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​THE STORY SO FAR 
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Keegan, upon being rejected by the Seekers on his 11th birthday, ran away from his village. He is pulled into the Spirit Plane where he meets Tomura, a kitsune. Their partnership allows Keegan to become a Familiar Mage, one of the strongest and rarest type of cultivator in the Empire. 

Keegan and Tomura travel through the Empire–delivering messages, fighting monsters, and cultivating. Their hardest fight is when an Ursadon Matriarch attacks Riverbridge, destroying half the village. They fight the beast, buying time for Elinor and other Adventurers to arrive. Keegan and Tomura were outmatched, and they had to use Soul Fusion, a powerful technique meant for higher Tier cultivators. The Matriarch is driven off, but Tomura is left in a comatose state. 

Keegan spent the next few months searching for spells, techniques, alchemical reagents–Anything to help wake Tomura up. He couldn’t find anything, even after searching multiple Towers and libraries. Talitha checked up on him. She and his family were worried about him, as he’d been neglecting himself and his Guild duties.

The Emperor is hosting a Cultivator’s Tournament. All the Guilds are busy spreading the word and overseeing the tryouts. Keegan is reluctant, but Talitha convinces him–Scholars, Guild Masters, and other great minds will attend, and he can ask him for help. 

He spends a few months hanging Tournament posters before heading home. He spends quality time with his family, repairing his relationship with Haslam, his father. Krystin, his older sister, is traveling to the Tournament with her boyfriend Chrenkov, and he joined them. They ride by horseback to Gaskar, the capital of the province to the south. 

The games begin the next day, starting with the Master Tier contenders. The three of them cheer Elinor as she beats her opponent in a close yet exciting match. 

Keegan and Talitha run into Nico, a Summoner, as they headed to the food carts to get snacks for the group. The older red-haired boy needed a teammate for the Tournament and he was desperate, as he needed the winnings to pay off debt that was crushing him and his family. Moved by his plight, Keegan agrees to help him–but Talitha says they need the permission of the Guildmasters as the tryouts happened while Keegan was hanging posters.

The three of them head to the booths at the top of the arena, leaving Krystin and Chrenkov to watch the other Master Tier showmatch. Talitha calls in a favor, allowing them to enter. They find all the Guildmasters arguing over a blank scroll–They are negotiating for more power from Emperor Maximus. The relationship between them has become strained over the last few decades. Talitha whistles to get the Guildmasters’ attention. Norquist wasn’t sold, but he relented as the frontier was growing more dangerous. Keegan also talked to Rowan, the Mender Guildmistress. She explained how the boy was too weak to use the Soul Fusion technique, and that he needed to flood his body with mana in order to wake Tomura up. The Tournament is offering mana crystals as a reward to each participant. The higher they place, the larger the crystal. 

Keegan and Nico fight in the first match of the Apprentice division. Each win brings him more recognition, especially once the audience learns he is a Familiar Mage. But the difficulty ramps up with each match.

The boys fight Edmund and Fiona in the semifinals. Keegan had met them on the road when the three of them had gotten sucked into an Unstable Plane. The battle was emotionally difficult for Keegan because he considered them friends. He and Nico won despite his feelings.

Keegan and Nico tried their hardest in the finals, but their opponents were too strong. Nico was forced out of the ring, and Keegan fought his opponent to a draw. Which was impressive since the other boy, Abner, was a Monk who had a greater mastery of Densu Varr than Keegan. Both boys had to settle for second place because of Nico’s ring out.

The parade and awards ceremony took place the following day. All the participants rode in fancy carriages as the excited crowds cheered. The parade ends at the arena. Emperor Maximus distributes the rewards himself, starting with the Apprentice Tier. A gigantic explosion as he hands over a mana crystal to Abner.

Masked terrorists, calling themselves Republic, attacked the Emperor and the Guildmasters. Further explosions and screams filled the air. Elinor and the other Master Tier cultivators rushed to defend their leaders, as Keegan and the other lower Tier cultivators helped evacuate the arena. He spots a magic bracelet lying on the ground and picks it up. All the fighting caused it to crumble. Keegan found himself cut off as the hallways inside collapsed. He spots Abner buried in the rubble before running into one of the masked terrorists.

Keegan is no match for the Master Tier assassin. He is beat up and tossed around like a rag doll. The boy grabs Abner’s mana crystal. He dumps all his mana from the crystal into his body, attempting to wake up Tomura. It works!

The kitsune unleashes his full fury upon seeing Keegan's injuries. The Republic assassin is defeated, and his allies fall soon after. Emperor Maximus lands in front of the boy–the bracelet Keegan found was a spatial storage artifact that held all the Tournament rewards. 

Keegan makes his way to the triage station in the plaza blocks from the arena. He finds and embraces his sister, happy to see she is all right. Krystin and Chrenkov had been using their alchemy experience to treat the injured. 

The three departed to Riverbridge days after the attack. Keegan spends two weeks catching Tomura up on recent events. The kitsune is impressed with his actions. 

Two weeks after he arrived home, an Imperial Messenger knocked on the door. Emperor Maximus has summoned him! What could the most powerful man in the land want with a massager boy from the frontier?
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Keegan emerged from the trees. He took a few steps and sat on a hill overlooking the largest city he’d ever seen. Ostium was the largest city in the Dravidian Empire, and its capital. Hundreds of thousands of citizens lived and worked there, including the Emperor himself. 

He gazed at the walls, the polished granite reflecting the late afternoon sunlight. Soldiers patrolled on the top, though their armor was more ceremonial and less practical. Fancy carriages stood in a line by the main gate, each one managed by men and women wearing the finest clothes. A second line of caravans, carriages and mounted horsemen were leaving Ostium, in numbers far greater than those entering. 

A bush rustled behind him. The movement was so slight that an average person or a low level cultivator wouldn’t have noticed. But Keegan wasn’t either of those.

He turned around and stared at the bush, his fluffy silver and black tail twitching with annoyance. An Imperial Scout stepped from behind the bush and bowed.

“Apologies, young Messenger. Farmers had reported a beast running past the edge of their fields. They feared for their livestock.”

‘I told you to take the main roads.’ Tomura said smugly in his mind. Keegan growled softly.

They had argued about it as they traveled west over the last week. His newfound fame after what happened in Gaskar made him recognizable, even when he used Transformation. Cheers and waves greeted him as he passed every caravan. Even the Legion patrols saluted as he passed them. Keegan didn’t mind at first, but soon grew tired of the constant praise. He took off into the forest after he was stopped for the third time before noon. 

Tomura protested the move. ‘You’ll only make it worse.’

‘I’ll take that risk. I’m tired of people,’ Keegan replied softly.

They had passed over the rolling hills and large poultry farms. Chickens had fled in terror at his appearance. 

Keegan brushed the memories aside. ‘I didn’t mean to cause a ruckus. I wanted to save time. The roads are jam-packed.’

The Scout’s necklace glowed as it translated Keegan’s thoughts. “Ostium is in upheaval after the attempt on the Emperor’s life. Many nobles who were critical of Maximus were arrested. Or they skipped town.”

‘Also explains why I’ve seen three times the number of Legionnaires on the roads.’

“Citizens need reassurance.” She held out her hand. “Do you mind?”

‘Only because you asked nicely.’ Keegan sighed.

The Scout reached over and gave him head scratches. She reached a particularly itchy spot behind his right ear, and a happy whine escaped his lips.

“My son loved your matches in Gaskar’s arena. His eleventh birthday is in a few months, and he’s adamant about joining the Messenger’s Guild, no matter what class he receives.”

‘I will be waiting for him if he joins. Our Guild could use every candidate with all the losses we've had in the last few years.’ Keegan replied. ‘I must be going. I don't want to keep the Emperor waiting.’ 

“You didn't eat any chickens on the way here?”

‘No, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn't tempted.’

The Scout laughed as she waved goodbye. Keegan bounded off, leaping down the hillside. His form shimmered as he dismissed Transformation. Heads turned as he walked past the line of carriages. Messengers had priority when it came to entering any of the provincial capitals. The Guards took one look at his necklace and waved him inside.

He had never seen such an enormous display of wealth. Gaskar’s mayor had spent lavish amounts of coin to improve and update the provincial capital for the Cultivator’s Tournament, but all the effort couldn’t compare to what Keegan saw in front of him.

Workmen were busy installing fresh paving stones in the street a few feet in front of him. The size and quality would’ve been far beyond any town’s budget. Houses and businesses, constructed with the finest wood, lined either side of the sidewalk. Citizens wore the finest silks coin could buy. Rings, bracelets, and other jewelry were just as common. Even a passing Legion cohort wasn’t immune, as their armor was polished until it shined.

Keegan also noticed the lack of beggars and street urchins. He glanced down several side streets as he walked, finding them empty. There wasn’t any garbage littering the streets. Even Riverbridge had problems maintaining their roads.

‘I wonder if rumors of an underground city are true. No one ever wanted to discuss the subject whenever I brought it up.’ Keegan thought.

‘Wouldn’t surprise me if it was true. Maximus is better than the last few Emperors, but there is still room for improvement.’ Tomura replied.

A commotion caught his attention. City guards were busy pulling a couple out the front door of their opulent house. The fancily dressed man pushed and shoved with all his might. He clearly didn’t know how to fight, but his towering frame made the arrest difficult. It took four guards to restrain him.

“Gracchus will hear of this! He’s the most powerful member of the Senate and a close friend of mine! You’ll be out of a job and working on the sewers tomorrow, you flaming pieces of gosh’thett!” His voice carried across the entire street. Several bystanders stopped to watch. 

“The Senator announced his retirement yesterday. I don’t think he’ll be helping you.” One guard said.

“Stop resisting!” Said another.

“Darling, please!” His wife screamed. A third guard slapped her in irons.

A half dozen shackled citizens walked by, each escorted by the city guard. They were followed by a squad of Legionnaires. Keegan let them pass. 

‘Tick tock.’ Tomura reminded him. Keegan picked up his pace.

Homes and businesses grew larger and more fancy the further he walked. He entered a circular plaza with an enormous marble statue of Maximus’ father, Vespasian. Inns, taverns, and restaurants ringed the plaza, each with bouncers in front to keep the peace. One of them tossed out a belligerent drunk right in front of him. It happened so suddenly that he ended up being flattened by the man’s colossal frame.

“Apologies, young Messenger.” The bouncer pried the man off of him. 

Keegan was frustrated, but didn’t have the time to chew the bouncer out. He fixed him with an angry glare as he dusted off his robes and hurried on.

He walked another block before reaching the Imperial Palace. Legion Guards stood outside the doors, their golden armor reflecting the sunlight. Bushes and trees lined the front of the marble columns. Keegan took a moment to admire its beauty before walking up to the doors.

“I’m here to meet with Maximus.” He showed him his necklace, followed by the official note, which he pulled out of his storage ring. One Legionnaire scrutinized it while Keegan waited. A pulse of mana went through the parchment, confirming its authenticity. 

“The Emperor is in the private gardens. Take the first left, go two doors down, then right once more until you’re outside.” His tone was sharp.  

Keegan bowed before entering. He followed the Guard’s directions to the letter, fully assuming he was being watched. Frescos adorned the walls as he walked through the halls. He wished he had more time to study them. 

The Emperor’s gardens took his breath away as he stepped outside. Wooden trellises containing all kinds of alchemical plants and fungi. Keegan recognized Moonleaf, Morning’s Glow, Dragon Snout, and Bitter Root. There were other plants growing that he’d never seen before. Beyond the trellis was a copse of crimson chestnut trees. To the right was an elaborate wooden table and chair upon which Maximus was sitting. A platter of food was on the corner, alone and ignored, as he was reading a thick scroll. 

‘The same scroll that the Guildmasters were arguing over weeks ago. They came together and sent Maximus their proposals.’ Keegan thought.

‘I’m impressed they set aside their differences so quickly.’ Tomura replied. 

‘The assassination attempt might’ve sped up the negotiations.’

Tomura grunted in agreement.

Maximus glanced up from his reading. “Keegan! Take a seat.”

“My apologies for my tardiness.” He bowed once more.

“It’s understandable, with all the chaos happening in Ostium.” The Emperor replied as he set the scroll down on the table.

Sweat ran down Keegan’s brow as he sat across from the most powerful man on the continent. The same man who is cleaning out the Senate of anyone who wanted him dead. The one and only Grandmaster Tier cultivator in the land. 

“I wanted to thank you again for returning the Void Bracelet. Many of the priceless treasures inside were made decades ago. Losing them would’ve been disastrous.”

“You’re welcome.” Keegan said.

“Can you bring out your familiar? I would like to speak with him. And his presence is essential for the Quest I’m giving you.”

“Sure.” Keegan gestured, and the shadows beneath them came alive. They twisted together and sprouted fur. Tomura’s orange eyes glowed like embers from a dying flame as he studied the Emperor. The kitsune’s tails twitched as an uncomfortable silence settled over the gardens.

‘Why are we here?’ Tomura’s voice was respectful, but had an edge to it. 

‘You’re as nervous as I am,’ Keegan realized.

The kitsune growled pointedly at him. His cheeks flushed, as he hadn’t meant to say that out loud. 

Maximus raised an eyebrow but continued on. “Your Quest: I want both of you to deliver a message for me.” His hand blurred for a moment, and he produced a much larger scroll. 

The Guildmaster’s scroll was simple paper. However, the one in the Emperor's hands was larger, with golden tassels and sealed in burgundy wax. 

“A message to the village leaders in the Spirit Plane.”
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“You want us to do WHAT?”

‘Keegan, don’t forget who you’re speaking to!’ Tomura chided him privately.

Maximus chuckled. “I would get the same reaction from the Senate.”

The boy’s cheeks reddened further. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand why you would need me, of all people. You have more qualified Imperial Messengers. Or Senators who are more experienced in negotiation.”

“True, but none of them have been to the Spirit Plane.” The Emperor said. “Only you have. You know the lay of the land, made friends with the locals, and have an excellent reputation.”

‘How are you intending for us to travel there? The Mitsu Shrine hasn’t gathered enough mana to send a party through. Let alone one person.’ Tomura asked.

“Dimitri is currently rebuilding the Omatsu Shrine. It’s his passion project, and he was loath to leave it behind for the Cultivator’s Tournament. The other Guilds threatened to nullify all their contracts if he didn’t attend.” Maximus said.

‘Wasn’t that Shrine destroyed in the Portal Wars?’ Keegan privately asked Tomura.

‘Yes. Akari’s mate, Botan, ordered it destroyed in their hasty retreat. It was the shrine most humans used to visit the Spirit Plane, as it was the only one of our Shrines that could be charged with mana crystals. The process took longer than expected, which allowed the Legions to overtake the fae army at Blecken Ridge.’

“Oh.” Sadness welled up in his chest. He remembered Haslam talking about how savage the battle had been. He pushed those somber feelings aside.

“The Shrine is almost finished, but he needs more Nadium ore,” Maximus continued. “Orson has a squad of Adventurers sourcing ore and other materials from Unstable Planes, but progress has been slow.”

“Will I travel alone?” Keegan asked.

“We only have enough crystals to transport four people. You will need to find the others yourself. I am too busy keeping the Empire together.” Maximus replied. “So, will you accept my Quest?”

‘He’s more stressed than he’s letting on.’ Tomura’s tails twitched with apprehension.

Keegan took a steading breath. “You have given me much to think about. Do I have time to think it over?”

“I’ll give you three days. Sooner would be better.” 

Keegan stood up and bowed. “I never thought that I'd meet the Emperor. Me, from a small town out in the middle of nowhere. Thank you so much for this opportunity.”

“The greatest deeds are accomplished by those who have the humblest of beginnings.” Maximus replied as he stored the scroll in his Void Bracelet. 

Keegan bowed once more before leaving the Emperor to his other scrolls. The boy took a moment to soak in the beauty of the gardens. Tomura followed closely as they left Maximus’ residence.

They grabbed lunch at a tavern by the circular plaza. Tomura caused a stir, attracting onlookers. The kitsune encouraged Keegan to ask for a private booth. He saw a barmaid carrying a
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