldn’t have slipped under both mine and the slaver’s radar for so long. How old are you? Twenty?”

“Twenty five,” I nodded.

She tilted her head. “Your friends said you were with them the day they discovered the waterfall.”

“I was,” I nodded. “Further back in the trees. I was the one who saw those vines rise up, ready to strike us.”

“I had to be certain that your friends were who I thought they were. Unfortunately, in their panic, they fled before I could contain them. It’s not often children come to this place, but not entirely unheard of,” she mused. “I just don’t recall sensing a third person. Even now, if I wasn’t so close, I wouldn’t be sure you were here at all.”

“I’m sorry,” I frowned. “Are you unable to see?”

Samsara grinned and let out a chuckle. “With my eyes, yes. I am a seer, Areli. I see things with more than my eyes, and it’s why I am confused about you being here. From that little spike, I know for certain you have dryad blood in your veins. But I cannot sense you. Something is blocking me. I have hope that whatever it is, was set in motion by a long, distant relative of mine. This wasn’t knowledge from my grove, and I would be delighted to study you.”

“That’s the real reason you want me in the inner circle, isn’t it?” I frowned.

Samsara smiled. “I promise, no more tricks like this one,” she pointed to the root. “Besides, you may have troubles with the others if I introduce you to a house where you don’t quite fit in. It might be best to have your own space until you settle in.”

I thought on her words for a moment, before my stomach growled at me. I shook my head and Samsara gave me a smile once more. She was so damn smiley.

“Let’s get you something to eat, and settle you in,” she smiled as a second version of her, wearing an apron, approached, holding a plate.

“Ah…” I looked between them. “You’re… You’re all the same, right?”

“What one of us sees,” the cook Samsara said.

“All of us see,” the original Samsara finished.

“Well, that’s just creepy,” I snorted, before taking the offered plate. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” they replied in unison, which was likely for my benefit.

“Now, let’s get you settled in for the night,” she gestured for me to follow.

I nodded and took a single step before I heard a shriek and a crash.

“You idiot!” someone roared.

I turned and spotted the painter. He was looking at himself as paint dripped down his front. The easel was on its side, and the young woman looked angry beyond belief. On the ground, covered in the rest of the paint, was another young woman. Even as I watched, a pair of Samsara’s rushed to help, while the original one touched my arm.

“Come on. They’ll be okay in a moment.”

I frowned and looked back at the situation. The woman on the floor was being helped up, while the man swore and cursed at her. That situation felt wrong… I just didn’t know why.


Three


“Areli, it’s time to get up.”

I jerked awake and yanked the blankets to my chin. Samsara loomed overhead like some… floral specter. She saw the look on my face and let out a musical laugh, before stepping back.

“My sincerest apologies,” she grinned. “I did knock. When you didn’t answer, I let myself in. I was worried something had happened in the night.”

I slumped back in the bed and let out a groan. “Well, I’m still here.”

“I can see that. You’re rather spritely, I must say.”

I opened my eyes and glanced down, seeing the way she eyed a certain bulge in the blanket. I blushed furiously, and she chose that moment to laugh and step out of the room.

“There’s a fresh robe on the chair. Hurry, or you’ll miss breakfast,” she smiled widely.

I waited until the door closed, before letting out a long sigh. The day was mostly over by the time I awoke here the first time. The students or… the people that lived here at least. Whatever they were, most of them had already retired or gone off to do whatever it was they did in their spare time. Prim and Leith were nowhere to be seen, so I ended up back in my room. One thing led to another… And I went to sleep. Real interesting. I was a farmer. Used to being up at the crack of dawn, and heading to sleep as the sun dropped below the horizon.

Technically, this was a sleep in for me. Not that it surprised me. I’d had an awful lot of changes thrust upon me in the short time since I had arrived. I grunted softly to myself, before stepping out of bed. There wasn’t anything I could wear to sleep in, other than the robe, or my bloody shirt. Still, there wasn’t anyone around to be bothered by my nudity.

I quickly dressed before noticing a new pair of shoes. They hadn’t been there the day before. Their design was simple, with laces that ran up to my ankles. It gave good support, while also being quite well fitted. It made me think that’s why I hadn’t had shoes the day before. Someone had to make them my size. That made me think of Samsara and her… strange body doubles.

“Try not to think about it,” I snorted.

With a final pat down to make sure I remembered everything—which sounded silly, since I didn’t have anything to forget—I opened the door and stepped out into the inner circle. Samsara was waiting for me with a smile.

“This way Areli,” she waved for me to follow. “Your friends wanted to come meet you, but I thought it best to bring you up myself. I wanted to avoid any awkwardness.”

“Awkwardness?” I asked.

She smiled apologetically and didn’t respond as she led me through a familiar path. We went upstairs, and I could hear many more voices than the day before. The Gathering Hall was packed. The rows of tables were filled with students. Most of them wore the same robes I was. Unlike me, they also wore embellishments. A sash, or a scarf. Sometimes a bag or a patch. They each had different symbols.

The first I spotted was a circular patch on the shoulder of a grinning teen with flaming red hair. From the pattern, I could see that it was a ring sectioned into what looked like four elements. Flames leading to water, leading to wind and then earth in a continuous cycle. The next I spotted was a human figure on the scarf of a scowling older woman. The figure was posing with a fist on the chest, and another pointing straight up. That person was sitting next to a young woman, a table over, who had a patch that also had a person on it. This one was sitting cross-legged, as if meditating.

I looked over, spotting a young man, staring wistfully at a pretty girl his age. She had a patch with a hand, holding a five petaled flower, similar to the enormous flowers on the walls and growing within Samsara’s own hair. She was having a rather animated conversation with another young woman who looked to be her sister. Except that one had a symbol that was in the shape of a large shield.

“The patches represent what kind of druid they are,” Samsara informed me.

“Am I that easy to read?” I asked.

Samsara smiled. “I’ve spent hundreds of years working out if someone is staring at my breasts or not. With five of me watching you at once, it was easy to see you were interested in the patches.”

I shrugged and tried to brush off her talk of breasts. “How do we find out what I am, then?”

“Breakfast first,” she led me to a table where I spotted two familiar faces.

Prim and Leith grinned as I moved over. They were sitting with a small group all about the same age. Prim gave Leith a nudge, and he rolled his eyes before shifting over so I could sit between them. Admittedly, it felt awkward for me too, but Prim wouldn’t be denied. I took my seat and smiled at the platters of meat, bread, and eggs before me.

“So, what house are you in?” Prim took my arm.

“Let the man eat, Prim,” Leith chuckled.

“At least let him load his plate before you jump down his throat,” one of the younger men across from us laughed. “I’m Gyun,” he nodded. “This is Yenna,” he nudged the sullen-looking young woman beside him.

“Didn’t you just say to let him eat before you started bothering him?” She shot back.

“Just an introduction,” he laughed.

“I’m Areli,” I smiled at them both. “You’ve clearly already met this useless pair,” I nudged my two friends.

“Hey!” Prim growled before letting out a giggle.

I grinned and started to load my plate. Despite my evening meal, I was ravenous this morning. I shoveled food into my mouth, while my four watchers stared in a mix of shock and disgust. I couldn’t care less. In my world, breakfast was to be eaten quickly or not at all. It was a rare day I wasn’t hungry, but something about today really set me off. Bacon, followed by fried eggs. After my third egg, I switched to what I thought was chicken, but turned out to be a strangely textured fish. It tasted fantastic once I got over the feel of it in my mouth.

I chewed quickly, swallowed it down, was handed a wooden mug of water and used that to wash my mouth out, before shoveling down yet more food. I was still going when I heard a musical tone that snapped my attention to the front of the room.

Samsara smiled as she gained the attention of everyone seated. She stood at the podium, paying no mind to the twisted roots that curled before her.

“Good morning everyone. I’d like to take a moment to inform you that our latest arrival has recovered and will be joining classes today. I’d like you to give Areli a warm welcome, while he settles into his new routine,” she pointed right at me.

I then had the uncomfortable feeling as hundreds of eyes snapped to me, with my cheeks bulging with bits of egg and bread. I tried to swallow it in one go, which only partially succeeded, while the rest spilled out from between my lips onto the plate. Prim was clutching her face in horror, while Leith hid his face in his hands, trying not to laugh. I gave the room a smile and waved.

“... Hi…”

“Yes,” Samsara came to my rescue. “Please make our newest arrival welcome if you see him in the halls. I’d also like to take a moment to remind you that I have spotted patrols moving around the lake as of late. Please do not take any unnecessary risks. Swimming is not advisable in the lake, despite the weather warming. They have ranged abilities that could harm you before I could mount a proper defense.”

“Are we under attack or something?” I asked softly.

“The slavers,” Yenna rolled her eyes.

Gyun let out a sigh. “They’re always on patrol. It’s usually worse after someone gets to the island. They like to hang around. Let us know they’re watching. Sooner or later, they’ll be called away and go back to doing whatever it is they normally do.”

“Right.” I frowned, thinking about our arrival.

“It’s not our fault,” Prim patted my arm. “If we hadn’t gotten here, they’d have found us in the village. Getting here was the best thing for us.”

I shrugged at that before pushing my plate aside. I had spotted one of Samsara’s bodies heading my way.

“Had enough to eat?” she asked.

“Plenty,” I smiled thinly.

She either didn’t notice my annoyance, or likely didn’t care. Samsara smiled and gave me a small nod. “Then if you’ll follow me, we’ll take you to Orientation.”

“It’s fine,” Prim patted my arm again.

“No more stabs to the wrist,” Leith promised.

I sighed before getting up. “Gyun, Yenna, nice to meet you both.”

“And you as well,” Gyun smiled, while Yenna let out an annoyed grunt.

I shook my head before turning to follow Samsara. She brought me into the ring-shaped hall and led me around to the north of the structure. This opened out into a large outdoor space. There was nobody else here, and I had to wonder what was about to happen.

“The school is broken up into five houses. Leaf, petal, root, stem and seed. Each of these houses has their own training facilities. They cater to a person’s natural inclinations, and what they represent. I try to find student’s their best suited houses. A one size fits all approach rarely works efficiently, and I have found a little extra effort on my behalf, leads to better outcomes and stronger, more independent druids.”

I turned about and admired the view. The inner circle was the lowest floor, with the Gathering Hall perched on top. I could see to either side of the training grounds that there were separate buildings. Two on each side. Not unlike the five petal symbol on the robes of the young woman I had seen.

“Which house is this?” I asked, tapping the floor with my shoe.

“Root,” Samsara smiled. “The anchor for the school. Students here respect individuality, but also know when they must work together to support the school as a whole.”

“Right,” I nodded. “And you think I might be suited for root?”

“No,” Samsara shook her head. “I just like this spot since it’s most central to the school, and doing this on the roof of the Gathering Hall can be dangerous.”

“What is?” I asked.

Samsara smiled and stepped forward. I staggered back from the punch I never saw coming. It hadn’t been hard, but the bruise it was going to leave on my chest was going to make it hard to sleep.

“What was that for?” I demanded.

Samsara responded by lunging again. This time, her leg flicked out. I saw it coming and threw up my hands. My forearm caught her shin, protecting the side of my face, but the impact still knocked me to the ground. I rolled and tried to get my hands up to tell her I didn’t want to fight. Clearly that was the wrong move as she drove her fist into my stomach and shoved me back onto the ground.

“WEAK!” she hissed.

“What. Do. You. Want.” I hissed out between breaths.

“Fight!” she snarled.

I groaned and sat up. She stepped forward, and I saw her foot leave the ground. I jerked sideways, and for the first time, I felt a surge of hope. The heel of her foot sailed through where my head had been just a moment before. I followed the movement, rolling over onto my stomach before shoving myself to my feet.

I’d seen the drunks at the local tavern often enough, and I put my hands up to defend my face. Samsara shot me a glare, and I thought for a moment I saw a flash of recognition in her eyes. That vanished as she lunged once more. Her punches came fast, and they came from all directions. All I could do was curl in and defend my face and ribs from her punches. They slammed into my arms, knocking me back, where she snuck a blow into the base of my ribs. I felt the air leave my lungs and collapsed to one side.

Samsara stopped as I heaved and tried to recover. She bent over me, touching my side. I saw the indecision in her eyes before I felt a pulse of warmth flow through me. My aches and pains faded somewhat, and I began to breathe easier, before the warmth stopped and Samsara stood once more.

“Get up,” she ordered.

“Why?” I grunted. “Are you going to beat me again?”

“Yes,” she nodded.

I let out a sigh and pushed myself to my feet. “You know, I’ve never been in a real fight before.”

“And you still haven’t,” Samsara growled, before lunging forward.

I felt the knee slam into my guts and collapsed on the ground once more. My breakfast escaped my lips in the worst way as I choked and gagged. I groaned before Samsara roughly hauled me upright. She glared at me, and I felt that wave of warmth flood me once more. Then she shoved me back, where I caught my balance and held my hands up.

“How long are we going to do this?” I asked.

“As long as it needs,” she nodded.

“How long does it usually take?” I asked, desperate for an answer that would let me breathe for a moment. Part of me was considering just hightailing it to the stairs.

“Your friend Prim realized her affinity in just a few minutes. Leith took several beatings before he discovered himself.”

I closed my eyes, which was when she struck. Her fist came for my head, and I leaned to one side. Only to find myself suddenly inside her arms. We were almost face to face, and she had a slightly surprised look. Part of me wondered if she used her abilities as a seer to fight the others. Which gave me an advantage. Without thinking, I snapped my head forward, cracking my skull against hers. The two of us reeled back. Samsara from shock, and me from pain. I’d never done something like that before, and the impact was more than I could ever have expected.

Unfortunately, it angered the hamadryad, and she came back at me with a fury. Gone were the fists, and now with her fingers pointed forward like darts, she chopped and stabbed at me relentlessly. It lacked the same impact as her fists, but her surgical strikes, hit nerves, joints and other painful spots until I was jumping back with each strike. She came in quick, jamming her fingers firmly between my ribs, hard enough I felt something crack.

Which was when I felt something throb inside me. I felt a feral rage build, and Samsara leaped back. I stepped forward, ignoring the pain in my body. I was determined to show her a little of what she had been doing to me when she suddenly held up her hands.

“Enough!” she snapped.

I paused, then glared and finally, I let out a long sigh. My anger faded and my pain returned. I let out a groan and sagged slightly, which actually made me feel even worse.

“Oh shit,” I sighed. “What was that?”

“I’ve no idea,” Samsara frowned. “You certainly have power. But what it is, I haven’t a clue.”

I frowned and gave her an annoyed look. “You mean, you just beat me black and blue for the fun of it?”

“Not at all,” she smiled, before quickly approaching.

I held up my hands, and she scoffed at me. “Enough of that. I want to heal you.”

I gave her a wary look before lowering my hands. She stepped in close, and this time the warmth was much stronger. I felt it surge through my body, sinking into my very bones. Whatever aches and pains I had, whatever bruises, whatever chipped or cracked bones, they all mended in just a few seconds. I pulled in a lungful of air, before realizing how much better I felt about simply breathing. Until finally, I stood tall again, looking at Samsara with suspicion.

“No more beatings,” she promised.

“While I’d like to believe you,” I muttered. “This is twice now you’ve put me into a unique and painful situation without informing me beforehand.”

“Then I shall strive to be more transparent,” Samsara smiled. “The purpose of the houses is to set you amongst people you will fit in comfortably with. But for the purposes of your education and future survival, they are also how you train. In your house, you will participate in creating teams. These teams, made up of the various members of your house, will each fulfill a role.

“One bastion, one shengren and so on,” I nodded.

“That’s right,” Samsara smiled. “With your team, you will compete against your own house, and then the rest of the houses. Consider it a team building exercise that will also help you in the future.”

“Help how?” I asked.

Samsara smiled sadly. “Lives are long, but not long enough. Sooner or later, you will leave. Maybe for a day, a week, or perhaps forever. My goal is to make sure that when you do—you survive. Those who leave alone rarely make it very far. But with a skilled team, you might just have a chance.”

“Why not just make people stay, then?” I asked.

Samsara shook her head. “That is like asking if you would prefer to be imprisoned or enslaved. Most of you would rather die.”

“How often is it that people leave?” I asked.

“Often enough,” she replied non-committedly. “Now, like your house. I’m left in a bit of a lurch with your affinity.”

“Yes…” I grunted. “Prim made her eyes glow.”

“Each affinity has their own color. Shengren’s are red.”

“Prim’s was pink,” I frowned.

Samsara giggled. “That’s how it starts. The brighter and more defined the color, the stronger the druid. She has only been here a few days. Her eyes are pink now, but in a few years, they will brighten and darken considerably.”

“That makes sense,” I nodded. “So what color were my eyes?”

Samsara watched me for a moment, before sighing. “They were black.”

“Which is?” I asked.

Samsara shook her head. “I don’t know.”

I slumped. “Great.”

“Don’t look so glum,” Samsara smiled. “If you weren’t so interesting, I might have killed you out of hand. Studying you will be beneficial to us both.”

I froze and gave a small laugh. “Weren’t you just saying something about not wanting this place to be a prison?”

“It’s not,” she smiled. “I’m more of a mother bear, with many hundreds of children I’d kill to protect, all the while knowing I can never follow them when they leave the nest.”

“And if I want to live?” I asked softly.

She shrugged. “Don’t give me a reason to kill you. I know there’s some dryad in you. It’s not all that uncommon for ones not of my grove to end up here. Usually, it’s when a descendant of another grove mixed with a descendant of my own.”

“So I’m something new then,” I nodded. “What now?”

Samsara sighed. “I think a tour is in order. Then, perhaps we can put you on a rotation. You can stay in the inner circle for now. But you will have classes in each house until I can determine a suitability.”

I nodded and gave a sigh. “And will those classes be as brutal as this one?”

Samsara smiled. “Sometimes.”

“Great…”

Samsara laughed as she led me down the stairs. The school of a few hundred students was separated into classes, with only a dozen or so in number. Mostly based on knowledge and power levels. Like in all things, druids came in many forms. Some of those classes were affinity specific, others were group specific, and so on. I was even surprised to hear about classes that involved interpersonal relations. Apparently, it was important to ensure that students who left could function outside the walls of the school. While it was useless to people who had grown up outside the walls, there were still enough children here that it was warranted.

The school operated on a barter system. Money didn’t exist, and instead working on a system of goods and services. For example, for one of Samsara’s private meals, you could tend to her flowers, catch fish, or do many other things that would ease her own burdens. Other types of barter were like what I had seen in the Gathering Hall. Those with hobbies could offer them to others. Some, like the painter, were artists, others liked to draw, carve or offer other services like studying or training.

If there was a disagreement, Samsara was the arbiter, and her word was final. It was rare that things got that far, though. I could tell that underlying the whole bartering score was a personal one. I could see it in the halls as students moved around. Some acted with authority, and I couldn’t help but think they were likely the most powerful in their houses. Others seemed to move out of their way, sometimes avoiding them entirely.

The houses were all built in a similar fashion. They also weren’t strictly off limits to one another. The Inner Circle connected to it all. The first set of rooms within each house were for training and classes. When not in use, students could use them for their own purposes, if they wished. Which was handy. The rooms they stayed in were a little smaller than my own. Enough for a bed, a wardrobe and a desk where they could sit.

“Despite the rivalry,” Samsara sighed. “This place brings us all together. Your fellow students are your family. In times of peril, we come together as one and help defend each other. The strong have a duty to protect the weak, and provide a fair balance for all.”

“Then what about that?” I nodded at something I could see down the hall.

Samsara frowned and turned to see a cluster of students around another on the ground. They were curled up, and the students, seeing Samsara, fled immediately. The person on the ground noticed their sudden absence and lifted her head. I remembered her from the evening before. She was the one who fell and ended up covered in paint. I hurried down the hall, and her head snapped around as she heard my approach. Which was when I noticed the dull gray in her otherwise blue eyes.

“Who’s there?” She asked.

She was slender, somewhat petite. Her lips came to a small bow, and her silver hair cascaded down her face, clearly mussed from being pushed to the ground. She wore a set of robes with a shield on it. A bastion druid, if I remembered it right.

“You’re blind?” I said without thinking.

She scowled and shook her head. “All my life. Thank you for pointing that out.”

I grimaced and shook my head before remembering she couldn’t see me. “Sorry,” I blurted, before coming over and touching her arm. “Let me help you up.”

“I’m fine,” she pulled her arm away. “Just… just leave me alone.”

I stepped back as she shot me an angry glare. If I didn’t know better, her glare was so fierce, she looked like she could actually see me. Though she tried to straighten her clothes and raised her chin, she remained aloof, daring me to challenge her independence. Still, I thought I’d give it one more try.

“Do you need help getting–”

“Fuck the hell off,” she snorted and turned without looking back.

I watched her go with a sense of foreboding. On the one hand, I could sense that she was angry. Furiously so. But… I didn’t think that it was directed at me. No, I think she was angry at her situation. Being blind likely wasn’t a pleasant way to live. Especially in a place like this.

“I would caution you around her,” Samsara touched my shoulder.

“Why?” I shot her a glare. “You worried I might bully her, too?”

Samsara slowly shook her head. “Rain is gifted. Extremely so, but her… blindness has caused problems.”

“Like bumping painters?” I asked.

Samsara nodded. “Among other things. She is far more than she appears. I do what I can, but I cannot always protect her.”

I grunted at that. “Fine, I guess. What now? What do you need to show me next?”

Samsara stared at me for a moment, and I could swear her eyes pulsed softly before she smiled. “Now it’s time for lunch. Then I think it is best you go to class with your friends. Their familiarity might help settle you better.”

I nodded, before glancing down the hall where Rain had vanished. She was nowhere to be seen, and I felt a pit in my stomach. Something about her situation made me feel on edge. I had the feeling she was the brunt of many incidents like this. Many more that Samsara wasn’t aware of.


Four


“You’re late,” Samsara glared at me from the front of the room.

I paused, then looked back at the Samsara standing in the hall with a wicked smile, before she wiggled her fingers and turned away.

“I was just–”

“Late,” Samsara snapped.

I sighed, realizing this wasn’t something I was going to win. Of course she knew. I was inside the Stem house, which was why Samsara was escorting me. I had no idea where any of these classes were. Students would attend them in their own houses for the most part. A few were handled elsewhere, but that was for more general classes.

“Sorry,” I grunted.

“I want a single page essay written up about today’s class by next week. Take a seat,” she snapped, before gesturing to the only open space in the room.

To my surprise, and her obvious distaste, it was beside the blind girl, Rain. Despite her not being able to see me, she had one hell of a glare as I approached. Eyes followed me, and the room held its breath. It was almost like they expected something to go terribly wrong. What that was, I had no idea. All I knew was that there was likely a reason why Rain was pressed up against the window on the far side, with nobody sitting directly beside her.

I let out a sigh before dropping into my seat. My new friend hushed me before turning her face to the front of the room. That only made me roll my eyes before I looked down at what I was doing. There was a stack of papers or… now I looked closer, they were leaves. Very thin, with fine veins running through them. What kind of plant, I had no idea, but it was clear that they had come from some enormous plant. Beside it was a small bottle of ink, and a quill made from a piece of dark wood.

“Now,” Samsara caught everyone’s attention. “For the newcomer in the class, who can tell me the purpose of this house?”

“The backbone of the school,” my disgruntled friend replied immediately.

“In essence,” Samsara nodded. “But you spoke out of turn, Rain. I want an apology written up by tomorrow.”

“Yes Samsara,” Rain huffed.

“Really?” I asked.

Samsara’s glare turned to me. “Do you have something to say, Areli?”

I frowned. “You just asked a blind person to write an apology for giving a correct answer.”

“And now you can write one for every student in this class,” Samsara snapped. “For wasting their time, and mine. Are we understood?”

I slumped back in my chair and sighed. “Perfectly.”

“Excellent,” Samsara turned back to the class. “Does anyone want to elaborate on the answer Rain provided?”

A few hands were raised, and Samsara gestured to a young man in the front row. “Stem house are the strongest fighters. We are the first line of defense and push the hardest for greatness.”

“Shit,” I whispered. “The meatheads.”

There was a sound, suspiciously like a small amused snort, but when I looked over at Rain, she was glaring at the front of the class. I turned back to the class as Samsara nodded her head.

“Yes. Stem house is the protector of the other houses. We are the defense of this school, and as such, we must be the strongest. Our teams win the most tournaments. Our druids succeed upon graduation more than any others. And our losses are the highest. All because we have the most to prove.” Samsara looked over the room before settling her eyes on me. “We are the best. And only the best may join us.”

I groaned slightly and started taking notes as Samsara went on with her lesson. It was a recap of the next tournament. The team tryouts were going to be starting soon. Back home, this was the growing season. The crops were planted, the fields only had to wait, grow and pick the occasional weed. Something similar happened here. Which meant now was the perfect time to begin training. All the houses were doing it. Stem was just the most zealous about it.

I listened in, hearing Samsara describe how the tournament would work. Each house was split into teams. Each member of the house was expected to join a team. They would duel each other, finding a ranking amongst their affinities and use that to determine who joined the best teams.

It made sense from a purely militant perspective. It didn’t make much sense to me, though. Two powerful fighters who hated each other, or were a poor matchup, would likely not do as well as a team of well-rounded individuals who meshed well. Still, I kept that to myself. The students here clearly understood what was going on, even if a few like me had never participated before. I was coming in too late for the latest tournament to find a team.

I was noting the options for those who joined an incomplete team when I heard a small tap. When I looked over, a paper ball landed on the desk beside me. When I looked up, Rain looked utterly humiliated. There was a snicker of amusement from somewhere behind me, and I turned in my seat to see a pair of teenagers. One of which nudged the other and nodded towards me. He mouthed something I didn’t quite catch, and shot me a glare, before suddenly straightening as my gut told me something was wrong.

I turned back to the class to see Samsara glaring at me. “Something you wish to share?”

I reached over and plucked up the paper ball before holding it where Samsara could see it. “Someone is throwing paper and distracting me.”

Samsara’s eyes flicked up, and I felt a surge of dread as she identified the culprits so easily. It seemed that while she wouldn’t step in on her own accord, she would if someone pointed it out. Which made me wonder why Rain hadn’t asked for help… Was it that she had, and the help was lacking? Or something else?

“I will see you both for your free time after dinner,” Samsara told them evenly. “If you are going to waste my resources, you will help me replace them.”

“Yes, Samsara,” the two teens replied in sullen tones.

I nodded respectfully before looking at Rain. She had her head down. The look on her face was thunderous. What caught my eye, though, was what she was doing. While I had paper and a quill, she had what looked like a thin piece of wood. Rather than a quill, she used the tip of her finger, and was carving letters into the wood. Her script was large and bold. Almost like I had seen etched on the official notices hung up in town from the Baron.

Just who was this girl?

The class continued, without any more shenanigans. Samsara spoke about potential teams. How they would be determined in the case of a draw. Then the theory on how the teams themselves would operate. Stem, for their militant personifications, were rather straightforward. Their goal was to start every battle at one hundred percent, and take down their opponent before their opponent could mount a successful defense. That was good and bad.

It meant that every fight would be over quickly. For the most part, it would likely work. It also left them open to anyone who was able to counter that first strike. If it failed, their tactics were to regroup and try again from a different angle, or technique. High risk and high reward. Not really something I could get onboard with, despite its obvious benefits. The students here in Stem were the strongest, and they certainly knew it.

“And that should be it for today,” Samsara nodded to herself. “Think on what we are trying to achieve here. The Stem of the school is the backbone. Our resistance is our livelihood, and it must be strong.”

That seemed to be the key, and the students began packing up. Now they moved around, I could see what Samsara was talking about. Some of them were my age. Some were a few years older. There were, however, an obvious few that were much, much younger. The youngest looked to be a girl, perhaps only twelve or so years old. She had been sitting up the front, hanging onto Samsara’s words.

It made me a little sad. The circumstances that would have led a child to join the school must have been horrific. The idea of enslaving someone so young to use as a tool for an unknown practice was just… horrifying to me.

“Are you going to move?” Rain snarked at me.

I turned and saw the way my seat had her boxed into her own. “Sorry,” I stood quickly, taking my notes with me. “Where can I find some ink and paper for this essay I have to write?”

“Don’t know. Don’t care,” Rain huffed as she pushed past me towards the exit.

I sighed softly and followed after, while the two teens made their way down to Samsara. Rain was… not what I expected her to be. She was beautiful, and yet so very hostile. Anyone would think her some kind of bitch. And yet, my gut feeling said it was a defense mechanism. She didn’t hate me, or anyone else. She just refused to allow herself to be beholden to someone for any reason. Not even simple kindness. It made me feel bad that nobody here had taken it upon themselves to be her friend. What could possibly have happened to make her so unanimously hated?

I was still mulling over that thought when I heard hurried footsteps behind me. When I turned, it was to see the forearm of one of the teens. He caught me under the neck and shoved me against a wall. Before I could react, his friend drove his fist into my gut. The shout about to escape my lips left with a heavy wheeze as I buckled and dropped to my knees.

“First warning,” the ringleader of the two said, as he bent down to my level. “You fuck with me. I fuck with you. Got it?”

“Who taught you to punch like that?” I managed to choke out before meeting the eyes of his accomplice.

“My old man was a fighter,” he grinned.

“Oh,” I nodded. “Sounds about right. If he taught you to hit like that, he must be half the man Samsara is.”

“You fucking–”

“HEY!”

I turned at the sharp tone and spotted none other than Rain storming towards us. I grimaced and tried to push myself upright. The two bullies pulled together before shoving me aside.

“Remember what I fucking told you,” the ringleader spat as they made a swift exit.

I grunted and turned to thank Rain as she shoved me against the wall with a palm on my chest.

“Just what the fuck is your problem?” she hissed.

“Me?” I gasped as my stomach churned.

“You!” She leaned in before frowning. “What’s wrong with you?”

“I’m fine,” I grunted as she removed her hand and let me slump a little.

“You’re not,” she sighed. “What happened?”

“Nothing,” I repeated.

“Y’know what? I don’t have time for this shit,” she swore and turned away.

I watched the militant sway of her hips as she marched away, before heading for the stairs. I thought about following, but decided against it. If I came up the same way she did, others would see us. Considering what had just happened, I didn’t know if it would be a good thing for us to be associated. I wasn’t so much worried about myself. What worried me was if I started getting targeted. Just because I got one up on a bully over a minor prank, I still needed to know how to throw a punch before the next time I got slugged in the guts.

With a wince, I turned and made my way down the opposite corridor, only to spot Samsara step out of the stairwell ahead of me. She turned and frowned as she saw the way I held myself.

“What happened?” she asked as she came straight to my side. “Rain said you were hurt.”

“She did?” I grunted in confusion.

“Don’t sound so surprised. You’re already aware she’s not all she seems on the outside,” Samsara placed her hand on me before filling me with warmth.

I felt relief flood my system, and the ache in my belly subsided before I took a deep breath. “Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Samsara smiled. “Now I’ve healed you. There’s no excuse for you not to write that essay.”

I groaned and shook my head. “Can’t I just pretend I can’t read?”

“I mean, that could have worked. But then you’d have to find a way to hide the fact you were taking notes in class,” Samsara smiled. “Don’t worry, the others aren’t quite so strict as Stem.”

“Who am I going with tomorrow, then?” I asked.

Samsara shook her head. “Worry about that in the morning. Right now, it’s mealtime.”

I nodded and followed the hamadryad up the stairs into the Gathering Hall. There were… way more people than I thought. The room was full, both sides. Others were camped out on the floor, sitting on picnic blankets with their friends. Students hurried back and forth, eating on the move. I spotted a familiar face, and headed in that direction, as I spotted one more.

Rain, once again on her own. I thought about what Samsara had told me. The hamadryad had already peeled off and headed toward the kitchen. With nothing left to lose, I gave Prim a wave, and headed over to Rain, who was eating what looked like a classic meal of roast meat and vegetables. She was huddled on a corner of a table, occupied by a group of individuals who were having a hushed conversation that clearly didn’t involve her. They frowned as I approached, but I ignored them as I stopped in front of Rain, who froze in place.

“Thanks,” I told her.

She looked up at me with an angry glare. Before she could open her mouth, I turned and made my way over to Prim and Lieth. I glanced back at Rain, only to see a confused look on her face. I’d heard a word for it back home. Gobsmacked. I imagined I’d have probably looked like that too if someone had done as the word implied. I snorted to myself and made my way over to my friends. They were once again sitting with Gyun and Yenna. Yenna was scowling, while Gyun looked confused.

“Who’s your friend?” Prim asked.

“Wouldn’t want to be friends with that psycho,” Yenna hissed.

I frowned. “She doesn’t seem so bad.”

“What’s wrong with her?” Leith asked.

“It’s… complicated,” Gyun muttered to himself.

“No, it’s not,” Yenna snorted. “She killed a student. It’s all hush hush. Samsara keeps her around for some reason. But nobody trusts her.”

“She killed a guy?” I asked. “Seriously?’

“I was there for the funeral,” Yenna shrugged.

“I arrived the year after,” Gyun shrugged. “Everyone pretty much stays away from her.”

I looked back and saw her pick up the tray she had been eating off. She arrived quick, and she was leaving just as quickly. As far as I was concerned, that didn’t make any sense. My gut feeling about those two teens made me think they were up to no good. Rain just seemed… sad. I suppose that didn’t mean she was innocent, but something told me it wasn’t murder. Whatever it was, there was more to the story. Something that wasn’t being said, or at least, not believed.

Maybe that was the reason she acted so harshly towards people. Anyone who wanted to gossip, that may have tried to get close, would have betrayed her trust, eventually. Either they wouldn’t have believed her, or they would have started trying to get her to confess. I suppose in a situation where you couldn’t see people coming, it would have been devastating to find everyone trying to delve into a traumatic experience in the guise of friendship.

I looked at the table and saw they each had a tray. “I should get something to eat.”

“Know where you’re going?” Leith asked.

“I’ll take him,” Prim smiled and stood.

Leith gave a shrug, and Prim leaned down to kiss him. They made a cute couple, and I turned away to let them have their moment. Yenna rolled her eyes while Gyun tried to hide how uncomfortable he was about it. When Prim was good and done, she stood and shot me a smile. “Come on.”

I nodded and followed behind as she led me around the tables. The familiar faces of the two who had accosted me shot me glares from a table of their friends. I watched as they all turned to look at me as I passed by. The two were teens, but the rest of their table looked our age. I couldn’t help but notice a few of them were the same ones who had pushed Rain down the day before.

“Come on,” Prim nudged me. “You can make friends later.”

“Not sure I want to be friends with them,” I grunted.

Prim frowned, but didn’t say anything as she led me to a window. There were no less than three Samsara’s hustling around inside. Each wearing an apron. One was scrubbing dishes in the back, while another was sorting uneaten food into shared trays, before taking used trays into the back. The last smiled at me as I approached.

“I was getting worried you weren’t up for eating.” her bussing body blindly handed over a clean tray for the serving body to start plating up for me. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m–”

CRASH!

I turned and frowned as I spotted Rain on the floor again. I saw an older student on the bully’s table retract his leg. He had the symbol of the man with the raised fist on his robe, and he, along with his friends, laughed at the girl on the floor.

Without thinking, I was already moving. Rain was getting to her hands and knees when I reached her side. I bent, taking her shoulder, before helping her up. That’s when I saw it. A river of blood poured from her mouth and nose. She had landed hard on her face. Her nose was crooked, and she had her lips pulled back, showing her broken front teeth. There were tears rolling down her cheeks already, and I heard the broken sob that escaped her mouth.

I felt something bubble up inside me and turned to the table. The one who had tripped her was holding his face like he was trying not to burst into laughter. I’d never been so angry in my life. I snarled, reaching for his robe. His eyes snapped to me, and he held up his hands in a mocking gesture of surrender. Which was entirely against the point of me driving my fist into the side of his face. The blow stunned us both. Me, because I’d never hit anyone before. And him, from the obviousness of being hit.

I was so surprised by what I had just done. That I didn’t realize what had happened as the world tumbled around me. The pain of the punch came a moment later, and I found myself staring at the ceiling. I craned my head and looked back at the situation as he picked himself up off his seat. His eyes were wide and furious as a small dribble of blood leaked from the corner of his mouth. I could see the logo on his robe, and remembered. A shengren. Physical affinity. I’d just punched a guy whose entire power set was around physical strength and power.

At that moment, I realized that unless Samsara intervened; I was probably going to die. At least… That was until Rain swung around in front of him. Her eyes shone the brightest blue. Not blue like the ocean, but the fierce, glowing blue of a lightning strike. She swung between us and drove her small fist forward. Whatever I was expecting, it wasn’t for a blue shimmering wall to appear. It struck her opponent in the chest, and he flew back, crashing into his table, knocking it sideways and sending several of his friends to the ground in a heap.

“ENOUGH!” Samsara screamed.

The hall fell silent, and one of Samsara’s bodies strode into the middle of the room. She looked around at the group of us. The shengren was groaning on the ground, while Samsara came to Rain. She patted the girl on the shoulder before looking directly at me.

“Go to your room,” she ordered. “Now.”

“Okay,” I nodded, and picked myself up.

“Areli!” Samsara snapped.

I turned, wondering if I had done something. “Yes?”

“Take a tray, you haven’t eaten,” she nodded, before turning back to the one on the ground. “You, Thrixx. You started this. You can clean it up. I want my floor sparkling when you’re done. You’ll find a mop in the kitchen. While you’re tidying, your friends can put the table back.”

I cast a look at Rain and saw the way her shoulders shook before catching Samsara’s glare once more. I swallowed whatever feeling I had and turned to the kitchen. The Samsara there handed me a tray laden with food. I wasn’t sure, but it almost seemed like too much. I didn’t know if she just didn’t know how much I usually ate, or if she was trying to reward me for standing up to Thrixx. In either case, I muttered my thanks and made my way to the nearest staircase.

I paused at the top, letting a rather cute couple come up before descending. I moved quickly, but calmly. There was a lot on my mind. The first of which was how quickly and easily I had been knocked across the room. The second was how quickly Rain had returned the favor to Thrixx. The third… What had caused me to lash out and punch the man? I mean, sure; I was mad. Rain was a mess, and he deserved to be punched. I’d just never been mad enough at someone to punch them. It was like something overcame me. I didn’t know what it was. But the sight of Rain in so much pain flipped something in my head and I couldn’t resist wiping the smirk off that bastard’s face. Even now, I felt the anger pooling in my core, but… I let it go.

Anger had its place in the world. Relying on it would be dangerous, though. I didn’t want to be that man. I’d seen too many fall into bad habits. Once you became comfortable with anger, it struck out in bad ways. Beaten wives, drunken brawls. A quick way to end up hanging from a rope if you let it out at the wrong time, in the wrong place.

No… Anger wasn’t something I wanted to be comfortable with. That temper of mine, wherever it had come from, needed to be reined in. Just thinking about that made me smirk. Something about the idea of Rain made me slightly giddy. I didn’t know what it was. She was beautiful, sure. Just… something about her hit me in a way I’d never experienced. What it was, I didn’t know. I just hoped she could put up with me looking out for her. Because after jumping between me and Thrixx, I definitely owed her one.

“Are you just going to stand in the hallway, or are you going to come inside?” Samsara asked.

I jerked around and sighed as I realized she was holding the door open to the inner circle. I’d been standing, lost in thought, for at least a few minutes.

“Sorry,” I mumbled and stepped through.

“So am I,” Samsara sighed. “You took me by surprise. That doesn’t happen often.”

“I did?” I turned to the hamadryad.

She nodded and stepped closer, before peering at me as if trying to work something out. “You’re a strange one, Areli. Your affinity is completely unknown, and so far, has only shown itself under duress. And yet you have so much power within you, I could harvest you and grow an army large enough to take my fight to the slavers themselves.”

I froze. “Wait–”

“I’m not saying I would,” she smiled. “Just understand that if you die, or you force me to kill you. I have options.”

“I’d rather avoid those options, if you don’t mind,” I stepped towards my room and she let out a soft giggle.

“I think we’d both prefer not to go that far. Truthfully, when problems have arisen in the past, I’ve tried for peaceful options. When those have failed, unless absolutely necessary, I prefer to banish, rather than kill.”

I nodded before taking a deep breath. “Rain.”

Samsara nodded and gave me a sad smile. “It is her story to tell. But no. She is not a murderer.”

I nodded. Then sighed. “Did you heal her up?”

“I did,” Samsara smiled. “She is rather furious at you. So you better hurry up and write that essay and the apology letters. She might just be the death of you. And I want my instructions carried out before she does anything permanent.”


Five


Seed house was… strange. Stem house was rigid, harsh and unyielding. Truly the epitome of strength and power. Their entire existence in this place was the empowerment of themselves and the adherence to their core principals. While you could say much the same about the other houses in their dedication to their home…

“Everyone have a biscuit?” Samsara asked as she slumped in a nearby… bean bag?

At least I think that’s what they called them. It sounded right. They were strange chairs, made of large sacks, stuffed with small… well beans. It was strangely comfortable, at least once I worked out how to sit in it properly. The class was clustered about in similar chairs, with a small side table beside each one. The table was just large enough for a stack of paper, a cup of tea, and the occasional biscuit.

The actual study had been more… well, I would hardly call it study. My history with schooling was a grumpy old man glaring at me until I got my letters right, before glaring a little more until I had the corresponding numbers and symbols as I drew up a practice report that would have gone to the baron about the harvest.

Sitting in chairs, discussing the finer points of… happiness. That was completely bizarre to me. I could tell there was an undertone of education here, but so much of it was about care. Both for oneself, and the school as a whole. Even now, a young woman on the far side of the room offered hints about how she knitted a particular fold into what looked like a cardigan for one of the younger students in the class.

Honestly, I hadn’t learned all that much from here. There wasn’t an emphasis on history or lore like in Stem House. This was all comfort, warmth, and care. Which was something that hit me after a while. Most of the students in this school had escaped horrors. Either from fleeing the slavers, or loved ones. Some had battled for their freedom, endured being injured and having close friends or family die. Others were abandoned entirely and only ended up here after fleeing horrible abuses designed to quicken a druid’s abilities. Druids were considered a gold mine to many people and if anyone was suspected to have latent power… well, there were a lot of horror stories to go around.

Where Stem were the defenders. Seed was all nurture. They were soft, gentle, and caring in nature. Despite seeing all the various affinities represented here, it was obvious that affinity didn’t determine personality. The woman knitting, for example, was a shengren. The speed she was knitting was well beyond what my eyes could track. What was more, a few of the students had been called out of the room.

A pair of Alms—Healers—had left with a version of Samsara to help attend a mock battle in another part of the school. Samsara would have been more efficient, but she put importance on giving proper training to all. When those two students returned, others clustered around, sharing a moment of care, until they were ready to rejoin the class.

“I thought this a better way to ease you into things,” Samsara called softly.

I turned and nodded. “It’s… nice. Very different from what I was expecting after yesterday.”

“One extreme to the other,” Samsara laughed. “Stem and seed are almost polar opposites, and yet so similar in many ways.”

“I can see that,” I agreed. “Stem might be the defenders. But seed are the ones who help clean up afterwards.”

Samsara smiled before giving a slow nod. “I’m glad you can see that. Traditionally, Stem and seed have not gotten along. Stem seeing seed as weak, while seed seeing Stem as reckless. Both are right and wrong in equal measure.”

“And the other houses?” I asked.

Samsara thought on it for a moment, before shrugging. “Less extreme than either… For the most part.” I raised an eyebrow and waited for her to elaborate. She shook her head and let out a sigh instead. “Unfortunately, after class today, you will be attending detention.”

“Detention?” I frowned.

Samsara nodded as several students gave me sympathetic looks. So different from Stem. “Rain declined to pass any fault in the incident yesterday. Thrixx then challenged my decisions and without Rain’s backing, I am forced to administer judgment. Without Rain’s assault being taken into consideration, you struck a student.”

“You’re kidding…”

Samsara shook her head. “Unfortunately, these are the rules. If I bend them once, I have to bend them again.”

“So what happens now?” I asked.

Samsara smiled. “Eat your biscuit. Detention will start after class. Then break for the evening meal, and you will finish your task afterwards.”

“Great,” I sighed. “Oh, and about those apology letters?”

“Yes, you still have to complete those,” she smiled. “Six more days before you rotate back into Stem House.”

“I’ll need some ink and paper then,” I told her.

Samsara smiled. “I’ll have some delivered this evening. You can start as soon as you finish detention.”

I grunted in agreement and ate my biscuit. The rest of the class seemed more like idle chatter. I did sense an undertone, though. They were building relationships. There were groups. Like-minded individuals, despite the house itself. It almost looked like Samsara was monitoring them. Perhaps for the tournament? In either case, I was a little stiff from all the sitting and relaxing I had done all day by the time Samsara led me into leaf House.

The few students I saw gave me various looks. Most of them were simply curious. A few recognized me, though. A couple didn’t look happy, but others smirked in a way that made me feel like I’d done something impressive. I didn’t get a chance to find out before Samsara brought me out a side door and into the afternoon sun. Which shone brightly off Rain’s silver hair as she stood with her eyes closed, feeling its warmth.

“Rain?” I paused.

She sighed and turned to face me. “I didn’t know I was going to have company.”

“Hauling the nets is a two-person job,” Samsara smiled. “I know you haven’t done this before.”

“No,” Rain sighed.

Samsara gestured towards a strange-looking device. It was a round pillar, with spokes sticking out from either side. The platform we stood on had a dozen or so tie off points with thick ropes wrapped around them in a strange figure of eight knot.

“Areli, you will be spearheading the delicate work on this one. Not that I do not trust Rain, but because I know that there are an awful lot of accidents that have occurred in her presence,” Samsara gestured for me to approach the closest tie-off point. “This is a simple knot,” she gestured for me to take hold before releasing it.

I felt the weight of the rope. It dragged me to the water’s edge, at least until I pulled back and set my weight on the platform to steady myself.

“Good,” Samsara smiled. “You’d be surprised how many people take their first swim at this point. It’s why there are two ropes. You will need both, but you do one at a time or you risk dropping a net. That would make me very upset.”

“Got it,” I grunted, before Samsara led me back to the strange pillar.

“Rain, that lever to your right, please give it a pull,” Samsara instructed.

I saw the lever that she referred to. Rain seemed to as well. I didn’t know how she navigated the world, but I was still impressed when she reached out without a worry and took hold. Like the rope, it was heavy to move. I watched her face contort with effort before the spoked pillar slid upwards by a few inches. The exposed wood had a groove carved into it.

“Now, walk the rope around three times. Get it into that notch. Rain, you don’t need to hold it,” Samsara told us both.

Rain frowned before relaxing her grip. The pillar remained in place, and I started walking the loose end of the rope around the pillar. When I finished my third pass, Samsara brought me back to the tie-off point and showed me how to retie the knot. Then I repeated the whole thing with the second rope, tying it off once more.

“With it tied off, you won’t lose the net if something goes wrong,” Samsara smiled. “Not that it should, anyway. My vines are strong and capable. I am, however, limited in the direction I can apply force. Corralling fish, or dragging someone towards the school is quite easy. Hauling a dozen nets from all parts of the lake is an exhausting effort. Usually I have volunteers to help with this, but detention is another way the chore is carried out.”

“So, we just start pulling then?” I asked.

Samsara frowned before shaking her head. “Rain, push the lever back the other way. Areli, those spokes. Take hold of one each on opposite sides. Then start pushing.”

I looked at Rain when she pushed the lever. The pillar dropped, taking the rope below the platform where we wouldn’t trip on it. Then she turned to the pillar. It seemed the blind girl knew what was up. She might not have done this before, but she was at least familiar with the idea. I moved over and slipped behind the spoke opposite hers and looked at Samsara.

“You’re the one with the ability to see. Rain will need your guidance to work safely,” Samsara smiled, before stepping out of the way.

“Are you ready or not?” Rain growled from behind me.

“Ready,” I nodded.

Rain made a grunt as the pillar began to rotate. I took hold of the spoke before me and started to push, taking the weight of the net. It wasn’t all that heavy. Just awkward and slow. A single person could probably manage it, but it would take time. We worked together, Rain grunting while I worked up a sweat. There were more than a few muttered curses and I held a few back myself.

Eventually, I spotted a metal linkage in the rope. It went to a split, that I realized was the edge of the net Samsara was referring to. What followed was the splashing of dozens of medium-sized fish, all desperately trying to escape the net enclosing them.

Samsara held up her hand, and a group of students came out, taking hold of the net. They dragged it onto the platform before going over to those metal linkages. In short order, they disconnected the full net before dragging it aside. A new net was then attached and tossed over the side.

“Now, Rain, if you’ll throw that lever once more. Areli, please step back.” Samsara smiled.

Rain, now a little sweaty and tired looking, stepped back to the lever and gave it a pull. The pillar rose before beginning to rotate backwards. The fresh net sank into the water, while the other students plucked fish from the used net and tossed them into baskets to take inside. A green tentacle swished over the water, catching the net, before the pillar began to spin far quicker than it had.

“Just a few moments,” Samsara smiled, before the pillar slowed to a comfortable stop. “And now if you untie the ropes, one by one. Unravel from the pulley and tie them back into place. You’ll have completed your first net. The rest are all the same. Retrieve the net, the other students will swap the full net for an empty one and I take the net back out.”

I looked at Rain and saw the expression on her face before sighing. “Let’s go then. The sooner we get it done, the sooner we can eat and relax.”

“Right,” Rain grunted.

I did as Samsara instructed. Untying the ropes one by one and after unwinding them from the pillar that Samsara called a pulley, I re-tied them. Then moved down the platform to the next set of ropes. The work was monotonous, boring and in the sun—it was steadily getting hotter, despite the air growing cooler. I kept an eye on Rain, making sure she was clear when I went to move something. She waited patiently in return to let her know when I was out of the way before she touched the lever. The two of us made a pretty good team in the end.

So much so that by the time Samsara came to collect us for the evening meal, we were almost finished hauling up the last net. The team of students gave us a disgruntled look as we made it clear we weren’t stopping. Neither I nor Rain seemed to care. They hadn’t spoken to us at all. Not that Rain and I had spoken outside of the work necessary. I just wanted it over with, before a meal, a bath, and some sleep. I wasn’t going to get into writing those damn letters today. If I could keep my mouth shut tomorrow, then I could do it then.

“That was fast,” Samsara smiled as the last net came up onto the deck.

The others disconnected it, before attaching the previous, now empty net we’d brought up before. With a shove, I moved out of the way and turned to Rain. “I’m clear.’

She nodded and hit the lever, raising the pulley and sending the net back into the water. I waited with them while the others removed the fish from the last net until finally I had the “all clear” to start setting the ropes. When I was finished, I saw Samsara waiting, and no sign of Rain anywhere.

I had hoped that perhaps we could have ended up on at least friendly terms after all this. Seeing her gone was… disappointing. Still, Samsara’s smile was warm, even if the other students weren’t so.

“Come on,” Samsara gestured. “Do you want to bathe before you eat?”

“Do I have time?” I asked.

Samsara nodded. “I’ll put something aside for you. I won’t make exceptions for people showing up late, but with some warning and a good reason, I can be accommodating.”

“Thanks,” I smiled. “Where… where do I bathe?”

Samsara paused before frowning. “That is a good point. How did you bathe last night?”

“Water from a bucket. I rubbed myself down,” I admitted.

Samsara made a noise and shook her head. “For now, I think I have a solution.”

That solution turned out to be extremely uncomfortable. I was nude, sitting in slightly cool water, nestled amongst the roots of the great flower in the center of the inner circle. There were plenty of gaps. These were filled with roots, taking water from the lake below. That also made small impressions where I now sat, with a very naked hamadryad opposite of me.

“Is this form displeasing?” she asked.

“What?” I flinched, trying not to look at her.

“My form?” Samsara asked. “Wait, are you perhaps uninterested in women?”

“No!” I spun, before taking in the sight of her breasts and turned away once more. “I’ve just… never…”

Samsara tilted her head. “I’m not offering you sex, Areli. Though that could be an excellent motivation for you to learn your abilities.”

“What?” I squeaked again.

Samsara laughed. “Of the carrot, and the stick. The carrot usually works better. Would that be a proper motivation for you? I can create a body, one just for pleasure. No risk, no long-term repercussions. Just you, me, and–”

“I’veneversleptwithawoman,” I blurted.

Samsara smiled and gave a small laugh. “That much is obvious. But if I’m making you this uncomfortable, I shall keep my distance.”

I let out a sigh and nodded. “Thank you. Why are you here anyway? Do you really need to bathe?”

“Not as such,” she shook her head. “It would take tremendous effort for you to damage my roots. But I am essentially here to keep an eye on you. If something were to happen, here is where it would harm me the most.”

“You think I might hurt you?” I turned to her.

“No,” Samsara smiled kindly. “At least, I don’t think you would do so intentionally. Tell me though. When you attacked Thrixx, what was going through your mind?” I shook my head, and Samsara let out a small sigh. “I thought as much.”

“You really don’t know what I am?” I asked.

“Not in the slightest,” Samsara smiled. “From my best guess, your power activates under duress. First, it activated when I beat you senseless on the roof. Then again, when Thrixx injured Rain.”

“It’s annoying that you can tell that he’s the guilty party without doing anything about it,” I grunted.

“Normally I would,” Samsara sighed sadly. “Unfortunately, Rain sees her treatment as justified. She won’t allow me to act on her behalf. She would have just accepted the healing I would have provided her and gone about her evening.”

“Instead, I got in the way,” I nodded.

“That’s a rather apt description,” Samsara smiled. “It was good to see her assert herself once more.”

“That blue shimmer. She’s a bastion?” I asked, wanting to confirm.

“That she is,” Samsara smiled. “Quite a shock, too. It’s been a while since she has channeled that much power. It would have exhausted her to have continued in that state.”

“You said the glow of the eyes determines power.” I nodded.

“This is true,” Samsara agreed. “Her ability to channel power is quite high. She is extremely gifted. Her control is unmatched by her peers. Unfortunately, her mana pool is quite small, and her blindness makes it worse.”

“Is she completely blind?” I asked.

“From birth,” Samsara nodded.

I thought about it for a moment and frowned. “Then how does she see things? It’s like she knows where everything is at all times?”

“Only things in her immediate vicinity.” Samsara shook her head. “She worked it out quickly when she arrived. Around her is a small field that she uses with great effect. Anything that disrupts it, she can sense, like the web of a spider. It has its drawbacks. Students have worked out that she has difficulty sensing sudden changes close to other objects. Tripping her has been a constant torment.”

“And you don’t do anything to stop it?” I grunted.

Samsara shook her head. “She is Stem. If she were one of the others, I could intervene on her behalf. However, her sense of worth is tied into her moral code. One she refuses to allow me to interfere with. And so she carries on, dealing with her own problems as they come. She simply won’t accept my help.”

I nodded at that. Rain was a determined individual. Strong, empowered, and stubborn. It made me smirk. Just from what I had seen, she was really something. Samsara hadn’t stopped the fight until AFTER she had intervened. Clearly, Rain was more than she appeared. I looked at the strange item used to scrub myself down. Samsara told me it was the dried out remains of a kind of vegetable. It left a firm, rough structure that scraped away the dirt and grime with ease. With a bit of soap, I felt clean and comfortable once again.

Getting out was uncomfortable, though. Despite my discomfort with the situation. The hamadryad, or at least, the bodies she liked to present as, were extremely attractive. She smirked as I tried to hide my modesty before wrapping myself in a sheet to dry off. I hurried away, blushing as I listened to her quiet laughter before heading to my room to dress. Once clothed, I made sure to wait long enough that I was entirely calm without any embarrassing tenting to give me away—especially with my lack of proper underwear—before making my way up into the dining hall.

Where I spotted a familiar individual carrying a tray of food towards a table as far from everyone else in the room. Most of them looked like the same group that were here when I came and tasted that first day. A few had food, but most were busy doing whatever they wanted in their spare time. I ignored them all as I approached the window, where Samsara set out a tray of food for me.

“Thanks.” I nodded as I scooped it up before turning around.

Rain sat down at a nearby empty table, and I took a deep breath. Then I began to approach. She couldn't see me. Nor did she turn to look. Despite that, from the rumpled frown on her face, I could tell she knew I was approaching. Well, before I set down my tray opposite from her.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I thought I’d come sit with you,” I told her as I did just that.

The tray was a small selection of roasted and fried meat along with some vegetables. To my surprise, there was meat that wasn’t fish as well. Clearly, someone did some hunting as well, augmenting our meals.

“Nobody sits with me.” Rain frowned and stared right at me.

I stared right back into those dull gray eyes. I knew she was blind, but that didn’t stop me from seeing the emotions rolling around in them. She was confused, angry and if my gut told me anything—maybe just a little bit hopeful.

“I’m sitting with you,” I told her, before scooping up a mouthful of mashed potatoes.

“Why?” she asked.

“Why not?” I answered back as I continued eating. “Don’t wait on my account. This is really good.” She frowned at me before scooping up her food with ease. “Samsara told me you can sense nearby things. Is that how you are able to eat so easily?”

Rain glared for a moment and set down her fork. “What else has she told you?”

“Nothing I haven’t found out myself,” I shrugged.

Rain hissed and shook her head. “Whatever. Ask your questions, then leave me alone.”

I thought about it for a moment and smiled. “What’s your favorite class?”

Rain froze. “What?”

“Your class?” I asked. “I’ve only had a few. They just seem like the overarching standards of what two of the houses represent. I’m assuming there are others, teaching skills, magic and other things.”

“Yes,” Rain answered, sounding unsure. “You… you want to know what my favorite class is?”

“Yes,” I replied gently.

“Why?” she asked.

I let out a sigh. “Well… Usually, when you want to learn about someone, you tell them about yourself, then ask about them. I haven’t got much to say. My parents died. The baron sold my family’s land to a young couple while I was raised by the village elder alongside two others. Prim and Leith were the ones to bring me here and… it seems I have a knack for getting myself in trouble.”

Rain snorted and gave a small nod. “That much I can believe. If you want to avoid trouble, you’re doing a bad job of it. This time tomorrow, there’s going to be all sorts of rumors about us.”

I shrugged and scooped up a piece of fish. The flesh was tender, well cooked, with a hint of lemon. “This is really good,” I mumbled.

“I never much liked fish while growing up,” Rain sighed. “It’s the main source of protein here. I had to learn to live with it.”

“No wonder you’re so grumpy,” I muttered.

Rain straightened and glared right at me. Before her lips quirked and she shook her head. “Why are you being nice to me, Areli?”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because I killed someone,” she replied in monotone.

I nodded. “I’ll let you in on a secret of mine. Something that only two other people know about.” Rain frowned, but remained silent, so I continued. “I have a sense. Like a gut feeling. When I woke up the day I arrived here, I knew something was going to happen. Just like I knew it would when my parents died. When the baron sold my farm. When I saw those students push you down. Do you want to know what my gut senses whenever I look at you?”

“No,” Rain shook her head and went back to eating.

I chewed a mouthful and took a deep breath. “I don’t know what happened, Rain. But I can tell it wasn’t something evil. All I can sense coming from you is regret and⁠—”

She stood quickly. Her hands were clenched on the edges of her tray. Her eyes were down, and I could see tears trailing her cheeks.

“I don’t deserve your pity,” she mumbled, before relaxing her grip.

I watched as she straightened before taking her tray straight to Samsara’s kitchen. I slumped back for a moment, regretting putting my metaphorical foot in it. She deposited the tray, gave a quick word to Samsara and was heading to the stairs. I didn’t know what came over me, but I leaped to my feet and hurried to cut her off. She was silently crying. The angry type, which was the scariest if you ask me. Rain halted in front of me, glaring at the floor.

“Rain, I would like to apologize for the way I spoke to you,” I said quickly. “I didn’t intend to upset you. Nor did I intend to dig into your past and bring up old hurts.”

Rain nodded, gave a small sniff, then looked up. “Then what did you intend?”

“To thank you,” I smiled.

“Thank me?” Rain frowned.

I nodded, knowing she could sense the movement. “I’m pretty sure you saved my life yesterday. So thank you.”

Rain stared at me in shock before I turned and made my way back to my meal.


Six


“So… can I give these to you, or… do I have to find the specific version of you over in Stem?” I asked.

Samsara smiled and tilted her head. “I’m happy to take them. Usually I’d make students wait until their next class, but for you I’ll make an exception.”

“Thanks,” I grinned and handed her the stack of apology notes.

She thumbed through them and let out a sigh. “Areli, these just say the word sorry, next to the name of each student.”

“And while Stem and the others abuse a blind girl, they’re lucky to get that.” Areli narrowed his eyes at the hamadryad.

Samsara regarded him for a moment and gave a small nod. “How well do you expect to compete in this year’s tournament?”

That was something I hadn’t put a lot of thought into. “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I don’t have any control over my affinity. I’ve never really been in a fight before, either.”

Samsara nodded, then sighed. “Tonight. After meal time, you and I are going to do some training. Even without an affinity, you need to know how to defend yourself.”

“Is this just an excuse to punish me for my apology notes?” I asked.

Samsara smiled in a way that told me everything. “Take a seat Areli. Class will begin soon.”

I groaned softly and turned. The room was different once again. Stem was rigid, with rows of seats and tables. It was set up like the Baron’s meeting hall, where they all faced the front. This was similar, except the chairs were taller, almost like stools. The tables were wider too, and on each table was a leather wrapped bundle.

I moved to the first available spot and ignored the disgruntled mutter from the young man beside me. He didn’t even bother hiding how his head turned to other tables looking for an alternative. I was about to get up again when a second disgruntled sigh sounded off behind me.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Dreril.”

I glanced back and saw a young lady. She had dirty brown hair, a smattering of freckles, and a thick pair of glasses. She marched down, giving me a frustrated glance as she moved to stand beside my partner.

“Ahh,” Dreril frowned.

“Well?” the young woman asked and tapped her foot impatiently. “You gonna take my spot so we can get on with today?” She nodded her head at the table she had been sitting at, before her eyes narrowed and her pert little nose flared. “Or you gonna stand there with your head up your arse wondering what that shitty aftertaste is?”

I snorted before I could hold it in, but Dreril took the hint and stood up. He shuffled away, moving to the spot she just vacated, while my freckled companion took the seat beside me.

“Thank you Lity,” Samsara smiled.

I glanced over and saw the symbol on a necklace around Lity’s neck. A five petal lotus.

“See something you like?” She turned a glare towards me.

“Sorry,” I shook my head. “I’ve only met a few people, and none of them were alms.”

Her expression sharpened for a moment before she nodded. “Considering how well you like to fuck up, I’m not surprised.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that, but I was saved by Samsara clearing her throat. “Alright everyone, today we’ll be taking to the roof. I’d like to remind everyone that while the chances are slim, I cannot be accountable for every incident. Accidents are rare, but please be aware of the dangers of falling.”

“Finally,” Lity smiled as she scooped up the leather bundle before her and turned to me. “Grab your shit. Let’s go.”

“Go?” I questioned, only to earn myself a glare.

I reached out and took the bundle, before standing as the rest of the class followed. Samsara led the way, and Lity gave me a small push to get me to follow. It seemed she wanted to be first in line, and was immediately put in a bad mood when I didn’t quite make it before someone else reached the door before me. Still, she didn’t do anything to force herself through, saving her distaste for me as she muttered profanities under her breath.

I hurried along in the group while Samsara led us to the roof of the house. Today was a cool one, with a heavy layer of clouds above us. Just from looking, I knew there was rain coming. It made me wonder about living in the middle of a lake. But then, surely there was something I was missing. This school had been here a while. A bit of rain wasn’t going to hurt anything… surely?

“FIGHT!”

I flinched and turned towards the sound. I saw the familiar sight of Samsara on the roof of Stem house. The students were arranged in groups. They marched back and forth, performing various strikes and lunges, while a separate pair came to blows in a duel. The first, a man I didn’t recognize, threw out his hand. A large rock pulled free off the roof and with a wave of his hand, he threw it directly at his opponent… Rain.

My heart stopped as I watched what was likely her death. Only for Rain to throw up her own defense. I saw the shimmer of her shield as she punched it forward. It covered her from head to toe, and the rock shattered as it bounced off the shield. Rather than retaliate, she stood perfectly still, holding the shield up. Her opponent ripped up several more stones and hurled them at her shield, to the same effect.

He tried to move around, but she followed him easily. All the while, he picked up stones and hurled them at her. At least, until he got her into a position he liked, and picked one up behind her. My eyes went wide as I imagined her getting struck in the head. Rain must have sensed it coming and suddenly pulled her shield close, wrapping it around her. The rock crashed into her shield as she dropped to her knees.

I stood in horror as it seemed that was the moment her opponent was waiting for. It all happened so fast. One after the other, her opponent pummeled her shield as she crouched in place. I saw the moment it flickered, and the Samsara overseeing the duel threw her hand up. But not before her opponent threw one last rock. Her shield shattered, and even from here I heard the pained screech as the rock slammed into her shoulder. She pitched over the edge of the roof, flailing. I was already moving. Heading for the edge so I could leap into the water myself, as a strong arm wrapped around my wrist.

Before I could wrench free, a green vine burst from the water, catching Rain and cradling her as she fell. My heart leaped into my throat, and I took a deep breath as she was cradled by the limb, and brought to one of the windows on the lower floors. Only as another Samsara appeared to pull her to safety, did I turn and glare at the one holding me.

“She’s fine,” Samsara nodded.

“He could have killed her,” I growled.

“He could have,” Samsara nodded. “But he didn’t.”

“This isn’t–”

“Fair,” Samsara’s grip tightened. “He will be dealt with. I promise.”

I wanted to argue, but I realized the entire class was staring at me like I’d grown a second head. I glanced back towards Stem house, where the tentacle was retracting into the lake once more. Part of me wanted to go check on her, but then… My gut told me that was probably not something she’d be comfortable with right now.

“Fuck,” I grunted.

“Thank you Areli,” Samsara smiled. “Let’s go everyone!”

The class moved off, and I stepped around the hamadryad to join them. To my surprise, Lity was waiting for me.

“You okay?” She asked.

I looked her in the eyes. She still had that look to her. Like she wanted to move on, but… there was just enough in her expression to tell me that she had asked a genuine question.

“Yeah,” I sighed. “I’m good.”

“You really like her, huh?” Lity asked.

I nodded and turned as she followed alongside me. “She’s a friend.”

“Good,” Lity smiled. “Everyone needs a friend.”

I didn’t know what to make of that. The class turned out to be something I hadn’t expected. Leaf house were the ones in charge of maintaining the ecosystems of the lake. This meant they watched the levels of fish, the nutrients in the water, and the health of the plants and farms. The roof of the Gathering Hall was just that. A massive farm, you couldn’t quite make out unless you were standing there. Something difficult to accomplish without Samsara using her vines to lift us up one by one.

“Why don’t you handle all this yourself?” I asked as Samsara put me down beside a version of herself.

“I’m more than capable of doing this all myself,” she smiled. “But I’m not a slave, and everyone should learn some skills, even if they’ll likely never use them.”

“Use mine all the time.” Lity stepped past, opening her leather pouch.

I caught a glimpse of what was inside and frowned before opening my own. Inside were several tools. The smallest shovel I’d ever seen, a pair of heavy duty scissors with a short, curved set of blades, and a three-pronged hand rake.

“Is this a pruning kit?” I asked.

“Exactly right,” Samsara smiled. “You said you grew up on a farm?”

“I did.” I nodded and looked around.

There were many, many plants. Some were annuals, having to be replanted every year, like carrots, tomatoes and a few others. There were also small trees and bushes, like blueberries and some smaller citrus varieties. Surrounding them all were Samsara’s vines, hiding the largest from casual observation from anyone not on the roof.

“Feel free to work as you please. If you have questions, I usually have a group of students who stick with me for educational purposes.”

“Right,” I nodded. “Just… prune away?”

“Prune away,” Samsara smiled. “We’ll take some of what is ripe down for meals later.”

“Great,” I nodded and looked for somewhere to start. Truthfully, it was huge. I had a feeling that some of her power went into speeding the growing process. That likely meant that things needed to be pruned and cleaned up far more regularly. I strode away from the groups who had started, while others were still arriving on top. A cluster gathered around Samsara, and she led them along the rows to pick weeds.

I couldn’t see Lity anywhere and shrugged at that. She was an interesting individual, but clearly had her own thing going on. That didn’t matter much to me, so I strayed near the edge. I spotted several bushes of berries I didn’t quite recognize. They were already pruned and healthy, so I left them alone while I stepped over one of Samsara’s vines. Only to spot a few yellowed leaves. I thought about it for a moment, and shrugged.

Bending, I took hold of the dying leaf, and extracted the heavy scissors, before quickly and cleanly shearing off the dying plant matter. The vine twitched, and I looked up to see if I’d done something wrong before going back to what I was doing. I clipped a few more, working my way along Samsara’s vine towards the thicker parts near the edge.

“I thought I was the only one who did this,” Lity called.

I flinched, and she gave a small laugh as I spotted her standing under an enormous leaf. She was fully upright, clipping old growth on the underside.

“I just picked up where I thought it needed it,” I admitted.

“She won’t admit it, but she receives the least amount of care out of all the plants,” Lity continued, before pushing out from under the leaf. “Besides, the leaves, stems and sap I take from her clippings make excellent catalysts in my potions.”

“You make potions?” I asked.

“It’s something I’ve taken up over the years,” Lity smiled. “It’s a slow process. There isn’t much here beyond the basics, and most of the ingredients are hard to find in the middle of a lake.”

“You can’t grow them?” I asked, looking around.

Lity shook her head. “Some things, yes. But for the most part, no. I have to get creative, or even work to reduce things and concentrate them to make up for what I need.”

“Sounds complicated,” I admitted.

“And time consuming.” Lity moved down before lifting a leaf to start snipping at something on the underside.

“Lity has been a diligent student,” Samsara said as a whole new body formed and stepped out of one of her vines. “And before you ask, Rain is fine. I have her in recovery in the room next to your own.”

“You’re staying in the inner circle?” Lity asked, turning to us both.

“Yeah, I still haven’t found a house yet,” I nodded.

“He likely won’t at this stage,” Samsara huffed. “I might have to think of a more permanent solution to the problem.”

“Well, if you’re going to open–”

“Yes Lity, we’ve discussed it,” Samsara sighed gently, before shaking her head. “Let me think on it for a while. Areli, please collect anything you trim from my vines and set them aside for Lity. She understated the importance of her potions.”

“They’re not all that,” Lity frowned.

“And yet the last attack, they were immensely useful,” Samsara turned and pushed her newly formed body back into one of her vines, vanishing back into the solid green it was before.

“So, what kind of potions do you make?” I asked, turning back to Lity.

She eyed me for a moment and swallowed. “Are you asking for genuine interest or because you’re trying to flirt with me?”

“Genuine interest,” I replied immediately, only to see a small frown grace her features.

Still, she smiled and gave a nod. “Well, the first potion I made ended up being more of a poison. That happens a lot when you mix two unstable components. You need to find a way to distill out the right…”

I stared at her as she spoke animatedly. Samsara was speaking accurately when she said that Lity was understating herself. I could only make out every second or third sentence, and outside of descriptions of ‘mix’ or ‘bottle’, I was feeling rather lost on the rest.
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“Hey,” I stopped as Samsara handed me my dinner tray. “Has Rain eaten tonight?”

“I was going to take something down a little later,” Samsara grinned. “I’m assuming you were going to offer?”

I smiled and gave a small nod. “If she’s fine to eat?”

“She is. The damage was severe, but she will recover.” Samsara handed me a second tray. I thought about her words for a moment and saw a flicker of indecision in Samsara’s eyes. “Please don’t make a scene, Areli. I said I’d handle it.”

“You did,” I nodded, then sighed. “Sorry, this isn’t your fault. I just feel…”

“Like an older brother?” Samsara guessed.

I went to nod, before frowning and shaking my head slowly. “N-no… I…”

“Ah,” Samsara smiled. “I thought so. Go on, she’s probably expecting you, anyway.”

I frowned at the hamadryad and shook my head. “That’s not–”

“Go, Areli, you’re holding up the line,” Samsara waved me off.

I wanted to argue the point, but she wasn’t wrong. Her just saying that gave the student beside me—a rather large, older man with a slight frown—the impetus to nudge me with his elbow. I shot Samsara a glare and stepped back, taking both trays with me. Looking over the Gathering Hall, I spotted Prim and Leith waving at me. I smiled and shook my head as I turned towards the nearest set of stairs. Which is where I spotted Lity sitting. On her own, with her nose in a book, all by herself.

She paused in her eating to pick up a quill and underlined something before going back to eating. It made me think for a moment, and I looked around. Most people stuck to groups. Their friends, usually made up part of their houses, similar affinities, or other clusters based on interests. Dotted about, though, there were the loners. Ones like Rain, but… without that level of direct torment. They were left to their own devices.

I shook that from my head as I made for the stairs. Lity didn’t even look up as I strode past, before setting off for the inner circle. I made it quickly, dodging a few students who were coming up. I used my shoulder to nudge open the doors and stepped into the inner circle itself.

Samsara’s massive flower stood in the center, the same as always. I ignored that for now and made my way over to my room. Samsara stood beside me ushering me in the direction of Rain’s room, so I kept going and stopped at a similar-looking door that was a crack open.

“Rain?” I called gently.

“Areli?” came the reply.

I grinned and shouldered the door open. Inside, the room was much the same as my own. A small bed, a shelf, and a chair to sit. Rain was propped up in bed. One arm holding a small book, the other in a sling, holding the limb to her side.

“You brought me food?” she asked as I came closer.

“Samsara said she would bring you some later,” I admitted. “I offered to bring it now.”

“Why?” she asked.

I rolled my eyes. “I was worried about you. When I saw that hit–”

“You saw that?” she grimaced. “Weak…”

“Weak?” I frowned. “What part of that was weak? Do you know how many of those rocks you stopped?”

“I didn’t stop that last one,” she grumbled.

“Why were you dueling, anyway?” I asked.

“That was the class,” Rain sighed. “We draw names, pair people up and duel. It’s… good practice.”

“Then why didn’t you just hit him then, like you did Thrixx?” I asked.

Rain opened her mouth, then closed it and shook her head. “What’s for dinner?”

I watched her for a moment and moved closer, before placing the tray on her lap as she moved the book.

“If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine,” I told her gently. “But that won’t stop me worrying when I see you get knocked off the roof.”

“Just not used to someone caring,” she sighed as she looked down at the tray. “What is it?”

I looked at our meals and gave them a sniff. “Some kind of pie, with roasted vegetables.”

“This is going to take ages,” she sighed.

I grinned and set my tray down by her feet, before retrieving the chair I spotted on my way in. “Not like I have anywhere else to be right now.”

“No hobbies?” Rain asked.

“Not really,” I grinned. “Other than making friends with misfits.”

“Oh?” Rain smirked. “Who’d you annoy to death today?”

I grinned and took my seat. “Well, I met someone. Lity, an alm.”

“She makes potions,” Rain nodded.

“You know her?” I asked, cutting a piece of my pie.

“Know of her at least,” Rain accepted, before jabbing at her pie with the fork. “We’ve never met, but ahh… There’s probably not a woman in this school who hasn’t taken one of her potions.”

“Really?” I asked. “Why? And why just the women?”

Rain shifted slightly before shaking her head. “Girl stuff.”

“Girl… Oh… Right.” I cleared my throat before looking at her tray. “Hold on.”

“What?” Rain asked.

I ignored her and stood. Leaving my tray behind, I moved up beside her and picked up her knife.

“What are you doing?” Rain asked.

“Fork, please, this will be so much easier if I cut this up for you.”

Rain hissed softly before setting down her fork. “I feel like a child.”

“You certainly don’t look like a child,” I grunted. The two of us fell into silence as Rain glared at me. “Look–”

“If that was your attempt to flirt with me, it could have gone better,” Rain grunted.

“It’s not like that.” I rolled my eyes, despite her not seeing it.

“So what’s it like then? From where I’m sitting, you’re babying the blind girl. Should I be impressed? Maybe–”

“Just happy to have a friend,” I grunted and set her fork down. “You want me to point out you’re attractive? Fine. You’re attractive. Am I here because you’re attractive? No. Something about you caught my eye, and I guess I just came over to introduce myself. My gut feeling tells me that under all the bullshit, you’re an interesting person. Hell, just seeing what you did to Thrixx tells me you know how to kick ass, and yet you let everyone walk all over you.”

“You don’t know the first thing about me,” Rain grunted.

I rolled my eyes again and took a seat. “That’s the point of making friends,” I said after a few moments. “Maybe I want to learn a few things about you.”

Rain chewed a piece of her pie before swallowing and giving a small nod. “I’m nobility.”

I snorted and let out a laugh before seeing the expression on her face. My gut backed up her words and I could tell she wasn’t lying. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “Just… I’m a farmer. The closest I’ve been to nobility was the Baron.”

Rain sighed and nodded. “I was the daughter of a duke. He kept me locked away for most of my life, and when my abilities quickened in my early teen years… Samsara found me.”

“She did?” I asked. “Prim and Leith made it sound like we had to get here ourselves.”

Rain nodded. “That’s how it works, for the most part. She reaches out, touches your dreams and tries to make you come to her. I was a special case, since I’m blind. One of the druids that left was visiting a nearby town. Samsara sent her to help me.”

“That’s amazing,” I smiled. “What happened to the druid?”

Rain sighed and shook her head. “She stayed for a few days, then left. Samsara told me a few weeks later that she died.”

“And I told you it wasn’t your fault,” Samsara said as she stepped into the room. “It was bad luck on her part.”

“If she hadn’t come back, she would have missed the patrol,” Rain pressed.

“Which was something they changed as soon as you fled your father,” Samsara sighed. “She would have been at risk anyway, the moment you left.”

“You could have warned her,” Rain tried once more.

Samsara shook her head. “That’s what you refuse to accept, Rain. I did warn her. Like you, she was strong willed, independent and thought she understood the risks. For her part, she was entirely correct, succeeded in her mission, and died to misfortune after she finished what she set out to do. None of this is your fault. None of this is your responsibility, and none of it makes that any less tragic.”

Rain sniffed, and I realized she was crying slightly. Her good hand moved up to wipe at her face and I wondered for a moment if I should try to comfort her. My gut didn’t have a response to this.

“Thank you for the meal, Areli. I think I’d like to get some rest now,” Rain whispered.

I nodded my understanding and collected my tray. “Let me know if you need anything.” Samsara followed me from the room before closing the door behind her. I turned back around and thought for a moment. “Why can’t you heal her, like you did me?”

“For starters, healing you and healing her are two very different things. Samsara chided me. “When I healed you, there was already a type of blueprint to regenerate what was already lost. For Rain, she was born blind, so her body doesn’t have a blueprint to regenerate her eyes. So, we need to create a blueprint that her body will accept as a replacement. That is a work in progress. Secondly, healing takes from the body, stripping it of resources. Hence why you slept for three days to recover. To heal Rain would require more resources than her body currently has. It doesn’t have the resources to spare.”

“That makes sense,” I muttered, before balancing my tray to continue eating.

“Some people would call that disrespectful,” Samsara eyed me.

I paused and looked at the tray for a moment. “Is this Stem Samsara I’m talking to?”

“No,” Samsara chuckled.

I shrugged. “Then I’m probably okay. Especially if it’s seed Samsara.”

The two of us laughed for a moment before she cleared her throat. “Hurry up, Areli. Our training begins as soon as you’re finished eating.”

I paused and swallowed nervously. “How’s this going to work?”

“Worried I’m going to beat you senseless again?” She grinned.

“A little,” I nodded.

“Don’t be,” she smiled. “Tonight, we’ll be going over some drills. I’ll show you some techniques, and then I’ll get you to use them.”

“Use them?” I frowned.

Samsara smiled. “Remember how I told you I could make a form purely for pleasure?”

“Ah…” I swallowed nervously. “Yes?”

“Well, I can make one more suited for combat if necessary. It’s tiring, but I can manage a few without a worry.”

“And this combat version of you,” I frowned. “What personality is she going to have?”

“Why, mine of course,” Samsara chuckled dangerously. “Who else would I be?”


Seven


Life in this school was certainly interesting. After the initial introductions to each house, I found that most people didn’t actually attend the classes. They did if they had something in particular they wanted to do, learn or accomplish, but for the most part, they lived like a small society. They got up, went to work, contributed to the totality that was the school, and then slept. Most of them were fine with that.

The older students or… perhaps tenants would be the better word. They had more duties, ranging from watching the shores to helping the farms, cleaning, preparing food or whatever else needed to be done during the day. Samsara’s ability to generate copies of her physical body was limited. She could have many with the capability to speak, pass instruction, or teach a class. Having those bodies do much more than serve meals became immediately more demanding on her.

I had the feeling she was far more capable than she let on. But I also understood her prior talks. Roaming patrols, how she caught Rain when she fell from the roof and the way she dipped into people’s dreams. She had power, but that didn’t make her an unstoppable force. Her strength came from her ability to cultivate her strength in a single place, and hold on to it until the situation demanded she expend it.

That she had put so much effort into creating this place at all was astounding. That she apparently held it against the tide of an entire kingdom was positively mythic.

“What are you thinking about?” Rain asked as she sat down beside me.

I smiled at my friend. Somewhere between the third and fourth day she came out of the infirmary, it was like seeing a whole new version of her. She still didn’t like to talk about her past. I could understand that. While mine was more uncomfortable and a little sad, I could tell she came from a situation that came with a lot of privileges, and a short leash. Still, in the weeks I had been here, she had finally come to accept that I wasn’t up to anything nefarious. Which was a shame. Because spending so much time with her was giving me nefarious thoughts.

“Just how much has changed,” I shrugged. “Coming here, nearly dying, getting my ass kicked… Getting my ass kicked again.”

Rain let out a small laugh before shaking her head. “It’s not all bad, is it?”

“No,” I had to admit, even if my blossoming friendship with Rain had strained my existing relationships with Prim and Leith. “I managed to hit her last night,” I grinned.

“Oh?” Rain smiled at me. “You managed to lay a hit on Samsara?”

“Yup,” I laughed, before shaking my head. “She made a mistake, and I slipped through her guard. It wasn’t hard, but I caught her in the base of the ribs.”

“Wow,” Rain sounded impressed. “What happened next?”

“Not sure,” I chuckled darkly. “She moved so fast I didn’t actually see. One moment I was standing there, slightly shocked that I’d hit her. The next I was face down on the ground with a swollen eye socket.”

Rain snorted and let out a small giggle. I was beginning to love that sound. So rarely did it happen. It was normal to get an amused snort out of her if I said something amusing, but an actual laugh was music to my ears. It was too early to say I loved the woman, and without knowing how she felt, I’d never broach the subject. I was certainly attracted to her, though.

The way her smile lit up the room. The rosy tint her cheeks gained when I teased her, and the pout of her bowed lips as she admonished me for her embarrassment. Oh, who was I kidding? She was beautiful, and the more time I spent with her, the harder it got for me to ignore that fact. I didn’t care a lick that she was blind. Rain was more than capable of living her life and far more powerful than myself.

Other than learning to throw a punch, my power only seemed to activate if I got mad enough. Something Samsara had been investigating with my nighttime beatings. Even then, it wasn’t like my power actually did anything. It didn’t lash out like an elementari. Nor did it strengthen my limbs to inhuman proportions like a shengren. There were no outbursts of energy, protections, charms or mental effects like a bastion, alm or celestial. Just a subtle rage that would flare and drive me to act, regardless of my intent or will.

“Alright,” Rain sighed as she set down her fork. “I need to get to class. We’re doing some group exercises today and…” she shook her head. “I need to have my wits about me.”

“I’ll see you tonight then,” I smiled at her, knowing that if she was paying attention, she’d be able to see it with that strange sense of hers she had.

As Rain walked off, I turned to Prim and Leith. They were setting down their trays as well. With a sigh, I picked up Rain’s and carried my trays over to Samsara’s kitchen. She took them with a smile, and I waited as Leith brought his and Prim’s up.

“You’re with us today, aren’t you?” He asked as he handed them over.

“Yup,” I smiled, though I didn’t particularly want to.

Petal house was… different. How Prim and Leith got in there, I didn’t know. I’d never considered my friends to have that kind of personality. But the snobbish members of the petal house welcomed them both with… Well there were no open arms. The way they held themselves, it was like an eternal rivalry. They bickered and fought amongst themselves, even their friends. The only time they seemed to show any kind of solidarity was when dealing with the other houses. Or more precisely, the tournament.

With a smile for my friend, he led the way back to the table where Prim was waiting with their two new friends, Gyun and Yenna. They made up a four person squad to compete and were actively looking for a fifth. Something harder than it looked, since Prim insisted on me joining them while I was there. Consistently forcing their opening to remain. If not for Gyun and Yenna being unable to find new squads of their own, they’d have likely left. Instead, I was stuck dealing with them once a week.

“Morning everyone,” I smiled as we approached the table.

“That it is,” Yenna rolled her eyes.

“Morning,” Gyun nodded politely.

“Let’s go!” Prim grinned before scooping her arm around my elbow. “So, how is she?”

I rolled my eyes. This was likely what got her into petal. Prim was an incorrigible gossip. That much I knew already. If there was something worth knowing back home, it was likely she knew it, or was the origin of it. Leith was more her stalwart protector that stopped her from putting too much of her foot into the mess at once. Something he continued to do even now.

“She’s fine,” I said diplomatically, earning me a scowl from my bubbly friend. “We’re all fine. She has class, and I’m hanging with you today.”

“Boring,” Prim sighed, before brightening. “But we’ll get to see how much you’ve progressed then, won’t we?”

“We will?” I asked.

Prim nodded, while Yenna huffed as she got up to lead the way. “Try-outs, remember?”

“No,” I admitted. “I’ve bounced between houses every day this week. I tend to miss things unless they’re all announced at once.”

Yenna rolled her eyes and started walking. Our little group formed up behind her and it was only because Yenna made the first move that Prim hadn’t dragged Leith and I to the front of their crew.

“With the tournament coming, we’re starting actual practice today,” Prim prattled on beside me. “We’ve done some dueling, and a few mock ups to teach us tactics. Today we’re putting it all together!”

I nodded before frowning. Rain was going to be out here as well. This was what she had been talking about. Which made me nervous for her. If there was a time she was going to have someone take a swing at her, it was now. And they’d likely get away with it unless they did something remarkably stupid.

“Oh, she’ll be fine.” Prim gave my arm a tug. “If even half the rumors are true, she’ll rip their arms off in ten seconds flat.”

I frowned at that. There were plenty of rumors, none of which I listened to. The only truth I had seen to them were the strange shimmering barriers she could form, and the memory of her being knocked from the roof after crouching in defense for the entirety of a fight. While I knew that she could be dangerous, especially with her known history. I had almost no faith that she would do well in the tournament in her own house. Being a support affinity and needing support of her own left her vulnerable. Something others would take advantage of without a second of hesitation.

Prim broke off as I fell into silence. Rejoining her childhood friend and partner, we trudged along into petal house, where a surprising number of students were already gathering.

“Right,” I nodded to myself. “More than just a class.”

It looked like most were already in groups. They stuck together, their own little bands, turning their backs to their neighbors, while not quite looking comfortable with their own team members. Others floated around the room, clearly trying to sell their skills to the groups one or sometimes two people short. Seeing how poorly they were doing, it made sense that Yenna and Gyun had refused to leave, despite giving me a hard time for taking their spot. It would have made more sense to have accepted one of the newcomers. I could only think that Prim had made it known that my position was secure.

“So,” Yenna turned to me. “You’re out there playing with the other houses. What are their strategies?”

“I don’t know,” I replied honestly.

Yenna frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know,” I repeated. “I didn’t even know this was happening today. I must have missed the announcements as I switched houses.”

“You’re kidding,” Yenna sighed.

“It’s not his fault,” Gyun tried to reason with her.

Yenna shook her head. “What good is a useless, no affinity druid who can’t even tell us what the others are doing?” She stamped her foot. “How do we know he’s not just going to sell us out to that traitorous bitch?”

“Hey!” I snapped.

Yenna turned to me and pulled her lips back with a look of disgust. “What are you gonna do?”

“Yenna, enough,” Leith growled.

Yenna looked at him, then saw Prim’s glare and rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I’m just thinking of the team here.”

“You’re thinking of yourself,” Prim grumbled back. “You’d do this alone if you thought you could.”

“I could walk away, right now,” Yenna glared back.

“Then do it,” Prim gestured towards the members floating around. “There’s enough of them out there. I’m sure you could bundle together a team if you tried.”

If looks could kill, I’d be dead a thousand times over. Prim’s words had worked, though, and my assumption that Yenna wouldn’t just leave was proven true when she huffed and turned her back to the rest of us. Gyun didn’t look happy about the situation, but he kept his mouth shut. Despite my dislike for Stem classes and the house in general, petal was so much worse. Stem would come up and hit you in the face, while petal was the knife in the ribs from behind. They were both harsh places to live and grow. Just one was honest about it.

Still, like everything in this school, there was a purpose to it. Stem was the backbone of the school. Petal was quite literally the hidden blade. While they banded together for the tournament, they were quite happy to act alone. The comment about the knife in the ribs was an observation, not a euphemism. I’d even participated in a class where such a thing was discussed. Petal liked to put on a pretty face, but they were the vipers you’d never expect.

“Alright everyone!” Samsara called as she stepped into the room. “Those of you in teams, please stand aside. If you haven’t got a full five members, another will be assigned for the duration of this class.”

There were several grumbles of complaints, but the majority of the room, including my own group, moved out of the way. The stragglers were quickly sorted into those who remained, while another Samsara came around with a wooden box.

“One member from each group needs to take a number,” she instructed, coming around the room.

Gyun stepped forward for our group and extracted a small rock with a single dot etched into the surface. He showed it to us, while the original Samsara moved to the center of the room.

“Alright, those with the single dot, step forward,” she instructed.

I took a deep breath, as my team shifted nervously, before I pushed through and led the way. It must have annoyed Yenna that I moved first, since she squeezed past me to get ahead, while another group on the far side of the room moved to catch up.

“Wonderful,” Samsara smiled. “This will be your first true test. The tournament will start much the same way. Drawn numbers determine the order of duels. The successor will draw again until finally we will be left with a victor. Today, we will see how well your teams perform and ensure you are adequately prepared for the conflict that will follow.”

“We’re going to get our assess handed to us,” Yenna hissed, while shooting me an angry glare.

While I disliked the accusation, I couldn’t exactly argue with it. I wasn’t empowered in any way. Whatever my skills were, completely eluded me. All I knew how to do was punch someone. The only thing that worked in my defense was the team that approached us, weren’t the older veterans of the house, but fresh faces younger students like ourselves.

“We start with a bow,” Samsara bent at the waist. “To show our respect. This tournament is for the good of us all, and while bloodshed will be spilled, it is not out of anger.”

I was the first to move, mimicking Samsara’s movement. Her words made sense, and I really had nothing against anyone here on a personal level. Except for maybe Yenna. She was a bitch. I didn’t wish her harm, though.

The others copied me a moment later. Somewhat stiffer, and not quite as low as Samsara and I had done. It really set in how the people of petal house liked to operate. I sighed, but kept the comments to myself. Samsara stepped back, and only now did I notice we were standing within a ring, like the one in the gathering hall. That must have been for the main event. This was just training.

“Now, gather yourselves on either side. I will signal when you may begin.” Samsara stepped back to the edge of the ring.

“You’re not going to instruct us?” one of our opponents, a younger man, asked. I could see from the patches sewn onto his chest that he was an alm.

“Consider this more, a trial of fire. You need to experience this firsthand, before I can teach you to understand it,” Samsara smiled, before tossing a small bead on the floor.

It impacted the ground and made an audible crack. Which was when Prim rushed ahead before the rest of us. The alm was her target, and she crossed with a leap. The young man pulled back, while a slightly older man with a scar across his forehead leaped into Prim’s path. He swung his hands up, and a shimmering wall shot up between them, forcing Prim to stop before she impacted.

That was all I managed to see before Leith charged in, and the duel turned into a skirmish. Yenna’s eyes glowed white as she hovered in the air. A girl, barely a teen, did the same on the opposite side. Both of them were snarling as if under heavy strain, and I could only think that celestials were both extremely fragile and extremely dangerous, depending on the situation.

Leith, being the bastion of our group, had rushed ahead to help defend Prim. She was backpedaling from a burst of fire, launched from the palm of a rather chubby young man. Which left me staring at the quickly approaching figure of a strange young woman. She had mismatched eyes, a fierce scowl, and a staff that she used to balance a heavy limp. I almost didn’t react as she leaped at me. It was so out of my area of experience, it almost cost me the fight then and there. Her limp, whatever caused it, didn’t seem to hinder her ability to leap.

That probably had something to do with the shengren shaped pin she had in her hair. Her robes were more modest than the others. She had long sleeves on beneath, and a high neck covering all but her chin and face. Even her hands were covered in gloves, though these looked more like they were designed for combat. She let out a shriek, and my training with Samsara suddenly made a lot more sense.

Ducking, I rolled under the leaping woman before springing to my feet behind her. She landed heavily and awkwardly. Part of me wanted to take advantage of the fact, but striking a woman in the back, especially one with a limp, somehow felt wrong to me. Which was immediately wiped from my list of concerns as she spun her staff around, smacking me upside the head.

I dropped to my knees with a grunt as my head twirled, before a sudden wash of cool energy slammed into me. It wasn’t the cool, pleasant sensation that Samsara caused when she healed. This felt cold, rigid and somewhat unpleasant. Thought it was enough to stop my head from spinning, and when I looked up, I was in time to roll aside as the shengren brought her staff down where my head was a moment before.

“Get her, you idiot!” Gyun snapped.

He was behind me, while Leith did a fantastic job of holding back the elementari, while Prim continued to try to get around the enemy bastion towards the alm. Yenna and her opposing celestial were no closer to determining a winner than the rest of us.

I stood, and rather than wait, I rushed at the shengren. She bared her teeth and braced, placing her staff behind her, anchoring it to the ground to weather my next move. Which meant she was completely unprepared for me to dart aside, dodging her punch. That movement put her off balance, and I struck the side of her knee. She screamed as she collapsed to her side. The attack felt dirty, but it had worked, and it gave me an opportunity.

“LEITH! RAMP!” I roared.

Leith used his entire body as a shield and turned his back against his opponent. He opened up his palm and projected a shield the size of his hand. It hovered horizontally above his interlocked hands. He nodded at me, determination and a touch of excitement filling his eyes.

I had no idea where this idea came from. I was just glad that Leith trusted me enough to go with it. That… or I must have been crazy. A laugh broke my lips as I ran for him and tensed to leap.

“PUSH!” I roared.

Surging off the ground, I caught the lip of Leith’s shield as he shoved hard off the ground. I pushed off, letting him carry me further into the air. Right towards the floating enemy celestial. She was completely unaware of my approach, and part of me felt a little bad for this. At least, until I remembered the shengren with the limp and how she didn’t hesitate for a moment to brain me.

I opened my arms and slammed into the hovering celestial. She let out a surprised squawk and a scream before we crashed to the ground together. I rolled twice, falling away from the girl, before sitting up. My head throbbed and so did my shoulder. The celestial girl beside me let out a groan before falling limp.

“Areli is out!” Samsara called. “So is Beshami!”

“Shit,” I grunted as I realized I was outside the ring.

The damage was done, though. I was the weak link to our group, and with the enemy celestial taken care of, Yenna was able to subdue the shengren in mere moments. It was a quick matter from that point onward to dismantle the opposing team, leaving my own as the victor. Not that any of them looked like they wanted to celebrate. Prim was battered and bruised, with a swollen eye. Leith had a rather nasty burn across his forearm, and his robe was still smoking. Gyun was unconscious, with a bleeding eye from where the shengren had struck him before Yenna had taken her down.

The opposing team had either been beaten, or in the case of their alm, surrendered without a fuss once his defenses were removed. Samsara was already moving amongst them, providing healing, while I waited with the unconscious celestial.
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Hours later, I was watching the sunset. The day had been long and arduous. I’d been beaten unconscious twice and had failed to take down a single opponent. Yenna was livid, while Gyun refused to look at me. Prim and Leith looked disappointed, but kept their comments to themselves. Which was how I found myself seated upon the roof, watching the world go by. The last thing I wanted right now was to walk into the gathering hall with all those people. It would be nice to see Rain, though… I already could.

She came out of a side entrance of one of the houses. She looked upset, and her clothing was ruffled. It didn’t look like something awful had happened, just that she’d been in a few fights and hadn’t had time to tidy herself yet. I spotted movement by one of the windows. Her house vacated the building towards the hall for the evening meal. I was kinda chuffed realizing that, like me, Rain had stepped outside to be alone for a while with her thoughts. I couldn’t help but smile. Despite the disgruntlement plastered across her features, she was still beautiful. I sighed and slumped back, glancing up, where I spotted something that made me pause.

A celestial was floating in the air. Their eyes glowed white, and even as I watched, a rather large rock hovered in front of them. My eyes went wide as I realized what they were doing. I looked down at Rain as she slowly walked along the path. I could make out another few students on a nearby roof. With the sun at their backs, I couldn’t identify any of them. Not even the celestial, beyond the glowing eyes. It was almost like light curved around them… an illusion?

“RAIN!” I shouted and got to my feet.

She stopped… Gods… why did she stop?

The celestial wavered, and the rock began to fall. I felt my heart clench, and my vision swam. I felt a dark pulse, and with nothing to lose, I willed myself to move. Time slowed. The only thought that went through my mind was Rain, and she was about to die. I was far away, standing on a roof. I don’t know what I was thinking, but I leaped. Throwing myself straight at her, there was no way I was about to watch her die. The fact the leap was impossible, the rock too large and fast, and Rain, too oblivious to her situation, didn’t sink into my mind at all. I pushed with all my might and flew over the open water towards her.

She turned her head, trying to work out where my shout had come from. Her ability to sense only had a short range, and while I thought she could stop the rock, that was only if she had time to react. Time she didn’t have. I sailed through the air as her face turned towards me. A snarl of anger ripped through my teeth. Her features dropped and her gray eyes went wide. I watched her head snap up as horror washed over her features.

I slammed into her torso, driving her back, as the boulder crashed down on my legs. Rain fell back against the building with a pained grunt. I fell through the weakened floor, dragged down by the boulder, and collapsed into the water. The pain I felt drove the air from my lungs with a howl as my vision began to darken once more.

The last thing I remembered before a thick, green tentacle raised from the depths was Rain’s voice, screaming my name.


Eight


Iopened my eyes. Blinking in the dim light of the room. My muscles were tense, my mind clouded with strange thoughts. I could feel a cramp in my legs, and wanted to stretch them. Only to realize they were bound in place. I frowned, and looked down, only to freeze at the sight of a hand, fingers entwined in my own. I followed that hand to a wrist, attached to the arm of…

“Rain?” I whispered.

She was slumped forward. Her head lay on the side of my bed. I could see the gentle rise and fall of her shoulders as she slept soundly, though likely uncomfortably on the chair beside me. Even as I watched her, she murmured something, before sniffing and rubbing her face. I looked at our hands and decided I didn’t want to embarrass her. So I closed my eyes and pretended to still be asleep.

Rain muttered softly as she began to move. Her fingers squeezed gently before she pulled away. I felt the cool air on my skin, and almost frowned at the loss, before I felt those fingers brush my forehead.

“Fever’s down,” she muttered softly.

“Hmm?” I wrinkled my nose.

“Areli?” Rain pulled her hand back. “Are you awake?”

I opened my eyes and froze, seeing her so close. If I hadn’t known better, I’d say she was staring into my eyes. Instead, I was staring into hers. Those eyes, while giving her no vision, showed me plenty. There was a lot of pain, guilt and something else wrapped up in there.

“Hey,” I smiled awkwardly. “What’s going on?”

“Oh, thank Samsara,” Rain pulled back. “I’ll be back.”

I wanted to tell her to wait, to ask what was going on. But… well, that was pretty obvious. As Rain darted from the room, I sat back to mull over my memories. Rain had been walking. I had seen someone try to drop a boulder on her. And… I made an impossible leap. That didn’t even make sense. Nobody, not even Prim, could have made that leap. Maybe one of the older, more powerful druids could have, but…

“Areli?” Samsara called as she stepped into the room, with Rain right behind her. “You’re awake, any pain?”

“Legs feel like they’re cramping,” I nodded.

“That’s… far better than I’d expected. Do you remember what happened?” the hamadryad asked.

I frowned and nodded. “I do,” then I looked at Rain. “I’m glad I got there in time.”

“Do you remember who it was that dropped the boulder?” Samsara asked.

“No,” I sighed. “I just saw them hovering and their eyes glowing. There were others on the roof, but with the sun and a strange kind of illusion that sort of enhanced the light to hide them, I couldn’t see who it was. Just what they were doing.”

“And how did you make that leap?” Samsara asked.

I shrugged softly. “Your guess is as good as mine. I’d say my power activated, but I still can’t control that.”

“Your power only seems to activate when under extreme duress,” Samsara thought aloud. “Was that in response to seeing Rain in danger? As you did when you struck Thrixx?”

I licked my lips and nodded. “Yes. I saw what was about to happen to Rain, and I acted without thinking.”

Rain shifted slightly, and I could see a small frown on her face. She remained silent, while Samsara nodded slowly. “And you have no idea how to use this power? Only that it activates as an emotional response?”

“That’s right,” I sighed. “Whatever my affinity, I don’t think I can control it.”

“Which is a shame,” Samsara sighed. “For now, let me make you a little more comfortable. Your legs are whole, but they are fragile. You should remain in bed for the next few days, at least.”

I felt the warm wash of her power as she healed me. The slow ache that was creeping in receded with the warmth, and before I could fully thank her, Samsara was stepping out of sight. Rain stood by with her hands clasped in front of her. She looked as if deep in thought, and I watched her while she mulled things over.

“Areli,” she lifted her head to look at me.

“Yes, Rain?” I swallowed nervously.

“It’s time for dinner,” she said. “Do you want me to bring you anything?”

My stomach rumbled, and Rain smiled slightly. “I think I’d like that.”

Rain nodded before turning away. Leaving me alone in the quiet inner circle of this fantastical school. I leaned back in bed and thought about everything. It was obvious, even to me, that I was developing feelings for Rain. She was beautiful, smart and a hell of a fighter, even if she didn’t trust herself to let go. I could only hope that waking to her holding my hand was a sign of more than simple regret.

There was just one small problem. I lifted the blanket and confirmed. Other than the shirt, I was completely nude. My legs were bandaged, and I could feel splints running down the outside, holding them straight. My chances of getting up were slim, and with Samsara’s instructions to remain in bed, things were going to be uncomfortable.

Which must have been more evident than I realized, as Rain stepped into the room, holding two trays and came a halt.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

I looked at her, then sighed. “I need to relieve myself.”

“To… pee?” she asked. “Or–”

“Yeah,” I grunted. “Just to pee.”

“Right,” she nodded. “One moment.”

She set the trays down and darted back out. I stared at the doorway before switching to the trays, only for her to reappear a moment later. In her hand, she held a strange jug with a narrow top. I looked at it while she crossed the room.

“Ummm… here,” she handed the jug to me.

I looked at it and surmised what the narrow opening was for. “Right.”

“You’ll need to roll onto your side or… it’ll make a mess,” Rain fidgeted.

I thought about that and immediately realized what the problem was going to be. “Oh.”

“If it helps,” Rain smirked. “I’m blind.”

“You’d be surprised how little that fact matters to me,” I grunted as I tried to slide around onto my hip.

“Really?” Rain asked as she leaned in.

“Really.” I frowned as I overbalanced and rolled. My leg thumped on the bed, and I felt a sharp stab of pain. A small gasp slipped out, and Rain took my shoulder.

“What do you need?”

I groaned. With my leg rolled over, there wasn’t enough room to get the jug into place. But I couldn’t really support my legs while they were splinted.

“My legs,” I sighed. “Can you just balance them?”

Rain nodded and moved down. She patted my thigh, then my knee, and found my leg. She was careful as she lifted and held me steady while I pushed down the blanket. I couldn’t help but notice her eyes flick upwards, and I cringed, remembering she could sense things, even if she couldn’t see them. Still, I was about to explode and needed this.

I worked quickly, fitting myself into the opening, before releasing. I couldn’t help the blush that covered my cheeks as the small room filled with the sound of running water. Rain was, if anything, even pinker than I by the time I finished, and she took the jug from my hands, whisking it away before I could set it down anywhere.

When she returned, it was with a bowl of water and some soap. “Careful, it’s hot, so it’ll be warm after we eat.”

“Warm?” I asked.

Rain nodded. “So you can bathe. Samsara’s been keeping you clean, but now you’re awake.”

I nodded. “Yeah, that’s fair.”

Rain smiled awkwardly, before washing her hands and helping me do the same. She then delivered me my meal. It was cold meats, some bread and some cheese.

“Samsara said she made it specifically for you, since you could eat it in bed,” Rain smiled.

“She thinks of everything,” I grinned. “It’s fine. Thanks for bringing it to me.”

“You’re welcome,” Rain smiled and took her seat.

Her meal was identical to mine, and she started eating right away. I followed suit and enjoyed the simple meal.

“So, a farmer?” Rain asked.

“A farmer,” I nodded. “Though, not even really that. I worked the land, but I didn’t own it. More like a farmhand.”

Rain nodded. “My father would have been appalled.”

“Appalled?” I frowned.

“Nothing,” Rain shook her head. “Just an idle thought. He liked everything in his world to be perfect.”

“That must have been rough,” I frowned.

Rain sighed. “He was so convinced for so long that he could fix me.”

“You’re not broken,” the words slipped out before I knew I was saying them.

Rain turned her head towards me with a smile. “Thank you for saying that, Areli. Really, though, I understand my situation. Being blind limits me, though… Not as much as it did when I was a girl.”

“It’s still pretty amazing watching how you get by,” I grinned, remembering the incident with Thrixx for the umpteenth time.

“Yes, well…” Rain stood, showing her empty tray. “I’m going to get myself cleaned up. I’d suggest you do as well. You don’t want to stink the place up just because you’re stuck in bed,” she teased.

I grinned and nodded. “I’ll be fine. Just put the bowl on your chair where I can reach it.”

Rain did just that before collecting my tray. She left without a word, and I let out a sigh. The dark scowls, the aggressive pushing back on even the simplest signs of friendliness were all gone. I smiled, thinking about her and reached for the bowl. There was a rag in it, and after wringing it out, I started to wipe myself down.
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“Areli?”

I snorted and opened my eyes. The room was pitch black, but I recognized the hand in my own.

“Rain?” I asked the darkness.

“Sorry,” she sighed. “I couldn’t sleep.”

I let out a small yawn before shaking my head. I couldn’t see her in the dark, but she had no such limitations. “It’s fine. Are you okay?”

Rain was silent for a moment, before I heard her shuffle slightly. “I’m… better than okay. But I’m scared, Areli.”

“That’s… not good.” I frowned into the darkness.

“You… you don’t understand everything,” she continued. “And… I need you to.”

“If it’s important.” I stretched my arms, feeling my legs loosen a little as well. They twinged a little, but not as much as they did while I tried to urinate earlier. “I’m awake, so you can tell me anything.”

Rain sighed, and her fingers tightened. I squeezed back for support, and she began to talk.

“When I came here, nobody thought much of me. The poor blind girl. A few were cruel, others were kind, but… there were no expectations of me,” she started. “I learned of my affinity, and while everyone continued to grow around me, I learned to feel my power around me. Everyone expresses their abilities a little differently.”

“How so?” I asked.

“That’s not important right now,” Rain chided me gently. “What is important is that I learned to project a soft field around me. Far softer than anyone would ever notice, and invisible to the eye.”

“That’s amazing,” I grinned.

Rain giggled and squeezed my hand again. “It drains a lot of my power, and it has its limitations. I have to tell the field where to go. I have to push it around corners, or into gaps to see what’s inside them. Even now, I’m pressing them down on your face, and I can almost see the smile on your lips.”

“I am smiling,” I grinned even wider.

“Which was when I began to experiment,” Rain continued. “I could make barriers, but… with my field active, I struggled to make them large enough to be a good bastion. Instead, I used smaller ones, and maintained my active field. I… ended up in a team for the tournament.”

“What happened?” I asked, realizing where this was going.

Rain’s fingers clenched, and I squeezed back. A drop landed on my skin, and I realized she was crying.

“It was an accident,” she said in a wavering voice. “His name was Puluy. An alm. A powerful one. The opposing elementari was throwing attacks. I was watching his arms and placing shields where they needed to be, before he was able to cast, but… He must have guessed, at least in part of what I was doing. So he changed things up.” Rain’s voice wavered.

“Hey,” I squeezed her hand. “It’s okay, you don’t have to tell me.”

“But I want to,” Rain trembled. “The attack didn’t go where I expected, and I had to move quickly to block it,” she sniffed. “I didn’t mean it. The opposing shengren slipped past me, and struck Puluy, causing him to fall over, as I swung my barrier across.”

“Oh,” I nodded, picturing how it happened.

“The edge of my barriers are thinner than even the sharpest blade,” Rain sniffed. “By the time Samsara ran to help, it was already too late. He was gone, and there was nothing I could do.”

“Hey,” I tugged her as she started to cry.

She came easily, slipping onto the bed with me. I pulled her into my side, and Rain curled against my chest and cried. There was nothing I could say. Nothing I could offer. The incident, from what she had said, and Samsara had assured me, was nothing but a horrible accident. Something she had never forgiven herself for, let alone anyone else.

“I needed you to know,” Rain trembled against me. “I needed you to understand.”

“I understand,” I promised. “It was an accident. Nothing more.”

Rain’s sobbing broke into pained cries, and she hugged me tightly. I held her close while she got it out of her system before falling into a fitful sleep. I laid still, holding this strong and yet fragile woman in my arms. She slumbered for a time, shifting occasionally. Not for a moment did she pull away. When I closed my eyes. It was to the scent of her hair. Soap, berries and the forest.

It was as I slowly drifted off that she slipped out of the bed. I snorted and reached for her. Suddenly concerned, there was something wrong.

“Rain?” I grunted and tried to sit up. “Wait–”

“I’m here,” she hissed, pressing me back into the bed.

“Sorry,” I chuckled nervously. “You just got up so quickly, I worried.”

Rain was silent for a moment before the blanket pulled down. “I’m cold.”

I froze and mumbled. “Umm, I’m… I’m not wearing anything.”

“Neither am I,” she replied softly.

I froze in shock as the bed shifted. Smooth skin pressed against my own. And for the first time in my life, I found myself too terrified to move. She pressed herself against my side. Warm, soft, smooth, and delicious in all the ways I could never imagine. Her lips pressed into my jaw, and I blinked in shock as she ran a line of kisses towards my lips.

“R-Rain?” I trembled.

“Yes, Areli?” she responded as her hand brushed across my chest.

“What are y-you d-doing?” I twitched nervously as her hand slid down over my stomach.

“At first, I thought you were going to be just like them,” she whispered. “Come to see if the rumors were true, then report back and plan whatever torment came next.”

“O-okay,” I trembled as her hand slowed its downward descent.

“But you never did.” She kissed the edge of my lip. “I even asked Samsara about you, and she promised that she hadn’t heard you going behind my back.”

Her fingers lightly began to press into my pubic hair. I trembled as my cock rose in anticipation. Despite my nervousness, it knew exactly what it wanted, even as my mind warred against me. This was too much, too soon, too… too everything!

“You sat with me to eat.” Rain kissed the edge of my lips again. “You spoke to me as an equal.”

“I treated you like I did everyone else,” I murmured.

“Exactly,” Rain laughed softly. “Something nobody else did, other than Samsara.” Her next kiss landed right in the middle of my lips as she pressed herself even closer. “Then when I got hurt, you brought me my meal. You… You cared for me.”

“I was just being a good friend,” I gasped as her fingers brushed against my cock.

“You fought for me,” she kissed me again, as her finger tightened around my cock. “You saved my life.”

“Not for this,” I trembled as she dragged her fingers up my cock, before gently stroking them back down.

Rain took a nervous deep breath before raising her leg. I froze in terror as she slowly mounted me.

“Rain,” I hissed. “Rain, what are you doing?”

“Giving myself to the man who saved my life,” she whispered.

I felt a wet heat press down over my stomach. I’d learned about women, and how this was supposed to work. The mechanics of it told me this was all normal, and yet, my mind warred at me.

“I don’t want you to do anything you will regret,” I urged her.

Rain smiled and let out a small giggle. “Do you regret saving my life, Areli?”

“No,” I answered immediately. “But I don’t need a reward either.”

Rain slid her hips back, dragging a slick, warm line down my stomach towards my cock. I trembled uncontrollably while she raised her hips and settled back down with my cock pinned between her legs.

“You’re so hard,” she giggled.

I groaned as she rocked her hips. Her pussy, for that was what Leith called the delicate female flower while we were boys. It was soft, wet and slick beyond anything imaginable as she dragged herself up and down on the underside of my cock.

“Rain,” I grunted.

“Areli,” Rain touched my lips with the tip of her finger. “I want this. The only thing that could stop me is if you don’t.”

“B-but–”

“Areli?” Rain reached down as she leaned forward. Her lips hovered above my own as she stared into my eyes. “Are you going to wake up tomorrow and pretend I don’t exist?”

“No,” I shook my head.

“Are you going to spread rumors, ruin my life, or hurt me?”

“No!” I snapped.

“Could you love me?” she asked as she gripped my cock and began to lift.

I froze. With a lick of my lips, I swallowed and reached up to cup her cheek. “You’re a beautiful woman, Rain,” I told her. “A noblewoman, no less. I’m just a poor farmer. I can’t offer you anything.”

“Can you offer me love?” she asked once more.

I felt it then. That feeling, deep inside. I wanted to tell her no. I wanted to make her understand that all of this was unnecessary. That we could go back to how things were, and she could find someone else worthy of her. Instead, I shut it down and listened to my gut. That never let me go wrong. “Loving you would be the easiest thing in the world.”

She leaned in, pressing her lips into my own. I kissed her as she moaned into my mouth. Unlike the times before, she let her lips part, and I felt the warmth of her tongue as she deepened the kiss. I accepted, licking that dexterous appendage as her hips began to lower. I felt it then. The warmth of her pussy as she brought it down on my cock. There was nothing I could do. With my legs splinted, I couldn’t roll with my mouth occupied. I couldn’t tell her not to.

And rather than push her away, my hands gripped her sides as her flesh parted around me. Her breath hitched, and her eyes glistened as if pained. I remembered what I had been taught about a woman’s first time, and I felt the significance of the moment set in as her hips met my crotch.

“Y-you’re inside me,” Rain whispered.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

Rain snickered, and I felt her muscles spasm around me as she got a hold of herself. “I’m a little tender,” she admitted as she turned a smile on me. “How are you?”

“Great,” I grinned. “I… ummm…”

“You can tell me,” Rain whispered.

“You’re beautiful,” I said, the first thing that came to mind.

“Oh?” Rain asked, before slowly sitting up. “Shall I let you gaze upon me?”

As she shifted, I felt my cock slide a little further inside her. She must have felt it as well, since she let out a small gasp before bracing herself on my chest.

“Rain?” I reached up and stroked her face.

“It’s good, Areli,” Rain smiled. “I’m just getting used to you.”

“What should I–”

“Touch me,” she smiled. “Touch my skin, my hair, my body. It’s yours.”

“You’re mine?” I asked, as I lifted my other hand to her side. My fingers brushed her ribs, and she pulled away with a snort.

“That tickles,” she complained with a smile. “And yes… I’m… I’m yours.” As if to emphasize the point, she slowly raised her hips before sinking back down. “And you have something of mine.”

“Rain,” I gasped.

She let out a soft giggle before taking my hands. She brought them up to her chest and pushed my fingers into her breasts. Her nipples were hard nubs under my palms, and with my hands occupied, she leaned down once more. I was trapped beneath this goddess of a woman. Her lips found my own, and her tongue danced across my teeth as she slowly raised and lowered her hips. Her pussy slid up and down my cock, driving me insane, while my hands cupped her fantastic breasts. She let out a soft whimper as she kissed me. Her breaths came in heated blasts. Her hands found my hair as she leaned on her elbows.

I was thankful for the slight pull of my hair and the more jarring sensation of my legs as she moved atop me. I wasn’t into pain, but this was my first time and I wanted to make this last as long as possible. The small pain helped me stay on that edge. Not that it distracted me enough to complain as her slow bounces increased in speed. She was glorious. Sinuous movements and wet, tight warmth. That… that was something else.

“W-wait,” I grunted.

“No,” Rain hissed as she rocked.

“What?” I gasped as she stirred my cock within herself. “Rain… What if…” I gasped.

Rain paused, then smirked and continued once more. “Potion,” she whispered. “Remember?”

I grunted, vaguely recalling mention of ‘girl stuff’ involving a potion. Truth be told, even if it were a guarantee, I was too far gone to care at this point. My mind had focused on the singular sensation of the woman above me, and the feeling of her pussy as it slid up and down on my cock. It became the focal point to my whole world, and I slipped my arms free from between us.

Rain gasped before I wrapped them around her shoulders. Cupping the back of her head, I pulled her in and kissed her. Rain hissed out a breath before moaning delightfully. She sped up, driving herself onto my cock with far more vigor than I could handle. My legs ached a little as I tried and failed to thrust up into her. I wanted her. I wanted her so badly, I was hardly rational.

“Do it,” she pulled away from my kiss. “Inside me?” She begged softly.

That was enough. I grunted and my hips jerked. Rain gasped and giggled as I felt my cock throb inside her. She pressed herself down, forcing my cock deep inside, where she slowly rocked back and forth. I grit my teeth as I roughly pawed her ass. Nothing I did made her react with anything more than a smile and a gentle kiss. I felt it then, a pulse, straight into my core. My seed flooded her insides as lightning exploded in my chest. My muscles tensed and strained even as my orgasm flooded my senses. I grit my teeth as my seed pumped heavily into her. Like lightning seeking a lodestone, that golden light I sensed from my chest streaked towards Rain. She jerked in my arms, I worried that I had hurt her, but she held me tighter even as that strange intense energy swirled between the two of us, while I moaned out my release.

Finally, that energy faded around us and we fell limp on the bed once more. Rain huffed as she lay atop me. A faint smile on her lips, before she leaned down to kiss me. I welcomed her mouth. Without the frantic urges pushing me for more, this felt rather uncoordinated and… yet, more genuine and better for being unpracticed. My mind whirled at the strangeness of what had unfolded, but in the aftermath, I could only be relieved that Rain was still here, in my arms.

That was until I noticed I could see her. The room had been dark before. But now… she shone with a pale blue light.

“Rain, you’re glowing,” I frowned.

“Glowing?” She asked before sitting up.

I jerked, still extremely sensitive from my orgasm, while… “You… didn’t finish?”

“N-no,” Rain admitted, before touching my cheek. “For our first time, it was fantastic.”

“But–”

“But nothing.” Rain shook her head. “It just means we’ll have to practice. Now, what do you mean, I’m glowing?”

“You’re…” I frowned. “No…”

“No?” Rain tilted her head.

“You’re not glowing.” I stared at my hands in amazement. “My eyes are.”
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“Well, this is certainly unexpected,” Samsara’s voice echoed in the small room.

I jerked softly before I heard a squeak in my ear. As the figure laying against my side buried their face into the crook of my shoulder, my memories came back from the night before. I took a deep breath as I tried to ignore the sensation of bare flesh pressing against my own. When I looked down, there was no mistaking it, though. Despite hiding her face, it was obvious who was sharing my bed.

“Rain,” Samsara sighed as she stood in the open doorway. “Do you really think this is something I am unused to seeing?”

Rain let out a small whimper and shook her head. “That’s not the point!”

“No,” Samsara smiled. “No, I suppose it’s not. Before I give you two a moment to rest, I make a point to ask this when I can. Was this what you wanted?”

Rain’s fingers tightened against my chest, and her head lifted slightly. With unseeing eyes, she stared at me with enough intensity I couldn’t help but stare back.

“And more,” Rain whispered.

My heart thudded in my chest, and I smiled, before leaning towards her. She must have been paying attention, because she angled her chin to meet me in the small kiss. Samsara smiled before moving to slip out of the room. Which is when I remembered something else.

“Samsara!” I called as the door swung shut.

“Yes, Areli?” The hamadryad paused just outside the room.

“My eyes glowed blue,” I said quickly.

I saw Samsara fidget beyond the door for a moment, before her voice filtered back in. “Perhaps you both better get dressed. I shall fetch you both some breakfast.”

The door closed a moment later, and Rain let out a soft sigh. She shifted slightly, and I had the feeling something was on her mind.

“Areli?” she whispered. “Was… was all this…” she let out a grunt and couldn’t seem to grasp the words.

With my arm acting as her pillow, I held her close. The other, I brought to her head and gently stroked her hair behind her ear so I could see her beautiful face.

“If you’re going to ask if I regret anything, the answer is no,” I told her honestly.

“What about–”

“The glowing eye thing I have no idea about.” I stroked her hair again. “Whatever it is, it’s probably important, but that doesn’t change anything about how I felt about you last night. Nor does it change anything about how I feel about you right now.”

“Promise me,” she begged softly.

I smiled and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “There’s nothing to promise. You already gave yourself to me, just as I gave myself to you. But if it makes you feel better, then yes. I promise, whatever happens next, it will be with you at my side. Right where you belong.”

She trembled for a moment before hugging me tightly. Her arms slipped around my neck, and I couldn’t help a rather physical reaction to so much womanly flesh pressing against my own. Doubly, when her lips brushed against my ears.

“Tonight, we try again.”

I swallowed nervously while she slipped out of the bed. Her body reminded me of Samsara’s lotus petals. Smooth, almost pearlescent skin, but beneath all of that, an inner strength that belied its fragile appearance. She was slender, firm, but still curvy in all the places I could only have dreamed of. Her moonlight hair was messy as she used her fingers to brush it out of her face. That caused her chest to jut out before her, emphasizing the roundness of her breasts. Her stomach was smooth and firm, leading to a light covering of pubic hair. From which, I could see the slight pout of her womanly flower… pussy… whatever you wanted to call it.

“You’re staring at me,” Rain whispered.

“Sorry,” I glanced away.

“Don’t be,” she giggled nervously. “I just…” She shook her head. “Never mind. And… I don’t… no… I want you to look.”

I turned my eyes back to her as she squirmed slightly. “You want me to look at you?”

“I’m yours, aren’t I?” she smirked. “Nobody even saw me as a person before you. Right now though… You look at me like… like I’m a woman.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “I’ve hardly a choice but to see you as a woman right now, Rain.”

She giggled and gave a small nod before picking up the bundle of clothing she had left on the floor the night before. It was just a gown, and some underthings. “Your woman, Areli. I’m yours. And I like that you look at me.”

There was a knock on the door, and Rain yelped. I heard a muffled laugh from outside, while Rain scrambled into her robe, her underthings she stuffed into a pocket. With my legs splinted, I wasn’t going anywhere. I just fixed up the blanket and got myself comfortable before Rain darted over to open the door. Samsara stood on the other side with a pair of trays.

“Well, now, you’re both dressed,” Samsara grinned. “I think it’s time we have a bit of a chat about what you two got up to last night.”

“Ahhh…” it was my turn to blush.

“I don’t need the details of that particular event,” Samsara said. “I just need the broad strokes. I’m assuming that Lity’s potion was a necessity?”

“Yes,” Rain gave a nervous nod.

“Rain, dear,” Samsara moved into the room and set the tray down. “A woman of your position should know better than most how things should have been between you and your suitor.”

“That doesn’t make this easier to talk about,” Rain grimaced.

“I suppose not,” Samsara smiled. “But I want you to understand that what you shared with Areli was a wonderful thing.”

“Of course it was,” Rain’s head snapped up. “It… It was…”

“Beyond words can describe,” Samsara hugged her, while I sat awkwardly in the bed. It had been amazing, but I hadn’t had much to do with the whole event. That was all Rain. “Which is the point,” Samsara pulled away from Rain. “You don’t have anything to be ashamed about. Love, whether fleeting or final, is love. The purest form of emotion and not something to be ashamed of.”

Rain sighed. “I know that. It’s just… one thing to feel what I did with Areli.”

“And another to admit it to anyone else.” Samsara hugged her again. “Feel free to come to me with anything. Right now, I think you should both eat and tell me what you meant about glowing eyes.”

I shifted nervously as Samsara plucked the trays up once more. She handed one to Rain and brought the other to me.

“You don’t have anything to eat?” I asked.

Samsara laughed and shook her head. “This body doesn’t eat. Most of them don’t. I’m a plant. I grow these forms like fruit. Let them wander for a while before reclaiming them. If I need to travel further or longer than a few days, then I can include things like a digestive system. But that is hardly necessary here.”

I nodded slowly, not wanting to think too much about the strange anatomy of what appeared to be a mostly human woman. Instead, I turned to my meal, one of eggs, toast and bacon. Perfection.

While we ate, Rain sat beside me in the chair beside my bed, while Samsara asked a few questions. Most of which we couldn’t answer. The only thing I had of note was the feeling of lightning surging through my body into Rain’s. She experienced much the same, and even made sure to mention that it hadn’t been painful, just… powerful.

“So it seems like the two of you have exchanged power somehow,” Samsara nodded as she paced the room. “I knew keeping you around would be interesting,” Samsara shot me a grin. “But I suppose I need to ask.” Samsara stopped and turned to Rain. “Has this exchange changed or reduced your abilities at all?”

I froze. That… I hadn’t even thought of that. I hadn’t proven that I had somehow gained abilities as a bastion, but if I had somehow stolen hers…

“No,” Rain shook her head immediately, before proving it. She flicked her hand and summoned a familiar sized barrier that hovered in front of her hand.

The only thing on note was that I could almost feel it. Which Samsara must have noticed as she turned to me.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Rain, do it again,” I pleaded.

Rain frowned before flicking her wrist and summoning the barrier.

I nodded, as I felt a small tug at my core. “Bigger.”

“Bigger?” Rain frowned.

“Bigger, as big as you can make it without breaking something,” I urged.

Rain frowned, and even Samsara looked intrigued. With a small shake of her head, a cute frown, and a huff, she summoned another barrier. This one larger, it grew, expanding to fill the room. And I could feel it. Like a subtle flow from me, towards Rain. I couldn’t see it, but as I held my hand out towards her, she twitched and looked at it.

“You can feel that?” I grinned. “Can’t you?”

Rain’s face went blank before she looked around the room. Her eyes pulsed blue. And the room filled with light. Barriers of all shapes and sizes floated around the room. Rain’s face was tipped up, and I could see the delight on her face as she expertly twirled the dozens of barriers in all directions. It was like watching art. What was more? I could feel it too. The tug on my core, my soul, or whatever my source of power was. I could feel it emptying into her, like taking a long draught from a deep bucket of water.

What was more, though? I could feel the barriers themselves. I closed my eyes and picked one at random. The thickness, the makeup. The way the energy collected in place, a structure emerged, and I imagined it, as I touched the power being sent into Rain.

I watched my hands light up blue. The same glow from my eyes, and between them, a barrier of my own formed. I couldn’t help it, and I barked out a laugh. Rain snapped around, dismissing her own barriers and gasped as she stared at me. Even Samsara stared at me in shock, while I grinned like a child who’d worked out how to hold a spoon.

“Impossible,” Samsara shook her head. “Nobody learns that fast.”

“I don’t know what to tell you?” I shrugged.

“What can you do with it?” Samsara asked. “Bigger, smaller, wider? Can you move it away from yourself?”

I thought about it before trying. I pulled my hands apart, but the barrier remained in place. Doing the opposite, my palms pressed into the edges of the barrier. I could feel how sharp it was, so when it became obvious that it wasn’t about to change, I pulled my hand away. The same thing happened when I tried to make it move. It just… remained in place. Right up until I placed my hand at its center.

The barrier deformed, and I frowned in confusion. Pressing on, I felt my power fluctuate as the structure shifted. It bent around my hand, forming a covering, before suddenly releasing from the space it occupied. I now had a wrist length glowing blue glove. I could open and close my fingers, and it shifted around like a winter mitten. I wouldn’t be able to–

“BANG!” Samsara shouted.

I jerked, and my control over the power slipped. It vanished, and I turned to Samsara, who held up her hand.

“Sorry,” she smiled. “That level of control is uncanny. I’d have been surprised at all if you’d managed to keep it up with a distraction.”

“She’s right,” Rain nodded. “Even my sense is hard to maintain if there’s too much going on.”

“Speaking of, that was an impressive display of your own,” Samsara smiled.

“I… I don’t really know what happened. I just… felt like I could,” she shifted nervously. “But I could also feel the energy of it coming from…” She turned to me with a nervous smile. “It came from you.”

Samsara looked at us both. “This sounds like he’s either borrowed or mimicked your ability, and enhanced yours in return. Or at least, given you access to his own mana pool.”

“How is that possible?” Rain asked.

“I have no idea,” Samsara laughed. “But… that is precisely why I’ve been happy to keep you here in the inner circle. Can you imagine the possibilities if this can be reproduced?”

Rain froze, before suddenly looking nervous. I shook my head and held up my hand. “No,” I stated firmly. “I’m not about to step out on Rain. Not now, not ever.”

Rain chewed her lip nervously before moving over to my side. She took my hand and stood still without replying. Samsara watched us both for a moment before nodding. “I wasn’t implying anything. Purely, from a research point of view, I have to admit this situation is both unique and fascinating. In all the time I have been here, I have never seen someone do what you have done in just a few short weeks.”

I nodded slowly as Rain squeezed my hand. Samsara smiled softly, before giving a bright smile. “Right, well… Something we likely can do then!”
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“Do I have to do this?” I grunted.

“This is far less invasive than some other possibilities,” Samsara smiled.

I grumbled and continued to walk on. Rain was under one of my arms, while Samsara supported me under the other. It had taken a while to get dressed and get ready. Samsara, acting the professional, ignored the dried mess that was my crotch, while Rain blushed furiously and helped untie the splints that held my legs in place. Then, after a quick burst of healing to strengthen the bones a little more, they worked in tandem to get me upright and moving.

“I really don’t want to do this again,” I grunted.

Rain looked conflicted, and I couldn’t blame her. I couldn’t blame Samsara either. It was just my nerves. The memory of the first time, it… It wasn’t something I particularly wanted to deal with again. The Gathering Hall was mostly empty. A few stragglers, eating slowly, or reading. None bothered to look up as I limped slowly through the room. The target, that same podium with the twisted roots. I swallowed nervously as the two ladies brought me closer.

“This is really happening, isn’t it?” I asked.

“It’s for the best,” Samsara smiled. “It would be good to know what house you should be in. With your new affinity, it may have changed something else.”

“Great,” I murmured.

She was right, after all. Whatever she was able to glean from this test, if it had in fact changed, it might be for the better. Though… if I wasn’t placed in Stem, they could also be worse. Would being sent somewhere apart from Rain be a good thing? Would that be acceptable? Did that matter in the least?

I shook my head. Consequences be damned, I built a friendship with the woman regardless of her house. I wasn’t about to be separated from her now. It wasn’t even really about her at all. This was just… the knowledge of what I was about to do. I knew I’d be fine. I knew that it would barely be a scratch. But the knowledge I was going to intentionally harm myself… Part of me fought and raged against the idea. Even if the rational part of me understood the reasons why I had to do it.

Until I was there. Before the twisted root, on the podium at the center. I grimaced as Samsara slipped out from under my arm. She didn’t push me. She didn’t force anything. Rain remained at my side, purely for my support.

“This fucking sucks,” I grunted.

Biting my lip, I raised my hand and slipped it into the roots. Before taking hold of the one inside. All at once, the root tightened, and that familiar stab on the back of my wrist made me cringe. Just like the first time, it was only for a moment, and when it released, I yanked my arm out and waved it about for a moment.

“Dammit,” I swore.

“It wasn’t that bad.” Samsara patted my back before slipping under my shoulder for support once more. “But you’re probably not going to like what I’m going to tell you.”

“I’m not in Stem house?” I guessed.

Samsara sighed. “You’re not in any of them.”

“Great,” I muttered. “What now then? You going to stick me somewhere?”

“I thought about placing you anyway,” Samsara frowned. “I’m sure, despite your budding first steps, you would want to stay near Rain.”

I turned to my beautiful companion, as she slipped her hand into the roots and took hold. I was about to pull her free, when the roots tightened and she let out a squeak of pain before pulling free.

“Why did you do that?” I wrapped my arm around her waist.

“I needed to know,” she hissed, clearly unhappy about doing that to herself.

I turned to look at Samsara, who was frowning.

“What?” I asked.

“You don’t have a house,” Samsara shook her head. “At least, not an established one.”

“So?” I pressed.

Samsara looked up and glanced at Rain. “Neither does she.”

Rain froze. “What do you mean?”

“Your house changed,” Samsara muttered. “It happens sometimes. Rarely, but it does. If someone has an experience that changes them, they… They can change houses to better suit their needs.”

“So… something about what happened with… us?” I hedged. Samsara nodded. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. Ignoring my interest in how someone changed houses so quickly and easily, it still leaves me with a slight problem.”

“Which is?” I asked.

Samsara shook her head. “I now have two students who are without a house.”

I looked at Rain, and only saw the faint twitch of her lips as she hid a smile.

“I will have to make an announcement,” she muttered. “If… I need to find out if there are more like you. Perhaps you are the cause of this, or perhaps you are merely a symptom.”

I frowned. “That sounds almost like blame.”

“Nothing of the sort,” Samsara laughed softly, before turning us back towards the stairs. “It is refreshing to be surprised. It is so rare that someone manages to do something unexpected.”

The two ladies brought me downstairs, before Rain slowed to a halt in the central room. “Areli should bathe,” she said.

Samsara gave a nod. “That’s probably for the best.”

“I actually would like a bath. I don’t think a bowl of water is the best option right now,” I agreed.

The two women changed direction and brought me closer to the roots. Samsara directed us towards a familiar depression in the floor, nestled amongst her roots. There wasn’t enough room for all three of us to stand amongst the thick vines and leaves of Samsara’s main body. To my surprise, it was Rain who decided to move first.

“Samsara has you,” she kissed my cheek. “And I think I need to pack my things.”

“Alright,” I nodded. “I’d offer to help, but I think I’d be more of a hindrance.”

“Exactly,” she laughed.

With her gone, I was left alone with Samsara, who smiled as she helped me undress. Unlike last time, though, she saw fit to leave me be. After delivering some soap, a washcloth, and extracting a promise to call when I needed help to get up, I was left comfortably alone in the water.

There was enough room for a couple of people in this little pool. Only outside of it, the room was scarce. For now, I put the soap to good use and began to scrub myself down. My legs felt better today and in the water I was fine to move. I didn’t try to stand, though. I kept that promise. Working the washcloth into the nooks and crannies proved difficult, though, since I was rather stiff and uncooperative from being bedridden and splinted for multiple days.

Until finally, around the time I was ready to get out, I heard a familiar voice.

“Areli, are you still bathing?” Rain called.

“I’m here!” I called back.

I listened as she came towards me, emerging from the vines in Samsara’s core, until she stood before me with a faint smile. Before dropping her robe around her feet. I gulped, staring at her nude form. She really hadn’t put anything beneath her robe before we left the room this morning. She smirked, clearly knowing I was staring at her, before she frowned at the edge of the water.

“Areli, I know there’s water there. But I can’t sense what’s beneath,” she frowned.

“Oh, right.” I shifted around to face her better. “Sit down on the edge. You can put your feet in right there.”

She did as I instructed and sat down before slipping her legs into the water. “There’s a step,” she smiled, before slipping further into the water.

“Don’t go too far,” I warned her. “It’s a slope, before dropping through the floor into the lake itself.”

“Oh,” she pulled back. “In that case, I should stick close to you.”

Instead of slipping further into the water, she came towards me, pressing into my side. I cupped her hip, and to my surprise, she slid fully into the water, settling in my lap. I felt the glorious firmness of her ass press against my crotch as she sighed and leaned back against me.

“Is this okay?” she asked.

“Fine,” I murmured.

Rain paused. “I’m not hurting you, am I?”

“No,” I replied immediately and honestly. My reaction to an extremely naked and beautiful woman in my lap was at the complete other end of the spectrum from pain. Which she noticed, almost as soon as I replied.

“Oh,” came her soft reply.

She sat up slightly, and opened her legs, letting my cock stand up between them.

“Growing up, I received lessons,” she murmured softly. “They told me that this was a normal reaction from a healthy man. And that it could lead to pain if not handled correctly.”

“Not quite.” I shook my head. “It… It gets hard all the time. Every morning, in fact.”

“Every morning,” Rain nodded, before tracing the underside with her finger.

“I was also taught that men can relieve themselves by stroking it,” she continued. “I didn’t receive any practical training. Don’t worry,” she looked over her shoulder at me. “Just some vague instructions, to be used when I needed to perform my expected duties to my future husband.”

Her hand wrapped around my cock, and I gasped softly. “It would have gone away on its own eventually,” I grunted.

“Ooops,” Rain giggled.

Her fingers slipped up my length, and I moaned softly before she pushed back down again. She giggled before repeating it just a little firmer. My cock twitched in her hand, and I heard a small gasp escape her lips.

“It moved,” she grinned.

“It does that.” I slid my hands around her.

“Does it now,” she smiled. “This is kinda fun.”

Fun? Was this just a game to her? She continued to stroke me, and I continued to fall apart around her. But there was the memory of her words on my mind. That she was mine, and that I should touch her. I reached around, slipping my hands over her breasts. Rain let out a gasp before giggling. I ran my fingers over her flesh before teasing her nipples.

“I like that,” she whispered.

“You do?” I grinned.

“Mhm,” she stopped stroking my dick as she removed her hand. “But I like this more.”

She took my wrist, and lifted one hand from her breast, before bringing it down between her legs. I felt the softness of her public hair as she pressed my fingers into her pussy.

“Touch, Areli,” she whispered as her hand found my cock once more.

She began to stroke properly this time. Her hands slid up and down, and I groaned at the sensation. With one hand holding her breast, the other, I used to feel between her legs. Softness, heat and a delicious slickness from her opening down below were my initial reactions. That opening, she made a small noise of discomfort as I probed. Clearly, she was still sensitive after the night before, so I moved elsewhere. I traced the lines in her flesh, and felt the way she shivered and twitched, until I found a rather sensitive area.

Right at the top, where two folds of womanly flesh met, there was a point that made Rain squirm with each touch. Which was when I remembered something from my own teachings as a child.

“Is… that your clitoris?” I asked as I swirled my fingers over it.

“Uh huh,” Rain trembled as she stroked my cock with both hands.

“Should I–”

“Just don’t stop!” She snapped. “Please, don’t stop?” she repeated in a softer voice.

I smiled to myself, realizing I had hit the jackpot. She squirmed in my lap, gasping softly, even as she continued to stroke my cock. Her movements slowly became erratic. Her smooth strokes of my cock turned to awkward jerks. She rolled her hips, while kicking in the water. Her head slumped back, and all the while, I continued to lightly rub my fingers over her clitoris.

When her thighs snapped shut, I was trapped with my fingers between her legs. Not only that, my cock was too. Her breath came in short, sharp bursts, and her legs trembled, causing her thighs to rub. The pressure was intense, and after the teasing and stroking, I was completely unprepared for the sudden sensation of warm pressure.

“Areli!” Rain squealed in a soft, high-pitched voice as her hand clamped down on my wrist. Pinning me in place, she gasped and whimpered while rocking her hips against my fingers. That was too much for me, and I sighed as I felt my cock throb between her thighs. Neither of us were aware enough of our surroundings, to notice the small green vine that slipped out, to collect the drifting, white plumes of my seed drifting in the currents of the bath.


Ten


“Just what am I going to do with the two of you?” Samsara asked as she paced around the inner circle. “You should know that Prim is rather upset that you’ve dropped from the tournament.”

“I could…” I started, before stopping.

Rain stood beside me, and… well, I couldn’t help but think that if I was going to continue into the tournament, it would be at her side. The chance that Leith would step out to let Rain take his spot was just… laughable.

The announcement had been made that morning during breakfast. Samsara had announced the creation of a new, as yet unnamed house. There were a series of murmurs that went out. Someone wanted a better explanation, others wanted to know how it would affect the tournament. Samsara took it in her stride. Having five houses actually made things difficult. Teams would duel in a best out of three against the winners of the other teams. With a sixth house though, there were even numbers.

That is… if we competed. With just Rain and I, and both being bastions, even that was in question. Could we compete with just the two of us? We could try, but how far would we get? Would it be worth trying at all? Or should we wait a year and try again?

“Areli, let me see that skill of yours,” Samsara suggested.

I snapped to attention and gave a small nod. Then took a deep breath. I remembered the barrier. The shape, the feel, the hard edge and in my mind’s eye I could picture it clearly. I tapped that image into my core and felt a small throb, before the barrier spluttered into life before my very eyes. I couldn’t help but grin as it came to be. Rain had a wide grin on her face, as I reached towards it.

Only this time, as my fingers touched it, there was a loud thump, and I lost concentration. As the barrier wrapped around the tips of my fingers, the power slipped away and I jerked in shock at the sudden sound. Samsara gave me a smile and nodded. “Again.”

The next time I formed the barrier, Samsara used a vine that pulled free of the lake to flick water at me. The distraction was enough to break my concentration once more, and the barrier collapsed before I could even touch it.

“Again,” came her cold demand, and I felt determined to succeed.

Pushing my will harder, I formed the barrier, only for a thick vine to sweep my legs out from under me. I hit the ground and felt the air rush from my lungs as I grunted in pain.

“Get up Areli,” Samsara growled.

Rain looked angry as well. She was glaring at the woman and I could see the way she clutched her fists. I stood, before taking a deep breath, and snapped my hand forward as I summoned the barrier. This time, rather than forming a rectangular barrier like Rain’s, I formed my own. It was round, and only appeared for a moment, before slipping down my hand like a glove. It wrapped around my wrist and I had a moment of triumph before I spotted a vine whipping towards me.

Almost at the speed of thought, I threw my barrier covered hand up, blocking the strike just above my head. The impact was hard enough, my arm bounced off my forehead and my elbow complained from the force. As I staggered back a series of barriers appeared around me as Rain finally decided to get involved, but not before Samsara began to clap.

“Well done,” she smiled. “Rain dear, please lower your barriers. I’m not going to hurt him.”

“You just did,” Rain growled. “Twice.”

“Maybe the first time, but I think you’ll find that Areli has something to say,” Samsara smiled.

Rain turned towards me, as I examined the blue barrier around my wrist. I gave her a nod, which felt dumb as soon as I did it, but she must have been watching me since she dropped her barriers immediately.

“It hurt,” I admitted. “But not my wrist.”

Rain frowned. “What part hurt?”

“My elbow,” I grunted. “Something pulled a bit, I’m okay.”

Rain tilted her head. “That barrier around your hand?”

“Exciting, isn’t it,” Samsara chuckled. “Did you feel that at all?”

“I felt when my hand bounced off my head,” I grunted. “But… no. My hand is fine.”

“So while you can produce a barrier similar to Rain’s,” Samsara pondered aloud. “Your natural inclination is to cover yourself with the barrier and use it as a defensive enhancement.”

Nodding my head at first, I thought about it some more. “I think it’s more than that. I moved faster than I think I should have.”

“That sounds no different from any other bastion moving a barrier around to block a strike. Only with your limb trapped within it, your body can move just as quickly,” Samsara mused.

Rain looked at me and smiled, before frowning. “Then how did he hurt his elbow?”

“I told you,” I sighed. “It pulled, I wasn’t strong enough to take the hit.”

“What if you didn’t need to be?” Samsara asked. “Think about it, Areli, you formed that barrier around your hand, and made the barrier move you faster than you thought possible to block me. Why not just use that same ability to affix the barrier, and your limb, to absorb my strike entirely?”

I looked at the blue shimmer covering my wrist and thought about it. “How would we test that?”

Samsara grinned and charged forward. Rain, taken unaware was too late to stop her. I had flashbacks to that first beating on the roof and leaped into motion. A deceptively delicate-looking shin whipped around to strike my head. I threw out my arm to block it. Her kick landed on my forearm and I felt the pain of the strike, while her leg glanced up and went over my head.

“Don’t use your arm,” Samsara danced back. “Use the barrier, that’s what we’re testing here.”

I grunted as my arm ached, before Samsara lunged forward once more. Rain leaped between us, making the hamadryad laugh. With her physical body temporarily blocked, neither of us noticed a vine swing down from the ceiling. It struck me in the center of my shoulders, knocking me to my knees. When I looked up, that vine, after swinging forward, was now coming right back.

Rain, noticing what happened, shifted her own barriers to block it, giving Samsara a moment to slip through the defenses holding her back. The woman was slippery, and Rain let out a disgruntled yell as Samsara’s fist flew towards the bridge of my nose. I couldn’t move in time. She was far faster than anyone had the right to be. Her eyes were narrow and I could see a predatory intent behind them.

While my body wasn’t fast enough to react, my mind certainly was. And with a precision I wish I could consciously control, my barrier covered hand sliced through the air, knocking her fist aside at the last moment. Samsara’s eyes went wide for a moment as she overbalanced. I didn’t stop there, with her so close, and my arm already extended before me, I shoved forward. My palm struck her in the breastbone and I felt something crack as Samsara’s body tumbled away from me, literally skipping along the stone floor before slamming into the wall.

Rain froze in horror, as I felt bile rise in my throat.

“What have I done?” I gasped. “Samsara–”

“Excellent word, Areli,” her voice came from everywhere at once.

I froze, before looking at Rain, who was looking around as well. There was an audible sigh, before a side door opened and Samsara walked in with another following behind.

“I keep telling everyone. That,” she gestured to the massive plant in the middle of the room, “is my body. These things,” she gestured to the broken version of herself on the ground. “Are little more than fruits my body grows to perform actions.”

I looked over at the broken corpse as her other-self picked it up and started dragging it into the center of the room without a care.

“Messy, yes,” Samsara smiled. “And it is wasteful to destroy my fruit like that, so please restrain yourself. I can reclaim much of the nutrients, but the energy expenditure is gone for good. My body, though, is fine. You have done me no harm, there is no grudge, that form could not even feel the pain of what you did. It was a husk for my mind to occupy in order to give me a physical presence within this school.”

“That was still something I wish I hadn’t done,” I grunted.

Rain came to my side and pulled me into a hug. She had a contemplative expression, and I wondered what was on her mind.

“I assure you both, that I am fine,” she smiled. “To be honest, that was a surprise for us both. Did you mean to strike me with that much force?”

“No,” I admitted. “That’s why I used my palm, I meant to just push you.”

Samsara nodded. “If that body were human, it would have been a lethal strike. How do you feel?”

“Like I just killed someone,” I replied softly.

Samsara sighed and shook her head. “That’s not what I meant. Your power, have you exhausted yourself? How tired are you?”

Rain pulled away as she held my shoulders, eager to hear what I had to say. I gave a shrug, before bouncing on my toes. Truthfully, I was barely breathing hard, and even then, that was because I was upset about what I’d done, not because I’d pushed myself very hard.

“I… feel fine,” I nodded slowly.

“Wonderful,” Samsara smiled. “Because I have something I would like the two of you to help with.”
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“I’ve been thinking about where I can house the two of you, and whoever else might join you,” Samsara spoke as she used vines to pry up sections of the floor.

“I was wondering the same. It’s not often the medical suites are used, but it’s only a matter of time before we’re attacked again,” Rain sighed.

“Exactly,” Samsara nodded. “Which is when I started thinking of alternative solutions. Building a new structure in the lake would be time and energy consuming. Well outside of any reasonable timeframe.”

“What about a floating structure?” I asked, even as I watched those same vines pull up the massive stones for the floor, widening the hole even further.

“That could work,” Samsara nodded. “But we’re not immune from storms on the lake. In fact, they can be rather fierce. A wooden structure may get swept away with large waves. Worse still, those who seek to harm us could target them with more ease than the rest of the stone structure.”

“I had heard rumors about what was beneath the central structure,” Rain nodded.

“They are rumors for the most part,” Samsara shrugged. “My initial attempt at protecting myself after my grove was destroyed. I sank my roots down deep to anchor myself and draw as much nutrients as I could. But as the water washed away the earth, I knew my time was limited, so I lifted up rocks from the earth instead. The foundations of which support the school above the waterline.”

She gestured for us to approach and look down. It was a hollow chamber. Almost as large as the houses on the surface. Even before our eyes, Samsara’s vines crept down the walls, before growing those same yellow flowers with the glowing orbs that produced the light away from the windows.

“While much of the underside is flooded, this chamber I have kept dry. It has been useful on more than one occasion. Emergencies, storage. I used it to house prisoners for a time.”

“Prisoners?” I asked.

Samsara nodded. “Druids… Taken from their masters. I studied them, trying to find a way to break the bonds that controlled them.”

“Did you?” Rain asked.

Samsara gave a slow shake of her head. “In the end, there was only one way.”

I felt the gravity of her words and, without thinking. I hugged her. Samsara jerked at the contact before Rain joined me. She relented then and hugged us back.

“I’m fine,” she pleaded gently. “This was centuries ago. I have had my time to grieve and lived long enough to regret certain actions. Not even those who strive to be the best, live a life without a regret or two.”

“I’m sure you did your best,” Rain smiled before pulling away.

Samsara smiled and gave a nod. “I tried at least. For the meantime. This space is large and relatively empty. There… there are rooms below. Perfect for a dormitory. The open space in the center is large enough to run a class or two if your numbers grow.”

“Is that likely to happen?” I asked.

Samsara looked me in the eye and sighed. “I’ve had several dozen students approach the podium and reapplied their test. There are now three of you.”

“Who is the third?” Rain asked nervously.

“Someone you shouldn’t have to worry about,” Samsara assured her. “You’ll meet him soon. He’s spent this morning packing his belongings.”

Rain gave a nervous smile before I looked down into the space below. “How do we get down there?”

“That… is where things are going to get tricky,” Samsara sighed.
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I stood with a dozen bastions and stared nervously at the closest bank. It was on the side of the lake where I had approached with Prim and Leith. I could even see the waterfall a little way off to one side, high on the cliff. Behind us was a team of shengrens, along with a handful of alms, celestials and elementaris.

A team of Samsara’s walked amongst us. She was delivering weapons to those who wanted them. Most of the shengrens took something, though one in particular didn’t. I recognized her from the duel. The one with the limp and the staff. She noticed me staring at her and gave me an angry glare. That was enough to make me turn away.

I didn’t need ever more people mad at me. I just needed to do my job. Samsara sourced most of the furniture from wood that drifted into the lake, or by drying her own vines. What we required to set up the new house, needed much more than she could source quickly. Which meant a trip across the lake to cut down a few trees. Once cut, all we needed to do was get them to the water where Samsara’s vines could bring them back across, where they could be processed into what we needed.

But it meant that there would be several dozen of us heading back to the mainland, where slavers regularly patrolled. A pair of Samsara’s pushed through the crowd. She wore leather armor. One had a pair of swords at her hips, the other a shield and a quiver full of short javelins hanging off her shoulder.

The latter gave me an encouraging smile, while the former stepped out onto the first giant lily pad. She turned and regarded us all with a determined smile.

“The school needs materials. Nothing in a normal living situation that we could not fetch for ourselves. This needs to be quick, it needs to be decisive and I want no heroes. We cross, we cut down three or four trees that I will select, and we return to the school.” she eyed us all evenly. “Nobody goes for a walk. Nobody stops to chat. Celestials, I want you scanning the surrounding area for threats. Shengrens, you’re on tree duty. Bastions defend them, while elementari and alms provide backup as needed. Let’s do this quickly and quietly so we can all be home for dinner.”

With that, she turned and began her slow march across the lily pads. I could see her vines sweeping along below the surface of the water. They pushed the pads closer together, making a more solid road to follow, which is what I did. Marching along behind her, Rain was at my side. With her came the rest of them. There had been some pushback when Rain had been selected to come with us. Her incident was several years ago, and while well known, the details had obviously stretched beyond the scope of what happened.

If I’d listened to half the idiots discussing it, I’d have thought Rain to be some brutal warrior hurling her barriers around like blades, hacking and slashing as she saw fit. Truthfully, I thought that was a pretty good idea, but I wasn’t going to discuss it with her until she felt more comfortable using her affinity around others.

We walked along, and I marveled at how the wide, flat leaves were able to support us. They felt solid, even as they bowed slightly with each step. Rain whispered a warning about giving one another space, so we didn’t break a leaf. The others seemed to already know this and were doing just that behind us. Samsara kept her eyes up with both her bodies. They scanned the banks for signs of danger and it was like watching a pair of moving statues as their heads slowly turned from one side to the other in a strange unison.

Still, in a few minutes, we finally made it. The lilies stopped just short of the bank here. Above us, the cliff loomed and I could see the faint track that Leith and Prim must have taken to get down here. The pair of Samsara’s paused on the far side and watched the rest of us catch up, before turning to continue along the path.

“Will you need help?” I asked Rain as she stepped from the lily pad onto the rough bank.

“I should be fine,” she smiled. “But I wouldn’t mind holding onto something, just in case.”

I grinned and linked my arm with hers. She stepped a little closer than necessary, and I heard more than a few muttered comments from those behind us. Together, Rain and I made the slow ascent to the top of the cliff. The road doubled back and forth on itself, winding its way up the steep side. Without the path, it would have been a steep drop. Made worse by the countless loose rocks and sandy pits that made up the cliff face. Still, the track itself was mostly solid and stable. Something Samsara confirmed as she marched up ahead of us.

Until finally, we broke over the edge and found ourselves close to the trees once more. It was nice being here again. I’d always liked plants, and the forest had such a diversity. It was like being on the farm back at the school, which… as I turned, I still couldn’t see. It was a clever design that Samsara used. Her massive leaves covered almost everything, obscuring most of the structure. Even knowing what the buildings should look like, it was hard to tell exactly what I was looking at.

“Alright,” Samsara gestured for us to move further into the trees. “Gather up. We’re going to make this quick.”

She organized teams. A trio of shengren per tree. Two to cut, and one to push. She directed them out to the nearby trees, and with the exception of some of the smaller ones, it looked like we were just going to cut a small pocket out right here.

The Samsara with the javelins brought the celestials to the center and had them begin to look for disturbances. The one with the swords led the bastions out to the edge where we could watch for physical signs of danger. I found myself standing beside Rain, with an unfamiliar older woman to my left. She pretended like I wasn’t there… Whatever, that wasn’t harming me or anyone else.

I stood firmly in place and closed my eyes. I listened to the sounds of the forest and heard only axes. The birds chirped for a time, but even they stopped when the thudding of metal on wood overcame them. It annoyed me. It had been so long since I’d heard the sounds of the forest, and I shook my head as I tried to concentrate. Little by little, I pushed the dull thuds of splitting wood further into the back of my mind.

I could hear the birds again. The soft chirp of friendly calls. The desperate cries of babies demanding food. The soft crunching of acorns being chewed by the squirrels. The creak of aged wood, flexing under terrible strain. Before a human grunt of dissatisfaction. None of which were sounds that should have been in a forest.

All at once, my power leaped into being. My hand flew up as my barrier activated. The glove came into existence as my fingers clamped down on a wooden shaft. That shaft had a series of feathers at one end, and a hollow barb at the other. That barb looked like it was supposed to catch on my shirt and skin without penetrating very far. Which made the strange liquid that dripped from the hollow tip all the more terrifying.

Which was when the older woman beside me let out a shriek as a similar arrow slammed into her shoulder.

“ATTACK!” Samsara roared.

A bunch of barriers sprang up, and I did my best to contribute. It wasn’t much, but Rain beside me, after narrowly deflecting an arrow of her own, noticed my issue. She waved her hand and a dozen of her smaller barriers drifted across to cover me as well. The older woman was snarling as she pulled the arrow from her shoulder, while holding up a massive barrier that looked like a literal brick wall. It was even set on the ground, crushing the grass beneath as if made from the material it resembled.

And that’s where I saw him. Twisted. Feral. Out of his mind. With glowing red eyes. I could see dozens of scars along his face and exposed torso. His sinewy body was thin and frail looking, as if he had been starved. Strapped to each of his wrists were curved claws that made up for his lack of fingers and he screamed as if possessed. Something about him seemed so very familiar and yet… the sight of him revolted me. Not because he was monstrous, but… because I had never seen a being so full of self-loathing and hatred.

He rushed blindly in and darted to one side as a javelin whistled over my shoulder. His eyes flicked around, glaring in all directions like he expected more attacks that never came. He was like a caged creature, suddenly unleashed upon the world, and part of me couldn’t help but think that was closer to the truth than I wanted to believe.

Before I knew what I was doing, I was already moving forward. I heard a scream that sounded like my name, but I was barely aware of the sound, concentrating as the poor soul ahead of me closed in. With my advance, their attention switched to me and I watched as they began their attack. The man ducked low, using the claws strapped to his arms to fling himself forward on all fours. I slowed and readied myself as he lunged. Opening his arms to tackle me to the ground, I reacted at the speed of thought.

It was just a slap. But with the speed and force behind the blow, bolstered by my affinity, I struck him like an unshakeable boulder. His face contorted as his skull shattered. His body rolled and crumbled to the ground at my feet.

The entire forest fell silent in an instant. The gurgling hiss of air escaping lungs through sinuses filling with blood came a moment before a strong pair of arms gripped my shoulders.

“GET BACK YOU IDIOT!”

Gravity tumbled as someone threw me back towards the line. I hit the ground and rolled to my feet as Rain moved to cover me. I spotted them coming now, from all directions. With the barriers up, several more, like the one I had just killed, were charging the bastions. They held the line, while the elementari began to cast their own magics. A flash of lightning burst out, taking what was once a young woman. Her jaw was exposed and her teeth filed to points as the spell took her in the chest. It drove her into the ground and I watched as life vanished from her eyes.

I spotted ahead of me, the older woman, being supported by the girl with the limp. She met my eyes, and I saw desperation. Something was wrong, and I could only think of getting people to safety.

“RUN!” I roared. “TO THE LAKE!”

Ahead, I could already see several trees tumbling over the cliff face. Samsara with the javelins was on the other side, distracting the corrupted druids by hurling her javelins at them. The sword wielding Samsara was a whirlwind of blades behind me as I caught up with Rain. She was spread thin, holding dozens of barriers in all directions. I could feel the tug on my core as she powered them all. There was no time to lose, and I gave her a push in the direction of home.

Rain’s ferocious scowl flicked over me for a moment, before she too began to move. I could see it all happening far slower than it should have. Arrows flew overhead. Most being deflected by the bastions. The few that got through narrowly missed the others as we fled for safety. There was no time to waste, and we were taken completely by surprise.

I heard a growl of frustration and turned to see the sword wielding Samsara fall with a blade in her back. Jumped by no less than three of the corrupted druids, one had gotten a lucky shot. Which was when I saw the older woman fall. The shengren with the limp stumbled under her weight, and I broke off to help.

“The arrows are poisoned!” She shouted as I took the older woman’s other arm.

“Then we need to hurry!” I shouted.

Together, we lifted and started to run. I could see by the dazed expression on the woman’s face that she would not be a lot of help. Death or merely unconscious, it didn’t matter if we couldn’t get her to safety. I pushed off the ground, surging ahead, ignoring the whistle of nearby arrows. At least, until I heard a pained yelp. The woman sagged at my side, and I glanced down to see the young woman collapse.

I looked at the cliff, judged the distance and sent up a prayer of hope that this would work. With a snarl, I pictured my barrier holding the older woman from behind. I wanted a nice large area to push off, and with a flick of my thoughts, I launched her straight ahead. Her body was limp and there was no scream. I only wanted her to fly far enough to clear the logs below the cliff. The others must have had the same idea as they leaped off the edge, falling into the water below.

But not me.

Rain turned as I did. She was too far ahead to help as I doubled back to the fallen shengren. I could see the arrow in her leg, even as she pulled it free on her own. A corrupted shengren was closing in and I watched as a javelin took them in the abdomen. They howled in rage and pain as the weapon drove them to the ground. It was all Samsara could do, as she, too, was overwhelmed. But it gave me a chance.

The girl yelped as I snagged her shoulder. I hauled her to her feet, and she leaned on me as I turned and ran. Footsteps followed behind as I charged to the cliff. I wasn’t going to stop. I just needed to get us over. Shouts rang out behind us, and an arrow flew over my shoulder. Animalistic snarling escaped the lips of our pursuers. I could see this ending badly and I shoved the girl ahead of me. She stumbled, clearly affected by the wound in her leg, as well as her limp.

I didn’t give her a chance to fall, though. I put force behind it and shoved her over. The force of which spun me around. A woman with glowing red eyes leaped at me. Her jaw opened, showing more pointed teeth. Before she could get at my neck, I raised my hand. She hit me hard enough to knock us both over the edge, but her teeth clamped down on my arm. Her fingers, tipped with sharp points, dug into my sides and I screamed as blood spurted from my wrist as we fell.

Summoning my barrier, I coated my free hand as I grabbed the side of her head. There was a moment there where clarity overcame her madness. For just a single instant, rather than fury and hatred, I saw deep, overwhelming sadness.

“I’m sorry,” I told her.

Before crushing her skull beneath my fingers, as I slammed into the water far below.


Eleven


The last rays of the sun drifted below the horizon. The sky was cast in a deep orange, fading to pink. Nestled amongst the leaves, it should have been a magical sight. My attention wasn’t on our surroundings though. A plume of smoke rose into the sky. A stone bench, atop leaf house. I watched from a distance, the heat even from here made me feel as if I too was charring. Her body was no longer visible, as the flames obscured the top. The wood stacked around the base was completely engulfed.

Samsara brought the feral druid I’d killed back with us. She hadn’t paid the same courtesy for those left on the bank, but for this one, Samsara had wept. The poor woman had been enslaved, tortured and twisted into this terrible monster. More importantly, it was someone I suspected Samsara recognized. There was too much emotion in Samsara’s eyes not to see that this was personal. Instead I remained respectfully silent… and guilt-ridden. So I remained behind to help. It was all we could do for her, to give her a proper burial. She was cleaned, dressed in a white tunic and her skull had been put back together as best we could. If not for her gaunt features, horrible scarring and matted hair, she would have been a classic beauty.

Rain leaned into my side. The only student to have come to pay their respects. I didn’t know how I felt about that. I was the one who killed her. She wasn’t even the only one. There was another body on that bank. They had attacked first, and yet I had drawn the first blood. Weeks. Weeks is all it had taken, to take a poor farmer, and turn him into a killer. I felt the tears well up in my eyes and I trembled in place. My breath must have hitched slightly, because Rain pulled me into her arms.

Like a bursting dam, I sobbed into her shoulder. I ignored the pain from my wounded wrist as I hugged her back. That pain meant I was alive, and while I had not caused this fight, the one who gave it to me burned atop a pyre.

“It’s okay,” Rain whispered softly.

“None of this is okay,” I shook my head. I tried to blink away the tears, but they just wouldn’t stop. “I killed her.”

“She would have killed you,” Rain argued.

I shook my head again. “It’s not the same,” I sniffed and pulled back to wipe my eyes. “You didn’t see her before…” I shuddered. Even through the barrier, I could recall the sensation. Bone shattering beneath my grip, the wet squelch of her brain oozing between my fingers. I clenched my eyes and Rain pulled me into her shoulder once more.

“Areli,” a familiar, matronly voice called.

I tilted my head, not wanting to leave Rain’s embrace. Samsara approached. She didn’t look mad, her expression was rather neutral, if a bit tired. I didn’t know what to think about that either. Was this death so meaningless? Or was she simply trying not to influence me with her own thoughts?

“There was nothing you could have done differently,” Samsara looked me in the eye when she spoke.

“I could have–”

“Nothing, Areli,” Samsara shook her head. “Remember what I told you about those I had captured.”

I sniffed and gave a small nod. “You couldn’t help them.”

“I couldn’t help them,” she repeated. “I don’t know what it is that happens to them, to make them what they are. But I do know that what you did to her was the kindest thing possible.”

All I could think about was the broken sadness in her final expression. Part of her knew. Part of her understood and whether or not she had a choice… Part of her was still in there. A woman with hopes, dreams, aspirations and life. Trapped in a world of pain and suffering. Something she must have thought she would inflict on me. She hated what she had become, and she knew what would happen should she be successful.

“It’s not fair,” I trembled into Rain’s arms.

“No,” Samsara whispered as she stood beside me. “No, it isn’t. But you saved lives as well. Two of them. Those ladies wouldn’t have made it out of the trees without you.”

Rain and I stood and watched as the flames burned low. I was happy I’d saved people. I had only been thinking of getting them away. But that didn’t remove the memory of killing. Her face, right at the end, just kept flicking through my memories. That horrible, broken sadness. Like she knew.

The stone bench stood blackened and silent as the stars lit up the sky. With Samsara’s promise to care for the bones remaining, I finally let Rain take me downstairs. I followed along aimlessly. Mind whirling, thoughts stirring, feelings thrashing. There had to be something I could do. Even if I couldn’t save them. The ones already broken. But maybe I could save others from that fate. Protect those who were yet to experience that. Which brought me to a strange thought.

Rain and I walked into the Inner Circle, and I stared at the viny mass that was Samsara’s body. I slipped free of Rain’s embrace and faced the hamadryad.

“Why didn’t we see them?” I asked. “There were celestials, how did they get so close?”

I heard Rain’s breath hitch. Something didn’t feel right with the whole situation. We hadn’t been there long. Something gave us away. Maybe not immediately. It wasn’t like they were waiting in the trees as soon as we arrived. We had time to chop the wood we needed, but their strike was too immediate. Too precise.

“I don’t know,” Samsara’s voice echoed around us. “The attack was sudden. You were the first to notice them.”

“How is that possible?” I barked out a desperate laugh.

“Areli,” Rain pressed into my side.

“This isn’t right,” I leaned into her. “Something went wrong. They knew we were coming.”

“There could be many reasons they knew we were coming,” Samsara said. “They could have a signal relay and a spotter team on the other side of the lake. Perhaps some strange divination magic like I possess.”

“They could have a spy,” I muttered.

“That is unlikely,” Samsara answered softly. “Nobody inside the school has contact with the outside world. Nobody comes and goes, except a few older druids who travel the world. Even then, their visits are measured in years.”

I had a feeling that was the least likely scenario. None of the student body who had left were passing messages back and forth. But that didn’t shake the feeling that there wasn’t something else. Betrayal wasn’t as unlikely as I thought. Rain was nobility. Perhaps there were others. Maybe a student, bitter about being ripped from their world. Erroneously believing they could return and live a life of luxury, without the risk of being destroyed like those corrupted druids. Perhaps something else entirely.

I already knew that at least one student had conspired to commit murder. Rain wouldn’t be standing here today without me. That person could be so much more than an opportunist. That person was also a celestial. Being able to command objects to move and communicate with the powers of their mind… It wouldn’t be farfetched to think that perhaps one was strong enough to deliver a message. Or even blunt the power of others to hide an approaching force.

But now was not the time to seek those truths. It was late. I was tired, injured and hungry. Rain was likely in a similar state, and we had yet to meet the new member of our house.

“Come on, Areli,” Rain tugged me towards the roots where we could bathe. “I’m tired, and I’d like to eat after a bath.”

I let her tug me along and together we slipped into Samsara’s roots. The pool that became our favorite spot looked as enticing as ever, even if I didn’t feel the spark of wonder that I normally would have. At least as Rain took her clothes off, I felt something that made me feel more alive than I had.

She helped me bathe. I had to keep my arm dry, so that we wouldn’t have to change my bandages again so soon. The bite was deep, and jagged. Samsara’s healing had gone into it, but like most things, there was no quick fix without a tradeoff. The wound wouldn’t infect, but it would still weep and bleed if I wasn’t careful.

When the two of us were clean, Rain helped me dress once more, before we retired to our room. Samsara had prepared in advance and a pair of meals had been left waiting for us. We ate in silence, even as my thoughts strayed to the people I had killed. They were so gaunt. It was unlikely they had eaten as well as I had, and part of me felt a surge of anger for it.

I found myself lying in bed, Rain curled into my side. Her fingers lightly brushed the skin of my chest as we lay in the silence of our room. It was late. Neither of us could sleep, and I had the memory of that poor woman’s expression etched into my mind. Every time I closed my eyes, that haunted stare showed itself once more.

“Areli?” Rain whispered.

“Sorry,” I sighed, before yawning. “I can’t sleep.”

“Neither can I,” she whispered. “I keep thinking about today.”

I winced and grit my teeth. Of course she was. That was stupid of me. She was there too. She fought, she helped, she watched them die. I’d been moping about my own issues, while Rain had been doing her best to comfort me. Even while going through her own version of it.

“I’m sorry.” I gave her a squeeze. “I’ve been so caught up in my own head. It was selfish of me. I should have paid more attention to you.”

Rain sighed and sat up. I could see her silhouette in the darkness. She shifted the blanket covering us and faced me.

“It’s not the same, Areli,” she whispered.

I smiled sadly and nodded. “Talk to me, Rain?” I asked. “I’ve done enough talking today. I haven’t once spoken to you about how you’re feeling.”

Rain shifted around and sat with crossed legs beside me. I stared up at her while she looked down at me. Her fingers trailed up the side of my leg and I could feel the cool air on my skin as the blanket fell away. We were both nude, though… I hadn’t even thought about it until now.

“We’re alive, Areli,” Rain whispered.

“We are,” I agreed.

“We might not have been,” she said a moment later. “You’re right. Something went wrong today. They got close, they attacked. I only saw them after you reacted.” We sat in silence for a moment before she sighed. “You saved me.” I shook my head, and she swatted my hip lightly. “No, don’t do that. You’ve spent the whole day thinking about the worst part of what happened. Now I’m going to tell you about the best.”

“It’s not like that–”

“It’s exactly like that!” Rain snarled. “You reacted first. You saw what the rest of us didn’t. When you moved, I was terrified, but then I was aware and I was able to push my sense out further and reacted to an attack that should have hit me. You warned us all about what was about to happen and because of that, all of us made it home in one piece.”

“There were injuries,” I pointed out.

Rain snorted and shook her head. “Yes, a few of us got hurt. Samsara’s bodies were killed. It wasn’t perfect, but you’re still missing the bigger picture. We could have died, Areli. Probably worse. That poor woman.” She pressed her hand into my stomach. “That could have been me.”

I sat up and grabbed her tightly. She leaned into me, holding me back just as tightly. I felt tears well up once more. But then I recalled something.

“She was a shengren,” I muttered.

“I think they all were,” Rain said after a few moments.

I nodded. That was a point. Perhaps even significant. If they were all shengren, the man I had killed first was just⁠—”

“Areli,” Rain touched my face.

I took a shuddering breath and pushed those thoughts away. “Yes Rain?”

“Lay down, Areli.”

I heard the tone of her voice and did as she asked. Rain got to her knees and her fingers wrapped around my cock.

“Rain–”

“Shut up Areli,” she whispered. “Whether you believe me or not, you’re my hero. Not just mine, but all of us that were there.”

I wanted to argue, but her fingers tightened around my cock. She stroked me gently, and she started to move once more. She leaned down, and I felt a wash of hot breath over my thigh.

“Rain?” I trembled nervously.

“I was once told that this was the best way to make a man forget his problems,” Rain whispered.

I froze in shock as she pressed a kiss to the underside of my cock. A second kiss was a little higher, and two more before I could feel the dampness of her saliva on the underside of the head.

“Rain?” I trembled.

The response I got was a pair of soft lips closing over the head of my cock. Hot breath washed over my crotch as her tongue washed over my flesh. I groaned softly, and her breath hitched again as she made an amused sound. Her fingers tightened around me, and she slid further down.

“Rain,” I trembled.

She replied with a small hum, and I reached down to touch her. My fingers brushed her hair, and she began moving her head up and down. It was amazing. I’d never experienced something like this before. But then, I’d never been with a woman before Rain, either. The idea of using her mouth to pleasure me was absurd, and yet…

“Rain, I’m… I’m going to…”

My hips jerked, and Rain made a surprised yelp. My cock erupted, and she pulled away with a jerk. Her hand still held me still, and I felt my cock pulse once more. I don’t know where that ended up. But a moment later, her mouth slammed down over my cock once more. I saw an explosion of white as she sucked and licked at me. I honestly felt as if my soul was leaving me through my cock, and Rain moaned softly with each spurt into her mouth. Until finally, I lay there, twitching and silent as she suckled gently.

I gave a final twitch as her lips slowly pulled free. My cock felt cold in the evening air as Rain straightened. She made a small noise before gasping.

“That didn’t taste so bad,” she muttered to herself.

“You swallowed it?” I asked.

“It was that or spit it out, and I don’t have anywhere to spit it,” she said as she sat up. “Did you have to get it in my eye?”

“I did?” I asked.

“Yeah, when that first squirt went into my mouth, I was surprised. The second got me in the eye.”

“Sorry,” I snickered. “It’s dark. I can’t see anything.”

“Right,” Rain replied as she used the blanket to wipe her face. “I should see if I can teach you to use my field sense.”

“That would be cool,” I admitted. “I’m sure it would be useful for some things.”

I saw the faint silhouette of her head as she nodded. Before her hand squeezed me gently. “You know what else would be useful?”

“I’m not sure I have it in me to go again,” I admitted.

Rain sighed. “That’s a shame.”

She let me go, and shifted down on the bed, before lying beside me. I could sense that she wasn’t quite as satisfied with this as I was. Which didn’t suit me at all.

“Can… can I do something for you?” I asked.

“You don’t want to go to sleep?” Rain asked.

I frowned. “Maybe… I’m a bit tired. But… after what you just did. I’d feel bad if I can’t make you feel good as well.”

“You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?” Rain asked.

I gave a small laugh and rolled to my knees. “Open your legs.”

“There’s more to me than just my pussy,” Rain grunted, even as she opened her legs, placing one on either side of me.

“Show me?”

Rain was silent for a moment before sitting up. “You’re sure?”

I leaned in and kissed her. Truthfully, before she sucked me. I probably wouldn’t have been interested. Not that I didn’t want her to feel good. But she was right. I was caught up in my own head. That would still be something to deal with. But right here, right now. I could use a good distraction.

“What can I do to make you feel good?” I asked as our kiss broke.

“Touch me,” Rain whispered.

“Where?” I asked as I reached towards her.

“Everywhere,” she giggled. “Touch me all over. Make me want you to touch me more.”

I brushed my fingers over her stomach, and her breath caught. But as I moved up her sides, she squirmed.

“Sorry,” I stopped.

“It’s okay,” Rain wriggled again. “Touch, don’t tickle. I’m not made of glass. You’re not going to hurt me unless you really dig your fingers in.”

I nodded and tried again. Back to her ribs I went, but rather than the tips of my fingers, I placed my palm against her skin. She was soft, warm, and lovely as I ran my palm up her side. She squirmed as I got higher, and rather than continue, I lifted away to brush down her arms. That was far easier. I traced her muscles, and she made small appreciative noises as I did. I slid my palm down to her hands, giving each of her fingers a squeeze before going back up.

When I reached her shoulders, I pressed my fingers into the muscle around her neck. Rain giggled softly and rolled her shoulders as I massaged her. I wasn’t an expert, but even I knew the struggle of a stiff neck.

“That’s nice,” Rain confirmed a moment later.

I spent some time massaging her before letting my hands move again. I drifted up, cupping her chin, which brought her lips up. Those lips were at the perfect height for me to press forward with a small kiss. Rain smiled, so I kissed her once more.

“How am I doing so far?” I asked.

“Good,” she whispered, with a tremor in her voice. “Really good.”

With a smile, I slid my hands down now. I couldn’t reach her back, so I followed her front. I’d avoided her breasts so far, but this time, I let myself cup them. They were warm, firm and sat in my palm. I could feel her nipples poking into me and I resisted, giving them a squeeze. Rain squirmed in place once more as I drifted down, but I didn’t touch between her legs. I drifted down onto her thighs. That muscle was hard, but smooth. She was a slender woman, not overly muscular, and feminine in all the best ways.

Rain lay back as I brushed my hands down to her knees. I could feel a faint stubble, as if she shaved the hairs on her legs. I found that the smoothness of her skin was delightful and hoped that she would continue. The only hiccup was when I reached her feet. The tops were fine, but the moment I went to touch her toes, she pulled away.

“Not my feet,” she giggled. “I’m ticklish.”

“I’ll remember that,” I grinned.

Rain made a noise of complaint and I chuckled as I slid my hands back up her legs. She squirmed, but not like before when I touched her ribs and stomach. This was more like she enjoyed the sensation and I could even hear her breath hitch as I passed up the insides of her thighs.

When my fingers brushed against her flower, Rain let out a soft moan. She was so hot, and her wetness got all over my hands. She was slippery all over, and I pressed my fingers gently into her. I had touched her before, when we bathed, but now I explored. I focused on the sensations of her flesh. Two soft outer lips, and two more inside. They were smaller, but no less soft. She was slick inside, and my fingers felt no resistance as I slid up and down.

“Not too far,” she warned me as I drifted lower. “That’s not the correct hole.”

“Right,” I snorted, and moved away.

“I was told that’s the one you use if you don’t want a bastard,” Rain whispered a moment later. She then sighed and shook her head. “Sorry. I was really enjoying this and got distracted.”

“Do you want to stop?” I asked.

“No,” Rain shook her head. “No, I do not.”

I smirked and let my fingers press into her again. This time, higher, and I felt the hole where my cock should go. I paused and looked up.

“It’s okay,” Rain breathed softly.

I pushed in with a single finger. The texture was amazing. Slick, soft and warm; Rain opened her legs a little more to give me room.

“Another one,” she whispered.

I did as she asked and slipped in another finger. Rain made a noise and rocked her hips slightly. To my surprise, she squeezed my fingers, and I paused for a moment. Then I got an idea. With one hand inside her, I raised the other. My injured arm wasn’t doing much, so I rested it against her thigh. And with two fingers within her, I placed my thumb over her clit and started rubbing it in small circles.

“Areli,” Rain gasped.

“Should I stop–”

“NO!” she snapped.

More of her fluids leaked around my fingers. She was getting even wetter, and I began to massage firmer. Rain’s breathing deepened, and I slowly thrust my fingers in and out of her. Rain arched her back and covered her face with her arms. Her hips thrust up into my hands and I could tell how much she was enjoying this. But there was something on my mind. I slipped those fingers out of her and sniffed them. Her scent was tangy, but not unpleasant. Something I confirmed with a lick of my fingers.

I stared down at the woman writhing on the bed before me and lowered myself between her legs. She noticed I was doing something, and pried her arms free to look down. I shifted my injured arm and wrapped it under her leg. With my good arm, I pressed back inside her. The angle was awkward for me, so I rolled my wrist around and rested my elbow. It pressed my fingers in an upward trajectory, which must have hit something special because Rain gasped in pleasure.

“W-what are you doing?” She demanded with a small squeak.

“You used your mouth,” I leaned closer.

“You’re a man,” Rain hissed. “That’s different!”

I didn’t see how it was all that different. She didn’t taste unpleasant. Nor did she smell bad. In fact, it was the opposite. How she smelled was delightful. I could feel blood rushing to my cock, and I just hoped that this would feel as good for her as it did for me.

Rain gasped as I slid my tongue between her folds. Whatever complaint she was about to utter vanished into garbled nonsense as I licked up and over her clit. My tongue was somehow even better at mapping out her shape, and I traced around that sensitive nub as she jerked and moaned. Like she had done to me. I kissed it gently and felt the way she thrust her hips up into my face. That caused her legs to snap closed over my head.

I felt her insides clench, and I knew what was happening, even deafened by her thighs holding me in place. With her clit pressed into my lips, I opened my jaw and gave it a small suck. Her hips thrust into my chin, and her fingers found their way to the back of my head. She bounced, thrusting herself into my face as I suckled on her. At this point, I was along for the ride. I just wanted it to be memorable for her.

She bucked and jerked. Fluids poured out around my fingers, soaking down my front. All the while, her legs trembled as she squeezed her fingers, gripping my hair. Until finally, with a yelp, she pulled me free. I crawled up her body to spare my poor scalp, only to find myself pulled into a fierce kiss. She moaned into my mouth as she slid her tongue against my own.

Her legs snapped closed around my hips, and as I felt my erection press between her legs, we both froze in place. She pulled away from the kiss and we lay perfectly still, almost touching noses as we caught our breaths. I blinked in shock as her tongue slipped out and touched my chin. She moaned softly and licked me again, clearly tasting herself on me.

Before I could rationalize the whole situation, her hand wrapped around my cock. I pulled back slightly, and she raised her hips, while pressing me towards her opening. I didn’t need any further encouragement as I sank into her body. She was so hot and wet. I groaned even before my balls rested against her ass.

“Fuck me, Areli,” Rain begged softly as she licked her juices off my neck. “Please, just fuck me.”

Our first time, she had been on top. It was awkward, but passionate and beyond my wildest expectations. Our second bout of intimacy was in the water, with her hand on my cock as I touched her in return. Now, with this beautiful woman below me. I found myself driving my hips into hers with reckless abandon. Her fingers dug into my shoulders as she squeezed my hips with her knees. Her body accepted me with ease as I drove my length into her.

“ARELI!” she squealed.

Her pussy throbbed around me, and I growled as I continued to thrust into her. She jerked and writhed beneath me. Not for a moment did she try to stop me, only gripping me ever tighter. I crushed her mouth with my own, and she howled into my mouth as I drove myself deep inside. For the second time that evening, I hit my peak. First into her mouth, and now between her legs with my cock pressed deep inside her. The way her pussy squeezed, it was like she was milking me, and I rocked gently against her as we found our mutual ends.

Until finally, I slumped down atop her. The day had been long, and the night even longer. Rain sighed gently and stroked my head.

“Go to sleep, Areli,” she whispered.

I nodded as I felt the darkness coming. My mind was drifting and as that haunted stare came to the forefront of my mind. It was swept away by the dazzling smile of the woman beneath me.

“Love you… Rain…” I murmured as consciousness left me.


Twelve


“Morning Areli!” Prim plopped down opposite Rain and I.

I smiled as Leith sat down beside her. Their relationship had bloomed in the last few weeks. While it was obvious before that they were a couple. Here, it was obvious their childish nudges had made a drastic shift. Leith’s occasional bouts of jealousy had slipped aside, and Prim was almost always holding his hand.

“And morning to you as well, Rain,” Prim smiled.

I appreciated the effort, and Rain did as well. She smiled softly and nodded at them both. “Good morning.”

“We finally got a replacement for you leaving,” Leith joked.

“I was wondering about that,” I nodded. “And again, I’m sorry I caused a problem.”

“It’s nothing,” Prim waved off my concern. “It just shoved us back in the rankings. We’re picking things up again though.”

“Good to know,” I smiled. “Think you’re going to win?”

Prim sighed. “That depends. Some of the older students are getting involved. They’ve got a lot more experience than us.”

I frowned. That didn’t seem very fair. Surely there was a reason for it, but with how things had gone, I wasn’t involved with the tournament. Samsara hadn’t mentioned any details to me beyond the initial setup.

“Wouldn’t the tournament be dominated by the older students, then?” I asked.

“Winners can’t compete again for the main tournament,” Rain chimed in. “And repeated losers are discouraged from competing in their original teams.”

I thought about it for a moment before nodding. “That makes sense… I think?”

Rain shrugged and scooped up some eggs. “There isn’t any point to struggling with an ineffective team. It also prevents the same people from dominating every year. Strength is to be valued, but beating down the less experienced teaches them nothing but to expect failure.”

“Wouldn’t that just make them work harder?” Prim asked.

Rain shook her head. “Only at first. Can you remember fighting Samsara on your first day?”

“Yes.” I shuddered at the memory of that particular beating.

“Well, imagine going up against five of her at once,” Rain continued. “While I’m sure there would be a lot to learn. In a tournament, the idea is to win as quickly as possible. It takes a competent team of sufficient skill to stand against one of the champions for more than just a few moments.”

“Right,” I nodded.

Prim looked cranky at the information, and Leith looked deep in thought. As I continued to eat, more students made their way into the gathering hall. Some I recognized. Others I did not. A few of them were even from our house. Chester, an older man with a wide smile, made his way towards us with a tray of breakfast. He wore a thick pair of glasses and didn’t speak much. At least, until he felt the need to talk, then he just about never shut up. If he weren’t such a happy guy, it’d be easy to dislike his behavior. But it felt like being mad at a puppy. Especially when that puppy was trying to help.

“Morning, Chester,” I nodded.

“Hi,” he offered quietly as he sat beside me.

There was a yelp, and at once the gathering hall fell silent. We all looked up to the center pedestal with the twisted roots. An older man pulled his hand free and scowled before marching off to wherever he’d left his breakfast.

I shook my head. It was something Samsara had neither encouraged nor discouraged. We still didn’t quite have a name for our house. With Rain’s joining, there had been a few disparaging one’s floating about. Dirt and pit being a couple of nicer options. I didn’t let it get to me, and neither did any of the others. We were the oddballs of the school. Chester, being the first, had taken the test as soon as he heard about it. Before joining our new house, he usually ate meals alone outside. Then there were more familiar faces that had joined. Like Lity, the alm I had met who enjoyed making potions to offset her apparent lack of ability in healing. She appeared from the stairwell and cast a curious gaze in our direction.

“Who was that?” Rain asked.

“Hmm?” I turned towards Rain.

“I noticed it was Chester coming earlier. Who did you notice just now?” Rain asked.

“Lity,” I leaned over and kissed my lover’s cheek.

Our relationship… was not at all what I had expected. Like any noble I’d ever had the displeasure of being shoved off the main road for; Rain could be cold, aloof, and entirely uncaring about those around her. Unlike any noble, I also knew that she was warm, comforting, and almost overwhelmingly doting on me. The moment we were alone together, she wanted nothing more than to remain close, even if we did entirely different things. That was partially a comfort, as she could lean on me when she needed help with something.

And entirely to my benefit when I got too mopey. The funeral for the dead shengren was a distant but unpleasant memory as the weeks went by. Only now, if I thought about it too long, Rain would pick up on it. We’d been caught twice now. The first time by Samsara, who stepped into a classroom while she used her tried-and-true tactic of distracting me with her mouth. The second time was unknowingly by Chester of all people, who came to say hi while we were sitting out enjoying the sun.

What he hadn’t realized was that Rain wasn’t just sitting in my lap. But that I was inside her, and the entire time he was there, Rain was practicing squeezing me with the muscles inside herself. In both cases, Rain hadn’t stopped until I had emptied myself into her. Which turned out to be a fantastic way to brighten my day when I was brooding.

In fact, I had the feeling she was a bit of an exhibitionist. It took some time to gather the wood, treat it, cut it, and start building our new underwater home. But in that time, I think Rain and I had fucked on just about every surface, including most of the walls. There was even a point where Lity had to ask us to slow things down, since she had run out of ingredients for the potion that all the ladies in the school took to control pregnancies. Samsara had gotten involved at that point, and while she spent extra resources growing the plants for Lity, Rain opted to spend much more time on her knees than usual. Something that I repaid in full while Lity caught up on her stock.

Nobody but Samsara would have ever suspected the immaculate, cold-eyed woman beside me—was a hot-blooded sex demon that kept me on my toes for whenever an opportunity presented itself.

“She likes you,” Rain whispered.

“Huh?” I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Lity,” Rain repeated. “She likes you.”

I shook my head. “I figured. She’s nice, and I like her too. Those potions she makes are fantastic.”

Rain’s lips quirked, and I knew that were we alone, she’d have burst into laughter. But whatever it was she had been implying, it was lost, as the woman in question made her way over to the table.

“Hey Lity!” Prim grinned. “Am I good to pick up the next batch tonight?”

Leith went white as a ghost as I met his eyes. It was hilarious to me that the big muscle bound idiot—who wanted to fight me twice a week because Prim liked to talk to me—was so terribly mortified about the idea of people knowing about his sex life.

“I have a fresh batch, yes,” Lity nodded, before turning to Rain. “How about you?”

“I’m fine for now,” Rain said evenly.

Leith’s white complexion, if anything, went even whiter. Prim gaped for a moment, before grinning widely and miming a thumbs up in my direction. It didn’t matter how many times I told her that Rain could see the silent gestures she made, my friend still never got it.

“Wonderful,” Lity began shoveling food into her mouth. “Means I can work on my other projects.”

“You mean those healing potions?” I asked.

Lity nodded. “I’ve been experimenting by adding my mana into the mixture, and it’s creating some interesting results.”

“By interesting, she means she’s only blown up her station twice,” Chester muttered into his meal.

Lity rolled her eyes. “I didn’t blow up my station… Just a few beakers.”

“Be careful,” I warned her.

Lity flinched slightly before nodding. I wasn’t sure what to make of that, but she smiled at me in a way that didn’t quite feel natural for her. “I will.”

Rain made a noise, and I looked at her again. She was as stony faced as ever and I rolled my eyes before giving up. “Alright, well, I’m going to head back. Classes will start soon.”

Rain stood up beside me while Prim and Leith quickly finished their breakfasts. Truthfully, we were early. If I’d been having a bad morning, Rain would have swept me into an empty room between here and the room we used for classes. But her history under Stem left her with a rigid mindset outside of that, and arriving early enough to set up her space for the lesson was something that made her comfortable. I didn’t see a good reason to stop that.

We carried our trays back to the kitchen, where Samsara gave us an appreciative smile. Rain took my hand and pulled me close to whisper something to me. But before she could speak, there was a shout. A group of students were fighting, and it drew the attention of the room. I recognized who it was, too. That first team I fought against in the tryouts for the tournament. I couldn't remember any of their names, but it was obvious they had upset the shengren with the limp.

“Well, fuck the lot of you!” She snarled.

“We didn’t mean it like that!” their alm hurried after her.

She wasn’t interested in continuing whatever fight she was in and hurried towards the center of the room. It was obvious what she was doing.

“Ferne! Stop!” The alm tried to block her, throwing his arms out wide.

Ferne, with her limp and odd features, didn’t hesitate for a moment. Despite her physical issues, she was quick and darted around the alm with ease. The alm let out an exasperated shout, but Ferne wasn’t listening as she shoved her hand into the knot of roots. I watched them clench, and I saw the way Ferne’s eyes bulged as she felt the stab. Only for the roots to pull away.

She stood there for a moment, before turning back to the alm, who was holding his face in his hands. I wasn’t sure what I was feeling as Samsara appeared from a stairwell. But we all knew what that meant by now. Samsara approached Ferne, and the shengren suddenly looked very unsure of herself.

“Come on,” Rain gave me a nudge.

To my surprise, it wasn’t to the stairs, but to the center of the room. I followed along, as Samsara spoke to the shengren. The alm, looked at them both, before seeing us approach. There was a moment where he scowled deeply, before slumping his shoulders. As I stepped up beside Samsara, the alm turned on his heels and stalking back to his table where the rest of them scowled at us like we were the ones who were fighting.

“Ah, Areli, Rain, this is Ferne,” Samsara introduced us.

“It’s nice to actually meet you this time,” I smiled and offered my hand.

Ferne looked at me and smirked. “You took me by surprise.” She reached towards my hand and grasped it. Our shake was quick, but firm, and she turned to Rain. “For what it’s worth, I never liked you. But I also didn’t believe any of the shit they said about you, either.”

Rain nodded before offering her hand. “Welcome to the house, Ferne.”

“Right.” Ferne cleared her throat as she stepped back. “So what now?”

“Have you eaten?” I asked her and got a nod in reply. “Then we’re heading down to class. We can show you the way if you like.”

Ferne glanced back at the table where she came from, before sighing. “Sure. That’d be great.”

I could feel eyes boring into the back of my head as we made our way downstairs. Samsara left us behind to go and perform whatever duties she needed to. We steered her inside the inner circle and I watched the wide-eyed expression on her face as she looked over Samsara’s true body.

“Wow,” she mumbled.

“Wow,” I agreed. “Come on.”

With the wood, a railing had been set up around the entrance to the new house. I took Rain’s hand as we approached. I knew she could navigate stairs, but it made me feel good to be certain as we made our descent. The entrance was well lit, and the torches continued down into the room below. It was different down here to the other houses. The space was smaller, but then, so was our house. Rather than a clear separation of learning spaces and living spaces, this was more combined. It gave it a homey feeling.

Furniture was laid out in the main room, but there was still plenty of empty space if we needed it. Around the room were the new structures, and where the bulk of the wood had gone. The housing units were little more than wooden boxes stacked on top of one another. They lacked windows and only had a front door. Inside each room was whatever furniture each student brought and their belongings. We had enough space that each of us could have our own room. The only exception to that was the one I shared with Rain. It was two rooms side by side. One with a bed for us to sleep on. The other where we had a space for a private living area and our other belongings. Which, at this stage, was little more than a pair of wardrobes and some clothing.

“This is different,” Ferne sighed.

“It’s all we need,” I shrugged. “We’re a small house, so we don’t get all the comforts. If you want to bathe privately, you need to bring a bucket down to your room. The rest of us go upstairs. If you work your way into Samsara’s base, her roots break through into the lake.”

“What have I done?” Ferne shook her head.

“It’s not that bad,” Rain patted her arm. “It’s quite lovely bathing among the roots. Especially with the right company.”

I glanced at Rain and saw the same stony expression she usually wore when dealing with others. Even amongst those of our house, she was distant. Ferne, though, was still looking despondent. She shook her head and sighed. “Right, I’ll get my things later. Which room is mine?”

In the end, she took the room closest to the stairs. She didn’t want to haul water any further than that. With that settled, we made our way to the study area as the other students began to trickle in. Lity was in the lead, nodding in greeting as she came to join us. Behind her came Chester, who was humming a tune I didn’t recognize. The rest filtered down. A few smiled at me. A couple gave Rain a nervous glance. It was far better than the scowling and degradation that she’d received before.

Everyone here had been retested to join this house. They all knew who was in it. So it wasn’t like anyone had joined without knowing who was going to be part of it all. All up, there were about two dozen of us, with a decent selection of affinities.

“Wonderful,” Samsara said as she came down the stairs behind the last stragglers. “Ferne, did you want to take some time to collect your things?”

“I’ll fetch them later,” Ferne shook her head. “I think right now, it’ll be best if I give them some breathing room.”

“Very well,” Samsara accepted, before turning to the group of us. “I have to admit, this change has been one that I didn’t see coming.”

“Aren’t you able to divine things?” One of the others asked.

Samsara shook her head. “I can see those attached to me by descent. I can sense their power, and even at times reach across to communicate. But that is all in the present, not the future.”

There was some muttering at that, and even I had to think about it. Even she missed the attack. That shouldn’t be… I paused as Rain’s hand snaked around my own. She squeezed and leaned into my side. I shook my head. This woman was amazing, and I didn’t know how she picked up when my mood shifted. I leaned over and pressed a gentle kiss to her cheek before turning back to Samsara as she began going over what we were planning for the day.

“What about the tournament?” Ferne asked.

Samsara paused, then looked at each of us. “I wasn’t sure with the numbers you had, that the tournament would be something you would be interested in.”

“Well, I’m interested,” Ferne looked around. “Anyone else?”

There were some looks exchanged. Chester was vigorously shaking his head. I turned to Rain and saw the conflict written across her face. But even as I watched, she turned and gave me a small nod.

“Rain and I would be interested,” I offered.

“That would complicate things, perhaps,” Samsara frowned. “If I allow two bastions to compete on the same team, others may want to do the same.”

“Is that really that big a problem?” I asked.

Samsara pondered it for a moment before shaking her head. “Not as such. I suppose an entire team of bastions would be difficult to defeat, but then that would be the point, wouldn’t it?”

“I can work with that,” Ferne agreed. “Anyone else? What about Lity?”

“I’m not a healer.” Lity shook her head. “I just make potions.”

“I’ve seen some of your potions. You made ones a while back. What was that one that blew a hole in the wall?” Ferne asked.

Lity grimaced and shook her head. “It’s too dangerous.”

“I agree,” Samsara crossed her arms. “The tournament is supposed to be a friendly competition. Using a potion like that would be lethal.”

“I could make it less lethal,” Lity said suddenly.

We looked at her, and she gave a shrug. “Please, I’ve made plenty of things that have gone wrong that wouldn’t kill someone.”

“If you worked on your healing potions, you would be a valuable asset,” Chester chimed in.

Lity frowned and shook her head. “Still, I’m not going to start anything unless I know what I’m doing first. I’m not good with combat. I’ll just get my ass kicked.”

“Pfft,” Ferne shook her head in amusement.

“Would your healing potions work like Samsara’s healing?” I asked.

Lity glanced at me and sighed. “I’m not sure. Different is more likely.”

“My healing powers, and that of most alms, take what is already there and attempts to put it back together. Growing new flesh and skin takes energy,” Samsara spoke.

“My potions wouldn’t be that effective,” Lity declared. “But I could fortify them with ingredients to provide energy. The healing won’t be as fast or efficient, but good in emergencies.”

I nodded as I stared at her. She noticed and turned away with a huff. Rain giggled softly and squeezed my hand again. I wasn’t sure what that was about, but it was put from my mind as Samsara began her lessons for the day.

We were an eclectic bunch. Some of us preferred to sit at the desks and take notes. Others could barely keep their heads upright. Samsara took it all in her stride, and with the smaller groups, she even worked one on one with us. I got to learn more about the history of the school and with Rain at my side, I even got a bit of insight into how the kingdom functioned. That information wasn’t very relevant to things now, but Samsara agreed that in the years to come, it would become more and more likely that we would leave, at least for a while.

After we broke for lunch, Ferne headed off to collect her things from her old house, while the rest of us sat down to eat. When she didn’t appear, I took it upon myself to grab her a few things and brought them back to our house for when she returned. Only to see her slumped against the far wall.

“Ferne?” I called as I left Rain’s side to hurry over.

She glanced at me and frowned as she wiped away a few stray tears. “Fuck off.”

I slowed down and set the tray down beside her. “What’s wrong?”

“I said, FUCK OFF!” she snarled.

I watched her and could tell something had happened. She was angry, but… there was something else there.

“What do you want?” she asked in a small voice.

“To make sure you’re okay,” I crouched down. “I know we haven’t known each other very long. But you’re part of our house. We should stick together.”

Ferne shook her head and slumped against the wall once more. “Thanks for the food.”

I sighed and stood without another word. If she didn’t want to talk to me, I wasn’t about to force her. The others were coming down, and Rain was at my side in an instant. When Samsara arrived, I grinned as she explained what we were going to do next.

“Now, I want all the alms to wait at the ready in case something goes wrong,” Samsara instructed.

Easily, half the house was alms. A few celestials were dotted about, along with a handful of elementari. Rain and I were the only bastions, and now with Ferne, we had our first shengren.

“First challenger,” Samsara called for a volunteer.

I grinned and bounced on my heels as an elementari stepped forward. He was the oldest of us, complete with a beard. He looked like a kindly old man, but he had an odd power-set. Most elementari had control over an element or two. Tossing a fireball, or spraying water, was an effective way to deal with an opponent. Others could be nastier. Electricity was particularly brutal.

“Samson, don’t damage the structure,” Samsara reminded him. “We’re under the waterline. You make a leak, we all end up swimming.”

“I’ll stick to my formations then,” he nodded.

“Begin when you’re ready,” she informed, and stepped over to Rain to find her an opponent.

Samson gave me a friendly bow, which I returned. The moment I straightened, he struck. I saw it coming as his eyes glowed purple, a jagged spike of stone, straight out of the floor. He was careful to use a small amount. It came at me like a spear, and I summoned my shield over my hand as I swatted it away. The stone was extremely sharp, but at the thickness he was using, it was extremely brittle.

Unfortunately, with it already shaped, he laughed and picked it up with a wave of his hand, sending it flying straight at me. I saw it coming and pulled my hand around to defend. I realized it was going to shatter when it struck, and I was going to be pelted with bits of sharp stone. So I took the fight to him. Snapping my fist forward, I punched the tip of the stone projectile, shattering it as my impenetrable barrier met an unstoppable force.

Samson was shocked by my sudden lunge and went on the defensive. He shot more stone spikes out of the ground. But moving my hand at the speed of thought, I batted them away as I closed in. When he realized his options were running out, he held up his hands. I froze in place and gave him a bow.

“Good fight,” he grinned. “I think I’d have had you if I could open a pit beneath you.”

“Maybe we’ll get the chance one day,” I laughed and dismissed my barrier to shake his hand.

When Samson stepped back, I turned and smiled at Ferne standing in front of the next in line to face me.

“You’re next then?” I asked.

“Sorry about this,” she grunted. “I just… need to hit something.”

Oh shit…

Slamming her staff into the ground, she surged towards me. Her fist came out as her eyes glowed red. I pulled back, summoning my barrier in time to block the punch. She didn’t react to the block and swung her leg around, which I also blocked. This time, she snarled and lunged in. Her fist broke through my guard and glanced off my chest. She stomped on my foot and shoved me back, where I rolled on the floor. When I sprung up, I could hear yelling, but she wasn’t paying any attention.

Ferne closed in with an angry snarl, and I realized that this was no longer a simple spar. So I met her head on. She threw a punch, and I moved my barrier-clad hand at the speed of thought to push her off balance. Her hand went high, and I dropped my shoulder into her gut. She staggered back before snapping forward with a kick that connected with my chin. I felt rattled as I staggered back, and that’s when a surge of anger pushed through me.

Ferne paused as she saw me coming, and this time as she struck, I caught her hand. Jerking back, I took her off balance and threw her down on the ground. This needed to end, and I raised my foot, stomping down atop her. She rolled away as my foot connected with the floor, shattering the stone tile. At once, I felt water and realized what I had done.

“Shit!” I swore. “Shitshitshit!”

“Back!” Samsara shoved me as her vines bore into the hole. “Samson! Need your help!”

“On it!” the old man rushed ahead.

I turned around on the spot, and saw Rain standing beside Ferne. Rain was glaring at the shengren, while Ferne stared up at me. She trembled slightly and looked away. I sighed and shook my head.


Thirteen


“Rain, Areli, have you two got a few minutes?” Lity asked.

I was sitting with Rain. It had been a few days since the duels. Ferne had been distant, and Samsara had been reluctant to reintroduce the idea of the tournament once more. She and Samson had fixed the floor rather quickly, and with a handful of towels, the water had been mopped up without a fuss. While the situation had been set aside, I still felt a pit of dread in my stomach when I thought about it.

Ferne had started the fight. But I would have finished it. With horrible consequences. Had she not moved, that stone floor would have been her body. I knew without a doubt that had I connected, she would have died. Ferne didn’t deserve that, even if she instigated the fight to begin with. In fact, I still wasn’t sure what brought the whole thing on. She hadn’t spoken to anyone since the duel, but hadn’t left either.

Areli put those thoughts from his mind as he met Lity’s hopeful smile and nodded. “Sure, whatever you need.”

“It…” Lity paused before nodding. “It’s about the tournament. I… may have something.”

That caught Rain’s attention, and she gave me a nudge before standing. Lity began to rattle on about the properties of certain compounds, and how she had found a balance of some form. I couldn’t for the life of me understand more than about every second or third word in her explanations. That she was excited and wanted to show me was about all I got, and the three of us made our way up the stairs to the inner circle. That wasn’t our destination though, and Lity whisked us around to root house and took us to the roof.

It was where Samsara and I had fought that first time, and I had a feeling I knew what was likely coming. Lity continued to talk about her discoveries, and even Rain looked perplexed as she was lost in the explanations. At least, until Lity finally turned to us with a grimace.

“I want to test them, but I’m worried I’ll hurt someone,” she admitted.

“Rain makes a decent barrier,” I nodded.

“And you have that… weird ability to cover yourself in it as well,” Lity pointed out. “I have a few I want to test.”

I glanced at Rain, who looked back, before I nodded. “Alright, where do we start?”

Lity grinned excitedly. She had really begun to open up. When we first met, she was almost dismissive. Like she didn’t want to put much effort into getting to know me, or anyone else. Other than a desire to talk about her work, it was rather like speaking to a wall. Only now, with the time she spent in our new house, she was far more open. She smiled more and liked to spend time with Rain and I when she wasn’t brewing the potions she traded with the others.

“So, I was trying to work out a delivery system. Carrying around a bunch of glass would be dangerous. I convinced Samsara to extrude–”

“Lity.” Rain held her hand up to stop her. “You are incredible. So incredible that Areli and I have a hard time keeping up with your explanations. The things you talk about are so beyond our understanding that we simply cannot keep up.”

Lity paused, then shuffled. “Oh.”

“It’s not that we don’t appreciate you, or don’t want to hear you talk about what you’ve discovered,” Areli stepped up. “But rather than giving us an in-depth explanation, neither of us will understand. How about you show us?”

Lity stood for a moment before nodding. “You’re right. Sorry–”

“Don’t apologize either,” Rain reached out and touched her shoulder. “We’re happy that you feel comfortable talking to us about your work. But we can’t help but feel overwhelmed by the sheer amount of information you so rapidly provide.”

“Right.” Lity smiled a little wider. “Well… in that case.”

She opened the small bag she had over her shoulder. That bag went everywhere with her. Usually, it contained a few potions. Mostly ones she would pass out to the ladies who needed it. Today was a little different. Inside was a pair of small containers made of wood. She took them out and opened them. Inside, it looked like seed pods. The first container, she had carved a small five-pointed star onto each of the pods. In the second container, rather than the star, it was an oddly shaped blob.

“I need your help testing this one first,” she plucked out a pod with a star on it.

“What do you need?” Rain asked.

“A barrier,” Lity smiled. “One large enough to protect us if this goes wrong.”

“Just a wall?” Rain asked.

“Yes,” Lity nodded. “I’m going to throw it.”

I moved closer to Rain as Lity got the pod ready. It fit in the palm of her hand and was about the perfect size for her to throw. She turned it over and looked at Rain.

“I’m ready,” Rain smiled.

Lity nodded, then squeezed the pod hard. It made a small pop sound, and Lity wound back before tossing the seed away. The moment it left her hand, Rain put up a large barrier to protect against what came next. The pod flew for a moment before bouncing on the stone roof. It rolled to a stop, and the three of them stared at it for a few moments.

I looked at Lity and back towards the pod. “Maybe it–”

BANG!

I ducked as the blast overcame my senses. Rain and Lity did the same. The blast was deafening, but that wasn’t the worst of it. A bright flash filled my vision. For just a single moment, I was able to see the shape of Rain’s skull through her hair from the brightness of the flash. I rubbed at my eyes as Lity did the same. Only Rain didn’t seem to be affected, but she turned and took my arm to steady me as I wobbled about in place.

“Did it work?” Rain asked.

“Too well,” Lity grunted.

“What was that?” I grunted as I blinked the after-spots from my vision.

“I called it a starfruit,” Lity grunted. “I think I added a little too much magnesium.”

“Whatever it was, that would be dangerous to everyone, not just the enemy,” I pointed out.

When we looked back at the sight of the explosion, it made us all the more confused. Despite the blast, there was no sign of where the explosion occurred. I frowned in confusion, looking for anything, even scorch marks. There was nothing left behind, though.

“Rain, did anything hit your barrier?” I asked.

“Just a little puff of wind,” Rain nodded. “Nothing else.”

“That worked at least,” Lity nodded to herself. “It’s supposed to be a distraction, not an attack.”

“As a distraction, it worked perfectly,” I joked.

“Even I flinched when it exploded,” Rain offered. “I wasn’t expecting it to be so loud.”

“I’ll refine things then,” Lity nodded. “Now, the other one?”

“Is it going to be that loud?” I asked.

“No, it should be pretty quiet actually,” Lity smiled. “I just don’t know if I have the consistency right. So what I was hoping was for you to hold it when it goes off.”

“What if it blows up my hand?” I asked, thinking of the other pod.

“It doesn’t explode,” Lity promised him. “It should be safe, but with your barrier, and Rain’s as well, it should be fine, even if it gets out of control a bit.”

“That’s not comforting,” Rain frowned. “What does it do?”

“It should create a substance that will stick to whatever it touches before hardening and making it difficult to move,” Lity replied.

I looked at Lity, then at Rain, and sighed. “Alright. Let’s try it then.”

It was a little more difficult to get things ready this time. I summoned my barrier and slipped it carefully over my hand. Lity came over with the next pod and offered it to me with a nervous smile.

“Just squeeze it hard enough to hear a crack, then hold on to it. In a fight, my hope is that I can throw it at people and have it cling to them,” Lity said.

I nodded slowly before accepting the pod. With it clutched in my hand, Rain came and stood behind me. She summoned her own barrier, lining it up with the back of my own to protect the rest of my body should this go wrong. That was the cue for Lity, as she skipped around behind us both.

I took a deep breath and tensed my hand. I felt the pod flex and grunted as I squeezed it harder. There was an audible snap, and all at once, I felt my fingers being forced out. In barely more time than I could blink, there was a sudden green mass of goo jetting out from my fingers. It didn’t spray, but it resembled the foam atop a tall mug of ale. It expanded, covering my hand and pressing against Rain’s barrier, before growing to about the size of my head.

“Wow,” I muttered as it slowed its growth.

“How was it?” Lity asked as she came around to look. “Is it hot? Can you move?” Can you pull your hand out?”

“It’s not hot,” I nodded, before squeezing my hand. “It’s hard to move. If I was holding something, I probably wouldn’t be able to let go. In fact…” I tugged on the barrier and tried to pull my hand through the gap. Only to feel the strange substance cling to me. “I can’t get out.”

Lity grinned, before suddenly looking worried as I tugged on it. “Oh wow, you’re really stuck.”

“I’m really stuck,” I laughed. “Is there something to get this off?”

“I haven’t gotten that far,” Lity admitted.

I froze, then shook my head. “Great.”

“Can you push with your barrier?” Rain suggested.

I thought about it before picturing what I wanted. The barrier covering my hand expanded slightly. I could feel an immense pressure around it. The substance was hardening and didn’t like being pushed away. Whatever it was, it didn’t like being stretched very far. I pushed harder, forcing it even wider, before pulling my hand back through the hole in Rain’s barrier.

As I dropped my concentration to keep my own barrier in place, Rain did the same, and the solid lump of goop fell to the stones and rolled slightly.

“That worked perfectly,” Lity grinned.

“Maybe not,” I frowned. “You said you wanted to throw it?” I asked.

Lity nodded. “It took quite a lot of force to break it. And the reaction was pretty fast. I don’t think you’ll have time to break it and throw it without catching yourself.”

“We could thin the membrane,” Samsara’s voice called from behind us.

We turned as she approached. She had a smile on her face and was looking right at Lity.

“Thinning the membrane would work, but will also make it dangerous to carry,” Lity scratched her chin as she thought aloud.

“In either case, I think that was a massive success,” Samsara smiled. “Though the flash was rather bright.”

“That one worked fine,” Lity nodded. “Just a small adjustment to the ingredients to reduce the flash and it would be a great opener to any attack. Or just a distraction, so long as the rest of us were prepared for it.”

“That will be the key,” Samsara nodded. “Using them too liberally will likely harm your team as much as the opponent.”

Lity nodded, before turning to the two of us. “Thank you both. This means a lot, and I’m happy to have some promising results.”

“We’re glad to help,” I smiled.

Lity packed away the remaining pods she had and scampered off, leaving us alone with Samsara, who eyed us carefully.

“Areli, how do you feel?” she asked.

“Fine,” I nodded.

“And you, Rain?” she asked.

“I’m fine, Samsara,” Rain smiled. “Things… things have been better.”

“Good,” Samsara smiled. “I fear that won’t be the case for much longer. Things in the kingdom have been moving.”

“How so?” Rain asked, as I listened in.

Samsara shook her head. “It’s nothing to worry about in the meantime.”

I glanced at Rain and didn’t buy it. Something was up. I had a small thought that it might have something to do with us. Or at least with the tournament.

“Rain,” Samsara said, catching her attention. “Could I have a moment with Areli?”

Rain frowned, but nodded slowly and made her way back downstairs. I stood and watched Samsara for a moment, wondering what it was that she wanted to talk about.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

Samsara looked me in the eye and nodded. “Something is extremely wrong. And I’m not sure what to do about it.”

“Is this the same wrong you didn’t want to talk about just a few moments ago?” I asked.

Samsara smiled and gave a small nod. “Druids are vanishing.”

“Vanishing?” I frowned.

“Almost like you,” she nodded. “While you are here, I can sense you. I can feel you and I recognize your power. But unlike other druids, I can’t feel you once you’re gone from my sight. I thought for a time that perhaps the changes I was sensing had something to do with you. After all, you have shown some remarkable traits.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I protested softly.

“Oh, no,” Samsara shook her head. “No, I know you don’t. I’ve kept a very close eye on you since you arrived. Don’t think for a moment that I’m unaware of every little tryst you’ve had with Rain when you thought others weren’t watching.”

“That’s personal,” I frowned.

“Areli,” Samsara smirked. “Ignoring that, you live within a portion of my body. You and I both know that Rain wouldn’t nearly be as bothered by the revelation as you sound right now.”

I wanted to be mad, but… She wasn’t exactly wrong either. That incident with Chester really put things into perspective. “Alright, that’s fair,” I grunted.

Samsara smiled softly. “You have been the single biggest disruptor to this school in centuries, Areli. As yet, I’m unsure if this will ultimately be a good thing or not. For now at least, I have students who are happier and more content than they have been previously. Your house is growing. Slowly. But growing all the same.”

I nodded and gave a small shrug. “I don’t know what to say about that.”

“There isn’t really anything to say,” Samsara shrugged. “Before joining your house, Lity would never have thought to use her potions the way she demonstrated today.”

“That’s all her,” I frowned. “All I did was suggest she join the tournament.”

Samsara tilted her head. “Yes, and no. Nobody in a long time has suggested she join. But then nobody has taken it upon themselves to get to know her either. Like Rain, I think she believed you to be mocking her at times.”

“Never,” I frowned.

“Never,” Samsara agreed. “You’re not like that. It’s obvious to anyone paying attention you’d rather carve a piece out of yourself than hurt someone you cared about.”

I nodded, unsure of what to say. “So what’s really going on in the kingdom?”

“I don’t know,” Samsara huffed and shook her head. “Whatever it is, I fear it’s similar to why nobody was able to sense when they attacked that day. I’d have taken senior students if I thought we were in danger. I thought being spotted was a possibility, but that attack was far too orchestrated to have been a random event. Especially considering nobody saw it coming.”

“So there’s someone feeding them information then?” I guessed.

“Perhaps,” Samsara nodded. “But then, perhaps not. Or at least, not knowingly,” she looked at me.

“Oh,” I frowned. “What does that mean now?”

Samsara sighed. “An old student of mine arrives tomorrow. You’ll go with him, and he’s going to deliver you safely to another location before bringing you back. If they give chase, then…”

“What does that mean for me?” I asked. “What if I am the one they’re after?”

Samsara sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know, Areli.” She stepped up and grabbed my shoulder. “I don’t believe you are to blame for any of this. My kind has been hunted for centuries. I won’t abandon you now, nor will I abandon you later. Right now, we need to find out for sure what is happening, so we can prepare for it.”

I nodded, and she hugged me. I hugged back before following her back downstairs. With a promise to deliver some meals later, I made my way down into the depths of the school. The stairs into our house felt steeper than normal, and I found myself descending into the quiet. Rain and Lity were nowhere to be seen. That didn’t matter for now. I had to think about what this all meant.

I was still rolling through my thoughts when the first door opened, and Ferne stepped out. She froze as she saw me, and I grimaced as I saw a flash of fear cross her expression.

“Sorry,” I mumbled and stepped around her.

“Wait,” Ferne snagged my arm. “I’m the one who should be sorry.”

I shook my head. “I nearly killed you.”

“Because I picked a fight I couldn’t win,” Ferne pressed. “I was mad. My things… someone destroyed them. My room was tossed, and I found a few of my clothes floating on the lake. Samsara wasn’t paying enough attention to find who it was and… Well, I didn’t handle that well.”

“Seems to be a bit of that going around,” I grunted. When Ferne gave me a strange look, I continued. “Someone tried to kill Rain. Levitated a large boulder over her head and dropped it. I saved her, and was injured.”

“That’s kinda romantic,” Ferne snorted. “Is that how you got close with her?”

“Not really,” I admitted. “We were already sorta friends by that point. I just… spoke to her and wasn’t an asshole like some of the others.”

“That fight in the gathering hall,” Ferne nodded. “You’re a good guy, Areli.”

I smiled thinly and shook my head. “I’m not so sure of that.”

She watched me leave without saying a word. I made my way down to the room I shared with Rain and stepped inside. Only to smile as I spotted her sitting on the end of our bed. Beside her was Lity, of all people. The two ladies were having a rather animated discussion about… something. There was mention of furniture, new clothing and a few other things that I wasn’t quite sure about.

“Hey,” I smiled softly at them both. “What’s going on?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” Rain said as she got up off the bed. “What’s wrong?”

I glanced at Lity. She, too, was watching me and I felt a little on the spot. Then again, there was no way I was going to be able to hide this. Not from the house and definitely not from Rain. So I started talking. I explained my conversation with Samsara, holding back nothing. I spoke about my fears and included my worries. The whole time, the two ladies stood and listened. And when I finally stopped, I stood by nervously, waiting for their reaction.

“So you’re leaving tomorrow, then?” Rain asked.

“Yeah,” I sighed.

“And you don’t know how long you’re going to be gone for?” she asked.

“No,” I replied softly.

Rain and Lity looked at one another before Rain smiled gently. “Then we best get things ready for you.”

The two ladies got up together and made their way over to the dresser. To my surprise, they pulled out a satchel and began loading things into it. A skin of water, a change of clothes and then, to my surprise, the box of starfruit that Lity had tested out earlier.

“I’d give you the other ones, but they’re too dangerous to use,” she shrugged.”

“Thank you,” I smiled at them. “Thank you both.”

That earned me a pair of smiles, which faltered as there was a knock on the door. I opened it, and Samsara appeared, holding two trays.

“Oh,” Samsara frowned, seeing Lity inside. “I didn’t realize you were here, Lity.”

“That’s fine,” Lity smiled. “I’ll head up and grab a tray myself.”

“You’re sure?” Samsara asked.

Lity gave Rain a hug, and I heard a small murmur. Rain nodded, and Lity blushed as she rushed from the room once more. Samsara set the trays down for us and left without a word. She didn’t need to say anything, and left me to spend this last night with Rain. We ate in a comfortable silence. Sitting on the edge of our bed. Rain leaning against my shoulder. I took comfort in her, even as I worried about what would come next.

So it was a surprise for me, as the door opened without knocking. I looked up and frowned as I spotted Lity carrying in a large bucket.

“Lity?” I frowned. “What’s this?”

“I asked her to bring it down,” Rain smiled. “She and I had a quick bath while you spoke with Samsara. I thought this might be nice.”

“Oh,” I nodded, realizing this was supposed to be some romantic thing. “Okay,” I smiled. “I’m finished now, so…”

“Great,” Lity smiled and closed the door.

I sat nervously as Rain took my tray and set it by the door with her own. Lity set the bucket down and I could see a pair of washcloths floating on the surface. Before jerking back to reality as a robe hit the floor at my feet. I looked up as Rain’s breasts slipped out from her undershirt. She tossed that at my feet as well, before a second robe joined the first. This time, I watched as Lity’s undershirt slipped over her substantially larger chest. Her freckles ran down her face, over her breasts, drawing my eye and making her blush.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“You need a bath,” Rain said as she shimmied her underwear down. “Lity is helping.”

I swallowed nervously, as Lity, pink from her cheeks to her nipples with a blush, followed suit. They straightened before me. Rain was slender, firm, and as petite as she was feminine. Whereas Lity was curvy, plush and adorably embarrassed as she looked up through the tops of her glasses as she nervously waited for my reaction. A reaction that became apparent to them both, as I shifted in place to adjust for the tugging around my crotch.

“You’re overdressed,” Rain smirked and stepped forward.

I had no resistance as she took my hand and pulled me to my feet. She bent, taking the edge of my robe and pulled it over my head. I wore a small thin shirt beneath, and some plain underwear. Rain yanked those off, leaving me staring at the two beauties before me.

Lity picked up one of the washcloths before wringing it out in her hands. She passed it to Rain, who used it to wipe my face. While I was distracted, Lity picked up the second and moved around behind me. I was naked, and trapped between two beautiful women as they washed my front and back in unison. My heart thumped heavily in my chest and Areli junior was obviously enjoying the show. Lity washed my back and I turned slightly to see blood flush across those adorable freckles.

It was only as I felt a wash of hot air over my erection that I noticed that Rain was on her knees. Lity worked the washcloth and moved to the inside of my thighs. I gasped as Rain wrapped the cloth around my cock. She jerked me slowly, grinning mischievously at me before kissing the wrapped head and pulling free. She spent another moment making sure I was as clean as possible, before Lity moved out from behind me.

“That should do it,” she smiled, still blushing furiously.

“Great,” Rain smiled, before shoving me back.

I stumbled, and my legs hit the bed, before I fell back with a thump. Before I knew what was happening, Rain was pressing a hand on my stomach while staring at me.

“Remember what Samsara said about reproducing what happened with you and I?” Rain asked.

“That’s not a good reason to–”

“It is EXACTLY a good reason to do this!” Rain snapped.

Lity shifted, catching my attention before shaking her head slowly. “Rain, if he’s not interested–”

“Does this look like he’s not interested?” Rain asked, as she gripped my cock.

I grunted as she stroked me slowly. “Lity, you’re beautiful,” I managed to say followed by another moan of pleasure.

“See,” Rain smirked.

“But Rain, I don’t know what’s happening right now,” I continued.

Rain sighed and nodded slowly. “Worst-case scenario, Areli. Is you leave, and never come back.”

“That’s not–”

“Shut up!” Rain snarled. “If this is the last time I have to spend with you, then I’m going to make it worth it for the two of us! You’ve only been here a few months. You need every advantage you can get. So unless Lity’s somehow not up to your standard, we’re going to give you the ride of your life in the hopes that whatever happened between you and me happens again!”

I felt the patter of tears as they fell on my chest, and I pulled her into a kiss. She whimpered as she met my lips before pulling away. “Lity?” Rain turned back to the nervous woman behind her. “Here,” she took my cock and stood it up in front of her.

“Wow,” Lity giggled nervously. “I’ve… I’ve never.”

Rain sniffed and cleared her throat. “Right. Together then.”

“Together?” I frowned.

Rain ignored me as she slid down the bed onto her knees and reached for Lity. The curvy alm moved in, and Rain tugged her to her knees.

“Think of it like a big, hard sweet, where the best flavor is at the top,” Rain said as she lapped up the underside of my cock with a warm tongue.

“He looked like he liked that,” Lity murmured.

Rain giggled and closed her lips over the head of my cock. I grunted in pleasure, and rather than interfere with Rain’s lesson, I crossed my arms behind my head so I could watch. Rain bobbed a few times before pulling away. With a smile, she angled my cock towards the alm, and Lity looked up at me, before giving a nervous smile.

“I hope this isn’t too bad,” she whispered.

She was far firmer with her tongue than Rain was. It was a different sensation as she licked up the underside of my cock. Rather than stop, she licked me twice more while I stared down at her. Rain’s eyes gleamed as she used her power to watch what was happening. It was hard some days to remind myself she was blind. And even now, those thoughts were dulled as Lity took my cock into her mouth.

“That’s good,” Rain whispered and kissed Lity’s cheek. “He likes that. Do you like that?”

“Mhm,” Lity nodded.

I grunted at the small movement, and Lity paused before doing it intentionally. Her mouth and tongue wrapped around the head of my cock, felt fantastic as she bobbed back and forth. I must have shown a sigh or something, because Rain giggled and pulled Lity back off after a few moments.

“Unless you want to swallow it, you should stop now.” Rain kissed Lity’s cheek again.

“I wouldn’t mind.” Lity blushed slightly.

Rain giggled and kissed her lips this time. “Next time then. Right now, we need to test if this works again.”

Lity nodded, and both ladies stood. Rain slipped up onto the bed and pressed herself into my side. From the pace of her breathing, I could tell just how excited she was. Lity was nervous, but determined, as she climbed over my lap. My cock stood tall before her, and she eyed it with a little apprehension.

“Oh,” Rain sat up. “Okay, steady now. I’ll help.”

“This is embarrassing,” Lity whined softly.

“It’s not,” Rain shook her head. “It’s natural, and you’re going to love it.”

“Doesn’t the first time hurt?” Lity asked.

Rain frowned. “I won’t lie. But I promise I’m going to do my best to make it good for you.”

“Was it good for your first time?” Lity asked.

Rain smiled and nodded. “It was the best night of my life, and it forever made it better.”

Lity nodded and met my eyes as Rain patted her ass. She rose up, and Rain took my cock, steering it into position. Lity squirmed as Rain’s fingers slipped between her legs, and I felt a molten heat settle over the head of my cock. Lity was so wet, she was already beginning to drip and I swallowed as Lity stared at me with a shocked expression.

“Slowly,” Rain nudged the alm. “Down you go.”

Lity whimpered before lowering her hips. I sighed and reached down to grab her hips. She twitched in surprise before lowering a little further. Her body squeezed my cock inside her, and she grimaced slightly in pain.

“Rest there,” Rain whispered, before kissing the alm. “Let me help.”

“How?” Lity asked.

Rain responded with a smile before her hand slipped down between Lity’s legs once more. Lity gasped softly as Rain’s fingers slipped over her clit. I could feel the tips of Rain’s fingers as she massaged Lity. The alm clutched Rain’s arm, but didn’t tell her to stop. Rather, it looked like she was supporting herself. But that made her hips rock as Rain moved, and I felt as the alm slid down over my cock.

Lity let out a whimper before nodding rapidly. “Okay. Okay, something…”

“Let it happen,” Rain whispered. “If it’s good, it wants to come out.”

“B-but–”

Rain silenced her with a kiss. My eyes went wide as I watched it happen. Rain was kissing Lity just as passionately as she would kiss me. Her hand rubbed furious circles around Lity’s clit. The alm gasped and began to raise and lower herself. Her pussy slid up and down my cock, while she tossed her head back. Rain peppered the alm’s neck with kisses before kissing down towards her breasts.

Lity jerked as Rain found her nipple, and my cock throbbed at the sheer eroticism of the sight before me. Lity’s pace increased, and I grit my teeth as her pelvis met my own for the first time. She was now bouncing over my entire length. Rain didn’t let up on the alm for a single moment, and Lity let out a shriek as she clamped down around my cock.

I jerked in place, feeling her muscles pulse and squeeze around me. All at once, I froze up as I felt that same stab into my core. Seed pumped into Lity’s body as she cried out around me. Rain giggled softly, finally letting up on the poor alm as she watched us both hit our peaks. I clenched my eyes shut as my body surged. I would have screamed if my jaw had opened wide enough for air to escape. The lightning was even more intense this time, and I felt something shift within. Until finally, Lity slid off my cock with a gasp, and I felt the last surges of energy settle into the middle of my chest.

“So,” Rain giggled as she leaned over me. “Think you’ve got enough of a reason to come back to us?”

I opened my eyes, casting her in a bright green light. Lity gasped as she spotted me, and I growled as I took Rain and threw her down on the bed beside me. Her sightless eyes went wide with shock and delight as I pushed her legs open. There would be an explanation, but first, I was going to have my satisfaction. Not that Rain was complaining as she clawed at my shoulders as I fucked her.


Fourteen


“Knock it off, kid. You’ll have your birds back in a couple days,” Kabi nudged me with his staff.

I frowned at him, even as Rain and Lity finally vanished from view. It was barely sunrise when Samsara came to wake us. After my tryst with Lity, and then Rain. We’d calmed for a moment, before I’d had Rain a second time. By then, Lity was feeling a little more adventurous, and to my delight, Rain and I had shared the pretty alm once more. By then, it was late in the evening, and the three of us fell into a heap where we were found the following morning.

“Samsara didn’t tell me much about you,” I tried to start a conversation with the man.

“Good,” Kabi nodded and gave me another nudge with his staff. “I asked her not to.”

“Why?” I frowned and glanced back, earning myself a harder jab from his wooden weapon.

“Because while I love the woman,” Kabi grunted. “I won’t die for her. The less she knows and shares about me, the better.”

“But you still came when she called?” I asked.

Kabi answered with a jab hard enough to leave a bruise. The man was abrasive, rough and was completely unwilling to give me anything but his name. Even then, there was a decent chance it wasn’t his real one. His one speed was somewhere between a walk and a run. Not quite a jog, but he was certainly in a rush to get from the lake, to wherever it was he was leading me. The part that worried me most was whether or not we’d be attacked. Though, if he got in without a problem, maybe that was the reason he was pushing me so hard to get back out?

“You freshies don’t know half of what goes on in the real world,” he grunted. “Even some of the older ones don’t. You show up, live comfortably, learn all you can and then the moment you step outside this forest, most of you end up dead. Well, that’s not me. So I’ve got some rules for you.”

“Okay,” I nodded, knowing I had no other choice in the matter.

“Rule one. Keep up. If you slow me down, I’ll leave you behind. Samsara’s blessing is nothing compared to my life.”

“Samsara’s blessing?”

“Rule two,” he continued, ignoring my question. “You do what I tell you when I tell you.” This time I looked at him and he rolled his eyes as he nudged me to keep going. “Not like that. Your tits aren’t big enough to interest me. But if I tell you to duck, run, or go fetch a bucket of water, then it’s for a damn good reason and I won’t ask twice.”

“Fair–”

“You’re damn right it is,” Kabi snorted. “We’re not just on a field trip. The slavers are up to something. Samsara’s right. Shit has gone wrong, and she needs to know if you’re at the center of it.” He snagged my arm and shoved me against a tree. “If I find out you’re in league with the enemy, I’ll cut your fucking throat and pull your tongue out through the hole so you don’t taste it when I shit down your neck. Got it?”

“Got it,” I nodded, knowing he was completely sincere in his threat.

“Great,” he smiled. “Keep up.”

I sagged slightly, before rushing to keep up with the man who was already on the move. He was no faster than before, but nor was he willing to wait for me to catch up. I had no idea where we were going. The only landmark I recognized was the waterfall and from what I could tell, we were heading north of that.

I knew there were a few towns in the direction. Hell, if you went far enough, you’d reach the Baron’s estate, and the King’s Palace if you kept going after that. Where our goal was, I had no idea. Kabi just kept me moving, offering no praise, but reminding me constantly that I’d be left behind whenever I fell behind. There was even a moment of panic after I fell, only to get up and not see him anywhere. Only thanks to the fact he hadn’t changed directions, that I managed to find him once more, and he didn’t even acknowledge the fact I’d gone anywhere to begin with.

We stopped only twice. Once around noon to relieve ourselves, and then several hours after nightfall. I had thought that we would set up some kind of camp. That was a mistake, after Kabi laughed and shoved me up into a nearby tree. Needless to say, by the next morning, I was feeling worse than if I’d just continued marching for the night. Kabi, on the other hand, seemed fine and pressed me on throughout the day.

I found myself passing the miles, eating the rations I had been given. Strips of dried fish, and a kind of biscuit, baked into a bite sized ball. That, along with my waterskin, was the only change to the monotony of putting one foot in front of the other. Of course, there was the occasional chatter of squirrels and birds. I heard the call of a distant deer, but saw no signs of anything else. Breaking out of the forest into an open plain was actually quite a shock.

One moment there were trees, the next I felt sunlight on my skin. The warmth snapped me back to attention as Kabi continued marching on ahead of me. While I had no idea where we were going, he obviously did. With the reminder that he would not wait, I rushed on behind him. The plain was easier to traverse, but that only made Kabi walk that much faster. There were times I had to jog, and even then, by the time I could see smoke coming from over the next rise, I was utterly exhausted.

“This is it,” Kabi called over his shoulder. “You better hurry, or you’ll spend the night outside. They close the inn to outsiders after sunset.”

I groaned and hurried along as best I could. Almost literally staggering as I did my best to keep up. I was used to hard work, but that hard work came with sleep and the occasional break. This was just two straight days, moving at almost a jog. I was at the end of my rope and the idea of being able to sleep in a warm bed was enough to keep me going.

The town, or in this case, the village, was even smaller than the one I was born in. The tavern was a single-story, and to my dismay, had no rooms. We’d be sleeping on the floor in the corner of the room. Kabi brought me inside, before sitting me down in a dark corner. A few people cast looks in my direction before turning away. Kabi was the one doing the speaking, as he negotiated something with the tavern owner. An exchange of coins later, Kabi returned with a pair of mugs and sat down beside me.

“I’ll admit, kid. You did pretty well. Thought for sure I’d be carrying you by now,” he chuckled.

“You said you’d leave me,” I pointed out.

“I said what I thought you’d need to hear,” he shrugged and pushed the mug into my hands. “But now we’re here, we’ll see how things go for a day or two.”

“What is the actual plan?” I asked.

Kabi shrugged. “Far as I can tell, we wait. I’ve yet to hear from Samsara. Till we do, I guess you’re just going to tag along with me.”

I glanced over at the man while he sipped from his mug. Joining him, I sighed as the cool ale washed the dust from my teeth. It was nice stuff, too. Likely made from local ingredients. My village grew grain, this one likely grew hops. It was all I could think as to why they had such nice ale in such a small village.

“How does Samsara talk to you?” I asked.

Kabi turned to me and sipped his ale. “What do you mean?”

“I thought she reached out during dreams, or something?” I questioned.

Kabi nodded. “She does that, yeah. But for those of us who graduate.” Kabi reached into the front of his shirt and plucked out a small talisman on a necklace. It was a small wooden knot, twisted around itself to look decorative. “This. It’s a part of her. And it lets her talk to me directly. I have to feed it my mana, give it some sunlight and water occasionally. Saved it from a squirrel once. Fucking thing thought it was an acorn.”

“How long have you been out?” I asked.

Kabi looked at me and sighed. “Look, I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to do a job. Usually I run a few messages, pass on a note or two. I’ve even helped nudge a few youngsters in the right direction. In turn, I have a safe place to run if I get into trouble. It’s how this works, because the fuckers out there hunting us will never stop and one day I might want to settle down.”

“You can’t leave?” I asked. “Get on a boat? Travel somewhere else?”

“Course I could,” Kabi snorted. “But that would mean finding someone to forge documents, or to smuggle me. And those are the same people who’d just as eagerly take my money, and then slap irons on me for their slaver buddies.”

“Nowhere is safe?” I frowned.

“They can track us, kid,” Kabi sighed. “I’ve stayed alive because I keep moving. By the time someone tracks me down, I’m already somewhere else. I run and never stop. Complacency gets you killed.”

“How do they track us?”

Kabi looked me in the eye and sighed. “What has Samsara told you?”

“Not a lot,” I admitted. “Just that she used to try and save some of the slaves she’d captured and couldn’t.”

He nodded. “They’re more than just slaves,” Kabi started. “Depending on your strength and affinity, they have different uses for you. Their failed experiments are the ones that hunt us. Because all that’s left between the ears is violence and an instinctual urge to find their own kind.”

I thought back to the woman, and the flash of sadness in her eyes before I killed her. Was it really there? Did she know? Or was it all just animalistic instinct and a flash of hesitation when we went over the edge?

“What about their successes?” I tried for more information.

Kabi shrugged. “No idea. But from the number they catch, and the numbers we see running around, about a third go somewhere else… Or die,” Kabi shrugged again. “Death is probably the preferred option, if you ask me.”

I nodded slowly and finished my ale. The tavern owner brought over a couple of bowls of stew and a loaf of bread for us to share. Whether it was the two days of rations, or just the constant turmoil of my situation. But I swear the stew was the best thing I’d ever tasted. Salty, brothy and good, it was perfect with the bread. It made me think of home, and the fish we usually ate from the lake. Were Rain and Lity okay?

I smiled when I thought of them. Rain was my world, and that world somehow expanded as I thought of Lity. She was… odd. But then, so were the rest of us. It somehow fit. The oddballs were clustering together in the old dungeon of the school. Creating something new. Something worthwhile, while being unapologetically ourselves.

“What are you smiling about?” Kabi asked.

“Nothing.” I shook my head.

“What?” Kabi snorted. “You’ve been pumping me for information, but I ask one question and you’re cutting me out?”

I frowned at that. He had a point, even if he was an ass about it. “Thinking of home.”

“That school ain’t home,” Kabi snorted.

“It is for me,” I shrugged. “My family were farmers. They died, and the baron sold the land to a young couple that let me sleep in their barn while continuing to work the same farm I was born on. When I came to the school… Well, I met people.”

“People make you weak,” Kabi chuckled. “Get rid of those attachments, kid. They won’t do you no good. Just slow you down enough for a knife to wiggle between your ribs.”

I frowned at that, but Kabi was done with the conversation and went back to eating. I thought about what he’d said. I didn’t believe it for a moment. For starters, I still hadn’t gone over whatever my alm ability was. We didn’t have any time to try it. After we’d all passed out, the next thing I did was wake, dress, and leave. Even then, ignoring whatever my true affinity was.

Having a dedicated and reliable team to back you up could only make you stronger. Rain was a complete badass while she was in her element. Lity’s strange devices she was working on were something else as well. Those starfruits were a crazy idea. To have come up with them on the spot? That was amazing. What would she do with a few days, weeks or even years to focus her ideas into reality.

I shook my head. I’m sure that Kabi’s ideals were on point. But that likely only applied to himself. I’d been with him only a short time, and already I figured I’d want to leave him if something bad happened. The chance he’d stick his neck out for me was minimal. Which was a shame, since I was pretty certain he was a shengren. I couldn’t imagine anyone but a shengren putting so much emphasis on physical conditioning. He’d probably be a hell of a fighter if he didn’t just run away.

“What the fuck?” Kabi hissed.

I frowned and glanced his way, only to notice him staring. I followed his line of sight and saw a woman standing in the doorway of the tavern. She was a few years older than me and had a natural smile on her face as she stepped inside.

“Hold on,” Kabi patted my arm. “I need to handle this.”

I watched him get up and make his way over. The woman spotted him, and her eyes lit up with happiness. She threw her arms around his neck and he hugged her back. It was nice to know that under his facade, the man was full of shit. This was someone he knew, and from their greeting, someone he knew pretty well.

So it was just my luck that every time I looked at her. She set something off in my gut. Everything screamed at me that I was in danger. And that just didn’t make sense. I started looking around, trying to figure out if I was misreading the signals. Kabi, while an ass, didn’t bother me. But this woman, whoever she was, was bad news. Whatever they were speaking about must have turned to talk of me, since they both turned in my direction at once.

Her smile was infectious as she hurried over to my side, with Kabi right behind her.

“Little old for one of us,” she smiled. “But that happens sometimes.”

“Right,” I nodded slowly. “Who are you?”

“Oh,” the woman beamed as if I’d complimented her. “My name is Sachar. I haven’t been out for quite as long as my dear Kabi here.”

“Sachar,” Kabi shifted uncomfortably.

“Oh, nonsense,” the woman chided him gently. “Don’t take his word for it. He’s a sweetheart.”

“Sachar!” Kabi groaned.

The woman giggled and offered me her hand.

“What’s going on?” I asked, ignoring the gesture.

“We’re moving spots,” Kabi answered quickly. “Sachar has a safe house nearby.”

I felt my gut lurch at those words and shook my head slowly. “No.”

Kabi frowned. “What?”

“This is a mistake.” I frowned at Sachar, who was still smiling at me. “Something’s wrong.”

“Yes,” Sachar nodded and crouched down in front of me. “Samsara’s idea was correct. Someone’s feeding slavers information. I caught wind of them moving in this direction and came to help. I’ve got a safe place to stay for the night, then the three of us can move on at daybreak.”

“Her information is good,” Kabi urged me. “We need to go.”

Everything screamed at me that things were not good. This woman, her words and her idea to get us outside were all bad things. I was certain of it. My gut churned so badly that I thought I’d vomit. But not before Kabi took me by the shoulder and lifted. From the force of his grip and the ease of the movement, there was no doubt that he was a shengren. I was given no choice, and nobody was about to bother the town strangers from doing strange things, as the two druids marched me out of the tavern.

The night had truly set in by now, and windows in the few cottages were drawn closed. There was nobody out there to see me being marched from town. Sachar led the way. All the while I kept my head on a swivel. Kabi kept looking at me like I’d grown a second head, but I was adamant that we were in grave danger. Down the main road, our boots kicked up small puffs of dust. The area was perfectly silent. And…

“It’s quiet,” I whispered.

Kabi looked at me, and then his eyes went wide. He slowed to a stop and looked around, while Sachar came to a stop ahead of us.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

Kabi held a finger to his lips, and the woman’s smile finally slipped into a frown.

“I don’t see anything,” Kabi whispered. “But that doesn’t mean anything is out there.”

Sachar nodded for a moment, before her eyes glowed white. I froze in place, realizing exactly what she was and for a moment there, I could swear she smirked at me. She looked around in all directions before turning back to Kabi with a smile.

“The area is secure,” she assured him.

“Kabi,” I grabbed his arm.

He frowned before tugging me along. “Come on. It’s not safe out here.”

“Kabi,” I tried to pull him back.

He turned to me with a glare and narrowed his eyes. “Look kid. I didn’t–”

“IT’S HER!” I shouted, pointing at Sachar.

Kabi turned to his friend before shaking his head. “What is this?”

“It’s her, Kabi,” I pleaded.

“You’re being ridiculous,” Kabi snorted.

“Aren’t you the one who told me not to trust in others?” I stepped back from them both. “Maybe I shouldn’t be trusting either of you.”

“It’s not like that.” Kabi raised his hands in mock surrender. “I’m not relying on Sachar. She came to help us.”

“She didn’t.” I looked at the woman, who stared right back as if nothing I said was phasing her in the least. “I’m not going with you.”

Kabi sighed. “I’m not giving you a choice.”

He moved before I could register what was happening. A red blur as his eyes lit up. I felt gravity shift around me, even before I felt the punch to the center of my chest. I choked out a gasp before a pair of arms wrapped around my neck. Kicking against the ground, I desperately shoved back against the man. He held me tight, muttering about how I needed to relax. The whole time, I could see the satisfied look on Sachar’s face.

My vision was getting darker. I couldn’t get any air into my lungs and I was desperate to do something. Anything. I thought about my other power. The black one. I begged, pleaded and even prayed for it to awaken. Nothing was working though, and my vision was reducing down to small pricks of light. I could make out my shoes and hands as they fell limp at my side. Which was when inspiration struck.

I closed my eyes. And pictured exactly what I wanted. I’d been able to do it before now. To summon my barrier around my arm without forming the barrier first. I had enough control to form it into a shape without physically manipulating it. So that’s what I tried now. With my eyes closed to hide that I was using my power. I formed a barrier. It was small. Barely the width of a hair, and I threaded it down my compressed windpipe.

I was careful not to harm myself. The sensation was awful, like being choked, on top of being choked. But with an effort of will, I began to expand it into a hollow tube. It hurt. The walls of my esophagus were being crushed from both directions, but I felt cool air flow into my lungs as I slowly inhaled. My heart rate thumped heavily in my chest, and the headache I could feel forming backed off.

I remained as still as possible. Willing them both to believe that I had fallen unconscious. The last thing I wanted was for either of them to know I was awake. While my gut told me that Kabi was not a threat, I still didn’t trust him. Not that I blamed him for that, either. He’d lived his life, and I had lived my own. His experiences were vastly different, and the idea that he would simply take my word for it about Sachar was laughable.

“There we go,” Kabi said a few moments later. “He’s out, but it won’t be for long.”

“I better make this quick then,” Sachar replied as she walked over.

“No, no,” Kabi chuckled. “I’ve got the kid. You lead the way.”

“Always a gentleman,” Sachar laughed as Kabi stood up, before taking me under the arms to lift me. “It’s a shame.”

Kabi paused before I’d come off the ground. “Huh?”

He jerked away, and I felt a warm spray. Kabi let out a pained gasp, and I heard as he fell to the ground. I risked opening my eyes and saw Sachar standing over me. Her eyes weren’t glowing, but in her hand she held a thin blade, now dripping crimson.

“Sachar, what the fuck?!”

“Sorry Kabi,” she stepped over me. “This needs to happen.”

I sat up, and Kabi’s eyes flicked to me. He was on the ground, holding his shoulder where she had stabbed him. His moment of distraction made Sachar turn before she too spotted me.

“Clever,” she frowned.

“Run kid,” Kabi hissed.

Sachar yelped as he lunged at her. She went down in a heap and for a moment I was stunned. Kabi wasn’t trying to hurt her, he was trying to wrestle her into submission. He held her knife hand out to one side while she snarled and activated her power. The knife lifted from her fingers, and I collapsed in pain as the blade slammed into my leg. The stab felt like I was on fire. I could feel it grating against the bone and I screamed as the blade yanked free.

I clutched at the wound in desperation as several shouts rang out in the darkness. Sachar started screaming for help as the knife flew back towards Kabi. He snarled as the blade struck home, but he still didn’t release her. I turned over, looking into the dark, where I could make out approaching shapes. The glowing red eyes of more twisted shengren, being corralled forward by their evil masters.

My fear spiked, and I knew I had to do something. I couldn’t run. Not with my leg. But I had a hidden ace in my newly awakened abilities as an alm. All I needed was to finish Sachar before she killed Kabi.

With newly awakened confidence, I kicked off the ground and crawled madly towards the couple. Kabi had the upper hand, pinning and wrestling the woman along the ground. But every time he tried to go for something vital, that knife hovering in place would strike down. He had no defenses against it, and his options were limited to letting go and moving out of the way, or taking another stab. He was bleeding heavily, and he looked like he understood what was happening. Bleeding from several gashes to his face, he could only blink in shock as I appeared.

With a snarl of my own, my barrier snapped down over my arm. Unlike before, where it barely made it to my wrist, it now covered right around behind my shoulder. The blue, shimmering barrier snapped forward, crashing into Sachar’s head, knocking her to the side. She was tougher than she looked, though, and turned to me with a snarl.

“That hurt, you little shit.”

The knife spun around and flew straight at me once more. I’d never be able to catch it with a regular hand. But with my barrier clad arm moving at the speed of thought, before I could blink, I caught it just before the blade pierced my stomach. Sachar and I both blinked in shock before I tightened my grip. She screamed as she yanked the knife back towards herself, and I came with it. I wouldn’t release the knife under any circumstances and that was something she hadn’t accounted for either, as my hips swung around, taking her legs out from under her.

The sheer strangeness of the situation left her completely unprepared as she fell to the ground. Her power tapered off and for just a moment, I had control of the knife. I had only a moment, I knew. A moment was all I needed. She lay there beside me, blinking in shock as I lunged forward once more. Her eyes went wide and the white glow came back, halting the blade as I descended towards her. The blade stopped. The tip wedged into her neck. It wasn’t deep, but a trickle of blood seeped out around the wound.

“No,” she whispered. “No, please?”

I closed my eyes as I felt her power slip. Just a fraction of an inch lower, and she let out a keening sound. It was enough, and her power faltered once more. Only this time, my weight drove the blade all the way home. I felt the sensation of metal on bone. Her body jerked and when I opened my eyes, she was staring at me in horror. The white glow began to fade, and I vomited over her shoulder.

Pushing myself away, I crawled over to Kabi, who was making horrible noises. Wet, hacking and coughing, that only served to bring the twisted shengrens closer. I knew I had to do something. Anything, and when I reached him, I felt for my power.

“Think I fucked up… Kid,” Kabi choked out.

“We need to get out of here,” I snarled as I desperately tried to find my newest power.

His body, below me, cast in blue, flickered to green, before Kabi’s eyes went wide.

“Well fuck me,” he stared in shock. “You’ve two affinities.”

“But how do I use it?!” I snarled as I desperately tried to shape my power to work on him.

I could see the closest shengren now. I had only moments. While I had no idea how to help the man, the pain in my leg was diminishing. I could only assume that my own body was healing, but that wasn’t what I needed right now.

“Kabi!” I grabbed him around the collar. “How do I help you?!”

He grinned and shook his head. “Fight, fuck or flee. There ain’t shit you can do for me.”

I tightened my grip on his shirt and roared as I shook him. My vision pulsed, and I noticed as the green turned black, before his shirt tore free in my hands. Clutched between my fingers was the small wooden talisman, and I squeezed it with all my might. The shengren before me leaped. I was going to die or be captured. I was never going to see Rain or Lity again. My only hope was to get a message back.

“SAMSARA!”

The world twisted, and the figure leaping towards me sailed past without touching me. Gravity whirled around me in a spiral before I collapsed onto a cool stone floor. I felt like I’d been holding my breath for hours, and I gasped, taking in a deep breath of air as a scream rang out.

“ARELI!” Ferne screeched as she slid across the floor towards me. “What?” she touched my face, before seeing blood come off in her hands. “SAMSARA!” Ferne screamed. “SAMSARA!”


Fifteen


“Ibelieve you.”

Those were Samsara’s words. The first she spoke after help arrived. I didn’t know how I got back to the school. Only that Kabi’s talisman was clutched in my fingers so tightly it left an imprint that lasted even as she took it from me. I wanted to protest, but I reasoned that not only was it a part of Samsara’s physical body, but it was never meant for me.

Things were chaotic when I arrived. Samsara had been focusing entirely on the surrounding area. She was desperately searching for the corrupted druids and their masters in all directions. Then, when she checked on Kabi and I, she felt the pain and horror of our situation flood her. She almost sent one of her bodies to investigate, before Ferne began screaming for help in the inner circle.

I, at that point, could do little more than collapse and sleep away my exhaustion. That was the first day, and when I awoke, it was alone in my room without Rain or Lity. Someone had taken the time to clean and dress me. There was even a small bandage covering the last of the cut on my leg from Sachar’s knife. I’d been too tired to try again since being moved into this room. Where I’d stayed ever since.

So while I was thankful that Samsara had decided I had told her the truth of things. I was still annoyed about being cooped up in my room. Rain and Lity always hovered over the hamadryad’s shoulder as she came in with meals. They were always there, always waiting. And it was their voices I heard raised as I looked up from my bed. The shouting grew closer, then shifted to enraged screaming. And finally stopped.

I stared at the door for a moment before it finally opened. Samsara stepped in, giving me a long look, before letting out a quiet sigh. She stepped aside, and both Rain and Lity marched in, holding a tray for my evening meal. They marched right past the headmistress and climbed up onto the bed. Rain was first, setting the tray down on the foot of the bed, before throwing herself into my arms. She held me tightly, and I held her back.

My heart broke as her shoulders trembled. Her quiet sobs muffled into my shoulder as Lity slipped in to hug us both from the side.

“The tournament begins at sunrise,” Samsara sighed. “If you want to compete, you’ll need a team.”

Nobody bothered to reply, though I did give her an appreciative nod before she walked out and closed the door.

“I missed you,” Rain mumbled into my shirt. “She wouldn’t let us see you since you’ve been back.”

“She said she didn’t know if she could trust you,” Lity continued.

“I missed you both as well.” I hugged the lovely creatures that pressed into me. “And don’t be too mad at her. Things… were bad.”

“She didn’t tell us what happened,” Rain said as she pulled back. Her gray eyes leaked quiet tears down her cheeks.

I reached up and did my best to wipe them away with the pad of my thumb. She leaned into my hand before smiling softly. “You should eat.”

“I’ll get it.” Lity slipped off the bed.

Rain moved to lean on my side. Lity brought up my tray and curled onto my other side. I laughed softly and kissed them both before shaking my head. “How am I supposed to eat?”

Rain and Lity exchanged a look before Lity reached for my fork. Rain took the knife and together they began to feed me. I’d have complained, if not for the feeling they needed it as much as I did. The longer I lay there, in my bed, surrounded by my lovers, the more I felt like I’d returned home. Kabi had been right about a few things. It had kept him alive. But the idea that I was better off alone? No, that one would never be my truth.
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“Here,” Lity said, as she returned to our room.

I looked at her outstretched hand and felt something drop into my palm as I reached out. It was one of her hollow seed pods, with something inside.

“Eat it,” Lity insisted.

“What is it?” I asked, turning it over.

“It’s for your leg,” she glared at me. “I’m testing it.”

“You haven’t tested it before?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes. “Of course I have. Just not like this. I put some of my mana in it, so it should work better.”

I nodded slowly, before popping the seedpod in my mouth. It was bitter and hard, but cracked under my teeth. To my surprise, the wood was thin and broke down into smaller pieces that I had no trouble swallowing, along with the gooey potion within. I felt a warm pulse run through my body, and the slight ache from my still wounded leg began to wane. I let out a sigh as it took effect, before reaching down to pat my leg.

“It feels much better,” I admitted.

“It worked then,” Lity smiled. “The ingredients are toxic, so you can’t have too many of them. They also work a little differently to a normal alm’s healing. In an emergency, they could be the difference between life and death, and now I know they work.”

I nodded slowly before pulling a small piece of wood out from between my teeth. Then I looked at Lity and saw her eyes flick down to my lips for a moment. She was odd, in some ways. But she was definitely a woman, and I was more than happy to treat her as such, as I kissed her firmly. She moaned, biting at my lip, before pulling away with a blush.

“S-sorry,” she mumbled.

“Don’t be,” I smiled.

Lity chewed her lip. “Maybe–”

“Rain said you guys needed an extra?” Ferne burst into our room, making Lity jerk in place.

We turned as one and looked at her, while she seemed to realize she had just barged in. She looked between us before nodding slowly. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” I sighed. “What was that about needing an extra?”

“Oh,” Ferne smiled once more. “Rain, she said that if you wanted to join the tournament, you’d need more people.”

I blinked slowly before nodding. “Okay… Okay, so… I wasn’t sure we were actually going to do this.”

“I have worked on a few things,” Lity admitted. “This was just relevant.”

I nodded before turning back to Ferne. “You’re a shengren, Lity’s an alm, Rain and I are bastions. That’s four. Can we compete with four?”

“No,” Rain sighed as she stepped into the room behind Ferne. “Samsara is happy for us both to be bastions since… you’re something else. But we still need five members.”

Ferne frowned before shrugging. “Whatevs. I… guess we won’t be competing then.”

“You can still compete,” I told her.

Ferne shook her head. “No, this was the only team from our house.”

I sighed and shook my head slowly. “Sorry,” I told her.

“It’s fine,” she grumbled. “As long as we can watch. I wanna see my old team get their asses kicked.”

“I wouldn’t mind watching,” Lity admitted.

“I’ll be able to watch this time,” Rain agreed.

I smiled at them both before nodding in agreement. “Then what are we waiting for?”
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It turned out, to my surprise, that the tournament was actually held indoors in the gathering hall. Not just the practice sessions. This was the real deal, and there were hundreds of us watching on. There were plenty of familiar faces. Those who came and went throughout the day. Some I had taken classes with, others I had seen walking around. To my surprise, many of them were older students who hadn’t moved on from the root house. They did their own thing for the most part, that is, until the tournament started. One of the teams was made up of older students. Looking to be in their mid-thirties at least.

Their fight was first, and I realized rather quickly that they were going to dominate this tournament. Their opponents, one of the petal house classes, were torn to pieces in mere seconds. The petal house bastion barely had time to throw up a shield before the floor exploded from beneath them, knocking them to the ground. Then it was a quick matter to take them down one by one until finally, the alm held up her hands and surrendered without more than a single pulse of her green eyes.

It was cold, efficient, and brutal. Something that I would keep an eye on. There were powerful beings in this school, and while my power set was strange, I was not confident in them yet. Even now, the comfort I had gained in my ability as a bastion, had been rocked by its rapid expansion since being with Lity. Don’t even get me started on my inability to perform as an alm.

We watched as the older students filed out of the marked area. Their own alm stayed behind with two of Samsara’s bodies to heal the injuries. Typically, the petal alm stormed off without doing the same, only to be followed by the rest of their teammates. Petal house was an odd one for sure. One I’d never really understand.

With both teams clear, Samsara called in the next. Ferne made a noise, and I paid more attention to this one. It was another group from petal house. And these ones I recognized. It was Ferne’s group. The ones she had fought with before leaving to join our new house. They looked confident, and their new shengren, a young man, raked his eyes over the crowd before spotting us. His smirk was obvious, and Ferne shifted as she clenched her fists.

Without thinking, I reached across and touched her elbow. Her head snapped around in shock before she saw who it was. And only then did she look down at where I was touching her.

“You okay?” I asked softly, as Samsara brought out the second team.

“Fine,” Ferne nodded. “I’m okay, just…”

“If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine,” I nodded. “Just, whatever happened—if you ever want to talk about it, I’m here, okay?”

Ferne’s eyes drifted up, and she looked me in the eye for a time. Then she nodded and turned back to the fight. The two teams were squaring off. It looked like petal house was fighting against someone from Stem this time. Samsara tossed that strange bead on the floor. It made a loud crack, signaling for them to begin, and both bastions summoned their barriers.

Petal’s barrier was, of all things, flower shaped. It bloomed outwards, curving towards the opposing team, just like a flower. It was rather fitting, even as it crashed into the stem bastion’s barrier. Rather than expand out, theirs anchored into the ground and held firm. Which became apparent as the petal bastion was forced back under the force of their own barrier pushing on the anchored one.

Their shengrens were already on the move. The Stem shengren leaped over both barriers in a display of strength and agility that boggled my mind a little. They landed beside the petal house alm, who dodged back as the nearby elementari summoned a burst of flames and sparks to distract the fresh attacker. That brought the petal shengren around to the rear, where he closed in, punching and grappling to keep them in a tight group. The celestial from the petal side was caught amongst the chaos, unable to do anything but struggle to free herself as she was thrown to the ground by the enemy shengren in their midst.

Which is when I spotted the root stem house celestial. He hovered in the air with his hand outstretched. My eyes went wide as I recognized the way his leg hovered, slightly cocked to one side. Before him hovered a rather large rock, plucked from a section of the floor behind him. I could see the white glow of his eyes and I stood as he released the rock plummeting to the floor below. The stem shengren must have been expecting it, as he dived out of the way as the rock slammed down atop the petal shengren, breaking his shoulder and then leg as the boulder crashed into the ground.

The room burst into cheers as the battle shifted drastically to stem’s favor. The whole time I stared at the celestial, who grinned widely at the crowd. His smile only grew as the rest of the petal house fell under the combined attacks of the shengren and the elementari. The moment the petal house bastion fell, it was all over for the rest. The celestial laughed, before waving his hands excitedly before his eyes drifted towards me. I felt it the moment we noticed one another. He stared at me as I stared right back.

“Areli?” Rain nudged me.

I glanced down at her and suddenly became aware that I was standing amongst them. The crowd was cheering still, but dying down, while my new friends stared at me like something was wrong.

“It was him,” I grunted.

“What was?” Lity asked.

“The celestial that tried to kill Rain,” I hissed. “It was him.”

They looked at me in shock before I shook my head. Stepping around Rain, I made my way through the crowd before a firm hand grabbed my shoulder. I tried to shrug it off before it squeezed hard enough that I winced and turned. Only to find myself staring at Samsara.

“I heard you,” she stared at me.

“Then do something,” I snarled.

“I can’t,” she hissed softly. “Right now, it’s your word against his. And while I believe you, and I do,” she insisted, “I can’t act, or allow you to act, without evidence or a confession.”

“You know that will never happen!” I hissed.

“And you know I can’t help that!” Samsara snapped right back.

“Let me fight him,” I growled.

“You don’t have a team,” Samsara sighed.

“Do I need a team?” I asked.

“If I make an exception for you, I make an exception for everyone,” Samsara slumped slightly.

I heard the start of the next fight and glanced over my shoulder to see a fireball wash out over a barrier that sprung up just in time.

“How many you missing?” someone asked.

I turned and spotted her. She was staring at me like she hated me. The patch on her shoulder said she was a celestial, and my stomach lurched at the memory. I’d met two of them now that I didn’t trust. One of which I’d killed, the other was on my list for the future.

“Kessa,” Samsara smiled. “Unfortunately, I cannot allow you to compete for a house that is not your own.”

I looked at the strange woman, and she gave a small huff before turning away. Right before my eyes, she shoved her way through the crowd, earning herself a few shouts and glares before she reached the gnarled root in the center of the gathering hall.

Samsara sighed in exasperation as the woman shoved her hand into the gap, before flinching as it stabbed into her skin. The hamadryad looked me in the eye and shook her head. “If you want to fight him, you need to beat your first opponent.”

My eyes went wide at the news and I turned back to our newest member as she made her way back to me.

“You even ask me to suck your dick. I’ll cut the fucking thing off. Got it?”

“Ah… sure,” I nodded.

“Great,” she turned towards where I could see Rain, Lity and Ferne staring at the two of us. “Cute harem.”

“Ah…”

“Yeah,” Kessa chuckled. “I wouldn’t know what to say to that either.”
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Samsara gave us the signal, and we made our way onto the floor. The marked out section was already dented, burned and split in a few places from the previous battles. A few familiar faces stood across from us, courtesy of leaf house. I didn’t have anything against them. They weren’t bad people, but I wasn’t about to take it easy on them either. I wanted to put my hands around a certain celestial’s neck and see what popped out when I squeezed.

“Remember,” Samsara called softly. “No lethal wounds. This is a clean fight. Understood?”

We all agreed with the hamadryad, and she stepped back out of the ring. Rain was up front. Beside her was Lity. To my surprise, Kessa had moved up to the front, beside and a little behind where Rain’s barrier would form. Which left Ferne moving up to the front to stand on the opposite side in line with the rogue celestial.

Which left me standing rather awkwardly at the rear. I was the oddball. While I was a bastion at first, I didn’t really behave like one. I could summon a barrier, but not one that was as versatile as Rain’s. At least, not as far as barriers went. My abilities as an alm were limited too. I still hadn’t been able to activate them, and that made me uncomfortable. Everyone’s affinities worked slightly differently, but while I knew the power existed, nobody seemed to know how to activate it. Least of all Litty, who had been rather put out by the fact.

I was snapped back from my thoughts as I heard the crack of the small bead and everything happened at once. Two barriers formed, though Rain’s was much smaller. Kessa was the first target of the enemy shengren, and I watched as the celestial’s eyes glowed. Before she flicked her wrist and sent the shengren to the ground in a heap, as if they had their legs swept out from under them.

I barked out a laugh, before snapping back to attention, as Ferne rushed into the battle, only to bounce off the barrier formed by the opposing bastion. Taken by surprise, she screamed as she fell outside the ring, where Samsara called that she was out. With the opposing barrier not in place, their elementari took aim with a blast of flames and sent them straight at me. Rain shifted her own barrier, blocking most of it, but I still had to dodge out of the way to avoid the first of it that slipped past.

Without Ferne, I needed to get in close. The opposing celestial was hovering barely an inch off the ground, pointing a finger and a snarl at Kessa, who was grimacing even as she held firm on two legs. I rushed in, seeing their shengren getting to their feet. An older guy, he saw me coming and lunged quicker than I expected. His fist flew towards my face, and I reacted instinctually, grabbing his fist in my glowing blue hand. His eyes went wide before I yanked back, ripping him off his feet. He sailed through the air, landing outside the ring, earning himself a disqualification like Ferne.

With him down. I rushed the opposing team. Kessa was still being hampered, and the opposing bastion swung the barrier around to face me. Which is when I noticed that their barrier wasn’t anchored like the root house barriers tended to be. Rather than try to get around it, I wound back and punched it. The whole barrier deformed under the strike. The bastion squeaked in shock as she stepped back to absorb the blow, before the barrier rippled and sprung back into place once more.

I was shocked at how it had happened. But not as shocked as the bastion was, as the seed pod left at her feet while the barrier wobbled, suddenly exploded. I saw it at the last moment and closed my eyes. But that didn’t help my ears, as the bang deafened the entire room. When I opened them, the entire enemy team was staggering. Kessa, who had her eyes shut in her battle, was the first to react, rushing in and throwing her arms forward, sending out a wave of energy that knocked the elementari out of the ring. I was next, tackling the alm to the ground, where he struggled against me as I dragged him to the edge and pushed.

When I turned back, it was as Rain rather creatively used her barrier as a wedge and rolled her opponent out of the ring. It was only then that we noticed the sound of cheers, and I gave a triumphant howl as I threw my hands in the air.
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“So, things happened pretty fast. Why did you join us?” Ferne asked Kessa as we ate a victory meal between our fights.

We’d had two now, and the second bout had gone, if anything, a little better than the first. We were in the second last fight, and I wasn’t sure who we’d be going after next. If it was the older group, we were done for. But I also knew the celestial had made it too.

“I’d rather not talk about it,” Kessa shook her head. “But so we’re on the same page.” she looked me in the eye. “I want him dead as much as you do.”

“That’s not very nice,” a cool voice sighed. Kessa froze, and I turned to glare at the celestial who was smiling behind us. “Kessa, how are you?”

“Fuck off and die,” Kessa hissed.

“Ooof, still mad after that little misunderstanding,” he sighed softly.

“FUCK OFF!” Kessa roared as she leaped upright and got in his face.

The celestial chuckled as he walked back a few steps. “You’ve still got that fiery temper of yours,” he smiled. “It’s good to see you’ve got that spark. How you were never an elementari, I have no idea.”

“I’m going to kill you, Drace,” Kessa pledged. “I’ll even make it quick.”

“Tsk,” the now named celestial shook his head. “None of that. I just wanted to come and let you know that we’ll be fighting that team from root next.”

“Better than us,” Ferne grunted.

“For you, yes,” Drace agreed. “But something tells me I’m not getting quite the deal I thought I was.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

Drace laughed and shook his head. “I just wanted to let you know. That little incident out on the walkway. It wasn’t personal.”

“Feels kinda personal,” Rain chimed in.

Drace laughed softly, before shaking his head. “I suppose we’ll find out later, then.”

He walked off with a swagger in his step. I saw Kessa shift as if she was going to go after him. But I took her shoulder and held her back. She turned towards me, her eyes glowing white and her teeth bared. I heard my friends as they shot to their feet, before Kessa closed her eyes and stepped back.

“Sorry,” she muttered. “I… I don’t want to be around people right now.”

She turned without another word and left, leaving me alone with Ferne, Lity, and Rain. Of which, none of them wanted to ignore her words, and insisted on me staying with them. Despite all that, the only part where my gut had given me a warning was when Drace had spoken to us. Kessa’s threat, while real, didn’t concern me at all.
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“She’s not back?” Rain asked.

I shook my head. We’d returned to our seats, and the two opposing teams were being led into the ring. The root team was grinning like they’d already won. Drace and his friends were getting into position. He said something and their group nodded along.

“I thought she’d be back for this,” Ferne sighed. “She was so fired up before.”

“She has a history with him,” Lity nodded.

“I’m sure she’s fine,” I added, not wanting to admit I was actually worried about her.

She was brand new to our group and to the house. Whatever her situation was, she’d thrown in with us with zero hesitation. I felt responsible for her. That would have to wait for now. The fight started and the blue flash of barriers popped into existence. Which was when I felt a surge of dread shoot through me.

I blinked in shock before a pulse of black energy burst out over the ring. Screams rang out, and all at once, I was moving. I snagged Rain and Lity’s hands. Lity took Ferne’s hand with me, leading the way as I charged for the nearest staircase. Only to feel something coming for us. I halted before spinning and throwing my barrier up. A black spear slammed into my small barrier, shattering them both and knocking me to the ground.

Drace grinned at me as he lowered his hand. Before he, along with the older root students, all vanished with a puff of darkness.

“Areli!” Rain cried.

Students were running in all directions. Panic was in the air. Samsara’s bodies were rushing in, several of them armed and screaming in rage.

“We need to go!” a voice snapped, before taking my arm.

I turned and spotted Kessa holding me by the wrist as she dragged me towards the stairs where Rain was being dragged by Ferne. Lity was with them both, but seeing me coming, she turned and helped get my irate lover to cooperate. We rushed down, ignoring the jostling of other students as they fled for the houses. And I let myself be swept along through the inner circle and down into our new house. The few members of our house were already here, and I spotted Chester’s relieved smile as we came down.

We didn’t get a chance to speak though, as Kessa, along with everyone else, forced their way into our room and closed the door.

We all looked at one another before Rain rushed into my arms. I hugged her tightly before the door burst open once more. One of Samsara’s armored forms stormed in, looking us over. She met my eyes for a moment longer than the rest before she nodded.

“All of you, stay here. Meals will be provided.”

We didn’t get a chance to respond before she stepped back out once more, closing the door with a firm thud. Kessa let out a long sigh before shaking her head.

“Just so you all know. I sleep in the nude,” she grumped before throwing herself onto the bed.

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Ferne muttered softly.

“I don’t mind an audience,” Rain whispered into my ear.

Lity let out a quiet whimper.

I sighed and took a deep breath. I looked into myself and listened to my gut. Only for it to burble along like a quiet reminder that I hadn’t finished eating after the run in with Drace.

Hopefully, that meant that for now. We were safe.

“You were right. It finally happened.”

……….

“No, one of the older ones. He would have fought them in the next round… That might have been worse.”

……….

“No… no you’re right. I found a sample early on. He’s not quite what I suspected.”

……….

“I just need you to hold on. Just a little longer. If this works… It changes everything. I’ve never seen so much potential before. It makes me wonder why I never detected him.”

……….

“I promise… Help is coming.” Samsara shook her head as a grin spread across her face. “Once he stops playing with his little harem, that is.”
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The dice were rolled. The pieces set. Agreements made, oaths struck, and the gods sat back to watch the grand experiment unfold.

All but one.

Betrayal was nothing new to Blath. Betrayed by friends. By lovers. Then by the Elves, who rained boulders down upon the last goblins alive, and those sent to destroy them.

But a betrayal of a god against another god?

When an oathbreaker walks this new world, others will follow. Friends and foe alike will find themselves thrust into situations far beyond their comprehension. Srink, the Goddess of Goblins, bargained for her chance for her people to start again. With opportunity, there are others who will do anything for a chance at a new life.

Some, like the kobold, see Blath and his lovers as an opportunity to advance and turn a new leaf. But not all come with ideals of peace.

With the oaths broken, conflict is coming and the gods themselves are angry

https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B0D2RMGXDT
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Hit a man with a truck.

Get a free ticket to a fantasy world!

With a love-struck, insatiable and irresistible Elven maiden in his life, Jacob thought he had it all. At least, until he was implicated in an assassination plot against the royal family. Thankfully, with the fire-breathing lizard far more understanding than one would expect, Jacob found himself brushing elbows with a rather thankful monarch.

One who assures him that Jacob’s elf is his to keep. In return, well... He just needs to make a few deliveries. It’d be a real shame if, in the aftermath of a dragon attack, the road wasn’t quite so peaceful as it was the first time. Which isn’t helped by the temporary addition to their group. Or the friends they visit along the way.

https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B0D17KDTVP
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From even the greatest heights, the mightiest may fall.

This has never been more true for Corvus the Crow than the death of Princess Vhola. Ambushed within their kingdom’s Life Dungeon, her father’s men were cut down without mercy. Corvus, seeing no option but to flee, before the princess’s soul becomes trapped within the dungeon for all time, is left reeling at the uncertainty of her ultimate fate.

The news of his failure forced the king to exile the world’s strongest warrior from his lands. And with the memory of that princess’s lips, he vows to return to the dungeon and ensure her soul is able to move on, no matter what.

Only the young woman awaiting his return is no mindless thrall. She is well spoken, articulate and rather demanding. Unable to cut her down as the dungeon spawn she truly is, Corvus is faced with a proposition.

Is it possible to live within a dungeon?

https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B0CWD1BFL7
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Electricity restored? Check

Police firmly in line? Check

Powered criminals hired as lieutenants to hold sections of the city? Check

Things should be looking up for John, AKA Darksite. But with an AI acting more alive every day, human corpses piling up in strange places and a mad dictator threatening to destroy the city, for its own good... Well, no, they're still pretty good.

Good enough, that a certain trio of ladies have started asking why he'd ever want to surrender to the authorities at all? The crimes he'd comitted as a villain dwarfed in comparison to the lives he'd saved as their unlikely hero. Perhaps enough to even stage a minor revolt against The Agency.

After all, their headquarters is just... sitting there.

Contains more of the prior mentioned from book 1

https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B0CSPN9DC3


Book Formatting


Book formatting at a reasonable price.

The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!

“I make your words look pretty.”

https://www.nmalone.net/bookformatting

https://www.fiverr.com/share/vdQVkN
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