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Keegan Lance eagerly awaited along with the other children in the town square. His eleventh birthday was yesterday, and the Autumn Festival was the only time when Seekers would come from Talindir, the provincial capital, to test children for any latent magical ability. Parents stood in the back, silently praying to the Divines. No parent wanted to send their child to a Tower. Not after so many young men and women were lost in the Portal Wars. Many older townsfolk still remember the funeral pyres, weeping for those who weren’t allowed to grow old.

Keegan listened to those stories that his father told him at bedtime. He dreamed of hurling fire, frost, lighting, or other elements at the enemies of the Dravidian Empire. Healing those who were injured in battle. Exploring the mysteries of the universe. And above all, getting out of Riverbridge. He loved the town he grew up in, but adventure called to him.

Keegan didn’t care what class he received, as long as it was a magic class. He would prefer Wizard, but Druid, Priest, or Sorcerer were acceptable. He brushed his raven black hair out of his eyes as he fidgeted in the back of the line. His dark brown eyes watched the Seekers as they commanded each child to touch the testing sphere. Most children had no mana, and no runes appeared on its surface. Only two children secured a class - One Priest and one Witch. 

“We don’t have all day, youngling. Come forward.” The Seeker lightly adjusted her pristine white robes.

Keegan mumbled an apology as he stepped forward. He poured all his hopes in dreams into his hands as he reverently cupped the sphere that was handed to him. But no runes lit upon its surface. Shock turned to anger as he shook the device. He tried to throw it to the floor but was stopped by the Seeker. She fixed him with an icy glare.

“Next!”

He remembered little of the events that transpired after his failure. Tears rained down his cheeks as he felt his dream disintegrate. Hands grasped his shoulder, and he looked up to see his older sister Krystin guiding him toward the market stands.

“Maybe eating something will help you feel better.” She looked worried.

Keegan’s desire for food had disappeared, along with his dreams. She kept pestering him until he ate a freshly grilled beef kabob.

He put on a brave face for Krystin. So he joined in sackcloth races. Watched as jesters juggled knives. Listened as farmers pulled out various musical instruments and played a beautiful symphony to celebrate the end of the harvest. She even gave him enough bronze coins to get a few sweet pastries, which he shared with the rest of his family.

His heart ached as the hours went by.

Keegan gave his sister the slip when their father spilled his beer on another patron. There were no hard feelings, but he couldn’t help but feel embarrassed. He loved his father dearly, but the man cared little for social decorum. Yet another reason he desired to leave town.

He breathed easier once the houses faded into the forest. Birds chirped happily in the trees, and the smell of pine wafted past his nostrils. A nip was in the air as his boots crunched over freshly fallen leaves. He pulled his coat tighter around him as he walked. Fading sunlight cast enormous shadows as the sun drifted down toward the horizon.

A slight break in the trees revealed his destination: A small stone shrine dedicated to creatures that no longer existed on the Mortal Plane. Those who venerated the Divines depicted them in human form. However, this one was of a fox sitting cross-legged with a scroll in its mouth. Keegan had discovered it two years ago by accident and had worked hard in his spare time to refurbish it. He had hoped his efforts would sway the Divines to bless him with a class.

What a waste of effort.

“I spent every single weekend here removing moss, rust, and grime. Using spare mortar from the blacksmith. I cleared the overgrown ivy that threatened to hide this shrine from the world in the vain hope that some Deity would heed my unspoken prayers. But I received no reward for my service. I am left to rot just like all the other children in Riverbridge. I have no money for an apprenticeship. No money for any kind of schooling. No prospects at all! I poured my heart and soul into this place and was gifted with nothing! I don’t even know why I bothered!”

Keegan’s voice rose with each word. All of his feelings bubbled to the surface as he vented at the shrine.

“I might as well give up. The Divines are as dead as my dreams. No one will answer me. No one cares.” He sat down at the shrine’s base, his anger spent.

A bluish green glow caught the boy’s eye. Keegan walked closer, the hairs on his arm rising in alarm. A soft but steady hum emanated from the shrine as well.

He fell to his knees, fear overwhelming him. “I didn’t mean it! I-”

Words froze in his mouth when the shrine gave off a massive burst of light, enveloping Keegan. When it faded, the boy vanished from the forest. Only a few rose petals rested on the ground where he once stood. 

Keegan found himself lying in a grassy field. He sat up with a groan and took in his surroundings. Long blue grass tickled his nose as he stood up.

‘Are you all right, little one?’

A voice reached his ears, yet he didn’t see who spoke. He was fixated on the trees, which were glowing with a silvery sheen. The pine needles were a deep red, much like one would find in autumn. Yet no leaves decorated the ground. The sun was as a large blue star up in the center of the bright greenish yellow sky.

‘Maybe he’s disoriented from the trip here? You know the Mitsu shrine hasn’t been used in decades.’

Keegan’s jaw dropped when he realized he was hearing the voices in his mind rather than with his ears.

“Am I dead?” He murmured softly.

‘Nope. You’re in the Spirit Plane.’

Two kitsune appeared out of the grass. Each had two large fluffy tails, and their fur was a smattering of orange, white, and brown. Keegan was sniffed, and their snouts were cold to the touch.

He remembered his father’s stories about how humanity created Gates to travel to other Planes. The Spirit Plane was the first one they visited. Humanity was surprised to encounter kitsune, pixies, merfolk, dryads and other faerie creatures. Trade flourished, diplomatic relations were established. Their partnerships allowed humans to gain classes, which improved their society by leaps and bounds. Both races thrived.

Over the years, greed and jealousy manifested and over the years eroded the friendship between them. Arguments arose and soon grew into outright conflict. The Portal Wars lasted twelve years, and ended with the destruction of the Planar Gates. Humanity was cut off from all other Planes. No human had laid eyes upon another faerie creature in almost 40 years.

Until now.

“Why was I brought here?”

‘Our elders have summoned you. Come, our village is over the rolling hills behind us.’

Keegan thought for a moment and shrugged. “Lead on.”

As they walked, he couldn’t help but admire the beautiful landscape. Daisies, asters, gardenias, and lilies of all colors decorated the grasslands. Several pink fluffy clouds hovered at the horizon’s edge. Keegan thought he saw a wisp hovering around the silver barked trees. He was so awestruck that he stopped walking.

‘We should keep moving. Akari does not like to be kept waiting.’

“I never caught your names.”

‘I’m Riko. The one behind you is Haru.’

“Nice to meet you.” Keegan quickened his pace.

He remembered to use his best manners, as Krystin constantly reminded him. Feelings of worry threatened to overtake him, but he forcefully shoved them aside. 

“Answers will come to those who are patient.” He said to himself.

The three of them walked over a small ridge and slowly descended into a lush green valley. A village was nestled in the center, a few dozen homes and shops surrounded by fields of wheat and oats. Orchards and vineyards dotted the outskirts. Keegan noticed kobolds, pixies and gnomes working hard in the fields as the three of them drew closer. 

A crowd gathered when he and the two kitsune walked down the main street. Faerie children, many of them also kitsune, played in between the houses. Their parents gathered them up as he walked past, and he could feel their stares. Keegan took a deep breath as being the center of attention made him uncomfortable.

Several older faerie creatures sat on a raised dais that overlooked the crowd. Foremost was a silver kitsune, whose ten tails fluttered in the breeze. Her golden eyes seemed to stare into Keegan’s soul.

‘We have bought the boy as requested, Elder Akari. Haru formally announced his presence.’

Akari nodded, and both Riko and Haru joined the other kitsune. She stepped forward and then addressed Keegan and the assembled faeries.

‘Keegan Lance, we owe you our deepest thanks. The shrine you have spent two years maintaining is a key anchor point that keeps the Spirit Plane safely anchored in the universe.’

Akari coughed, her body shook. A six-tailed orange kitsune Elder attempted to aid her, but she froze him with a look.

‘I have observed your work, and I have been impressed by your kindness, dedication and service. I offer you the greatest gift from our people - a class - so that you will continue to grow in wisdom and strength. So tell us, little one: What class do you desire?’

Hope stirred from within Keegan. Here was his chance to wield the elements. To become the hero that his father always spoke about in his bedtime stories. But he also knew that any child who was not born with mana could never attain a class. So he chose his response carefully.

“Thank you so much for this offer. Ever since I could remember, I have always wanted to wield magic. To bend the elements to my will. It didn’t matter to me if I was a Priest, because I could heal those who were injured or sick. It didn’t matter to me if I was a Wizard, because I could use spells that others have created before me. Hell, I wouldn’t mind being a Shaman and using the powers of those who walked the Earth before my time. But I have no mana, so I have no way of using any class that would be gifted to me. I am glad that I could be of help, and I would be happy to keep maintaining the shrine once I return to my plane.”

Silence fell over the assembled crowd. Several of the elders convened for a moment, whispering among one another. Akari dismissed the other Elders with a flick of her tails. Keegan fidgeted while they talked, trying and failing to hide his anxiety.

‘Don’t give up on your dream yet, Keegan. There is still a class that you can attain despite your condition.’

“Oh?”

‘The Familiar Mage class was the first class that was gifted to humanity, as it is the only class that doesn’t require mana. Humanity gained access to the other class types over generations, as our gift spread throughout your Plane. However, the other requirement is for one of us to form a soul bond. We could be your companion here in this Plane, but we wouldn’t be able to take physical form outside of it. Further, both you and the faerie that you bond with need to make this decision of their own free will.’

Keegan was elated and crushed at the same time. All he had to do was convince one villager to join him. But who would give up their freedom to help a poor child like him?
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No one spoke up from the crowd. Many had hard expressions on their faces. Keegan recognized those looks from the veterans of the Portal Wars. There were a few nervous glances between some of the faerie folk. He expected as much. Faeries didn’t reproduce as quickly as humans did, and the losses during the War had bred much resentment. He turned to the crowd.

“If becoming a mage means I deprive another living being from its freedom, then I am fine with being an ordinary human. There are plenty of other options I can pursue: alchemy, blacksmithing, caravanning, or even joining the Emperor’s Legions in an auxiliary role. I don’t want to cause any more suffering.”

Still no response. Keegan felt his dream evaporate with every passing second. He was just about to give up on his dream when a loud voice echoed through the minds of the crowd.

‘Akari was right. Your kindness and nobility are vastly underrated. Reminds me of the first human explorers in the Spirit Plane.’

A young black three-tailed kitsune emerged from the assembled faeries. He walked up and sniffed Keegan for a few moments. Flecks of silver were visible on his muzzle. His golden eyes sparkled more brightly than Akari’s. His mental voice rang with authority as he sat next to the boy.

‘I wish to bond with Keegan.’

‘Are you sure, Tomura?’ Akari nervously glanced at him. ‘It will be decades before you return to us.’

‘I’m sure. I have been across the entire Spirit Plane, from the Shattered Mountains up north to the Emerald Sands to the south. Keegan needs a magic teacher, and exploring the Mortal Plane interests me immensely.’

‘There’s no way I can change your mind?’

‘Nope.’

Akari sighed. ‘Keegan, put your hand on top of Tomura’s head.’

“O-Okay.” He couldn’t keep his hand from shaking.

Both of them glowed with a silvery black light when his hand made contact. A wave of nausea assaulted him, threatening to overwhelm him. It felt like his insides were squirming. Keegan gritted his teeth until the feeling passed.

‘Congratulations, Keegan is now a Novice Familiar Mage’. Akari announced to the crowd. Most gave an enormous round of applause while others scowled at the news. Faeries went back to work, slowly dispersing until only Keegan and Tomura remained.

Come, you have much to learn. The black kitsune beckoned with his tails. They walked in silence for a short time, arriving at a house on the outskirts of the village. Keegan sat on a small stone bench near the front door.

“Thank you for making my dream come true.”

‘You’re welcome. But you should know that the life you have chosen will not be easy. You will never be as strong as a Priest or a Wizard as you were never born with mana. It may be months or years before you’re able to use any spells. And training here will be difficult, as many still remember the Portal Wars as if they were yesterday.’

“It was hard not to notice. And I grew up with many Legion veterans with similar experiences.”

‘Our races are more similar than I thought. Tomura chuckled. But let’s get back on topic.’

“Right. So we’ve covered the disadvantages. What about the advantages?”

‘You will have access to four elements instead of the traditional two. And your trait doesn’t cost any mana to use.’

“Wait, I can’t wield all the elements?”

‘Sadly, only the Divines can do that. Tomura ducked inside his house, returning a moment later with a polished gem the size of a large apple. Put your hand on that and read to me both runes that appear on its surface.’

“This will show me what elements I can wield?”

‘Indeed.’

Keegan concentrated as he held the gem until it glowed softly. He held it out to Tomura, who grinned.

‘Your primary element is fire, and secondary is air. It should synergize well with mine, which are shadow and metal.’

“Can I combine them to wield a much more powerful element?”

‘You’re catching on quick, kid. There are many combinations that one can wield from these four, but you can only choose one. And once you choose, there is no going back. Many kits spend years studying, training and cultivating to determine what elemental path to follow, so don’t take this decision lightly.’

“I don’t plan to, but I will need your help.”

‘Understandable, but keep in mind that you will want to decide your own path. I only have your best interests in mind, but you shouldn’t let anyone choose your life for you.’

“I know.” Keegan switched topics. “What are traits?”

‘Traits are abilities or spells that are unique to their class. They are very strong but can only be cast a few times a day. Unlike traditional spells, which can be cast repeatedly until your mana runs out.’

“What is mine?”

‘A Familiar Mage always is granted the Transformation trait - the ability to shapeshift into their familiar form. You also gain the added benefit of tripling your mana regeneration while transformed.’

“Wow! Will I have all the attributes of a kitsune as well?”

‘Yes. Your senses will become stronger as you progress through the ranks.’

“How many are there?”

‘Six - Novice, Apprentice, Adept, Journeymen, Master and Grandmaster. But if you want to get technical, there are only five. There have been only three Grandmasters in the Spirit Plane in our recorded history.’

Keegan wanted to ask more questions but was interrupted by an enormous yawn. All the excitement and emotion had worn him out.

‘Come inside. I have a very comfortable couch that you can sleep on. We’ll start training tomorrow afternoon.’

“I’ll need to let my sister know that I’ll be away for a while. I’m eager to train, but I don’t want to worry my family.” 

Tomura laughed. ‘That will not be necessary. Time moves differently in the Spirit Plane. One hour in the Mortal Plane is three years here.’

“So Akari was right. It will be a long time before you return.”

‘Indeed.’

“Don’t you have any family or friends? Anyone that would miss you while you’re gone?”

‘Yes, but it is not uncommon for faerie creatures to be gone for extended periods of time. We do live for hundreds of years, after all. Now has your well of questions run dry?’

He nodded as Tomura opened the front door to his home with a thought. The boy followed him inside, eager to find some place to lay his head.

Keegan slept fitfully that night, as he was too anxious for his training to begin. He was up when the bright blue sun peaked in through the window. Tomura, however, did not wake until several hours after sunrise.

The kitsune’s home was well kept. All the food in the kitchen was organized, and the rugs were free of dust. Only a handful of books rested on the table in a nearby study room. Keegan was impressed as his parents struggled often to keep their house clean. Any space was filled with random bits of junk that had never been thrown away. None of which was the boy’s fault.

His stomach rumbled, and he walked over to where the fruit basket lay. He hesitated as he grabbed one of the fruits. Was it wise to be eating produce, not knowing what kind of effect it would have?

‘Plinth Apples are safe for you to eat. Though you won’t be hungry for the next week after consuming only one. You’ll want to pack several with you, as we will travel for the next several months. We likely won’t return to my house.’

Keegan turned to find Tomura walking into the kitchen on four soft paws. “Do you have a backpack or a bag I can use? Since I didn’t bring any of my hiking gear.”

‘I have something better. Follow me to my study.’

He followed the kitsune to his study, a small alcove behind the kitchen. Scrolls lined the various bookshelves. Armor and weapons hung on the walls, looking as sharp as the day they were forged. A small chest of clothing rested in the corner, robes spilling out of the top. Tomura rummaged around until he found a simple ring. No gem was affixed to it, but it had runes that glowed upon further inspection.

‘You won’t be able to use the storage ring until you have enough mana to bond it to your soul. I should have a leather necklace you can use to hold it, because it doesn’t look like you have any pockets.’

“My mom was too busy to sew any on. Just kept putting it off.” Keegan said. “And it doesn’t fit on any of my fingers.”

‘Not to worry. Once bound to you, the ring will resize until it fits on your index finger.’

“How large of a storage space are we talking about?”

‘You start with a small cabinet-sized Plane to store food, clothes, water, loot, etc. The size will increase as your mana level does. That reminds me, DO NOT store anything that’s alive inside the ring. I’ve seen what happens and the metal scars took years to heal.’

“What about seeds? Or plants?”

‘There are specialized storage rings that are made for that purpose. They’re extremely rare, not to mention expensive.’

“And this isn’t one of them.”

‘Precisely. Tomura fished a small pack from the corner of his study and handed it to Keegan. In the meantime, you can use this for your gear. Take whatever you need from the kitchen.’

“Okay.” The boy’s hands brushed over the pack. “Feels well made.”

‘My delving partner loved to carry extra supplies. She always had her ring filled up to capacity, despite my constant stream of advice to save room for loot.’

“I thought the Spirit Plane didn’t generate any loot.”

‘It doesn’t, but the Unstable Planes do. No one knows why the Divines created them, or if they were leftover from creation itself. But their portals would spawn across the Planes, and we spent ten years sealing them away. Ten wonderful years...’

Keegan sensed the pain in Tomura’s voice. “What happened? Did she die?”

‘No. Relations between our races were deteriorating quickly, and it wasn’t safe to work together anymore. Elinor returned to the Mortal Plane just before the Planar Wars began. I haven’t seen her since.’

“O-ok. I’m going to pack.” The boy ducked into the kitchen. He filled the pockets with food, and Tomura came in moments later with a tent, a hand shovel, rope, a cooking pot, and other supplies. Both worked in silence as the conversation had ended on an awkward note. 

Fifteen minutes later, they set out from Tomura’s home, but first they headed into the town center. Keegan followed the kitsune to a small shop, where he saw the finest robes on display. The shop owner flew up to him and appraised his stature, likely measuring his frame. The pixie then glanced at Tomura and her eyes narrowed. A mental conversation was taking place, and Keegan was pointedly being left out. 

A soft growl left Tomura’s lips, and the pixie buzzed off in a huff. She returned a moment later with a few spare sleeveless robes, trousers, socks and a rough pair of boots. Tomura nodded, then glanced at Keegan.

‘Get the clothes and let’s go.’

Keegan eagerly complied, stuffing the robes into his pack. He turned to the pixie shop keeper and bowed low.

“Thank you for your help. I greatly appreciate it.” He followed the kitsune outside. Once they had put some distance from the shop, he asked, “Did she fight in the Portal Wars?” 

‘No, but her eldest daughter did. The village was devastated when news of her death reached us. Astrid has held a grudge against humanity ever since.’

“I hope I didn’t cause her to lose her friendship over me.”

‘You didn’t. She might reconsider her position, given her expression once you thanked her.’

"A technique I picked up from Krystin. Returning ridicule, scorn and anger with humility and kindness is better than responding in kind. But she is far more skilled than I am."

‘I would like to meet her when we return to the Mortal Plane.’

Keegan smiled happily as they both walked out of the town square and outskirts, following the dusty path into the forest.
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“I have more questions.”

‘So your well has refilled?’ 

“Yes. When can I practice my trait?”

‘Once you have built up sufficient mana. You can only use your trait once per day in the Spirit and Normal Planes, and much can go wrong if you don’t prepare yourself. Fortunately for us, we can enter the Vision Plane and practice without causing any permanent injury.’

“Are we going to a specific portal?”

‘Tomura laughed. No, the Vision Plane can be accessed once you fall asleep. It is the land of dreams, after all.’ 

“Cool. Is it true that mages and spirit creatures live forever?”

‘Our lifespans are significantly lengthened by mana, but we will eventually pass on. Elder Akari is a thousand years old, though she has several centuries left in her.’ 

“Is she the oldest in your village? And each tail represents a hundred years?”

‘Yes. Now, let’s focus on your training. Have you any experience with cultivation?’

“I’ve only read about it. Mages sit cross-legged on the ground, pulling the mana from their surroundings to refill their core. The stronger the ambient mana, the faster they cultivate, depending on their overall level.”

‘Correct, but you are leaving out a few details. Class users fill up every cell of their body with mana besides filling up their core. The stronger the body, the stronger the core - which allows the core to hold more mana. Did you find any cultivation techniques?’

“No.”

‘That’s okay. I learned several techniques, and Elinor shared a few with me. I will teach you one when we arrive at our training spot. What about martial arts?’

“Every child is taught the basics of Densu Varr in Riverbridge.  Our village has suffered attacks by roving bands for several decades.Most outer towns do this as well, which is why the Empire’s Legions are composed of citizens outside the provincial capitals.”

‘A fine choice. Elinor was a master practitioner, and she instructed me on its strengths and weaknesses. I will train you further in that discipline, once you've learned to properly cultivate mana.’ 

Tomura fixed Keegan with an intense stare. ‘I will only provide guidance and instruction. I will not be nagging or pressuring you to train. You must have the desire to go far, otherwise you will never amount too much in life. That being said, you shouldn’t overwork your body. Take breaks when necessary and enjoy what the Spirit Plane offers. Find a healthy balance between the two.’

“I understand.”

Keegan had no further questions, so the pair walked along the forest path without speaking. The boy absorbed the alien bird song and basked in the blue sunlight as he walked. Hours passed as the forest slowly thinned, giving way to a large savannah. An enormous plateau rose a few hundred feet out of the ground at the forest’s edge. 

‘We will train here for a few weeks.’

Keegan followed the kitsune up the winding path as he munched on a Plinth Apple. The top of the plateau was relatively flat, but boasted a large view of the surrounding lands. He took a moment to admire all the towns, mountains, trees, and birds before setting up camp.

‘Have you decided on your elemental combination?’

“What are the options?”

‘Our affinities limit the options to two choices: Plasma or Void mana.’ 

“Void.” Keegan answered immediately.

‘Are you sure?’

“Yes. Void is far more versatile.”

‘I see you’ve done your homework.’

“I thought about it all day as we walked.”

Tomura nodded. ‘Shall we begin?’

***
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A routine formed over the next few days. Keegan would wake, stretch, and work through the first Tier of Densu Varr. Once he worked up a sweat, he’d bathe in a nearby creek at the base of the plateau. Tomura would hand him a Plinth Apple for lunch, and cultivation training would follow. Both would sit cross-legged across from one another and focus on their breathing. The technique was called Thermal Eclipse and it was a rare technique as there were only a handful of techniques that used both fire and shadow affinities. Keegan lost track of time as he breathed in twice, followed by a long exhale. In reality, only three hours would pass until dinnertime. Both of them pulled a long drink from their waterskins as they watched the large blue sun disappear under the horizon. Keegan would count the stars in the sky, trying to identify all the constellations until he fell asleep. 

Days turned into weeks as Keegan worked on his martial arts and cultivation. He  progressed enough to begin the second Tier, but had made no progress in creating a mana pool. It was a source of extreme frustration. However, Keegan didn’t want to voice his concerns to Tomura as he didn’t want to offend the kitsune. So he continued in his efforts until the eighth week, when he finally felt a single drop of mana coalesce in his center.

“Why did it take so long?” He asked Tomura later that evening.

‘Your whole body needs to be saturated with mana. Especially your bones, muscles, blood, vitals. You’ve been soaking mana like a sponge since you arrived, but cultivation speeds up the process.’ 

Keegan didn’t reply. 

‘I sense your frustration. Don’t be too hard on yourself, as every cultivator I have run across has gone through or suffered.  a similar experience. In the future, do not hesitate to ask questions.’ 

“I still feel foolish, though.”

‘Mortal and Spiritual beings are still fallible. Acknowledging your flaws is the first step to addressing them. For example, I destroyed a lot of food before I realized I had no talent for cooking. I'm banned from every kitchen in my village.’ 

The thought of Tomura being chased out of a kitchen made Keegan chuckle. Soon, both of them were laughing as they watched the stars twinkle in the sky.

Keegan and Tomura spent another few weeks on top of the plateau. The boy would wake, eat, train, bathe, eat again, and cultivate. But the hard work started when he slept. 

Keegan would find himself in a dreary, endless land when he visited the Vision Plane. Tomura would appear at his side, and together they would work on his trait. The concepts alone took several nights to explain. One week in, they conducted their first attempt.  Holding the kitsune’s paw into his hand, he took a deep breath, and concentrated. The skin on his arms blurred as his body slowly merged into Tomura’s. He felt no pain, but the nausea was overwhelming. However, the attempt ended in failure as dissonance pushed them apart. Tomura told him to expect failure, and Keegan was undaunted when both of them returned to the Spirit Plane. 

Tomura taught him his first spell after the boy packed up camp. By then, Keegan had a deep enough mana pool. The kitsune showed him the gestures for  Searing Claws. 

His grin was infectious when silvery black flames erupted from his hands. 

“This will blend perfectly with the first two Tiers of Densu Varr.” He said.

The mana cost will lower slowly the more you cast it. But don’t overdo it. There are wild and vicious spirit beasts that inhabit the Shattered Mountains. The last thing you want is to be caught unawares and have no mana at your disposal. 

Keegan nodded solemnly as he hoisted his pack over his shoulder.  The pair set off for the snow-capped mountains. Clouds spotted the sky as they followed the path northward. Days turned into weeks as the sun beat down. 

Keegan drank greedily from his waterskin as he tied his robes around his waist, leaving him in his undershirt. His fair skin had tanned, and his body had shed a fair amount of fat. He continued to cultivate after camp would be set up, and he would use Searing Claws to start a cooking fire. The spell took a third of his mana pool, and exhaustion would set in. Tomura  kept watch as he crawled under his covers. 

The journey to the Shattered Mountains took two months. Tomura taught him Shadow Meld once they made camp in a small cave that overlooked the grasslands below. That spell was also helpful when he worked on Transformation. His skin would blur in the same fashion, but the spell would obscure any light, making it much easier to hide in the shadows. 

Tomura let him rest a few days, as the trail was hard on Keegan’s feet.Tomura gathered some moss from the cave walls, for the boy to wrap around the blisters. Keegan had to postpone his martial arts training for a time but kept up his cultivation. His pool had doubled in size, and the spells got easier with every cast. Shadow Meld cost a third of Searing Claws, and the gestures were more simplistic.

The next spell Keegan learned was Conflagration. A quick gesture and a snap of his fingers would cause an explosion of silvery black fire up to twelve feet away. It was only a foot in diameter, but Tomura told him it would grow as he practiced the spell. The mountains were perfect for testing, as there was fresh snow on the ground. The last thing Keegan wanted was to start a wildfire, and Tomura agreed.

They spent six months at the top of the mountains. Keegan quickly grew to despise the cold weather. The wind howled through the peaks. There were plenty of rocks littering the cave floor, and he used Searing Claws to heat them up. Putting them into the pockets in his robes  proved beneficial. He tried using Conflagration but it only caused the rocks to explode. Tomura pointedly told him to not do that again.

Shadow Step was equally challenging. The gestures were simple, but entering and exiting shadows proved to be tricky. It took a week for Keegan to get the hang of it, and even then, he could only move a few feet from where he started. 

“I know. I’ll go farther the more I practice.”

‘That wasn’t what I was going to say.’

“Oh. Sorry.”

‘The next few spells will use both our primary and secondary affinities. They will draw much more mana than the spells you have learned so far, so you need to deepen your mana pool before you can use them. If you were to try now, you’d pass out. Or most likely die.’

“I don’t know if I can do both. You’ve seen how tired I get after I train. Also, thank you for standing watch.”

Tomura nodded. You have already made fantastic progress on the third Tier of Densu Varr. ‘I recommend just using your warm-up exercises for the time being. Your body will remember all the techniques you’ve learned so far.’

“What spells will I learn next?”

‘Void Chains and Nether Shield. The gestures are similar, but the mana drawn from Void Chains will be more manageable. Given your progress, you can attempt it in a week. And Void Chains is my favorite spell as it is so versatile. You can have chains burst from the ground, entangling your target. Or you can cast them from your hands, using them as deadly whips.’

“Sounds fun!” Keegan grinned. “Is Nether Shield just a black metal shield that I strap to my arm?”

‘Not necessarily. You use your gestures to move the shield around as it floats in front of you.to  absorb any projectile or magical attack. You can even send those attacks back once you become skilled enough in its use.’

Keegan stretched his arms and yawned. “I’ll spend more time cultivating, but for now all I want is my bed.”

Tomura laughed. ‘I like the way you think, kid.’
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One year had passed when Keegan and Tomura reached the Emerald Sands. The sand was rough and irritating, but the boy loved the heat. He refused to admit to Tomura that he couldn’t stand all the heavy snow, harsh wind, and frequent thunderstorms. Many times Keegan had to postpone training because of enormous burgundy lightning storms that battered the Shattered mountains for several days. But he put his discomfort aside for his training. 

Palm trees swayed in the wind as they entered the adobe village. It was next to a large oasis, fed from an underground spring. Keegan eagerly made his way to the shore and took a big drink. The water had a salty yet tangy taste. Tomura chuckled as he left to find an inn for the night. It was a treat, as the boy had just unlocked his storage ring earlier that morning. Keegan fit most of his pack inside the storage space, which lightened his load considerably. 

“The dried fruit tastes funny. Same with the jerky.” Keegan noted.

Tomura smelled the food in Keegan’s hand. ‘Smells fresh to me. I think it’s all in your head.’

“Any trouble finding an open room?” Tomura walked up to him.

‘Nope. The faerie folk here in the Sands are not as prejudiced. And tourists don’t come this far south at this time of year.’

The inn was a nondescript three story building that towered over all other adobe in town. The smell of freshly spiced meat assaulted Keegan’s nostrils when they entered. He turned towards the kitsune, a pleading look in his eyes.

Tomura sighed. ‘Yes, you can get something to eat. Just don’t order every menu item!’ 

Keegan laughed as he pulled up a bar stool in front of a six-tailed orange kitsune with a large apron on. A few short words and a large platter of bread, meat, and fruit appeared in front of the boy. He devoured it all greedily, as the journey had been long and hard. Keegan tipped the kitsune innkeeper as he made his way up to the second floor, where their room was located. Tomura had already curled up on one of the two beds. A lantern hung on the wall opposite a small table. Keegan dropped his pack upon it, fixing Tomura with a look.

“Sure you aren’t changing your mind?”

‘My decision still stands. You don’t need to learn any more techniques other than the six I have taught you.’ 

The argument had consumed most of their trip down from the Shattered Mountains. Keegan was really disappointed and spent many nights voicing his feelings on the matter. However, Tomura politely but firmly resisted. Instead, he encouraged him to find new spells from the ones he has already mastered. 

‘Elinor always told me never to fear the man with thousands of spells, but always fear the man who has mastered a single spell a thousand times.’ Tomura repeated to him throughout the journey.

“But I’m not as clever as a kitsune. Not by half!” Keegan grumbled.

‘I have faith in you. Just believe in yourself and you will go farther than you’ll ever dream of.’

That night was the first time Tomura could merge his soul with Keegan. The next step was to use Transformation. However, changing to a kitsune proved to be more challenging. He made little progress at first, only shifting his head. Other nights, it was his legs and tails. Tomura sensed the boy’s frustration, and the next day he let Keegan sleep in.

‘Going from Low-Tier to Mid-Tier Novice in a year is an incredible feat. So take the day off.’

“Wait, I leveled up?”

‘You were so excited about the storage ring that I wasn’t able to get a word in.’

“Oh.”

Keegan spent the day wandering the marketplace, getting a suntan, and getting a new set of training robes. The pixie vendor also threw in a fresh set of boots, after she saw the current state of his footwear. Tomura didn’t see him until long after sunset. 

“Thank you for the suggestion. I had an amazing day.”

‘Glad to hear it. You’ll be back to your normal training routine tomorrow?’

“Yup!”

‘I’m proud of the progress you’ve made so far. Doesn’t matter if it’s slow progress as long as you still have your goal in sight.’

Keegan nodded as he yawned. He was out cold once his head hit the pillow.

The remaining two years were spent rotating between the plateau, the Emerald Sands, and the Shattered Mountains. Tomura also took Keegan to many local villages when he wasn’t training, so he could sample the local restaurants and pick up a souvenir or two. Many of the locals befriended him, and many faeries set aside their prejudice against humanity because of his example. He took two days for every week of arduous training. With every cast of his spells, Keegan deepened his mana pool. Hand gestures became second nature. He notched gains in flexibility and endurance. Now he wasn’t overweight by any means, as he was an active child before he received a class. However, any body fat steadily disappeared the more he trained. He was too young to master the final two Tiers of Densu Varr, choosing instead to practice what he knew in order to become as proficient as possible.

Keegan’s mana pool deepened with every week spent training. He became a High-Tier Novice upon leaving the Sands, and a Low-Tier Apprentice when he arrived there a year later. Upon reaching the apprentice rank, he unlocked Fox Cloak, an augmentation to his trait. Upon activation, a translucent silvery black shroud coated Keegan’s body in the shape of a three-tailed fox. The ability doubled his spell power, but the drain on his mana reserves was massive. He could only maintain it for a few minutes, whereas he can keep Searing Claws or any of his other spells active for up to half an hour. Keegan was especially excited as he could use Fox Cloak three times per day, increasing by 1 with each level. 

Riko and Haru found them on the plateau. Keegan was donning his sixth set of robes as he destroyed all the others in training. Tomura was busy admiring the sunrise, but glanced at the kitsune when they appeared.

‘The Mitsu Shrine will be fully charged a week from tomorrow. If you do not use it to return to the Mortal Realm, then you will need to wait another three years.’ Haru’s tails fluttered in the wind.

‘Elder Akari will be there to see you off.’ Haru added.

Keegan stood up from on top of the large rock and stretched. He hadn’t physically aged a day, but his stature had changed. A hardness lurked behind his eyes. He no longer slouched, and mana easily coursed through his veins. With a single leap, the boy jumped off, rolled, and came up to his feet in one smooth motion. His robes were full of holes, and the leather boots were badly scuffed. 

“Is there anyone you wish to say goodbye to before we leave?” Keegan ran a hand through his sweaty hair.

‘Only Elder Akari.’ 

Tomura had spoken little about his past. In the few moments that Keegan learned he was an orphaned kit that the Elder had raised herself. Both of them had a contentious relationship, but still cared deeply for each other. He was there when Akari became Elder, but didn’t stay. The Portal Wars broke out a half century later, and they lost contact. 

The four of them arrived back in the village for a few days. Keegan took the opportunity to rest up. He put his old clothes back on, but they felt uncomfortable. He had grown too used to wearing his training robes. Faeries noted the change in his demeanor and congratulated him for rising through Tiers so quickly. Most faerie children were High-Tier Apprentices, so Keegan wasn’t far behind. Tomura wasn’t sure where he fell among humans, as his information was out of date. The boy spent as much of his remaining time saying goodbye, shaking hands, eating, drinking and laughing with as many faeries as he could.

On the appointed morning, Keegan awoke early and dressed. He and Tomura left early, and the boy nibbled on a Plinth Apple. The large blue sun was just rising over the trees as they reached the Mitsu Shrine. Elder Akari was waiting for them, her tails wrapped around her body to ward off the chill. 

‘Are you sure you won’t change your mind, Tomura? The Spirit Realm won’t be the same without you.’

He looked the Elder straight in the eye. ‘It has been too long since I ventured to other Planes. But I promise to return.’

Both kitsune gently wrapped their tails together as they hugged. Keegan watched a few steps away, waiting patiently. A wet snout brushed his cheek. He hugged Akari as she leaned into his slight frame. 

I’m ready. Let’s merge before I change my mind. Tomura’s voice was laced with emotion.

Keegan sat, taking Tomura’s muzzle in his hands. Just as he practiced thousands of times before. Both their forms shimmered as they merged. Keegan nodded to Akari, letting her know Tomura was safe and comfortable, living inside Keegan’s body.

The runes on its surface glowed as the boy knelt in front of the shrine. Its metal vibrating softly at his touch. A flash of white light enveloped the area, transporting Keegan back to the Mortal Plane.

***
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Little had changed since Keegan disappeared. The sun was a little lower in the sky, and the wind had picked up. He turned back towards Riverbridge, using his tracks. 

You’re lucky it rained a few days ago, otherwise we’d be lost out here.

Keegan grunted as he brushed his hair out of his eyes. He’d have to get a haircut soon. 

As his home appeared out of the woods, he spotted someone making a beeline in his direction.

‘Tomura, can you heal my ear?’

‘Our bonding allows limited healing, but only cuts and bruises. Why do you-’

“You stupid idiot. I know your dreams are ruined, but can you tell someone where the hell you’re going BEFORE you run away?!” Krystin roughly grabbed his ear and dragged him back into the village. 

“Ow! Ow! Ow! Take it easy!” He leaned into her grip, allowing a small measure of relief.

“Take it easy? The forest is dangerous, Keegan. The number of attacks on caravans and messengers increases every year. We’re talking Adept and Journeymen level Guards. Even the Towers are reporting attacks.”

“All right, I’m sorry! just let my ear go before you tear it off.”

‘She doesn’t have the strength to do that.’

‘Don’t underestimate my sister.’ She’ll find a way.

She released her hold, but not before shoving him towards the road. “Go drag our father home. Dinner will be in an hour, and if you’re late, I’ll skin you alive personally. NOW MOVE!”

Keegan scurried off with no further argument. 

‘I see why you asked about healing.’ 

‘It’s a habit she picked up from our mother.’ 

Tomura felt a small wave of sadness wash over the boy and disappear a moment later. The kitsune knew why, since Keegan still struggled to keep his thoughts to himself.

‘How long has she had the Waste?’ 

‘It started around my sixth birthday. She would forget small things, like what was on the stove, or people’s names. Then she couldn’t remember our birthdays. Then our names. She started wandering around town, so Krystin had to sacrifice her future to keep an eye on her. Eventually, she’ll forget how to eat or even breathe. It’s one of two reasons my father desires to drink himself to death.’

‘He was in the Portal Wars?’

‘Drafted as a common spearman. He saw tons of combat on the front lines. I could never get him to talk about it.’

‘Maybe he saw too much carnage and didn’t want to relive the memories.’

‘True, but drowning your sorrows in ale every night isn’t helping our family.’ 

Keegan walked up to the Lazy Huntsman, the only bar in town. The bar was full, as most of the Farmers, Merchants and Craftsmen were done for the day. But there was only one man who was snoring loudly at the end. The boy rolled his eyes as he tried unsuccessfully to wake him. 

“How much does he owe you?” He shouted to the bartender.

“Haslam settled his tab.”

“Great. There goes our food money for the month.”

“Don’t worry. My wife sent over some fresh fruit, smoked meat and baked goods.”

“You’re too kind, Ayden. I’ll pay you back somehow.”

“Need a hand?”

“Nah, I’ve got ‘em.”

Keegan maneuvered his body under his dad’s armpit and lifted him easily. This wasn’t the first time his father was carried out of the bar, but it was the first time the boy did it unassisted. He heard the conversation slowly as he trudged his father out the door.
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‘A boy your size couldn't move a man your father's without using magic. You just gave away that you have a class.’

‘Ayden and his barmaids were too busy with the dinner rush.’ 

‘I’ll teach you how to veil yourself in our next dream training session. Constantly broadcasting your class will only end in trouble.’

Keegan ignored the onlookers as he walked his father home. They made a stop at the outhouse so his father could empty the contents of his stomach. It sounded like someone was slaughtering hogs. He handed Haslam a handkerchief when he appeared. His father stumbled a bit as they entered the house, eventually collapsing into his favorite wooden chair.

Keegan made his way into the kitchen where Krystin and Alynna were chopping vegetables into a large stew pot. He jumped in to help, grabbing the bowls, wooden spoons, and other utensils. His sister gave an approving nod, and his spirits soared.

“Dinner’s ready!” She shouted.

“Not so loud! Unless you were planning on inviting our neighbors?” Haslam complained.

“Not a bad idea. We need to see if the food’s been poisoned.” 

“Keegan, be nice to your sister.”

“Sorry, Mama.” Alynna brought over the vegetable stew and set it on the table. Soon everyone sat at their places, and Krystin offered a brief prayer to the Divines. 

He devoured every scrap of food within eyesight. The stew was the first to fall, followed shortly by Ayden’s freshly baked bread, with generous helpings of plum jam and butter. 

“Slow down. You act like you haven’t eaten a decent meal in years.” His sister had to remind him more than once. 

When the four of them finished eating, Keegan leapt to gather the dishes for washing. “I’ve been thinking about my future,” he said. 

“Oh?”

“I’m considering joining the Messenger Guild.”

Krystin’s eyebrows narrowed, but she said nothing. She obviously was trying to keep the peace. 

“What did you say?” Alynna asked. Her hearing was deteriorating.

“He wants to run messages between the provincial capitals, as well as between villages. It means we’ll rarely see him.” Krystin said. 

“I don’t want to remain trapped here in Riverbridge for the rest of my life. I want to see the rest of the Empire.”

“Trust me, there’s nothing to see.” Haslam replied.

“I won’t know until I’ve traveled to at least Whitevale, let alone Talindir, but you have forbidden it. You need to let go, Father.”

“The forests are too dangerous. I already buried most of my friends. I will be damned if I bury my son!”

Keegan stared daggers at him before leaving the table without another word. 

“You’re already burying us with your drinking. We barely make enough to keep a roof over our heads, and you spend our hard earned coin on ale! We have to rely on charity since we don’t have enough to buy food! Maybe YOU should man up so your children actually have a future!” Krystin didn’t mince words. She then stormed out of the kitchen.

“Was there something wrong with dinner?” Alynna asked.

Haslam put his head in his hands. “No, love. There’s something wrong with me.”

Krystin walked into her brother’s room to find him cultivating. The roughspun tunic and pants had been replaced with robes. For a second, all she could do was stare.

“What happened to you in the forest?”

“What do you mean?”

“You carried Father all the way home without help. You don’t argue with Father like you normally do. And you’re wearing robes that no merchant in town would sell.”

He tried to change the subject. “Aren’t you supposed to be the calm one?”

“Father’s antics had been worn on me just as much as you.”

Keegan nodded. He’d argued with Haslam every single time he had to drag his father back home. Many nights he’d cried himself to sleep over his parent’s plight. Dinner was no exception - he was about to unload upon his Father but stopped when Tomura growled in his ear. He needed to clear his head, so he simply left the table.

“You didn’t answer my question.”

He hesitated. “I found the robes a mile outside of town. They’re a lucky fit.”

“Uh-huh. And the ring?”

“What ring?”

“Keegan, I’m not dumb.”

A lie formed on his lips, but Tomura interrupted his thoughts.

‘Tell her the truth.’

Krystin knelt in front of him. “I know I can be a blabbermouth sometimes, but I promise to keep this a secret.”

“Sure. Like you told Father I lit the garbage can on fire.”

“But that was the only time I ratted you out.”

“Yeah, and he blistered my backside! I had trouble sitting for a week!”

‘You never told me that story.’

‘And I never will.’

‘What if I teach you another spell in exchange?’

‘Not now!’ Keegan sighed. “I’m serious. I don’t want everyone in Riverbridge to know, much less the Empire.”

“I won’t tell anyone. Not even Chrenkov.”

He raised an eyebrow. Krystin told her Alchemist boyfriend everything. He was practically family by now.

“Promise?”

She nodded, so he spent the next twenty minutes explaining the last three years in the Spirit Plane. How he became a Familiar Mage and learned the Thermal Eclipse cultivation technique. He spoke about meeting all the faerie creatures and traveling all over their land. How he continued learning martial arts and spells under Tomura’s tutelage.

She gave him a hug when he finished. “I’m glad you achieved your dream.”

“Does that mean you support my decision to join the Messenger’s Guild?”

“I’ll talk to Father about it. He’ll come around, I’m sure.” Krystin put a finger on his lips. “And don’t worry about Mother. Chrenkov and his younger sister are moving here from Talindir. I won’t have any problems taking care of her.”

Keegan awoke to find his father missing. Krystin handed him a plate of scrambled eggs as he stumbled into the kitchen. His hair was a mess and his robes were rumpled. Neither his mother nor his sister knew where Haslam had disappeared to, so he resolved to find Haslam before he could drink them into debt once more. He quickly shoveled breakfast into his mouth and made his way out the door.

Mist clung to the pine trees as the boy saw the tracks in the mud. Leading in the opposite direction of the bar. Only a few farming families lived out in the north, but Briscoe did. Both he and Haslam had served in the Empire’s legions and had seen much combat together. Briscoe had saved his father’s life on more than one occasion, and his Herbalist class was highly sought after, especially during the winter months when fevers would sweep into town along with the snow.

Keegan glanced around as he wanted to make sure he was alone. Using a single thought, he used Transformation. He blended into the forest a moment later, eagerly following the tracks until he reached Briscoe’s house. Both men were sitting out front drinking tea. The boy laid down in the nearby bushes and listened to their conversation. Keegan normally would be too far away to hear, but kitsune had a much stronger hearing. 

“My battalion was stationed in the middle of the phalanx. We marched forward, cutting across the grasslands, and met the kobold charge head on. I lost track of time as I parried with my shield. Thrusted with my spear. I saw Jameson fall, and Emmett and his shield brother were swarmed. I tried to cut my way to them, but I couldn’t get there fast enough.” Haslam’s voice lacked any emotion.

“You never told me any of this.”

“Because what I saw haunted me. It’s why I drink so much, Briscoe. I can’t get the image of their shattered bodies out of my mind.”

“Was this before you were wounded in battle?”

“Before. I tried to rally my brothers as I ran into one of their chieftains - a seven-tailed kitsune. Golden fir with white tips.”

Tomura exhaled sadly. ‘This must be the battle of Blecken Ridge. Akari’s mate was one of seven chieftains that commanded the faerie army.’

‘He didn’t survive?’

‘No. And her kit lost a forelimb. I wasn’t there, but I helped him recover from his wounds.’ 

Keegan remembered meeting him in a village at the edge of the Emerald Sands. 

“The battle was ferocious. Tails slammed into bodies, and claws caved in shields. Twenty of us engaged, and I was one of three left alive after we slew it. And I would’ve not survived had I not had the foresight to keep my guts in my stomach after it’d been torn open.”

“I was there when you were brought in. Our team didn’t know if you’d survive the night. We used half a dozen health potions.”

“You should have used them on others. Too much effort was spent on me.”

“That’s your grief speaking.”

“Oh really? I didn’t even want to fight in that stupid war. But defying the Emperor is death, as Lionel found out when they caught him. I’ll never forgive myself for all the creatures I killed. Since I returned from the front lines, I haven't held onto a job. I spend whatever coin on myself and leave nothing for my family, even after the War is long over. I am a waste of space and am better off dead.”

“And yet here you are, sitting on my porch.” Briscoe replied. “I think you don’t have the courage to kill yourself, but do you DO have the courage to change. You’re tired of being drunk, letting your family down, and draining their coffers. You came here because you had nowhere else to go.”

Haslam only nodded as he stared intently at the wooden porch.

“I’ll brew a potion that will help you banish nightmares. I won’t charge you anything because you can’t afford to pay me. And I want to meet with you every single evening so we can talk.”

“What about?”

“The weather, your kids, any potential jobs, your wife’s condition, war stories, or whatever enters your mind. And Haslam?”

“Yes?”

“No more ale. I’ll be speaking with Ayden later today about no longer being allowed at his establishment.”

“What if I get the shakes?”

“I have a root you can chew on.”

He wrapped his enormous arms around the Herbalist, mumbling something that Keegan couldn’t hear. 

‘Let’s get moving. We’re wasting daylight.’ 

Keegan agreed with Tomura’s sentiment, so he left his father in Briscoe’s care. He felt incredibly proud that his father had sought help. Belatedly, he realized he owed his sister as they had wagered if Haslam would ever get help.

He used Transformation in between two cottages and then stepped out onto the muddy street. The Messenger’s Guild office was only a few blocks away. Traffic was light, only a few townsfolk were out and about. He passed the occasional horse and rider and entered the large two story wooden building.

Keegan was not prepared for what greeted him. Scrolls, books, quills and ink pots and parchment were scattered over every available desktop. Multiple bookshelves were stuffed full, and many had stacks of books lying in front of them. He had to step carefully, as there was barely a path towards the main desk. 

“Is anyone here?” The boy called out. He clasped his hands behind him to hide his nervousness. 

A woman popped out from behind a desk. Her black hair was unkempt, and large bags were under her eyes. Wrinkles decorated her face, and she smelled of ink, horses
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